God the Joy Bringer

& serron preached by Ted Atkinson, Mirdster, Oxford Presbyterian Church on Ootober 11, 1992, Seripture Lessons:
Ezra 6:16-22.

I8 THE RAME OF THE FATHER ARD OF THE SON AND OF THE HOLY SPIRIT. AMEN.
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How many of you stood in line for @4 housat the new Chinese Restaurant on
Market Street? We ambled over there last Sunday evening after Mark’s faotball game.
The place was wall to wall people. Everybody in Oxford came out just to see what
the new restsurant wes like. Some people were there wha probably don't est aut very
often. Others who ususlly go to other restaurants came out just to try it cut 8 new
resteurant and style of food. Something nhew attracts people.

When our new church opens it doors for the first time we can also expect new
people to come. People will be willing to come to our church if for nothing else to
see what it laoks like inside. Your neighbor who likes ta sleep inon Sundag mornings
will wake up on the morning we go back into our church and think, “I’'m gaing to drag
myself out of bed just to see what this new place is like.”

Men, wamen and children, rich and peor, black and white, who haven’t been {o
church for years and who have, maybe, never been ta church will be ripe for joining
our church when we go back in. And maybe, by the grace of God, they'll come to put
their trust in God through Christ, accept him ag their Saviour, and serve him as their
King in the fellowship of his church.

| believe sométhing like this happened when the second temple in Jertisalem
was dedicated. Ezra tells us that soon efter the new templé was dedicated, the
Passover “was eaten by the people of Israel wha had returned from exile, a9 8/sa
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HElians af iha Jend ta warshin the L GRE, he Gad af isreal”

A. who were these people wheo separated themselves from the pollutions af
the nations to worship the LORDY

1. I believe some were pagens. They had worshipped the gods of nature. They
worshiped the gods of war. They worshiped the gods of pleasure. They warshiped
their national gods. But they also watched the new temple being built. They were
curious. They wanted to come closer to it to see what 1t was 1ike. 4And 85 they came
closer they heard rnore and more about the God whose temple it was and they came to
trust this God. And after the new temple was dedicated they separsted themselves
from their pagan practices and joined up with the people of God.

They're a lot 1ike some of the unchurched in our community who’ve never been
in church or Sunday School. Most likely you have & friend or neighbor who was never
baptized; who can’t remember ever going to church or Sunday Schdo]. You know 8
young boy or girl who'se never been to Sunday School or worship. Many of these
unchurched people are very religicus. They believe in ESP and reincarnation end
flying saucers and horoscopes and cuija boards. Many ere very cpened ta discussion
about spiritual things. ‘

And these unchurched pecple are watching our building go up. They're curious.
They asked you, “when are you getting back in? Wwhy are you building such & large
building?” And when they ask, what a perfect opportunity for you to say, “we want
our church to serve the whole comrmunity. ‘We want everybody in town to feel that
this is their church. e believe our town has & lot of needs that this new building
can help to meet” And then you could say, “| bet you’d like Lo see what it's like
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inside. Why don’t you come with me when we get back in? 111 give you a call. I'll
pick you up.” And you could say, “1 think your deughter and sou would 1ike Sunday
Schoal and youth group. They have fun but we also teach our young pecple values |
know you want them to have: to be honest, to be fair, to be tolerant. And theyll slso
learn about Jesus and his life and ministry and why he died.”

The number one reason why secular, nan-churched men snd wormen get involved
in & church is because they want their children to have a religious education, and
Sunday School is just sbout the enly place they ) get it. So just as 5o many people
came out to the new Chinese restaurant to try out something new, we can expect
unchurched people te try oul our new church. And maybe some of therm will jein us
and separate themselves from the gods they presently wdrship, to worship the LORD.

2. But not all who joined the returned exiles to ‘celebrate the Passover were
pagens. Some were Israelites who hed fallen away from the worship of the LORD.
They'd Tost their distinctive culture and customs. They no longer told their children
haw God had saved them from slavery in Egypt. They no longer told their children
about how God had promised to bless the whole world through their ancestor
Abraham. They becsrme more and maore influenced by their pagan friends and
neighbors. Evenluelly they dropped out of the covenant cornrmunity. Their children
intermarried with pagan men and women. They forgot who they were.

Unitil the new temple was built and dedicated. Crowds from all aver watched
the service. They got caught up in the excitement of the dedication and they began to
have a longing to rediscover their heritage and return to the Lord.

Some of the unchurched in our community are like those Israelites who had
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fallen away and forgotten who they were. These are men and women and children
who were baptized in thiz church. They went to Sunday School with you. They got
married in the old sanctuary. They made a confession of faith in Jesus Christ as
their Lord and Savior. But something happened and they’ve fallen away.

You know whao many of these people sre. They used to sit in the pew in front of
you. They ance served on & committies with you. You remember how they used to
come to Sunday School and maybe even teach. They're your friends, your relatives,
your neighbors. You see them every day in your hames and on our streets and it our
schools. They believe in Jesus. They pray. They just don't feel they need the church.
They believe they can be & good Christian without attending church. These men and
warnen and young people often have & longing to come horme because, deep down, they
know they can’t be clase to Christ without being close to hiis family. _

The re-entry into aur new church building gives them & perf~ ect opportunity to
corne horne. Don’t let the opportunity pass! The number one priority of our elders and
congregation must be to blitz those members who’ve become inactive or who are
becorning inactive, so that they N jain us and separate themselves from those
acti viﬁ es and priorities which prevent them from worshipping the LORD.

We have a wonderful apportunity to reap a harvest for the kingdor of God. We
must not let the opportunity elip. This must be the number one priority, evengelism
of those outside and shepherding of those who have wandered off.

B. But | need to say one final thing. If the people who came to the new Chinese
restaurant were satisfied with their méal, they’1l very likely come back again. But if
they dont get good service and good food, they'N probably stay home or go someplace
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else when the excitement of newness wears off.

The people wha will come to see our new church will not keep coming unless
they see something rore than & new church building. Theyraust-secrnere-thanthe
building They must see that we have a relationship to Jesus Christ that reaily
makes & difference in our lives, at work, in our marriages, and within our
communities. 1T we want the unchurched men and women in our town to join us and
separate themselves from the pollutions of our culture, we must purify ourselves.
Can out kind of faith and our kind of Christianity end our kind of lifestyle attract the
unchurched to Christ?

Fzra tells us that “The priests... purified themselves.” The Mew Teatament
teaches the priesthood of all believers. You're a priest. I'm a priest.. if we trust in

Christ. You teenage girls and guys are priests. And we’re not just ordinary priest,

“(We) are & royal priesthood” {1 Peter 2:8).

Mow the jovb of & priest is two-Told. For ane thing, & priest, represents God to
the world. When we, as priests, purify ourselves peaple will begin to see something
of Christ in our lives that will point ther to God. As priests, we bring Christ to the
people in this community by touching the untouchsble, eating and drinking with
sinners, healiﬁg»the sick, raising the dead, forgiving sins, casting out demons,
preaching good news ta the poor and proclaiming release to the captives and recovery
of sight to the blind, letting the oppressed go free and proclaiming God’s gracious
will for the world is its salvation.

what if we separated ourselves from all these things which prevent Christ
from ministering to the community through us; pride, enwy, petiiness, self-

B



centeredness. Then, when the unchurched men and women and inactive members come
to see our new church they'1l see more then a building, they'll see our changed lives
and they'll meet and trust in Christ.

But & priest has a second function. Mol only do we bring Christ to the world,
vwe bring our loved ones, friends and neighbors into the presence af God in prayer.
The priest goes into the presence of God with the joys and concerns of the community
on his heart. As priesis we pray for our unchurched neighbors and for our inactive
members. We pray for the businesses, the schools, the leadars of of our community.
'we plead for their health and salvation. What if we, s priests, brought the
unchurched and the inactive members of our congregation into the presence of God
every day. What if each one of us were to take the membership directory snd bring
one ar_ two names of members before the Lord in prayer? What if each day we
brought cur unchurched friend and colleague into the preséf;ée af nﬁ-od in prayer.
Mayte then they'd see more than a new church. Maybe they'd beqin to see that God
laves them and wants them to join us, to worship God and to serve this whole
cotminunity.

Purify ourselves and worship the Lord with joyl That must be & priority. Then
our unchurched friends and neighbors will be attracted, not simply to & new building,
but to & new God... the God who is known only through Jesus Christ, cur Passover

Lamnb, whose blocd was shed for the salvation of the whole world.

Let us pray : Gracious God whe sent Jesus Christ to seek and save lest rmen and women: grant that we may
so present Jesus Christ in the power of the Hely Spirit to the unchurched rer and wornen i our town, that they may
corne o put their trust in you through Christ, to accept hirn as their Saviour, and serve him as their King in the
feNowship of his church. Through Christ our Lord and High Priest we pray. Armnen.



