Messengers

Several years ago someone sent me a description of the perfect pastor.  I have kept it hidden away from congregations ever since so that no one tries to make changes to my job description but I am going to be brave enough to share it with all of you this morning.  So: The Perfect Pastor
1. The perfect pastor preaches exactly 10 minutes.

2. He condemns sin roundly but never hurts anyone’s feelings.

3. He works from 8 AM until midnight and is also the church janitor.

4. The perfect pastor makes $40 a week, wears good clothes, drives a good car, buys good books, and donates $30 a week to the church.

5. He is 29 years old and has 40 years experience.

6. Above all, he is handsome.

7. The perfect pastor has a burning desire to work with teenagers and spends most of his time with the senior citizens.

8. He smiles all the time with a straight face because he has a sense of humor that keeps him seriously dedicated to his church.  

9. The perfect pastor always has time for church council and all of its committees.  He never misses the meeting of any church organization and is always busy evangelizing the lost.

Well, I currently make two of the qualifications for a perfect pastor.  I am 29 years old and handsome.  I don’t know why some of you laughed at that because I wasn’t joking.  


Ok, so I am not the perfect pastor but I am ok with that because the men of God in the Bible didn’t meet these standards either.  Today we are going to read about a man who wouldn’t last long as a pastor in many churches.  If this man were to come serve as a pastor people would be disturbed from the start simply by his wardrobe and then would be shocked by his methods and priorities.  Truly, there is much we can learn from this man.  Would you please turn with me to Matthew chapter three.


Matthew 3:1-12 – In those days John the Baptist came, preaching in the Desert of Judea and saying, “repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near.”  This is he who was spoken of through the prophet Isaiah: “A voice of one calling in the desert, ‘Prepare the way for the Lord, make straight paths for him.’”  John’s clothes were made of camel’s hair, and he had a leather belt around his waist.  His food was locusts and wild honey.  People went out to him from Jerusalem and all Judea and the whole region of the Jordan.  Confessing their sins, they were baptized by him in the Jordan River.  But when he saw many of the Pharisees and Sadducees coming to where he was baptizing, he said to them: “You brood of vipers!  Who warned you to flee form the coming wrath?  Produce fruit in keeping with repentance.  And do not think you can say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our father.’  I tell you that out of these stones God can raise up children for Abraham.  The ax is already at the root of the trees, and every tree that does not produce good fruit will be cut down and thrown into the fire.  I baptize you with water for repentance.  But after me will come one who is more powerful than I, whose sandals I am not fit to carry.  He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire.  His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will clear his threshing floor, gathering his wheat into the barn and burning up the chaff with unquenchable fire.”

According to this passage John the Baptist was God’s herald proclaiming the coming of the Messiah and the nearness of the kingdom of heaven.  John was God’s messenger.  It is true – he broke most of the rules of being an acceptable pastor and we will talk about that.  Right now I want you to see that John was God’s messenger and there is much we can learn from his example.  The fact is, we are also God’s messengers.


Luke 24:46-48 – He (Jesus) told them, “This is what is written: The Christ will suffer and rise from the dead on the third day, and repentance and forgiveness of sins will be preached in his name to all nations beginning at Jerusalem.  You are witnesses of these things.


Mark 16:15 – He (Jesus) said to them, “Go into all the world and preach the good news to all creation.”  


Like John the Baptist, we are to be messengers for the Lord.  We know that the kingdom of heaven is near and that there is good news to be proclaimed.  John is a challenge to some of our assumptions about how to be witnesses for the Lord.  This morning we are going to consider six elements that made John a good messenger.
1. John was willing to be odd!

John’s clothing would exclude him from preaching in many churches.  He wore a camel hair cloak and a belt.  On top of that he ate bugs!  We have tons of grasshoppers outside our church in the summer.  Can you imagine the guest speaker sitting down on the sidewalk and crunching a few of those before service?  John was willing to look and act like the prophet he was.  In other words, John was willing to fulfill the role God had for him even if it meant being odd.  


As a messenger for the Lord are you willing to be odd?  Are you willing to be looked at differently because you are a Christian?  Can people tell that you are a Christian?  This brings us to an additional point: There is a good odd and a bad odd.  As a messenger for the Lord it is important to be the right kind of odd.  


John was odd in his clothing but he did not just go out and make up his own style.  John dressed as he did because he was a prophet.  Israel had been without a true prophet for four hundred years and John dressed as he did in part to proclaim that he was a prophet just like Elijah.  He truly was speaking for God.  His oddness was a part of his mission.


Today some Christians are odd for the wrong reasons.  Some Christians are odd because they speak a strange “Christian” form of English.  These are the people who use Christian jargon without really knowing what it means.  I knew a man who spoke of grace as if it were a quantifiable commodity.  He would talk about having enough grace for today and needing a little more tomorrow.  He would often use the word “grace” in ways that made no sense at all.  Other people throw around words learned in hymns and King James Bibles without knowing what they mean.  Someone shares a problem with them and their response is, “You just need to be washed in the blood.”  The trouble with that is that neither the Christian nor the one listening know what is meant by that phrase.  


Other times Christians are odd because they are putting on a show.  They hit their hand with a hammer and yell out, “Praise the Lord!” and try to pretend it didn’t hurt.  Other Christians are odd simply because they so withdraw from the world that, when they do come out, they have difficulty relating to people or functioning.  

Learning from John, we are odd but not fake.  We are odd, but not needlessly.  


1 Peter 4:1-4 – Therefore, since Christ suffered in his body, arm yourselves also with the same attitude, because he who has suffered in his body is done with sin.  As a result, he does not live the rest of his earthly life for evil human desires, but rather for the will of God.  For you have spent enough time in the past doing what pagans choose to do-living in debauchery, lust, drunkenness, orgies, carousing, and detestable idolatry.  They think it strange that you do not plunge with them into the same flood of dissipation and they heap abuse on you.


Christians are supposed to be odd from the world’s standpoint, but not needlessly so.  We are to be odd because we strive to imitate Christ in our lives.  Our priorities, our actions, and our attitudes should so reflect Jesus that people wonder what is wrong with us.  This happens when we say “no” to sin when all the world finds the sin acceptable.  Greed is normal in our world.  It is odd to be very generous.  We are odd when we deny ourselves what we want or sacrifice in order to serve Christ.  We are odd when we make the Lord a priority over merely material things in our lives.  As a Christian you should not always fit in with those around you.  Like John, you need to be willing to be odd.  This leads us to our next essential characteristic.

2. John loved God enough to speak the message.


John is out by the river preaching and baptizing people.  He is calling upon people to repent and people are responding when, miracle of miracles, the religious leadership of the nation comes out to be baptized.  The Pharisees and Sadducees were the leaders of the people.  The Sadducees especially were the upper class, the wealthy, the powerful.  These important men came out to be baptized by John!  In any church today we would rejoice to see people responding to the preaching in such a way.  In any church today we would be thrilled to have such important men coming forward.  In any church today we would be careful to nuture and not to offend such people.  John looked at those important, powerful, rich men and ripped them apart beginning with “You brood of vipers!”  


The only way John could risk losing these men from his followers along with the numbers of people they would likely take away with them was to love God more than people.  John had to love the approval of God more than the approval of people.  He had to find his worth in God rather than men.  


Who’s approval do you value most?  When we are shy about talking to people about the Lord when the opportunities arise, why is that?  Are we afraid of making fools of ourselves?  Are we afraid of losing the respect of those people?  Are we embarrassed to be Christians?  We need to value the approval of God more than the approval of people if we are to be faithful messengers for him.

3.  John loved people enough to proclaim the message.

Yes, John called some people a brood of vipers.  Yes, he yelled at them and got after them.  Why did he do this, though?  John was proclaiming a coming judgment.  He proclaimed that God was going to make a separation in Israel.  Those trees not producing good fruits were going to be uprooted and burned.  The Lord was going to be threshing his wheat and gathering his grain but the chaff was going to burn.  Jesus was coming to baptize with the Spirit and with fire.  To be baptized with the Spirit is to be saved.  In this context, to be baptized with fire is certainly a reference to judgment.  Because John knew judgment was coming he was willing to be blunt with people.  Because he loved people, he was willing to speak his mind.


Sometimes we are too careful of people’s feelings.  When Xiomara and I were very first married we had a horrible time picking out movies together.  Each of us wanted so much to please the other that we wouldn’t say what movie we really wanted to watch.  Because we wanted to be so good to each other, neither of us would say we thought a movie was a bad idea.  As a result we watched several movies together than neither of us enjoyed or even wanted to see because we each thought the other wanted to see it.  Now we are honest with each other and both enjoy the movies much more.


Being overly polite in picking out movies is funny.  Being overly polite with the message of salvation is not.  When it comes to the truth, we need to tell people.  We need to be respectful and usually gentle, but we do need to speak the truth.  It may not be comfortable, but we need to love people enough to speak to them about salvation.  We need to learn from John that there is a time to be direct and to call people to make decisions.  Who do you need to talk to?  This brings us to our forth element of God’s messenger.

4.  John realized the urgency of his message.

When John spoke he declared that the kingdom of heaven was near.  He warned that a judgment was coming in very clear terms.  He told the people that unfruitful trees would be uprooted and that chaff would be burned.  He warned them to do works worthy of repentance.  He warned them to prepare for the coming of the Lord so that they could receive salvation rather than judgment.  He preached and spoke with urgency because he knew that the time was near.  He may not have known just when, but he knew the time was at hand. Because the message was urgent, John spoke what was unpopular to the crowds.  Because it was urgent, John didn’t just wait for people to come to him but went to the Jordan and began to preach.  


Today we also have an urgency to our message.  Jesus has promised to return and we don’t know when.  What we do know is that he will return in power to judge the world.  When he comes every knee will bow and every tongue confess that Jesus is Lord.  When he returns judgment will follow.  Those who have confessed Jesus as Lord and received salvation will receive reward and life while those who haven’t will be judged.  And even if Jesus waits years to return, not one of us is promised tomorrow.  As Hebrews says, it is appointed for a man to die once and then comes judgment.  There is an urgency to telling people about Jesus.  Do you sense this urgency?  Do you grasp that this might be your last day to tell someone?  Are you actively looking for or even making opportunities to talk to people about the Lord?

5.  John had a definite message.

God had given John a message.  John understood the message and so he proclaimed it as forcefully and persuasively as he could.  His message was that the Kingdom of Heaven was near and that everyone needed to prepare for the coming of the Lord.  He warned of judgment and promised salvation.  He called people to repent.  Looking at John speaking to the religious leaders you quickly realize that no one was going to walk away from John uncertain about what he believed.  John had a definite message.  


Like John, we too have a definite message.  Like him, our message is urgent.  Like him, our message is a warning of judgment and a promise of salvation.  Though God created us and loves us, all have sinned and fall short of his standard.  Through sin, everyone deserves death.  God loved us so much he sent his son to live a perfect life and to die in our place taking our guilt upon himself.  Three days later, Jesus rose from the dead with his mission accomplished.  Now, those who believe the message and who respond by confessing Jesus as Lord will be saved.  Do people know you believe this?  Do they know the specifics of what you believe?  I sometimes hear people say that their entire life is their message.  They talk about good works and love and how their life declares the gospel.  This is true, but the message is also required.  


Consider something I shared in Sunday school last week.  I read about two men in the middle east.  One man lives in Lebanon.  He and his wife work among the destitute and hopeless in a Palistinian refugee camp.  The refugees live in squalor and so he and his wife organize charities for them.  They take clothing and food and even toys at times.  They try to help people get out of the hopeless camp that they are in.  They are convinced that God loves these people and that they should also.


Another man lives in the Palestinian part of Israel.  He is a Palestinian man who is committed to non-violence and who strives to teach Israelis and Palistinians to see each other as human.  He tries to understand people and does all he can to help those in need.  He also is convinced that God loves everyone and so he should also.


From these two men, which is a Christian?  Both are good people.  Both are doing good things.  Both are meeting real needs often overlooked by the world.  Only one is a Christian.  On the one hand, if one was a terrorist and claiming to be a Christian, the story of his life would invalidate his words.  But can a good life alone save another?  Without the message all the world sees are good people who may or may not be Christians.  Until you speak about the Lord and make HIM a priority in your life, no one will know WHY you are a good person.  The message matters.  By the way, if you are curious, the man in Lebanon is a Muslim and the Palistinian man is a Christian.  The faith they profess and the message they proclaim is what distinguishes them.  


Do people know what YOU believe?  Are you just another good person to those around you or do you speak about the Lord?  Can you share the good news of salvation with a person?  I love the balanced view our teens were given at Dare 2 Share.  In salvation: It is your responsibility to proclaim the gospel, the person’s responsibility to respond, and God who saves.  It is God who grants salvation, but we are responsible for the message.  Learn the message and share it.  This brings us to our final point.

6.  John always pointed to Jesus.

  
When large crowds came to John he proclaimed that another was coming who was greater than he.  He stated that he was not worthy to take off Jesus’ sandals.  In all of his preaching and in all of his life, John pointed people to Jesus.  He was not out to be someone important.  He was not out to protect his own reputation.  He was not out building a ministry, advancing a career, or seeking fame.  John willingly pointed to Jesus all of his life.


In a similar way, we need to think less of ourselves and more of Jesus.  We need to point less to ourselves and more to Jesus.  Whether talking about work, hobbies, or family, we need to give God the glory and point to Jesus.  In our priorities, we need to point to Jesus.  Some people think that I am against things like sports, hunting, or other hobbies.  I am not against those things at all.  I have many hobbies and did different sports myself.  I have even caught the fishing bug since moving here.  I just believe that we should be as passionate and energetic for the Lord as for any hobby that we love.  I also believe that we should point to the Lord even IN our hobby.  Like John, we need to point to Jesus with everything that we do.


Learn from John today what it means to be a messenger for God.  You don’t have to eat bugs or yell at important people, but do love God and people enough to share the gospel.  Know the message and sense the urgency.  Be willing to be odd.  Point people to Jesus with all that you are.  Be an active messenger of the Lord. 
