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Intro: I’m so glad to be up here tonight before you. Thank you for the incredibly warm welcome the last time I spoke 2 weeks ago. 

Tonight is our last message on community, but we finish with a comma, or maybe a semi colon at the end of our series and not a period. We’re going to come back to community again later this year, or early next year and walk through the 3 E’s of our church—Encountering Christ, Experiencing community, Extending the Kingdom—and carefully look at we as a community, as a people live out these critical dynamics.

For tonight, I want to focus on the word INTIMACY.

Watch this commercial with me as we begin.


What this commercial asks at the end is such a poignant question that is absolutely relevant to the church: Do we need to disguise ourselves to get closer? 

It’s all the more meaningful when you consider that the man in the bear suit, Fabian, suffers a physical disfigurement that causes people to avoid him on the city bus. The seat next to him is always empty.  His whole life has been a story of estrangement.


He has to put on a giant costume to get any human contact. 



It points to the way we are in this world. Intimacy is so hard. Especially when you, like Fabian, feel disfigured in some way—perhaps not physically—but in here. We feel like we have to wear a mask, or a big bear costume to draw near to people.
 
This commercial ends with an exhortation that happens to be right from the heart of Jesus: GET CLOSER.

Friends, as we close out our series on community tonight, I want us to hear that simple exhortation-- GET CLOSER. GET CLOSER. We learned 2 weeks ago, in Eph 2:11-18, that Jesus was willing to break his body on a cross and spill his blood to make relationship possible between you and God and between you and the church.  The word 2 weeks ago was RECONCILIATION.  The cross clears away all the debris, all the bitterness, all the alienation that separated us. 
But now, in the next few verses, the Apostle Paul takes us deeper and closer. Tonight the word is INTIMACY. 
And Paul spells out intimacy with several powerful metaphors that I want to unpack tonight.
[SLIDE 2] READ PASSAGE 


[SLIDE 3] I. citizenship . 

Paul begins with the metaphor of Citizenship.  As the son of immigrant parents I can understand, viscerally, what’s it’s like to feel like a foreigner, and wanting to become a citizen. 

Now I was born in Michigan—so my citizenship was conferred to me at birth. But my parents came in the 70’s and I remember their struggle to fit in and make this country their home. My grandmother—she came a bit later, in the early 80’s—and her journey towards citizenship involved me heavily—because as the only native English speaker in the family—I had the privilege, at the age of 9 or 10, being her English tutor. I remember having to help my grandmother everyday as she tries so hard to memorize: “Abraham Lincon is the 16th president of the United States.” She was studying for her citizenship test.  I would have to drill her on this over and over and over. “GOODNESS, GRANDMA—Abraham Lincoln, 16th president!! Get it through your head.”[I wasn’t the most patient grandson] . I need to get back to my Atari! You’re screwing up my Pacman score!

My grandmother finally passed the test and became a citizen—and it was a proud, proud day for her.  For some of us who were naturalized into the US—perhaps you felt something like that as you went through the citizenship ceremony and pledged your allegiance to this country. If you’ve ever seen this ceremony, you have people in tears. It’s such a huge moment because now America is not just a place they work, or a place they’re visiting, but now this great nation is their home.

Citizenship affords privileges. It says you belong. You can stay here. You can build your life here. You can live under her protection. You can call this place home.


Paul is saying is that through Jesus Christ, his kingdom becomes our motherland. We’ve been given new, permanent, eternal passports that say “citizens of heaven.”  And THAT’s A BIG DEAL. WE belong together. We serve the same King, we have the same homeland, and we share all the benefits of this kingdom. 


There is this reorientation---you are no longer primarily American, or Korean. White. Or Black. Or from this country or another. When we accepted Christ, we tore up whatever loyalties and attachments we had, and we said now, our PRIMARY IDENTITY IS A CITIZEN OF HEAVEN. 


It’s like --God gives you a new passport, written by the Holy Spirit on your heart—that says “CITIZEN OF HEAVEN.” This is your primary identity now.


Here’s something profound to grasp---We have more in common with a Christian from Mongolia or Zimbabwe than you do with a non-Christian friend or coworker that is just like you. Because you and the Mongolian of Zimbabwean Christian are fellow citizens of heaven. What you share in Jesus is far richer and more eternal than skin color, or food preferences, or geographic boundaries.  Because as fellow citizens in God’s kingdom-- share the same salvation, the same baptism, the same kingdom values, we fight the same kingdom battle against Satan and his forces, we’re on the same side. We’re about the same Great Commission. We serve the same king. We are filled with the same Holy Spirit. And we’re headed to the same home in heaven.


[SLIDE 4] II. members of God’s household. 

Now Paul’s next metaphor is even stronger.  We are not only fellow citizens but members of God’s Household.

Now this escalates everything. It’s a breathtaking metaphor when you think about it. Because now, we not only share the same King, but the same Father. We are Family. FAMILY. I know we already toss that word around—we’re family—but have you really thought about what that implies? 

Roughly 8 years ago, I was at a Christmas party with my wife and daughter. Amanda, was probably a few months old at the time. And she was sick with a cold. Nose stuffed. Couldn’t breath. She was also hungry. So my wife is trying to feed her the bottle, but she can’t drink because she can’t breath because she’s so stuffed up, and now she starts wailing. Now we were at this party, our baby is crying, and we had forgotten that bulb you stick up their nose, and things are getting dicey. And my wonderful wife, she looks at me and she says:  “I had heard that you can put your mouth over the baby’s nose, and create a vacuum by sucking and it will all come out.” 
 
Then there was that awkward pause where we’re looking at each other, and it begins to dawn on me that she’s not just thinking out loud…you know what I mean?

 “Well, it’s your idea” I offered—but that’s wasn’t going to work. So I did what any loving father would do, right? I gently put my mouth over her nose, and I sucked as hard as I could—and out came much more than I was ready for.  I started sprinting to the nearest bathroom with my mouth full! The whole time I was thinking—she’s my baby. It’s okay. We’re family. This is okay.

That’s how far we’ll care for family, right? Citizenship is one thing. We share some obligations, and we identify in certain ways—but family takes the bonds so much deeper because now we share something far richer than nationhood. 

Family is the place where I can truly be myself. I am accepted as I am. I don’t have to put up masks and fake it. 


Family is a place of deep intimacy. It’s a place where I’m really known and deeply loved. My family knows what’s going on in my life, and they care about me. A family shares pain. We cry together. We also laugh together. We share a deep, deep love that does not rise or fall based on our performance or achievements; successes or failures. We love each other simply because we belong to each other. Family is a place of deep intimacy.


Family is also a place of greatest advocacy. We fight for each other. We stand up for each other. The whole world might be opposed to us, but family has always got our back. They are always there for us. Family never lets us down. They always believe in us and want the best for us. Family is always there to pick us up off the ground when everything falls apart.


Acceptance. Intimacy. Advocacy. That’s just a few things, but even as I’m saying these things about family—does this church feel like family? 


I remember what one of my friend said about his recovery group. He was attending Sexaholic Anonymous. And he said that this place was more like church than any church he attended. He said at his recovery group, strangers come together, with no illusions about who they are. “Hi, my name is  “so and so”. And I’m a sexual addict.” 


They tell their stories. They’re honest. They cry. They grieve. They rejoice when there is victory. They carry each other’s pain. They seek accountability. And they fight for each other. They will walk with you and call you throughout the week, and make sure you’re getting healthy.


They don’t talk much about God, and they don’t really pray—but my friend said there was a richer sense of family there than any church he attended.


Man, that just broke my heart—because I know it’s true.



We do talk about God. We don’t’ just talk about him, we say we love him and that His Spirit is in us. If there’s any community that should be defined by acceptance, intimacy and advocacy it’s us. But why do recovery groups beat us on this? 


Do we embrace each other here like family—where we can really be ourselves? Do we have an intimacy here where we really love each other—and share in our suffering and joy? Do we have a sense of advocacy here where we fight for each other and contend for each other and encourage each other? 


I’d like to share something Bill Hybels, Pastor at Willow Creek in Chicago, shared about his church a few years ago. It gives me hope:



"I had just finished presenting my weekend message at Willow when a young married couple approached me, placed a blanketed bundle in my arms and asked me to pray for their baby. 



As I asked what the baby's name was, the mother pulled back the blanket that had covered the infant's face. I felt my knees begin to buckle. I thought I was going to faint. Had the father not steadied me I may well have keeled over. In my arms was the most horribly deformed baby I had ever seen. The whole center of her tiny face was caved in. How she kept breathing I will never know. All I could say was "Oh my…oh my…oh my."


"Her name is Emily", said the mother. "We've been told she has about 6 weeks to live," added the father. "We would like you to pray that before she dies she will know and feel our love."



Barely able to mouth the words, I whispered "Let's pray." Together we prayed for Emily. Oh, did we pray. As I handed her back to her parents, I asked, "Is there anything we can do for you, any way that we as church can serve you during this time?


The father responded with words that still amaze me. HE said "Bill, we're okay. Really we are. We've been in a loving small group for years. Our group members know that this pregnancy had complications. They were at hour house that night we learned the news, and they were at the hospital when Emily was delivered. They helped us absorb the reality of the whole thing. They even cleaned out our house and fixed our meals when we brought her home. They pray for us constantly and call us several times everyday. They are even helping us plan Emily's funeral."


Hybels concludes with these words:[SLIDE 5-6]  "Where would that family be, where would they go, how would they handle this heartbreak without the church? THERE IS NOTHING LIKE THE LOCAL CHURCH WHEN IT'S WORKING RIGHT. Its beauty is indescribable. Its power breathtaking. Its potential unlimited. It comforts the grieving and heals the broken in the context of community. It builds bridges to seekers and offers truth to the confused. It provides resources for those in need and opens its arms to the forgotten, the downtrodden, the disillusioned.  It breaks the chains of addictions, frees the oppressed, and offers belonging to a marginalized world. Whatever the capacity for human suffering, the church has a greater capacity for healing and wholeness. No other organization on earth is like the church. Nothing even comes close."

What a powerful vision of what a church that is truly family can accomplish in this world. I need this kind of family. You need this kind of family. The world needs it. And Jesus says---right here, right here—this is your family.


[SLIDE 7] III. building blocks in a temple 


And then it gets even more intense—if you can believe it.  The 3rd image is this. We are building bocks in a temple where God’s presence lives. 

Citizenship ties us together through a common allegiance. Family ties us together by blood. But in this image, we are actually cemented together as stone is built upon stone.  No distance remains. We are fused together into one entity, and we are filled by the Holy Spirit—so that we actually become the temple of God where he dwells.

Do you see how the intensity builds? First there is this increasing intensity in our approach to God. [SLIDE  8] We approach Him initially as King as citizens of his kingdom, then we get closer and approach God as a Father as we are his household, and then finally, we get so close that we approach God as an indwelling Spirit where he is actually inside us. With each metaphor, we are going deeper and deeper with God 


And this of course correlates with an increasing intensity in our relationship to each other. [SLIDE 9] When God is our King, we relate to each other as fellow citizens. As our Father, we are his very children—his very household. And as an indwelling Spirit, we are actually fused together as one living temple—where his Spirit dwells.  


This is a profound correlation that needs to be emphasized. If we want to go deeper with God where he is actually in us in the fullness of the Spirit—then we are compelled to go deeper with each other. The two move in conjunction. You want more of God—it will involve more community.

What I’m trying to tell you is that there is SEVERE LIMITATIONS GOD PLACES ON INDIVIDUAL GROWTH. He did not design you to reach your full maturity alone as a solo Christian. There is an actual limit to how far you can go with God solo. 
There’s a large part of our walk with God that we cannot access unless we do so through community. We’ll learn this later in chapter 4, but Paul links our spiritual maturity so closely with the body of Christ, that you can’t speak of spiritual growth without talking about growing with and through the body. 
It’s like an organ. It cannot function without the supporting arteries and vessels and supporting ligaments and the heart that pushes blood into it, and the brain which informs everything. For the organ to grow, it must grow with and through the body. A separate, unchecked growth separate from the body is actually CALLED CANCER.

Eugene Peterson writes:[SLIDE 10] “Love cannot exist in isolation: away from others, love bloats into pride. Grace cannot be received privately: cut off from others, it is perverted into greed. Hope cannot develop in solitude: separated from community, it goes to seed in the form of fantasies. No gift, no virtue can develop and remain healthy apart from the community of faith.”

 Let me close with one final thought about this last image.  Paul says that together we  become a living temple where his glory will dwell.  I want you to really see this---how God promises that when we come together as one body, one family, WE COLLECTIVELY become the DWELLING PLACE OF GOD. This is where he chooses to most powerfully manifest his presence—not just in one—but in many coming together!

There is, in other words power in community. Incredible power. [ SLIDE-11] You guys have all seen a light stick I assume. If not, they look like these plastic vials on the left—filled with a fluorescent chemical. Right now they are static. There is no light emanating from them.  But if you take one and bend it, break it here in the middle, it begins to glow brightly with light. How does it work? [SLIDE—12] There are two chemicals housed in different chambers. When you bend the light stick, the chambers break and the chemicals mix and the atoms react and create light.  


This is I think is a great metaphor for community. Side by side, as isolated individuals that merely rub shoulders over coffee and donuts, there is nothing. We might as well sit inside a movie theater, or on a city bus. There is no  power in our relationships unless we come together and something breaks.  


There are dividing walls between us.  So many things keep me from connecting with you. But when through the power of the Holy Spirit, these walls break, and we become vulnerable, and we start  connecting and praying, and I allow my life to pour into you, and your life to pour into me--something happens.  Something powerful happens. Paul tells us in today’s passage, that God’s glory pours in. 

Friends, God’s presence and power and glory IS MOST EVIDENT when the walls break, and we begin to fuse together in the love of Jesus.  When the church comes together to pray and confess their sins before each other---we will start to see revival. 


When the saints come around the sick and we pray in faith, we will see healing. 


When brothers and sisters come around the discouraged and the depressed and the oppressed, we will see wholeness. 

We are the hands and feet of Jesus. When we act as a body---we will do what Jesus once did—we will heal, we will restore, we will build up. 


We are the mouth of Jesus. If we act as a body, we can unleash words that can save lives, that can encourage broken hearts, that can bind demons and set captives free. 


We are the grace of Jesus. When we offer forgiveness and accept others in grace, we embody and incarnate the power of the cross. 


There is immense power in this community.  


Two years ago, I experienced profound burn out—where my ministry and my marriage were really struggling. And so went to a prayer retreat for some healing. At this retreat, you’re assigned prayer ministers who take an hour to pray over you. I was hoping to get some of the more prophetic looking people, but I was assigned this harmless looking elderly couple. OK. Well, I’ sure God had his plans. So when my time came, I sat down, and they asked me to share what was on my heart—and surprisingly I shared everything. I had nothing to lose at that point. And they looked at me with love. With no judgment. And they placed their hands on me—and they began to pray—and as they prayed—literally, I felt the Holy Spirit begin to just cut things off. I started having visions of Jesus embracing me. My heart started to feel and beat. Hot tears came to my eyes as I repented for the first time in a long time. And at the end of that hour—I was dramatically healed.

Now I don’t get it. I’ve prayed the same prayers by myself in my home. In my church office. It didn’t have this effect. But something about two other people bearing my burdens, and praying for me ---it unleashed something.

There is power in community. When Jesus said that where two or more gathered, he will be there—he means it. When his people become a house of God and they pray—God inhabits and dwells in power and in glory. 


I believe, I firmly believe that for most of our life problems, whether it be financial, emotional, or spiritual---God has already provided the answers. Right here in this church—within this body. Just as the human body has an amazing, God given ability to heal itself, so too this corporate body. His resurrection life flows through this body.  If we could just tear down the walls and genuinely CONNECT---we would see God’s glory in a new way in this church. And the world would see his glory in a new way through Grace Covenant. 

APPLICATION COMMUNION
Tonight—let me ask you these questions? Are you getting closer to this body? Do you have intimate brothers and sisters where you pray for each other, laugh together, grieve together?  If you don’t, I would submit that you spiritual life is severely hampered because that is not the way God has designed us to grow. We need, absolutely need community.
One clear way to start this is to join a life group. Right now, we only have 10% of our church involved. So I’m praying the other 90% are finding some creative way to do community. My suspicion though is that many of us here at Grace are just simply missing out. I pray that the 200 here are plugged in to relationships at this church—not because life groups are cool and trendy—but because when done right, there are our life lines. 

Well, tonight, I want to do something a little different. You were given the elements as you walked in. We’re going to have communion together—but this time—really together.

If we can stand, and like we did two weeks ago, can we get into clusters of 4-5 people. Make quick introductions.

Back when the early church shared this meal, they did this not only to deepen their intimacy with the Lord, but with each other as they shared this meal in fellowship. They literally shared Jesus together as they ate of his body and blood.  So tonight, as we’re in this circle, let’s share this meal together. 

The Lord Jesus on the night he was betrayed, took bread and when he had given thanks he broke it and said “This is my body which is for you; do this in remembrance of me. 
In the same way after supper he took the cup saying, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood; do this whenever you drink it in remembrance of me.”
Now, here’s what I want us to do. As we’ve taken communion together, we just declared in our circles that we want more of Jesus. His body, his blood, we want him deep in here. 
Now why don’t we go around and share one area of your life where you want his presence to be applied the most. You don’t have to say too much. It can be just : “I really need Jesus to show up in my family’s finances. We’re really struggling. Or I need to know Jesus is with me at work. It’s so stressful these days, etc. Share. 

And once you’ve all shared, take time to pray. All together just pray for the person on your left and right, and after some time I’ll close us out.
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