“The Only Way the Church Can Lose”

Luke 9:57-62

Some of you have noticed that I am wearing a West Virginia University tie today. I have a number of ties depicting the teams I root for, and usually I wear them when they are playing in or have won a big game. (This would explain why I have not worn my Pittsburgh Pirates tie for a long time!) My purpose for wearing this tie today, though, is not to celebrate some great accomplishment or to hope for the same, but to remember a particularly painful defeat. 

The year was 2007. For the first time, the Mountaineer football team was in line to play for the national championship. All they had to do was win their final regular season game…at home…against their archrival, the University of Pittsburgh. In most years, the “Backyard Brawl” (as the game was called) pitted two evenly matched teams separated by less than one hundred miles, but this year was different. West Virginia was the top-ranked team in the nation in one poll, while Pitt had stumbled to a 4-7 record. The experts made the Mountaineers a 28-point favorite. It was a game they could not lose.

Until they lost.

I was one of many Mountaineer fans who watched the game in stunned silence. The prolific offense that had scored 66 points the previous week against their closest conference rival could not get moving. The teams seemed to have switched places—the underdogs played with tenacity and confidence while the favorites appeared timid and overmatched. At one point I remember seeing the Mountaineers’ coach standing on the sidelines with the deer-in-the-headlights look on his face as the final seconds ticked away to the game…and any hope of a national championship.

It was a game they could not lose. 

But they did.

Now that was several years ago, and I know for a fact that many of you couldn’t possibly care less about a football game or sports in general. So why bring it up here?

I bring this up because Christians and Christian churches face a similar threat, and the consequences are much more significant than the loss of a game or even a season. Follow me here…

The Christian Church is “the most powerful movement ever to develop in history.”
 Its founder, Jesus Christ, made this bold proclamation: “I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not overcome it” [Matt. 16:18]. How can He say that? In John 16:33 He states in John 16:33, “In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world.” Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 15:57, “Thanks be to God! He gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ.”  The apostle John writes in 1 John 4:4, “The one who is in you is greater than the one who is in the world,” then later in 1 John 5:4, “Everyone born of God overcomes the world. This is the victory that has overcome the world, even our faith.”  The Church’s fight song is “Faith Is The Victory.”


In other words, we can’t lose!


Yet if we look around, we find plenty of Christians and Christian churches that are train wrecks! They exist in constant defeat, overcome by temptation, dissention, and pessimism. To borrow a phrase often used by sports announcers, they “snatch defeat from the jaws of victory.” The unbelieving world scoffs and sneers, saying, “If that’s Christianity, you can have it!” And Satan wins.


How can this be? How can such a defeated foe come out victorious? 

Let me be very clear: Satan cannot and will not ever conquer God. There is no possibility of a divine defeat. God and Satan are not two equal powers struggling for control. God is infinitely more powerful than the devil. I am not suggesting for one moment that Satan could triumph over the Lord.

With that in mind, the only way that Satan can emerge victorious is over God’s people, and the only way he can defeat them is when they allow him to. Think of the Israelites, who were told as they were entering into the land of Canaan, “No one will be able to stand up against you all the days of your life” [Joshua 1:5]. Yet they were defeated at Ai, duped by the Gibeonites, and throughout the book of Judges were subjected by one nation after another. Why? Did God fail? Of course not! The people of God failed. And, most painful of all, every defeat was unnecessary.

The same is true today…for us. And so, this morning, I’d like to consider the subject, “The Only Way the Church Can Lose.” 

If We Lose Our Focus

The first way the church can lose is if we lose our focus. Turn with me to Luke 9:57-62, where we read of unusual encounters by three men with Jesus.

As they were walking along the road, a man said to him, “I will follow you wherever you go.” 
Jesus replied, “Foxes have holes and birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has no place to lay his head.” 

He said to another man, “Follow me.” 

But the man replied, “Lord, first let me go and bury my father.” 

Jesus said to him, “Let the dead bury their own dead, but you go and proclaim the kingdom of God.” 

Still another said, “I will follow you, Lord; but first let me go back and say good-by to my family.” 

Jesus replied, “No one who puts his hand to the plow and looks back is fit for service in the kingdom of God.” 
The first man takes the initiative, saying to Jesus, “I’ll go anywhere with you!” Sounds great, doesn’t it? But Jesus sobered this man by saying, “﻿Foxes have holes and birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has no place to lay his head.﻿” In other words, “﻿If you want to follow Jesus you must leave behind earthly security.﻿”
 We hear no more of the man, and can only assume that he was unwilling to give up the common comforts of life to follow the Son of God.
 

Kyle Idleman writes in his book, Not a Fan,
It’s much easier to speak about following Jesus when you are making a general statement without any specific commitments. But the most obvious and basic definition of following Jesus will mean making some significant life changes. Following Jesus literally means that you go where Jesus goes. When you think of it that way, suddenly those poetic words have some huge implications.

The second man is called by Jesus, but he replies, “Lord, first let me go and bury my father.”  Seems reasonable enough, right? Maybe not so much. You see…

In the New Testament era, the death of a relative required immediate attention, along with a period of mourning after burial. Because Jewish law prohibited dead bodies from remaining within the city walls of Jerusalem overnight, it was necessary to bury a corpse on the day of death. This tradition was practiced throughout Judea… After burial, mourning continued for seven days (though it could last up to 30 days), as the family and community participated with dirge singing, weeping, the application of dust or ashes upon the head and/or fasting.

By taking this into consideration, Jesus﻿’ words, “Let the dead bury their own dead,” may not seem quite so harsh. In all probability the man’s father was not dead, and not even nearly dead. His saying most likely meant, “﻿I will follow you after my father has died.﻿”
 Now we must understand that, in that culture, a son’s greatest responsibility was to care for his parents and make sure they received a proper burial. But at this critical moment nothing on earth, however sacred, must be allowed to come between Jesus and the man he has called.
 The Believer’s Bible Commentary insightfully points out,

Notice what he said. “Lord, let me first go…” In other words, “Lord…me first.” He called Jesus by the name of Lord, but actually he puts his own desires and interests first. The words “Lord” and “me first” are totally opposed to each other; we must choose one or the other.

The third man also seems to have a legitimate request—“I will follow you, Lord; but first let me go back and say good-by to my family”—yet Jesus rebukes this man as well with the words, “No one who puts his hand to the plow and looks back is fit for service in the kingdom of God.” What does Jesus mean? These men had all lost their focus. They had allowed material comforts, occupational or monetary pursuits, or even family and friends to get in the way.
 As Warren Wiersbe writes, “Too many times we are like the men described in Luke 9:57–62, each of whom put something personal ahead of following the Lord.”

If We Lose Our Faith

A second way the church can lose is if we lose our faith. By this I do not mean losing saving faith, but rather losing our active faith on a daily basis. Matthew 14:25-31 illustrates this truth in the life of Simon Peter:

During the fourth watch of the night Jesus went out to them, walking on the lake. When the disciples saw him walking on the lake, they were terrified. “It’s a ghost,” they said, and cried out in fear. 

But Jesus immediately said to them: “Take courage! It is I. Don’t be afraid.” 

“Lord, if it’s you,” Peter replied, “tell me to come to you on the water.” 

“Come,” he said.

Then Peter got down out of the boat, walked on the water and came toward Jesus. But when he saw the wind, he was afraid and, beginning to sink, cried out, “Lord, save me!” 

Immediately Jesus reached out his hand and caught him. “You of little faith,” he said, “why did you doubt?” 
This is a familiar story to many of us. Peter is often criticized for taking his eyes off of Jesus and beginning to sink. But, as Wiersbe puts it, “before we criticize Peter for sinking, let’s honor him for his magnificent demonstration of faith. He dared to be different. Anybody can sit in the boat and watch. But it takes a person of real faith to leave the boat and walk on the water.”

In fact, this may be the greatest demonstration of faith ever performed. Think about what Peter did: He got out of a boat in the middle of a raging storm on a lake, and walked on top of the water! Has anyone done anything so risky to themselves simply on faith?

Furthermore, Peter never lost his faith in Jesus. As soon as he began to sink, he cried out to His Lord, “Save me!” It wasn’t his faith in God that Peter lost; it was his faith in what God could do through him. When he took his eyes off of Jesus and saw the winds and the waves, he thought to himself, “What am I doing out here? I can’t walk on water!” Glug…glug…glug… He lost faith in what the Lord could do through him. And the same thing can happen to us today.

Allow me to return to my opening illustration for a moment. In that fateful football game, the West Virginia kicker (who was considered one of the best in the nation) missed two field goals early on. Their star running back took a couple of crushing blows. Their star quarterback left the game with a badly injured thumb. And with each adversity, the team lost confidence. They lost faith in themselves. They no longer believed that they could be successful on the field.

How often does that happen to Christians and to churches? We’re going along fine until some adversity comes along. That should not surprise us—remember Jesus’ words in John 16:33, “In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world”—but it can knock us off our feet. Suddenly we no longer believe in ourselves, or what the Lord can do through us.

Now I am not advocating a cocky attitude that says, “I can take on the world all by myself!” There is such a thing as overconfidence for the Christian…when that confidence is in ourselves alone. But humility is not the same as inferiority. Paul wrote in 2 Corinthians 3:4-5, 

Such confidence as this is ours through Christ before God. Not that we are competent in ourselves to claim anything for ourselves, but our competence comes from God.

Jesus said in John 15:5, “Without Me you can do nothing.” Paul wrote in Philippians 4:13, “I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me.” Both of those verses can be taken to extremes—“I can do nothing” (inferiority) and “I can do everything” (invincibility). But when we keep Jesus in the picture (where He belongs) then we have a balanced, healthy view of our capabilities in Christ.

If We Lose Our Fervor

Finally, the church can lose if we lose our fervor. Romans 12:11 states, “Never be lacking in zeal, but keep your spiritual fervor, serving the Lord.” I realize that word “fervor” is not a term we use a lot these days, so what does it mean?

“Fervor” sounds like “fever”, and in some ways they are similar. The Greek word zeō literally means “to boil.”
 It has in mind the idea of boiling over or boiling up, as if water were boiling in a pot.
 It is connected with the word “zeal” and speaks of enthusiasm. It is the opposite of dignified, cold, unemotional
—what passes off in many circles as true spirituality!

One of the oldest blights on earth is lack of enthusiasm. Most people could make a sizable list of their failures that were simply casualties to indifference and lack of commitment.
 The first phrase in Romans 12:11 states, “Never be lacking in zeal.” Literally that phrase means, “Don’t be lazy.”
 When we lose our spiritual fervor—our motivation, our enthusiasm, our zeal—we have the tendency to become lazy.

There is another “l” word that describes a church that has lost its fervor. We find that term in Revelation 3, as Jesus dictates a message to the church at Laodicea. Let’s pick it up in verse 15,

I know your deeds, that you are neither cold nor hot. I wish you were either one or the other! So, because you are lukewarm—neither hot nor cold —I am about to spit you out of my mouth. You say, ‘I am rich; I have acquired wealth and do not need a thing.’ But you do not realize that you are wretched, pitiful, poor, blind and naked. I counsel you to buy from me gold refined in the fire, so you can become rich; and white clothes to wear, so you can cover your shameful nakedness; and salve to put on your eyes, so you can see. 

There it is: lukewarm. Jesus condemns this church because they were neither cold nor hot. They had become spiritually complacent—“I…do not need a thing”—and lazy. They didn’t even realize what spiritual shape they were in!


Notice the prescription Jesus gives for being lukewarm: in verses 19-20 He says,

Those whom I love I rebuke and discipline. So be earnest, and repent. Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with him, and he with me. 

That phrase “be earnest” in verse 19 comes from the same Greek word in Romans 12:11 meaning “zeal.” Recapture that spiritual fervor, that burning glow of the Spirit, and come alive again! Don’t let your Christian experience deteriorate into a listless laziness. I am reminded of the command to the priests recorded in Leviticus 6:13, “The fire must be kept burning on the altar continuously; it must not go out.” We must do the same on the altar of our hearts. Remember, the fire is not ours to kindle, but as Paul writes in 1 Thessalonians 5:19, “Do not put out the Spirit’s fire.” We do have a responsibility to keep the fire burning in our own hearts and lives.

So, where are we this morning? As Christians, as families, as a church…are we living in victory or in defeat? If we are living in defeat, it is because we are allowing Satan to have the victory over us. He cannot defeat God, so when God’s people live in defeat, it is unnecessary. We let Satan win.

If we are living in defeat today, it may well be that we have lost our focus. Like those three who encountered Jesus in Luke 9, we allow family, career, or material things to get in the way. Now those things are not wrong, but anything that comes before Christ is an idol.

John ends his first letter with these words: “Dear children, keep yourselves from idols” (1 John 5:21). But I think The Living Bible really captures the essence of what that apostle was saying: “Dear children, keep away from anything that might take God’s place in your hearts.”  We must never lose our focus on Jesus.

Or it may be that we have lost our faith. Perhaps we have run across adversity in our lives, or we ourselves have stumbled and failed…and we have convinced ourselves that we cannot win, we cannot be successful in our spiritual life. We need to remind ourselves that it is God who works in us, and while it is true that without Him we can do nothing, it is just as true that with Him we can do all things.

And we must not lose our spiritual fervor. There is nothing wrong with having some enthusiasm in our spiritual lives; there is everything wrong with becoming listless and lazy when it comes to the things of God. We tend to get excited about things that, in the long run, don’t really matter (like a football game!) Why can we not be just as excited about eternal things?

As Christians and as a Christian church, we cannot lose…

…unless we allow it.

Let’s not allow it.
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