“Where’s The Fire?”

Jude 22-23

About six months ago I joined the volunteer fire department in the little town of Kenney. It has been a wonderful experience so far, as I serve with a great group of guys. This has been a very educational experience for me as well, since this is nothing I have ever been around before. Everything about fire fighting is new, and at times can be a bit overwhelming.


Because of this, the popular question, “Where’s the fire?” has taken on a whole different meaning for me. Whenever the pager goes off, we listen closely to find out where the fire is burning, what kind of fire are we dealing with, and if there are any lives at stake.


This has also made me think about what we do as a church. I believe there are some definite parallels between the fire department and the church, and I’d like to share those with you this morning by approaching that simple question, “Where’s the fire?” in three ways. In doing so, we will cover the biblical view of the objective of the local church.

“Where’s the Fire?” – It’s a Matter of Peril


“Where’s the fire?” That question is first a matter of peril. There is a reason that fire alarms and sirens sound the way they do. Let’s face it—those sounds are not pleasant to our ears! They are meant to grab our attention, to wake us up in the middle of the night if necessary, and to warn bystanders to watch out for speeding fire trucks coming their way. There is urgency because lives and property may be at stake.


When it comes to the local church, we need to ask the same question: “Where’s the fire?” The simple answer to that is, “In Hell, otherwise known as the Lake of Fire.” We need to be reminded that lives are in peril—people we know and love. You may be surprised to know that the Bible says much more about Hell than it does about heaven.
 And you may also be surprised to know who taught about Hell most in the Bible. John MacArthur points out, 
While modern man often denies the reality of Hell and final judgment on the grounds that Jesus was so meek and mild and God the Father is all love and grace, the truth is that Jesus spoke more about Hell than any other person in Scripture.

Jesus taught that Hell is a place of torment and agony—“the unquenchable fire” (Mark 9:43). He also taught that Hell will never end—“the eternal fire which has been prepared for the devil and his angels” (Matt. 25:41, 46).

The word translated “Hell” is gehenna, which was the name of the city dump outside Jerusalem where fires were kept continually burning to de​stroy the refuse from the city. Because the fires there were never allowed to go out, gehenna be​came the closest analogy available to teach that Hell is both awful and eternal. Hell, then, is a dreadful place of separation, utter blackness, and eternal punishment which is compared to a raging fire that never goes out.

People of the world, though, don’t want to hear about Hell. The vast majority of Americans today don’t believe that Hell exists. The only time they want to talk about Hell is when they’re telling someone where to go, or wondering how someone is doing, or describing the weather. (Is there any more nonsensical phrase in the English language as when someone says, “It’s cold as Hell outside”? It just defies all logic!)

Or they joke about Hell. Just as Satan has been reduced in the modern mind to a comic book character wearing a red suit with horns, pitchfork, and a pointy tail, so Hell has become the subject of jokes. Perhaps they laugh to nullify Hell’s significance.

We as Christians don’t like to talk about Hell either, do we? We’d rather talk about love and joy and peace and Heaven and mercy and grace—all valid truths from God’s Word. But to ignore the reality of Hell and the peril of those headed that way is not right. In fact, I would go along with John Stott’s words in his excellent book, Our Guilty Silence: “Such neglect is criminal irresponsibility. To suppress the good news in silence is to incur guilt.”

Firefighters don’t love fire calls—at least not normal firefighters! Fires mean danger and destruction and potential disaster. It means leaving the comforts of home to put on a lot of gear and enter the heat and hazards of a burning building. After one unusually busy stretch of fire calls, one firefighter looked at me and said, “Don’t take this wrong, but I hope I don’t see you soon!” I understood.


So why do firefighters do it at all? Because people and property are at peril, and if they can save lives and perhaps salvage possessions from the ravages of the flames, then all the better. That’s why they do what they do.

“Where’s the Fire?” – It’s a Matter of Purpose


This leads us to the second point: “Where’s the fire?” is also a matter of purpose. Have you ever asked the question, “What is the purpose of the fire department?” Probably not, because the answer is so obvious! Fire departments exist to fight fires. 


However, if you were to ask the question, “What is the purpose of the local church?” you would receive a variety of different answers—even from the so-called experts! Some see the church as a fortress, where the righteous come and try to keep the world out. Others see the church as community service, to improve our neighborhoods and make life better for those around us. Still others see the church as a place of fellowship, where everyone is accepted and we come to “feel good” about ourselves.


Those aren’t all bad, but I don’t think they represent the true purpose of the church. I like how Stott puts it: “Christianity is in its very essence a rescue religion, and the rescue was accomplished at enormous cost.”


I discovered that in the New Living Translation
 of the Bible, the word “rescue” (or a form of the word) appears 338 times! We read in Psalm 34:17-19,

The Lord hears his people when they call to him for help. He rescues them from all their troubles. The Lord is close to the brokenhearted; he rescues those whose spirits are crushed. The righteous person faces many troubles, but the Lord comes to the rescue each time [nlt].
In the New Testament, Paul writes in Colossians 1:13-14, “He has rescued us from the kingdom of darkness and transferred us into the Kingdom of his dear Son, who purchased our freedom and forgave our sins” [nlt].

Stott goes on to write,

It is no exaggeration to say that Christianity is a religion of salvation. The God of the Bible is a God who has kept coming to the rescue of his people, who has taken the initiative to save. ‘God’ and ‘Saviour’ are synonymous throughout the whole of the Old Testament. The same could be said about the New Testament for the mission of Jesus was a rescue mission. He ‘came into the world to save sinners’ (1 Tim. 1:15). ‘The Father has sent his Son as the Saviour of the world’ (1 John 4:14). His very name embodies his mission, for ‘Jesus’ means ‘God the Saviour’ or ‘God is salvation’ (Matthew 1:21), and his full title is ‘our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ’ (e.g. 2 Peter 3:18).


Now I will admit that ultimately it is God who rescues, it is God who saves. But He has commissioned us with the task to His hands in accomplishing that rescue. When Jesus ascended to Heaven, He told His followers in Matthew 28:18-20,

All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.


What is our task? It is to make disciples of Jesus Christ. What happens to those who do not become disciples of Jesus Christ? The Bible is very clear that those who reject Jesus Christ as their Lord and Savior will spend eternity in Hell. Who is in peril? Those who do not follow Christ. What can we as Christians do about that? We are called to go to them, to teach them, to bring them to Christ. 

Now it is true that we cannot force anyone to come to Christ, any more than a firefighter can force a homeowner to leave their burning house. But we must be available to rescue them from the fire of Hell.

Does that sound overly dramatic? Listen James 5:19-20 in the Phillips paraphrase,

My brothers, if any of you should wander away from the truth and another should turn him back on to the right path, then the latter may be sure that in turning a man back from his wandering course he has rescued a soul from death, and his loving action will “cover a multitude of sins.” 

Also consider to the words of Jude 22-23,

You must show mercy to those whose faith is wavering. Rescue others by snatching them from the flames of judgment. Show mercy to still others, but do so with great caution, hating the sins that contaminate their lives [nlt].

Many commentators believe that Jude had in mind an Old Testament passage as he wrote these words. Zechariah 3:2 says, in reference to Joshua the high priest at that time, “Is not this man a burning stick snatched from the fire?” Warren Wiersbe writes,

Both Zechariah 3:2 and Jude 23 picture the soul winner as a fireman, pulling brands out of the burning…. Sometimes we must take risks of love to snatch people from the fires of judgment.
 
Jude says these people are close to Hell fire, and we must go after them with a sense of urgency. We must warn them of their great peril and try to get them away from the false teaching that will destroy them.
 


“That doesn’t sound like much fun!” I can imagine some of you may be thinking about now. And you would be right: That’s not a lot of fun. Firefighters don’t do what they do for fun. It’s not a matter of pleasure; it’s a matter of purpose.

What is the purpose of the church? Oh, we may accomplish many functions as a local congregation, but we should never lose our focus on the primary task we have been given: saving others from the fires of Hell.

Think about this: Where would you be headed if you did not know Christ? For every one of us, the answer is the same: an eternity in Hell. How did we get off that path? Someone told us about Jesus. Aren’t you glad they did? Shouldn’t we all do the same?

I like what C. T. Studd, famed missionary to three continents, wrote:

“Some want to live within the sound
Of church or chapel bell;
I want to run a rescue ship
Within a yard of Hell.”

“Where’s the Fire?” – It’s a Matter of Passion


This brings me to my final point. The question, “Where’s the fire?” is a matter of passion. Sometimes we use the image of fire to describe what is really important to us. “He has a fire in his belly,” we might say to describe a particularly intense person with a burning passion.


That word “passion” is often used in the context of love, and love is certainly appropriate in the context of Christianity. God is love, and He calls His children to love one another. 

But the biblical definition of love is much different than what our culture considers to be love. Rather than the syrupy, ooey-gooey feelings that overcome us, the Bible defines love as a verb; it is something we do. Love is a demonstration, there is action, involvement, movement, expression. Think of 1 Corinthians 13: “Love is…love does. Love is not…love does not.” Love doesn’t sit back and snooze. It is not apathetic. It is ready and willing. It is neither passive nor indifferent. It refuses to yawn its way through life. Authentic love is demonstrative, not sterile and dull.


This principle is brought home in a true story found in a part of Scripture we don’t often read. Turn in your Bibles to 2 Kings chapter seven. (I can almost see clouds of dust arise as we turn to this neglected book!) The chapter begins as Israel’s capital city of Samaria is under siege. The Aramean army has surrounded the city and will not let anyone or anything in or out—they are starving the citizens into submission. Times have become so bad that families are forced to eat their own children in order to survive.


Into this bleak scene appear four lepers who live within the city walls. They are outcasts because of their disease, and the first ones to go without food. They are literally starving to death. Finally, in their desperation, they decide to surrender themselves to the enemy army. The possibilities of capture or being put to death seem favorable to their present plight.


But when they arrive at the enemy camp, there are no soldiers present. The entire Aramean army had left…and in a hurry! To the amazement of the lepers, the army had left behind all of their supplies: their tents, their clothing, their weapons, and—most important of all—their food!


Imagine these four men, so close to being taken prisoners of war or perhaps just put to death, now going from tent to tent, stuffing themselves with food, trying on new clothes, laughing and carrying on. Who knows how long this went on.


But eventually reality set in. Read verse nine: “Then they said to each other, ‘We’re not doing right. This is a day of good news and we are keeping it to ourselves.’” They realized that their discovery of food was not only a blessing to be enjoyed, but a responsibility to be shared. They notified the guards at the gate, and the next morning the whole city was saved from starvation.


It doesn’t take a rocket surgeon to see how this story applies to the church today. If the gospel is the “good news” it claims to be, and if it has been entrusted to us, we incur guilt if we do not pass it on.
 We will be found guilty of spiritual negligence of the highest degree if we allow the people we know who are headed for an eternity without Christ to slip away into the fires of Hell without any attempt on our part to pull them out.


As Christians we are called to love our neighbor as ourselves. What does that mean in real life? Stott states, “To love my neighbour is to seek and to serve his highest good.”
 He goes on to write,
It is because man is fundamentally a spiritual being that he cannot live by bread alone. He has a deeper hunger than baker’s bread can satisfy. If we know this, and if we also know the gospel which can introduce him to “the true bread from heaven,” we cannot claim to love him if we leave him alone to starve.


Imagine a fire department that spends all of their time studying the manuals and polishing the fire trucks. They are very knowledgeable about fighting fires, and they sure look good in the local parades. But imagine if those same firefighters responded to a real fire by saying, 

· “I don’t want to go in there…it’s hot!”

· “I might get my gear dirty!”

· “The smoke and heat might take the shine off the trucks!”

· “The people who own the home might not appreciate us if we break a window or cut a hole in their roof!”


What kind of fire department would that be? Not a very good one! Knowing the manual and having shiny fire engines do not put out fires; they do not save people or property. It is only as firefighters brave the heat and smoke and flames that they serve their purpose. Is there a risk involved? You bet—just ask the families of the firefighters lost on 9/11 or just last week at the fertilizer plant explosion in West, Texas. Is it worth it? Absolutely—there is nothing greater than to save a life from the fire.


We as a church serve a similar function. The Bible repeatedly speaks of Hell as a place “where their worm does not die and the fire is not quenched.” It is terribly serious. If we really believed it, we would not live for the temporary stuff of earth but for never-dying souls of people. We would all pray, “Give me a passion for souls, O Lord!”
 

So we come back to the question of the hour: “Where’s the fire?” According to Scripture:

· It is a matter of peril, for those we know who do not follow Christ face an eternity suffering in the Lake of Fire, also called Hell;

· It is a matter of purpose, for we have been left on earth as Christians with the solemn duty to rescue souls from such a fate; and

· It is a matter of passion, for we are to share our Lord’s love for the lost, even at the expense of our comfort (or more!)


So I close by asking each and every one here this morning: “Where’s the fire?”
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