CAMA Sunday 2014

“What Our Community Needs Now”

Psalm 133:1-3
Greetings from the Clinton Area Ministerial Association, also known as CAMA. Many of you are already familiar this organization, but for those who may wonder what we are all about, CAMA is a collection of churches in the Clinton area coming together to reach our community for Jesus Christ. We do this through corporate worship twice a year (on Thanksgiving and Good Friday), community assistance for those in need, and building a cooperative spirit between those of like faith. While we acknowledge our differences of preferences and practices, we affirm our agreement that there is one God eternally existing in three persons, that Jesus Christ is the Son of God and the only way of salvation, and that the Bible is the inerrant, infallible Word of God—to which all God’s people can say, “Amen.”

This morning I would like to address the subject, “What our community needs now.” This is not a new topic—many different groups are discussing the needs and possible solutions for the Clinton area. Some focus on economic improvement, others on issues of crime and safety, but I believe we can narrow it down to three words:

Community

Requires

Unity

In fact, you cannot spell “community” without “unity”!


What our community needs now is unity…and by that I am not speaking about racial unity or cultural unity or political unity—as important as those may be. We as Christians believe that the solution to the problems of society is Jesus Christ. We can outlaw all vices including racism and bigotry, but it will not change society. We can replace the politicians—we can even follow the advice of one bumper sticker I have seen that says, “Vote ‘em all out”—but we still have not met the real need. As Warren Wiersbe writes, 

You don’t change the problems just by changing people in office. The heart of every problem is the problem in the heart, and until the heart is changed by grace, society will not change at all.


What our community needs now is the saving, transforming grace of Jesus Christ, and the only way that will happen is through us. God did not commission angels to reach the world; He did not write John 3:16 in the clouds; He commissioned His followers to go into all the world and preach the gospel, making disciples of all nations. That’s us.

The problem with that plan, though, is that more often than not we aren’t on the same page. As someone once put it, “Isn’t it weird that the mighty army of the children of God clothed in righteousness, shielded with faith, girded with truth, shod with the preparation of  the gospel of peace spend the vast majority of their time either shining their armor or fighting one another?”


Too often we Christians resemble the castaway rescued from his deserted island after several years. When the captain of the rescue ship came to shore, he was surprised to see the that the man had built three buildings next to each other.


“What is the building in the center?” he asked.


“That’s my home,” the castaway said, beaming with pride.


“And the building on the left?” the captain asked.


“Oh, that’s my church,” came the answer. “Every Sunday morning I go to church.”


“Wow, that’s great!” the captain replied. “And what is the one on the right?”


“That’s the church I used to attend.”


I realize that is a silly story, but there’s truth behind it, isn’t there? Too often Christians can’t get along with one another…and it doesn’t matter what size the church is! “Where two or three are gathered together”…someone will disagree!


Folks, this is no laughing matter. As we will see this morning, there is too much at stake to allow this condition to continue in the body of Christ. So let’s focus on that third objective I mentioned earlier, that is, building a cooperative spirit between those of like faith. What our community needs now is unity—and that unity must begin between Christians.

No one would argue the importance of unity in the local church. But what do we mean by “unity”? Let me begin with what unity is not. A couple of terms that sound like the word “unity” are often confused for unity.
Unity is not uniformity. Uniformity insists that all members look alike and act alike. The anthem of uniformity sounds like this:
Believe as I believe—no more, no less

That I am right, and no one else confess.
Feel as I feel; think only as I think;

Eat what I eat, and drink but what I drink.
Look as I look, do always as I do;
Then—and only then—I’ll have fellowship with you.

That is uniformity…but that is not unity! As John Stott points out,
Although there is only one body, one faith and one family, this unity is not to be misconstrued as a lifeless or colorless uniformity. We are not to imagine that every Christian is an exact replica of every other, as if we had all been mass-produced in some celestial factory. On the contrary, the unity of the church, far from being boringly monotonous, is exciting in its diversity.”

Yet some Christians are threatened by such diversity. They shun anything different, for they fear the unknown. Diversity means that I must allow and accept people who are different than me. They may not have the same skin color or hair style or manner of dress as I do. We may look at them and wonder, “How can they call themselves Christian?” (Don’t worry—they are looking at you and wondering the same thing!) The body of Christ, His Church, is not to be marked by uniformity.
Nor does unity means unanimity. Unanimity requires that all members think alike. The Christian Church has a slogan: “In essentials, unity; in non-essentials, liberty; and in all things, charity.” By essentials we speak of matters of clearly spelled out doctrine as it appears in Scripture. While we are very good at standing on the essentials of the Christian faith, how many local congregations demonstrate the liberty and charity mentioned? Do we make matters of taste into matters of theology, so that what I don’t like is somehow wrong and unacceptable? Do we require unanimity in every minute detail of our faith and practice? This is not what the Bible means by unity. Chuck Swindoll writes,
As long as our knowledge is imperfect and our preferences vary and opinions differ, let’s leave a lot of room in areas that don’t really matter. Diversity and variety provide the Body with a beautiful blend of balance ... but a squint-eyed, severe spirit is a killer, strangling its victims with a noose of caustic criticism.


Now that we have seen what unity is not, let’s consider what unity is.
Unity is Inviting


Turn in your Bibles to Psalm 133. Don’t flip your pages too fast, or you’ll miss it! Psalm 133 consists of just three verses, but there is a wealth of truth in these words. 


You may see the title before verse one, “A song of ascents” or “A song of degrees.” I always thought that referred to the music—that the melody kept ascending higher and higher, like some of the great old hymns that are next to impossible to sing! That phrase is better understood in the words of the New Living Translation, “A song for pilgrims ascending to Jerusalem.”
 Psalms 120-134 were songs that were sung by the Israelites as they climbed Mount Zion to worship at the temple in Jerusalem. This was the ancient version of the chorus I used to sing growing up, “We are one in the Spirit, we are one in the Lord…”


The first truth about unity comes from verse one: Unity is inviting. We read, “How good and pleasant it is when brothers live together in unity!” While the Hebrew term used in Psalm 133:1 means “to be one,” the depth of what is meant by this term is beautifully illustrated in the Greek term which is used in the Septuagint translation of the Old Testament, the same Greek term used in Acts 2:1 to describe the apostles in the upper room as being “in one accord.” The Greek term is homothumadon which is made up of two words meaning “one” and “passion or intensity.” In Romans 15:6 this same term is translated  as “with one heart.” As Christians, we are to be a people with one overriding passion, a purpose that transcends personal feelings, agendas, or preferences.
 


Another word for this is “fellowship.” Now that’s one virtue the modern church has down pat…at least the way we understand the word. “Fellowship” these days refers to socializing and casual conversation—usually with coffee and doughnuts! “Stay after for fellowship” usually means, “Wait for refreshments.” Real fellowship is so much more; it is experiencing life together. It includes unselfish loving, sharing, serving, giving, and comforting one another.


When Christians are united in this way, unbelievers are attracted to the Savior. We don’t have to provide state-of-the-art entertainment to entice people to come in the doors; they will feel invited and they will want to be here! 

The opposite is also tragically true. Paul Billheimer may very well be right when he says: “the continuous and widespread fragmentation of the church has been the scandal of the ages. It has been Satan’s master strategy. The sin of disunity probably has caused more souls to be lost than all other sins combined.”
 Another author writes, “Unity among the people of God is always fragrant and makes them appealing to unbelievers. But the odor of disunity will drive them away!”
 Perhaps we need to ask ourselves, “How do we smell to the outside world?” 
Unity is Indicative


This leads to the second truth: Unity is indicative. By that I mean that unity indicates who we are. Jesus told His disciples in John 13:35, “By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.” He did not say that all men will know that we are His disciples by our doctrinal purity, our long lists of rules for morality, or our impressive church structures. Christ did not call us to either uniformity or unanimity—He called us to unity!


Psalm 133:2 states, “It [meaning unity] is like precious oil poured on the head, running down on the beard, running down on Aaron’s beard, down upon the collar of his robes.” This may seem very strange to us, since we do not follow this practice. But remember what the anointing with oil meant to the ancient Israelites. Kings and priests were anointed with oil to signify their office. In fact, the king even became known as “the Lord’s anointed.” 

What does this have to do with unity? Swindoll suggests that unity is like oil in that, “it removes the friction in relationships so that brothers and sisters can live closely without fighting.”
 Maybe. But I think this is bringing a modern application to an ancient custom.

Or, as Roger Ellsworth puts it, “Perhaps the reason is that Aaron’s high priestly work was a unifying factor for the nation.” He goes on to explain, 

Once each year, he went into the Most Holy Place of the tabernacle with the blood of a sacrifice to offer an atonement for the sins of the people. Israel was not just a political entity. It was a spiritual entity in which the people were unified by a blood atonement. Christians today have the very same basis for unity. Like the people of faith in Israel of old, we have been called into a covenant relationship with God and one another on the basis of the atonement of the Lord Jesus Christ.


This may well be true as well. But I believe it points to the original significance of being anointed with oil. Just as the anointing indicated to the whole nation that Aaron was the high priest, so unity indicates to the whole community that we are truly followers of Jesus. Like that chorus I referred to earlier puts it, “And they’ll know we are Christians by our love.” That does not mean they will know we are Christians by our love for them (though we are called to that), but by our love for each other (re-read Jesus words in John 13).


Eugene Peterson (the author of the paraphrase called The Message) has written an excellent book on this collection of Psalms 120-134 entitled A Long Obedience in the Same Direction. Regarding this psalm he writes, 

The psalm puts into song what is said and demonstrated throughout Scripture and church: community is essential. Scripture knows nothing of the solitary Christian. People of faith are always members of a community. Creation itself was not complete until there was community, Adam needing Eve before humanity was whole. God never works with individuals in isolation, but always with people in community…. We are a family in Christ. When we become Christians, we are among brothers and sisters in faith. No Christian is an only child.


Sometimes I wonder if we need to be reminded of that fact. No Christian is an only child, and no church has a monopoly on God’s grace and truth. We are a family—God’s family—and we are called to act like it! How do we do this? Again, from Peterson,

Christians make this explicit in their act of worship each week by gathering as a community: other people are unavoidably present. As we come to declare our love for God, we must face the unlovely and lovely fellow sinners whom God loves and commands us to love. This must not be treated as something to put up with, one of the inconvenient necessities of faith in the way that paying taxes is an inconvenient consequence of living in a secure and free nation. It is not only necessary; it is desirable that our faith have a social dimension, a human relationship.


When we demonstrate Christian unity, we display to the world that we are truly Christ’s followers. Unity is inviting and unity is indicative.

Unity is Invigorating

Thirdly, unity is invigorating. Psalm 133:3 states, “It is as if the dew of Herman were falling on Mount Zion. For there the Lord bestows his blessing, even life for evermore. “ Once again, a knowledge of the original context is essential to gain the correct understanding. Mount Hermon was the highest mountain in Israel, and due to its great altitude, was known for heavy dew and even snow.
 On the other hand, Mount Zion (on which Jerusalem sat) was known for its dry weather. How refreshing it is on a dry, summer day to have a cool shower of rain! Unity is like that in the church. Paul wrote in Romans 15:5-7, 

May the God who gives endurance and encouragement give you a spirit of unity among yourselves as you follow Christ Jesus, so that with one heart and mouth you may glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. Accept one another, then, just as Christ accepted you, in order to bring praise to God

Notice that God brings encouragement and endurance as well as a spirit of unity among ourselves. God does not want the Christian experience to be dry and monotonous; He wants us to experience abundant life, life that is refreshing and invigorating!


I’m not suggesting that unity among believers is easy. Once more Peterson writes,

Living together in a way that evokes the glad song of Psalm 133 is one of the great and arduous tasks before Christ’s people. Nothing requires more attention and energy. It is easier to do almost anything else. It is far easier to deal with people as problems to be solved than to have anything to do with them in community…. [Yet] Christians are a community of people who are visibly together at worship [and] who remain in relationship through the week in witness and service.


Such unity requires a selfless, sacrificial commitment to one another. Allow me to illustrate using one of your own preachers from the past.


Harry B. Wheaton came to Clinton to pastor First Christian Church in 1928. At that time this congregation numbered in the hundreds, and Harry had his hands full with his duties here. But he made time to reach out beyond the four walls of this church. In addition to serving as the president of the Clinton ministerial association, he also ministered personally to churches in the area. In 1930, the Texas Christian Church had fallen unto disorganization and despair. Harry went in, led a week-long revival, reorganized the congregation with elders and deacons, and followed up on Sunday afternoon with preaching services until the church got back on its feet. One week after the Texas revival, he did the same in Hallsville, reorganizing that church before they celebrated their centennial. Later Harry did the same at the Lane Christian Church. He did this, not to bolster his own congregation, but to encourage and strengthen sister churches in the area. He lived what CAMA strives to do—“building a cooperative spirit between those of like faith.”

Jesus prayed to the Father on the night of his arrest, and in John 17:20-23, He prayed,
My prayer is not for them alone. I pray also for those who will believe in me through their message, that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you. May they also be in us so that the world may believe that you have sent me. I have given them the glory that you gave me, that they may be as one as we are one: I in them and you in me. May they be brought to complete unity to let the world know that you sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me.


Did you catch the repeated emphasis on unity? Did you hear the connection between our oneness and our witness? What the Clinton community needs now is unity—unity within the body of Christ. We need to reach out to one another so that we can reach out to the world in the name of Jesus.


Jesus prayed that we may all be one…that they may all be won.
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