TCC 175th Anniversary

“Don’t Judge a Church By Its Cover”

Haggai 2:1-9
Try to imagine living in Texas Township back in 1850. Not many people have heard of Abraham Lincoln yet…the town of Lincoln named for him was still three years away. The Civil War was a decade away. Looking around, though, you would still see acres and acres of farmland, with timber rising up in the background. Farmhouses were few and far between. The roads are more like paths, though the main road between Clinton and Decatur is smoother than U. S. Route 51 today!

A small group of neighbors have been attending Union Church between what would later be known as Kenney and Hallsville in Tunbridge Township. They decided to establish a church in their own area. Walter Bowles, whose father founded Union Church, and William Springer from Clinton came together to help organize these Christians. They decided on the name, “Texas Congregation of Disciples,” and they met three Sundays a month in the Baptist Church building in Texas Cemetery. The one Sunday each month when the Baptists had a preacher, the Christians met in one of the homes of their members.

During the next decade the numbers faltered, though the church never stopped meeting. In 1860 the church reorganized and grew to about sixty members. Two years later, one-third of the congregation left to begin the nearby Maroa Christian Church. Again the numbers dwindled, but the core remained faithful and strong.

In the winter of 1874, evangelists Madison Anthis and Thomas Culley held an extended revival at Texas, and by the end of January 1875, one hundred and eleven souls had joined the church. Time had come for the congregation to have their own home. On February 8, the group officially elected trustees in order to build a church. On May 15, they purchased a plot of land 120 feet by 100 feet immediately west of Texas Cemetery—mere feet from the Baptist church where they had met. The transaction took place on May 15, 1875, for the amount of twenty-five dollars. 

Once the warranty deed was filed, work began on a new church house. Members of the congregation and some neighbors not affiliated with the church joined in the efforts. A brick foundation was laid, topped by large wood beams on which the tall studs stood. The structure rose quickly, and the little white church on Texas hill was completed in ten weeks, at a cost of $1,200. By the time the final nail had been driven, the church was debt free. The new church was dedicated on August 1, 1875.
It might be difficult to imagine what life was like 175 or 150 years ago. It’s not hard at all to imagine what the new church looked like, though, as we are sitting in the same building today! This simple structure (minus the fellowship hall) sat in the middle of nowhere next to a small cemetery. The closest village was miles away. 

Had you and I been there 150 years ago, we may have wondered how long such a small church could survive. I doubt that anyone present that day would have dreamed Texas Christian Church would still be going strong a century and a half later…in the same building! In a time when little country churches are going the way of the one-room schoolhouse, this humble building in an obscure corner of a rural county is still bucking the trend. Church growth experts may scratch or shake their heads, but the answer to the ongoing ministry of Texas Christian Church is found in the pages of Scripture. In the words of the old saying, “Don’t Judge a Church By Its Cover.”

An Unfavorable Comparison

I direct your attention to the tiny book of Haggai, toward the end of the Old Testament. The story of Haggai takes place a little more than five centuries before the birth of Jesus. A group of Jewish exiles in Persia were allowed to return to their homeland to rebuild the temple that had been destroyed by the Babylonians seventy years earlier. 

Chapter 2 begins with an unfavorable comparison. Verse 1 states, “On the twenty-first day of the seventh month, the word of the Lord came through the prophet Haggai.” This works out to October 17, 520 b.c. in our reckoning,
 About four weeks had passed since the people rededicated themselves to rebuild God’s house (as recorded in chapter 1), and once again the prophet was sent to challenge the people, though this message deals with discouragement rather than disobedience. 
Why the discouragement? We can guess that during the intervening weeks efforts were concentrated on clearing the site of rubble, redressing stone that was fit for use, testing for safety the walls that still remained, and organizing teams of workmen for their particular tasks. Such preparations on a seventy-year-old ruin, without any mechanical aids, would tax the endurance of even the most enthusiastic; hence the need of encouragement.

But there was another cause for discouragement, and for this we need to turn back to Ezra 3:12, “But many of the older priests and Levites and family heads, who had seen the former temple, wept aloud when they saw the foundation of this temple being laid, while many others shouted for joy.” Can you imagine? After the foundation had been laid for the new temple, all of the people are invited to a celebration. But off to the side, the older folks are weeping and wailing. Ezra tells us that one could not distinguish the sounds of joy from the sounds of weeping on that day. They were causing quite a ruckus!

Why were they weeping on such a joyful occasion? Because they had seen the original temple before it had been destroyed over fifty years earlier, and the new building was nothing by comparison.
 Many scholars believe that Haggai was one of those who had seen Jerusalem before the destruction of the Temple and the Exile in 586 bc.
 

Haggai sensed this mood returning and asked the people in Haggai 2:3, “Who of you is left who saw this house in its former glory? How does it look to you now? Does it not seem like nothing?” They remembered Solomon’s splendid Temple, with its gold fixtures and cedar paneling. They knew they were poor and could not compete either with their own past glory or the splendor of their neighbors. This unfavorable comparison discouraged them.

The spirit of “the way it was” had dampened the excitement toward the work on the temple. The older folks could remember the brilliance and splendor of Solomon’s temple. When any group of God’s people attempts to build His house in any area, there will be some who take this approach. Rather than encouraging the new work, they will sit back and say, “Boy, I can remember when…” or “You should have seen our old church,” as though that were the standard of excellence. 

One other characteristic of those always comparing the present with the past—they are hardly ever involved with the present work. The old-timers of Haggai’s day were unable to do the strenuous work of rebuilding. And it is easy for those folks to become the critics of the new work.

Haggai could have easily fallen into this camp. He was an older man who could look back on the glories of his nation, but instead he was instilled with a passionate desire to see his people rise up from the ashes of exile and reclaim their rightful place as God’s light to the nations.
 He sought to encourage rather than discourage.
Unfavorable comparisons can be deadly to building God’s house. When allowed to continue unchecked, this attitude grows. Eventually, all incentive to persevere will be undermined.
 Discouraged workers soon cease to be workers at all.

An Unshakable Confidence

Before this discouragement can take a grip on the workers, Haggai is sent with a message from the Lord. This word gives an unshakable confidence to continue the Lord’s work.

The theme actually begins in verse three, where Haggai speaks of “this house in its former glory.” He does not mention “the old temple” in comparison with a totally new one. Rather, Haggai considers Zerubbabel’s temple as a continuation of Solomon’s temple, which had been destroyed seventy years before. “Instead of contrasting the two structures,” Haggai is saying, “think of this as one temple that serves the same purpose.”
 He encourages the people in verses 4-5, 

“But now, be strong, O Zerubbabel,” declares the Lord. “Be strong, O Joshua son of Jehozadak, the high priest. Be strong, all you people of the land,” declares the Lord, “and work. For I am with you,” declares the Lord Almighty. “This is what I covenanted with you when you came out of Egypt. Any my Spirit remains among you. Do not fear.”

The Lord is telling the people not to be discouraged, because His presence is with them. Regardless of the expectations of others among them, regardless of the opposition from those on the outside, the Lord is with them. That is encouraging for the people of Haggai’s day. As Joyce Baldwin writes, “The personal presence of the Lord gives courage, determination, and the conviction that He will not permit His cause to fail.”

Remember the words of Christ to the disciples in Matthew 16:18—“I will build my church, and the gates of Hades shall not stand against it”? We can be encouraged by the fact that the Lord wants His work to go forth even more than we do! When we are building God’s house in God’s way for God’s glory, God will not allow it to fail! This does not mean that there will never be difficulties, or that God’s workers will not make mistakes that hinder the ministry. But we can be assured that the Lord will never leave or forsake the ministry of His church.

As we look back over the history of Texas Christian Church, the one constant that remains is the presence of the Lord. Preachers come and go, parishioners come and go, but when ministry continues, the presence of the Lord must be abiding. Two things I hear a lot from visitors to the church these days: one is the friendliness and warmth of the church family; and the other is the presence of the Holy Spirit here. A state senator who visited the church told a fellow senator, “When you walk inside the door, you can feel the Spirit of God there!” That is how a little country church in the middle of nowhere survives for 175 years. That is the only way a little country church in the middle of nowhere will live on in the future.

An Ultimate Commendation

After promising never to lift His presence from the people, God provides the ultimate commendation for the temple they were building. He speaks through Haggai in verses 6-9,

This is what the Lord Almighty says: “In a little while I will once more shake the heavens and the earth, the sea and the dry land. I will shake all nations, and the desired of all nations will come, and I will fill this house again with glory,” says the Lord Almighty. “The silver is mine and the gold is mine,” declares the Lord Almighty. “The glory of this present house will be greater than the glory of the former house,” says the Lord Almighty. “And in this place I will grant peace,” says the Lord Almighty.

It may seem that Haggai is being terribly repetitive with his constant insertion of “the Lord Almighty,” or “the Lord of hosts” in the King James Version. Fourteen times Haggai speaks of “the Lord Almighty,” and with good reason. This title speaks of the strength and invincibility of God. No one is going to defeat God or His purposes. He has the power, and as verse eight states, He owns all of the earth’s possessions as well. 

First, the Lord speaks of the permanence of His work. Someday the whole world will be shaken to its very foundations. We are told elsewhere in Scripture that catastrophic earthquakes and natural disasters are going to cause a tremendous amount of damage to the earth. Eventually the earth and sky itself will be destroyed. But God’s house remains.

This does not mean that the literal temple will last forever. In fact, this temple that was rebuilt in 520 b.c. was completely destroyed in 70 a.d., and has never been rebuilt. But God’s house—the place in which His worship is raised—remains.

One day all of the beautiful church buildings that grace our land will come to an end. The spectacular cathedrals of Europe, the enormous churches of Russia, and the churches of every size and shape all over the globe will be gone…even this one. But God’s house will never be destroyed.

This is because God’s house is not a literal building. Not to demean the necessity of having a church building where believers gather to worship the Lord, but we must realize that the ministry of the local church is not ultimately a building. As Peter writes in 1 Peter 2:5, “You also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house to be a holy priesthood, offering spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.”

The Church of Jesus Christ is made up of souls—those who place their faith in Him—and souls are eternal. The permanence of building God’s house will be evidenced in the lives that will dwell in Heaven for eternity because someone told them how to be saved. Building God’s house is commendable in its permanence.

Secondly, God gives the ultimate commendation to this work in His presence. “I will fill this house with glory,” the Lord says in verse 7. We ought not to judge a church by looking at the impressive building. The measurement ought to be the presence of God’s Spirit within the church that makes it commendable. Because of the presence of God’s Spirit, verse 9 can state, “The glory of this present house will be greater than the glory of the former house.” At first, the older Jews must have laughed and said, “This sorry excuse of a temple will be more glorious than Solomon’s beautiful building?” The answer is yes.

God speaks of His glory departing the temple in Ezekiel 10:18, and at that point—regardless of the beauty of the building and its contents—the temple of Solomon lost its true magnificence. Unfortunately, many churches today are like Solomon’s temple. They are beautiful on the outside, spacious and functional on the inside, but the glory of God has departed. The presence of God is an ultimate commendation upon any church.

Finally, Zerubbabel’s temple is commended as a place of peace. “Where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is peace.” So goes the modern chorus, and so it is in fact. When God’s house is built in a community, it is a place of peace. It is a place where people can find the peace of God that they have never before experienced in their lives. It is also a place of peace between God’s children. Many unbelievers are still in that state today because they do not see peace in the church. But where the peace of God rules, where the Spirit of God is in control not only of programs but of people, there the ministry of the church will flourish. What a commendation for a church to have!

Today we celebrate 175 years of Texas Christian Church and 150 years of the church building. Some may look at the simple building standing in the middle of farm fields and wonder how it continues to thrive. Others may question its viability without the state of the art music and youth programs…and a preacher that still wears a suit and tie on Sunday! Still others may be suffering from an unfavorable comparison with a former church, or other churches we have seen. Don’t judge a church by its cover! Don’t be discouraged if one church doesn’t quite measure up to others in superficial areas! As David Hubbard challenges, “Believe that God’s work is greater than it looks. His presence makes the difference.”

As long as the Spirit of God is alive and well here, Texas Christian Church has a bright future as a place of permanence, presence, and peace. If the Spirit of God ever leaves this place, though, Texas Christian Church will cease to exist…regardless of how long the structure may stand.

To God be the glory, great things He has done!

Amen.
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