January 8, 2012


“WHAT COULD HAPPEN THIS YEAR?”
(Acts 1:7-8)

It is no secret that people gain the view of getting a fresh start at the beginning of a new calendar year. The whole practice of setting personal New Year’s resolutions is a case in point. The tendency to begin a new year with a flourish issues from a glaring reality in daily life. One of the hardest things to accomplish is to change one’s behavior. Resolutions often last for a couple of weeks before they are abandoned by most folk. It is apparent that people find it easier to relapse back into familiar habits instead of persevering in a new activity. When individuals try to alter behavior and then seem to fail time after time, they can give up on the idea they can actually act differently. Welcome to one a leading impetus which causes people to fear and resist change! Change forces people out of their comfort zone. A decade ago sociologists described change as a “paradigm shift”. At the present time change is spoken of as “thinking outside the box”. Call it what you may; most folk are open to change as long as it does not affect their own lives! 
I need to tell you that when Christians are resistant to change they are openly unbiblical. The Word of God teaches us that the Holy Spirit indwells believers in order to bring about change in each dimension of their lives. The expectation God has for his children is a commitment to change. The Bible names it sanctification. No wonder there is such a dropout in church attendance these days! Who wants to be reminded, week after week, that God wants to change his people? Hang on to such a thought because we will return to it before this message concludes. Today, on this second Sunday of 2012, I have been led by the Spirit to revisit a vision of one way God wants His people to change. In this area it is clear we need to see change. This topic has been preached and taught for decades at this church. It has been discarded by quite a few members. It has been ignored by still others. It has caused several to go to other congregations where they do not have to endure such an emphasis. In the history of the church this facet of Christian life has been referred to as “witnessing” or “sharing the gospel”. I am not trying to force people into an area of discomfort. I only point out what is spelled out in the Bible. From Genesis through Revelation, we see this expectation from God presented. Listen as we hear Jesus speaking to over one hundred Christians, way back in the first Century A.D. We read in Acts 1:7-8: “It is not for you to know the times and dates the Father has set by his own authority. But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.”
The statement given by Luke is known as Jesus’ parting words to those most dear to him. If you are beside the bed of a loved one, within moments of their death, any “last words” spoken are very important. If you are at the last time with a close friend before he/she moves overseas, whatever they say to you is very serious and sincere! Notice two specific subjects uttered by the Lord in his final instructions before leaving for heaven.
The first part of the instruction the Lord Jesus gives his followers is that they are not “to know the times and dates the Father has set by his own authority”. Think about how much mental energy is continually given to try and determine when the end of the world will occur. We’ve had more than one prediction of such hit the news media in 2011. The Bible consistently teaches God’s people to be ready for the end times. Simultaneous with such individual preparedness, however, is the ongoing Biblical implication that spending time on that issue is misdirected. I know that runs counter to holding Bible prophetic conferences. Yet, the Bible tells us that under God’s authority; it will happen when it happens! Until then, stand ready because as we read in 1 Thessalonians 5:2, “For you know very well that the day of the Lord will come like a thief in the night”. Simply put: as a part of Jesus’ last instructions, we are told to let go of the tendency to understand when he will return. It is only important to know he will return! Today, that is all I need to say concerning this issue. I must focus on the second subject which is the main point Jesus wants his disciples to understand. We read in Verse 8, “You will receive power…and you will be my witnesses!” I know that I leap-frogged over the phrase “when the Holy Spirit comes to you”. In a couple of minutes we will look at that. The main fact Jesus wants individual Christians to understand is that he expects each and every one to “be his witnesses”. His departing words declare that he has issued an order to each individual believer and, to all believers together, as well. Our lives (individually and corporately) must center on witnessing for the Lord! There are no “ifs”, “ands” or “buts” to this fact. It is your task and it is my task. This order comes from the Lord, Himself. 
What is the reason for this command from the Lord? It is not coincidence that this command is given in the first chapter of Acts. This New Testament book records the beginning of the church and its growth. Jesus wants his church to grow! Guess what: it began with about 3000 people on the first day! (Acts 2:41) Our Lord highlights the means by which people come into his family. His people are to be witnesses! That includes believers today! Let me talk about the process for a minute or two. I have Christians tell me, “I don’t know how to witness for Christ.” Let me try to address this idea with an illustration from everyday life. When someone is meaningful to you, people recognize that fact. Others in your life also observe patterns of behavior. When you talk about a friend with someone else you don’t say, “I don’t know how to explain what that person means to me.”  You don’t need to worry about people knowing who is close to you. As people get to know you, they see who you spend your time with, who you do things with etc. There are degrees of friendship. We cannot be close friends with everyone. We don’t have enough hours in the day. So we make choices as to who we are with more often. It’s a fact of life. Using this example, if we have no difficulty talking about our close friends and doing things with them so other people observe such behavior, why is it so difficult for us to be witnesses for the Lord? People should hear you talking about the Lord and what he’s doing in your life. Others see you attending church consistently, praying before meals, etc. Your words and your actions proclaim that Jesus is important to you. This is why sociologists tell us humans become part of organizations and activities when they personally are friends with others who belong. 

Our verses include the phrase which I “leap-frogged” over: remember? We noticed that Christ orders his followers to wait until “when the Holy Spirit will come to you”. Witnessing is allowing our words and actions to be so centered on Jesus so that everything we do and say can be used by the Holy Spirit to bring folk into an awareness of Jesus. Witnessing is sharing life’s experiences of God with others. The Spirit is the one who applies your testimony in other peoples’ lives. We are the mouthpiece and he is God. We are the display and he is the persuader. We share the circumstances in which God is at work in our lives with others and then the Spirit of God inserts our experiences with what is happening to others. Just as it takes faith (or trust) in God to offer him tithes before we pay our bills, or set aside time to study and meditate on his word before the rest of our busy schedule, it takes faith to speak of and act for God as witnesses! Our involvement in witnessing is essential (according to Jesus) to grow his church! He wants his church to grow. To accomplish ministry here in Cottonwood, THIS CHURCH needs to grow! That will happen as God uses us to bring new folk into this congregation. Interestingly, the purpose statement of our church is “to share Jesus Christ with Cottonwood and beyond”! Are we ready and eager to see this happen?
Today is the Sunday your Elders present the proposed budget for 2012. For a few moments, as the Leadership Board of this church, we want to share our heart with you. In the past few years we have watched God moving way ahead of us to meet this congregation’s needs. For example, the front wall of the foyer sank 6 inches threatening the structural stability of this building. Before we even selected a contractor, God provided $180,000 anonymously to meet such a need. We, next, had two times when ladies fell because of the uneven sidewalk on this church campus. Before getting any bids, God motivated a person (who did not know of the sidewalk need) to give $10,000. Again, the need was met. God knew what would happen and he was ahead of us, again. With the foyer remodeled we became aware of the need to upgrade the facility by finding a way to provide an eating area and kitchen; plus redesigning the sanctuary. God anonymously provided $100,000 for this massive project before bids were even sought. Once again, he was way ahead of us. The bulk of the remodeling work was accomplished within a year’s period of time. Last year, we hired a new worship leader in June. Half of his salary ($5000) came in anonymously in July. In November 2011 God anonymously brought in $5000. In December 2011 someone else anonymously gave $3000. Continuously, God knows ahead of time what we need. We Elders started working on this proposed 2012 budget in the month of October. Contrary to previous years, we did not focus on what the previous year’s expenses were in order to tweak them. How can we do that when God is so trustworthy? This year, as we prayed and sought God’s wisdom, we recognized how faithful God is in meeting our needs. The 100 plus people attending this church are extremely faithful in their giving; even in these hard times. At the same time we realize the need for witnessing seen in the scripture which we used in today’s sermon. God wants this church to grow. It is necessary for this church to be composed of new people and those who’ve been here for years. We discovered that our new budget must find ways to build a guideline for expansion. If it was dependent on present attenders, they would have to give more. We realized a church budget should be based on God’s faithfulness rather than on those attending raising their giving amounts. 
How much trust do we have in God? Even more than that, how committed are we to get to know and bring nonbelievers into this place so we can fulfill our call to be witnesses for the Lord? Rather than give you a sheet of paper with figures on it only, (they will be available as you leave today) we want to take time to share our hearts with you our dear brothers and sisters. As your faithful servants, we plead with you to make personal witnessing a goal of your life this new calendar year. We ask you to step out in faith and trust in the God who has proven himself to be one “able to do exceedingly above all we could ask or think”. (Ephesians 3:20) We will be scheduling events this year which will provide occasions for bringing new people into this church so they get to see what God is doing here. Let’s take a step forward at this new beginning. With that it is time for another of our Elders to open his thoughts up to you.
1

