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It is Christmas Day. Under your Christmas tree, you find a trunk full of packages. This trunk full of packages is both a single gift to be opened in a single moment and many gifts that must be opened over many hours or days or even years. 

God’s gift of salvation is like that trunk filled with many packages. You may choose to accept the trunk in a single moment but it will take a life time to open all of the packages. 

For her birthday Betty has been given the gift of a new garden. Her children ploughed the ground and planted the seeds and the garden is beginning to grow. On her birthday they said, “Mom, it’s for you. Enjoy it.”  

Now the garden belongs to Betty. The flowers are hers to enjoy, to cut and arrange, or simply to be left in the garden to enjoy through the course of the season. It is hers to enjoy and to weed and to water, and to fertilize, and to plough and plant again next year.  To enjoy the garden, Betty must take care of her garden. If the garden is not tended, it will not be long before the garden goes to weeds and the joy is drained out of it. 

Taking care of the garden is what Christians call stewardship. Stewardship is taking care of the gifts that God has given to us. It is unwrapping the packages of God’s blessings, enjoying them and taking care of them. Stewardship is taking care of the blessings that are given to us in the salvation that God gives to us in Jesus Christ.

Today we are going to open the package, the blessing called Church.  It is a remarkable gift from God that gives enormous blessing and it is a gift that requires care. Like 
Betty’s garden, left unattended, the local church will often go to weeds and the joy can be drained out of it.

THE BODY OF BELIEVERS

We Baptists have long referred to the church as “The Body of Baptized Believers.”  The church is the family of men and women who have intentionally accepted the gift of salvation that God offers in Jesus Christ. The church is the fellowship of men and women, boys and girls who are deliberately unwrapping the gifts of salvation and caring for those gifts as the Spirit leads and the wisdom of the scriptures teach. It is in the church, in this fellowship of believers, that you and I together are unwrapping the blessings of God and it is here that together we are attempting to take care of those gifts.
It is in the fellowship of believers, the church, that you and I are empowered to live the distinctive Christ-like life to which God calls. In the church, the scriptures are taught and learned. In this remarkable place, we learn to pray and we practice our prayer together so that we may pray more effectively as individuals. Here, in church, you and I seek the way and will of God for our lives. Through this church, we seek the mind of Christ and do our part to fulfill the mission and ministry of Christ. 
In church we gather as church to give praise and adoration to God.The scriptures are read and interpreted so that the presence of God may be discerned and God’s will may be honored. Preaching The Word of God happens in church. In the midst of the fellowship of believers, we celebrate the birth of our children and we celebrate the marriage of those who are establishing new homes.  

As a body of believers, we walk with one another in times of joy and sadness.  The wisdom of pastoral leaders is sought in times of confusion and doubt, and here we celebrate the lives of those that God has called home through death.  The church, this family of believers, is a priceless gift from God that is given to all who have accepted God’s gift of salvation.  

THE STEWARD OF GOD’S GIFTS

Above all, it is the church, the body of believers, working in places like our own that has served as the steward of the gift of God’s salvation offered in Jesus Christ. It is in places like this, in the church, that God’s blessings have received the care and attention that they need in order to fully bless the world. 

IMPERFECTION

If the church is the priceless gift that empowers us to fully enjoy all of the other gifts that God gives, it is also a gift that in itself requires intensive maintenance. As the steward of all of the gifts that God gives, it requires its own intensive stewardship. The church is a high maintenance organism that requires careful attention.

Even though Christ is the head of the church, we are an extraordinarily human bunch. There are some days when we nearly reek of imperfection – isn’t it true? Each of us has claimed the pardon of Christ but not one of us is perfect.  Each has claimed the hope of heaven but we all live within the limitations of ordinary life.  All of us are inviting God to reshape us in the image of Christ but there is not one for whom the transformation is yet complete. While some day the fellowship will be perfected in heaven, on earth the church continues to wrestle with the realities of sin and the limitations of normal existence.  God has chosen an imperfect fellowship to take care of the gifts of salvation. 

PRIESTHOOD OF BELIEVERS

It is the imperfect members of the imperfect church that God has called into “The Priesthood of Believers.”  As a disciple of Jesus Christ, you are called to be a Priest. This means that each one of us has been granted, by God, personal access to God through prayer and worship.  

CONGREGATIONAL AUTONOMY

We imperfect people who have accepted the gift of God’s salvation have been called into congregations, each of which has a unique God-given mission for its own place. Our church and every other church, under the Lordship of Jesus Christ, is called to discern, to shape and to fulfill it own God-given ministry. 

The ability to discern God’s distinctive call and to shape the proclamation of the Gospel that is best for our particular situation is an enormous privilege.  We have a remarkable freedom under God to be the people who engage the mission that God gives particularly to us!

At the same time, it is an enormous responsibility. In the Baptist tradition, each person, in the role of priest, studies scripture, prays, seeks the way of God and enters into prayerful conversation with the other members of the body who are doing the same thing. In the course of this conversation and prayer, the Body, as the body, discerns the call of God for this church in this place.  The privilege generates a wonderful responsibility which is also an opportunity to create the ministry that God is giving. 

So we have these gifts; the gift of God’s salvation in Jesus Christ, the blessings that God continues to give, the blessing of all of God’s creation. We have the gift of church, this fellowship of very imperfect believers who have the privilege and responsibility for taking care of God’s blessings in behalf of the world. We have the privilege and responsibility of going personally to God in prayer and coming together as the body of Christ to discern God’s mission here in this very town. 

These are our gifts. How do we take care of them?  How do we exercise our stewardship?
In order to properly take care of the gifts of salvation, the Body of Believers seeks to nurture A DISTINCTIVE CULTURE that mirrors the character of God as we know God in Jesus Christ. This culture is established as we seek to live out Jesus’ instructions. 

The Great Commandment:  

When Jesus was asked to name the greatest commandment of all, he responded by naming two. He said that the greatest commandment is to love the Lord our God with all of our being—heart, mind, soul and strength.  And then he continued by saying that the second commandment is like the first, we are to love our neighbor as we love ourselves. When Jesus uses the word “love,” he is saying that we are to desire the well being of the other. To love God with everything that is in us is nothing short of giving our full loyalty to God and our full attention to God instruction. To love God is to desire with all of hearts that the Kingdom of God will be fulfilled “on earth as it is in heaven”, to quote the Lord’s Prayer. 

In the same way, to love the neighbor is to desire our neighbor’s well being. To love is to want the spiritual welfare of our neighbor, as well as the neighbor’s physical and mental health. And it is to do that which is in our ability to contribute to his or her well being. 

Jesus was absolutely consistent in the teaching of this commandment. He taught it in “The Golden Rule”, “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.” He taught it to his disciples at “The Last Supper”, “Love one another as I have loved you.”  He taught it in “The Sermon on the Mount” when he told us, “Love your enemies.” 

This is the culture that we nurture within the church so that we may embody the spirit of the Great Commandments in the world. This is the attitude that best bears witness to God’s love and hope for this world. 

The Great Criteria: 

Dr. Aidsand Wright Riggins sometimes refers to “The Great Criteria” in talking about the fulfillment of the commandments to love.  In Matthew 25, Jesus tells a parable in which the great judgment takes place. Jesus will look at one and say, “I was hungry and you gave me food. I was thirsty and you gave me drink. I was a stranger and you took me in.”  And the good people will answer, “When did we do that?”  And Jesus will answer, “Whenever you did it for the least of my sisters and brothers, you did it for me.”

Jesus is teaching us to see him in the midst of the needs of God’s children. Whenever a neighbor, any neighbor, is in need, it is Christ himself who is in need! To respond is to accept the opportunity to engage Christ himself.  

The Great Commission:

According to the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus’ last words to his disciples were these. 

Go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to obey all that I have commanded you, and lo, I am with you always to the end of the age.

Jesus is inviting us to become God’s partners in the transformation of this world. If we are to be good stewards of the gifts of salvation, then we must create a culture within the church that reaches out of the church to make disciples of Jesus Christ. We are to baptize all people in all places into the transforming reality of life in Jesus Christ. We are to teach and continually learn all that Jesus has taught. And we are to trust completely in his never-failing presence. 

The Great Hope:

The Apostle Paul included an ancient hymn in his letter to the Philippians that ends with this remarkable hope, that one day every knee will bow and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord.

The church is a remarkable gift from God. Never to be perfected in the world as it now is, the church has been created by God to be A Distinctive Community that continually takes care of the remarkable gifts that God is giving us in salvation and always nurtures The New Culture which is shaped by The Great Commandment, The Great Criteria and The Great Commission.  We are forever sustained by The Great Hope.

This is our life here at First Baptist Church. This fellowship is a great gift from God and we will take very good care of her. 
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