Becoming an Inviting Church, September 21, 2008
Inviting series, message #3, www.discoverchurch.net
 “Christianity has an image problem…” This is the opening sentence of a book entitled “UnChristian” published in 07 by the Barna group, a christian research organization.

How many of you would agree with that statement: “Christianity has an image problem…”?

Why do you think that Christianity has an image problem? Write down a few contributing factors on the back of this page.   Unchristian notes that, “Many of those outside of Christianity, especially younger adults, have little trust in the Christian faith, and esteem for the lifestyle of Christ followers is quickly fading among outsiders. They admit their emotional and intellectual barriers go up when they are around Christians, and they reject Jesus because they feel rejected by Christians.”   (Unchristian, David Kinnaman, p. 11)  In my September 7th message, we learned that life is a referendum on you.  That your success is very dependent upon the choices that others make about you; whether they vote for you or against you.   The sad reality is that more Americans are saying “no” to church, even though they may say “yes” to God.  What makes this a huge problem is that our mission is to “invite everyone” to Jesus and his church. Jesus said that God's kingdom… is like a king who threw a wedding banquet for his son… he told his servants, 'Go out into the busiest intersections in town and invite anyone you find to the banquet.' Matthew 22:1-3,8-9 (NLT)  Our mission is attract people without God to God.  How are we attempting to do that here at Discover?  By changing our church “culture” (our styles of doing church) to show God’s love & sharing God’s truth in relevant, appealing, understandable ways.   Just last Sunday 18 year-old Megan Luckity committed her life to Christ, and Brandon Thompson, who first came to Discover on July 20th committed his life to Christ in August is being baptized today!   Folks, we’ve begun to succeed on a small scale, and –more importantly –with young adults; with those that churches are least successful in connecting to Christ.   We’ve also learned in the past two weeks that there are Four qualities that make you and I, and us together likeable & inviting: 

· Friendliness-- Your ability to communicate liking and openness to others.    

· Relevance--Your capacity to connect with others’ interests, wants, and needs.

· Empathy--Your ability to recognize, acknowledge, and experience other people's feelings 

· Realness--The integrity that stands behind your likeability and guarantees its authenticity.  

(Tim Sanders, The Likeability Factor)
Changing our style or church “Culture” to become inviting to 21st century America is only half God’s formula for becoming an inviting church.   The other critical component is to develop an inviting character.  Here’s the formula: “culture” + character = inviting church. Our character as a church, is just as likely to turn people on or turn them off as our church culture.  The same goes for your marriage, family, or business.   You need both an appealing culture, and character to be appealing and relevant.  
Case in point: The Amish.  Now they’ve got very appealing character; very friendly, empathic, real people who walk their talk.   But ain’t nobody rushin’ to become Amish.  But their refusal to let go of their 18th century culture makes them very uninviting to 21st century Americans, particulary their own young adults, who are leaving in droves. On the flip side, character counts too.  I want to share with you some parts of an email I received in response to my message on September 7th: 
“The hypocrisy is a big reason that my spouse doesn't like church and also part of the reason it's sometimes hard for me to go.  I see and hear people preach something and act completely different.  I see how some people act at church and then how they turn into someone different outside of church.  I don't see many people striving to be more Christ-like.  I know I'm nowhere near being like Christ but I do try to improve myself in ways that I think would make Him proud (they're baby steps but I am trying).  I know church helps with that but sometimes I feel negatively toward church because of it being tied to these hypocrites.  I know they shouldn't affect my attendance but it's hard not to focus on that.  If I'm a believer and have problems going into the church why would a non-believer ever join????  Church isn't the building but the body... doesn't that say it all?!?!   I really don't think it's about the building- I know that's a big focus for Discover right now, changing the building but... maybe it's members that need to reexamine who they are.  Kids aren't going to listen to parents that tell them not to smoke if the parents smoke themselves.  Same thing with Christians- non-believers aren't going to listen to Christians if they act un-Christianly.  I know that no one is perfect but we should all be striving to be the best we can be.  Trying to improve daily.  If I want to make improvements and many of the people I hang out with don't and indulge in gossip, worldly activities, etc. Does Christ really want me to be involved with those people?  I want more than anything in the world for my children to have a relationship with Jesus especially since I didn't have that growing up but are these the people I want to be examples to my children?  I don't have the ideal strength or support but I do try to instill His Word in them.” 

This is a sobering reminder that character counts. The book Unchristian reveals that young adults in America perceive/judge Christians as hypocritical, judgemental, and uncaring (that Christians just want to get people saved, and not really get to know them).  The author concludes that …Perceptions are more than just superficial image problems… The negative perceptions are not just “images” conjured up to debase Christianity… If we do not deal with our part of the problem, we will fail to connect with a new generation.  We are not responsible for outsider’s decisions, but we are accountable when our actions and attitudes---misrepresenting a holy, just, and loving God—have pushed outsiders away.  That’s why character counts.  Church is who we are together, community.   Life is a referendum on you.  Placing faith in Jesus Christ is as much a referendum on Church as it is on Jesus, because Christians are God’s reps.   
SLIDE 7: It wrecks God that we misrepresent his character and turn people off to him because they’re turned off to us as he spoke through his prophet Ezekiel:  I suffered much pain over my holy reputation, which the people of Israel blackened in every country they entered. “Therefore, tell Israel, ‘Message of God, the Master: I’m not doing this for you, Israel. I’m doing it for me, to save my character, my holy name, which you’ve blackened in every country where you’ve gone. I’m going to put my great and holy name on display, the name that has been ruined in so many countries, the name that you blackened wherever you went. Then the nations will realize who I really am, that I am God, when I show my holiness through you so that they can see it with their own eyes.  Ezekiel 36:21-23 (MSG)
The character of our church depends upon every one of us, on you!  If we want to become an inviting church, then we need to each become more like Jesus and partner with God to change who we are and how we relate to one another. Let me list the three key ways we must change, if we Discover Church are going to become like Jesus, to become inviting.   I’m going to show you three qualities to develop in order to become inviting.  The first is: A. Become Holy  Your holiness, our holiness, was a prime concern of Jesus during his final day of life. 
Turn to John 17:15 and read/listen to his words: My prayer is not that you take them out of the world but that you protect them from the evil one. They are not of the world, even as I am not of it. Sanctify them by the truth; your word is truth. As you sent me into the world, I have sent them into the world. For them I sanctify myself, that they too may be truly sanctified.  (John 17:15-19) “Sanctify” (GK: hagiadzo) means: to purify/dedicate/consecrate to God or to set apart or reserve for God and His use.  “Sanctification” refers to the life-long process of change where God makes you more like Jesus in your Attitudes (A) Behaviors (B) Character (C). EXPLAIN TERM: “Sanctification” Sad reality: there is no statistically significant difference between the way that Christians live and non-Christians live (UnChrstian).   
Jesus reveals the key to change:  Sanctify them by the truth; your word is truth.  How do we permit God’s truth to change us? Investigate, invite, & imitate Jesus  The key to development is “discovery; discover who Jesus by studying his life, his teachings.  You have to develop the habit of bible study.  Look at Jesus in the Scriptures, Look at your life, look at the difference, look at how you can change, look to God to change you as you do. How often? I’ve figured out that I need Jesus to be influencing my life every day –You figured that out yet? That’s why I’ve given you 3 homework assignments this week –to get you into this book: the bible.  

Homework: Reflect upon the characteristics of godly love you have & lack in Galatians 5:22-23 & 1 Corinthians 13:4-8  If we want to become more inviting, then we’ve got to become more holy, and that begins by discovering Jesus more deeply, and allowing God to develop Jesus in us more fully.  
The second quality to develop in order to become a more inviting church is that together we muse: B. Become Healthy  Listen to another chief concern of Jesus during his final day of life:  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… 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.  John 17:20-23  WE need to become healthy in the way we relate to others, and believe me, the church in America, and here in Discover has a lot of unhealthy interpersonal dynamics.   We’re all sin-sick and selfish to varying degrees --we have unhealthy or unholy attitudes, behaviors, and character qualities and they infect our relationships with others –even with other Christians.   A sad example is Jesus’ disciples:  during that final meal: no one stepped up to serve by washing feet; had an argument about who’d be greatest; later that night: one would betray Jesus, one deny him, all abandon him.  
Application: Connect, work, and stick together  to become a close-knit, Christ-like community.  
The bad news we can’t do it on Sundays.  The good news is: we CAN do it.  How?  
STEP 1 is to JOIN A GROWTH GROUP  Get into a small groups do church like the first church: in the temple and house to house (Acts 2:42-47).  We’re starting them this week and you can find a listing on our website: www.discoverchurch.net 
Homework: Reflect upon the “relational sins” listed in Galatians 5:19-21, You’ll find out that 2/3rds or them refer to the way we treat others, and the challenge of Galatians 6:1-10.  
How can we become more inviting as people? As a church?  Become holy, become healthy, and C. Become Helpful.  Turn back to John 13 and read the story of how Jesus kicked off his final dinner party in verses 1-17.   Notice that “When he had finished washing their feet, he put on his clothes and returned to his place. "Do you understand what I have done for you?" he asked them… I have set you an example that you should do as I have done for you… Now that you know these things, you will be blessed if you do them.”  (John 13:12,15,17)  Here’s another key concern of Jesus during his last day of life, --must have been really important for him to drive home this point!  Here’s why: read on in verse 34: “By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.”  The way those guys acted that night would not have shown that they were Christ-followers:argued about who was greatest, betrayed, denied,& abandoned Jesus.  Motive?  Self-serving!   
Observation: Christians great at serving ourselves, good at serving our families, lousy at serving God’s family (our church) and God’s world (our neighbors), and the world has taken notice and they’re voting “no” according to the research in UnChristian:  “Often outsiders perceptions of Christianity reflect a church infatuated with itself.. Many Christians have lost their heart for those outside the faith… God wants us to pay attention to outsiders because He cares for them… as Christians we should have this mindset toward outsiders.”   Back to John13:1 --How did Jesus show them the full extent of his love?  Served a relevant need: washed their dirty feet (next day: washed their dirty sins: died on Cross).  One of the guys who was there that day, John, comments that: “This is real love—not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as a sacrifice to take away our sins.  Dear friends, since God loved us that much, we surely ought to love each other. No one has ever seen God. But if we love each other, God lives in us, and his love is brought to full expression in us.” (1 John 4:10-12)  Our mission: To show God’s love and share God’s truth in relevant, appealing, and understandable ways is, in part, based upon what Jesus did right here: met a relevant need out of compassion.   

How do we do that? Application: Care about, give to, and serve others  Transition from consumer to contributor, taker to giver.  Become a church where everyone does one thing/serves in one way.  Homework: Reflect upon the example of Jesus in John 13:1-17 & the challenge of Galatians 5:13, and 1 John 3:16-18  
Becoming holy and healthy and helpful are big changes to make, but the Holy Spirit’s presence and power are available to enable you to change, if we’ll admit our need to change, go to God, and ask for help.   Listen to God’s promise to his people who he said blackened his reputation and ruined his name: I’ll give you a new heart, put a new spirit in you.  I’ll remove the stone heart from your body and replace it with a heart that’s God-willed, not self-willed. I’ll put my Spirit in you and make it possible for you to do what I tell you and live by my commands… And then you’ll think back over your terrible lives—the evil, the shame—and be thoroughly disgusted with yourselves, realizing how badly you’ve lived—all those obscenities you’ve carried out… I scrub you clean from all your filthy living… You’ll be my people! I’ll be your God!  Ezekiel 36:26-30, excerpts (MSG)

I’d like you to pray right now about what I’ve just wrote you.  Do the bible study homework I’ve requested Examine your life and ask the Holy Spirit:

· “Show me the ways in which I am unholy.”

· “Show me the ways in which I am unhealthy in how I relate to and respond to others.”

· “Show me the ways in which I am self-serving rather than other-serving; the ways in which I fail to love my neighbor as much as myself.”
Ask God to change you in those areas that the Holy Spirit shows you, and commit to become conscious of these, and to take concrete steps to begin changing them.  God will work in you if you work with God!  Together, let’s become more inviting to everyone, and –for heaven’s sake—to those without faith in Jesus Christ.
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