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Epiphany 3 – January 23/24, 2010
Preacher:  Pastor Scott Oelhafen
Sermon Text:  1 Corinthians 12: 12-21, 26-27
Sermon Theme:  LORD, Make This Body (of believers) Strong
This Sermon Was Preached Using a Powerpoint Presentation
1.  You have brought us together                           2.  Now help us work together

Dear fellow believers in Jesus, and members of Christ’s body,

     This coming week, President Barack Obama will deliver his first State of the Union address.  In this special speech, he’ll outline his plans and priorities for our country.  It might come as a surprise, but it’s not the president who makes our country strong.  It’s not the leaders of Congress nor the Supreme Court.  It’s our good and gracious God who gives us His grace  to live in such a strong and prosperous country with so many freedoms.  And don’t forget to thank God for those freedoms before you lay your head on the pillow each night.  Having said this, the president and Congress have quite a job in front of them, don’t they?  We like to think of ourselves as one nation, “under God”, indivisible, with liberty and justice for all.  But, American values seem to be more based on public opinion or some legal precedent than on what the Bible says.  Yes, as blessed as we are, each of us needs to strengthen our own spiritual ties with our Savior-God in order to have the strength to truly make a difference in the world today.

     Following that same theme, in the book of 1 Corinthians, the apostle Paul delivers a truly inspired “State of the Church” address to the Christians at Corinth.  Sadly, this church, by Paul’s diagnosis, was in sad-shape, spiritually speaking.  Instead of acting as one body, powered by the Holy Spirit, the members of this church were acting like rivals.  They were spending way too much time complaining, criticizing, and competing against each other.  As a result, Satan was having a field day with hurt feelings, grudges, and walls artificially created.  And these were supposed to good people, Christian believers – different than everyone else around them.  Sound familiar?  The truth is, every church has problems … even if you don’t see them so easily.  That’s because churches have sinners.  I’ve always taken comfort that Trinity, as blessed as we are, has problems.  If it was a perfect church with perfect members, they wouldn’t let me be here – would they let you here?

     As we listen to Paul’s State of the Church address, each of us would do well to see our own role as servants of Christ here at Trinity.   As we hear Paul compare the church to something we all can relate to … a human body, let’s think of our own congregation at Trinity as we pray:  LORD, Make This Body (of Believers) Strong.  We’ll continue that prayer by saying:  LORD, You have brought us together and then, LORD help us work together to Your glory.

     When you first think of the word “church”, what’s the first picture that pops into your mind?  It’s probably a picture of a building made of bricks and stone.  And that makes sense.  If I would invite you to go to “church,” you’d likely think of a building with wooden pews and maybe stained glass windows.  But, that’s not what Paul was thinking about  nor what the Bible defines truly as a “church.”  The early Christians didn’t have a beautiful building to worship in (they most often worshiped in living rooms and basements called catacombs).  Instead, the church is defined as a “gathering of people.”  Literally, the word church (from the Greek word “ekklesia” ) refers to those who have been “called out” of the darkness of unbelief of this world into the light of God’s Word.  Every time the Bible refers to the “church,” it refers to those Christian believers who gather together, encouraging one another with Jesus, as they see Judgement Day approaching.  The Bible also pictures the church as members of a family.  Maybe, everyone here isn’t related to each other by human blood.  Maybe your grandma and my grandma aren’t sisters.  But we are related to each other by the divine blood of Jesus Christ who bonds us to His cross where He died for our sins to make us right with God, to earn every believer full forgiveness and heaven, and now blends us into His family of believers.  Well, the word picture Paul uses today to describe the church is a body, but not just any body.  It’s the body of Jesus Christ.  Listen to verse 27:  Now you are the body of Christ, and each one of you is a part of it.  Talk about a tight relationship!  He compares us and how we work together as Christians to a body.  And what’s the most important part of that body?  Isn’t it the head?  The head is the headquarters where the brains are, where the body gets its direction.  Paul identifies Jesus Christ, the one who revealed Himself as the King of kings, LORD of lords, and Savior of the world as our head.  As our head, He leads us in love through His Word and promises, in this life and the life to come to heaven.

     Yes, we can definitely pray:  LORD, Make Your Body Strong.  For YOU have brought us together.  Paul tells us when God brought us together in these words:  For we were all baptized by one Spirit into one body – whether Jews or Greeks, slave or free – and we were all given the one Spirit to drink.  God brought us together to saving faith when we were baptized as a child or as an adult.  We are ONE special body, having all our parts purified and powered by the Holy Spirit.

      By calling us together into this church, the body of Christ, God shows us that our outward differences don’t need to divide us.  What I mean is this:  You might like country music.  I might like 1980s music.  Someone else might like listening to the dance music of Jason Derulo or Hannah Montana.  But, these outward differences don’t need to divide us from our Christian mission.  You see, spiritually, we are all one in Jesus Christ.  That’s why no body need ever say:  “I don’t fit in.  I’m not really part of this congregation.”  God says that every body is important in the body of Christ.  Paul is really saying:  think of your own body.  The body is not made up of one part but of many.  If the foot should say, ‘because I am not a hand, I do not belong to the body,’ it would not for that reason cease to be part of the body.  Yes, spiritually speaking, it’s true.  “That which unites us is greater than that which divides us.”  As the LORD of the universe, God has brought us together in our baptism.  He has united us.  And even though Satan and sin try to divide us every day, they don’t have to win when we rely on the LORD’s forgiveness for our every sin, guidance, and strength through Jesus Christ who died on that cross and rose again to win us peace between God and man.  But, Satan and sin don’t ever give up trying to weaken us (they won’t until Judgement Day).  Just like the body has to be concerned about cancer cells and heart attacks – the body of Christ needs to keep watch for selfishness, gossip, and division.  We need to calmly talk one on one as Christians and speak the truth in love.  And we need to pray every day  LORD, Make Your Body Strong.  For You have brought us together as a body of believers.

     Having said this, let’s look at our purpose as a church.  As men, women, teens and kids, we have a diversity of gifts, along with our unity of purpose.  We are ONE body, with a single purpose:  to gratefully serve God as we serve each other.  And God has blessed every believer in this church, all 1704 souls with a variety of spiritual gifts.  So how do we use these gifts in this Waukesha body of believers called: Trinity Evangelical Lutheran Church?  During the month of February, our Planning Committee will have a three week series taking a closer look at our mission/vision of our congregation.  But, let me give you a preview with a brief look at how we are organized.  To take this look, we’ll act as a biologist studying human anatomy and like someone studying the structure of our church as its outlined in our church constitution.

     Let’s start with our Elders, those 12 spiritual leaders whom you usually look for if you’ve forgotten your communion card.  We might call them the immune system of our church.  It’s really their job to make sure that our members are not weakened or disabled by the deadly virus of unbelief.  LORD, strengthen them for their important responsibilities.  And LORD, bless our Board of Education & LIFE Commission.  They are like that all-important set of lungs you have in your chest.  The people on this board don’t just set up our Bible classes, organize our Lutheran Elementary School, Sunday School, or Youth ministries.  They really bring the pure air of Holy Scripture into the bloodstream of our church to help us separate falsehood from fact.  Think of our Evangelism Commission as the right and left hands of our congregation.  They help us reach out into the corners and neighborhoods of our community to help find and welcome souls to join us in hearing the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  Bless their efforts, O LORD,

     Our church council is like this body’s spinal column.  LORD, strengthen it so it can hold the framework of this church together, taking the strain whenever there’s a new problem or challenge.  And help our council serve like an efficient spinal cord, receiving messages from our voters and assigning tasks to various members.  Protect them from false accusations and burn-out.  And bless the pastors and teachers that serve here.  Make them a powerful heart that pumps your vital word of Law and Gospel to every part.  And let’s not forget the Board of Trustees, Secretaries, Greeters, Ushers, and the many, many volunteers we have.  Give success to their efforts, O God and assure them that their labor in the LORD is never in vain.  These are the strong arms and legs that make the practical work run smoothly.  And give joy, gracious LORD, to our Singers, Choirs, and Musicians.  They are really the skin that gives beauty to our body.

     But, that’s not all of this body is it?  Just like our physical bodies have places that are discreetly hidden, with tendons and ligaments that hold this body together, so there are members of Trinity who work behind the scenes in the form of encouragement and prayer, helping in quiet ways to stimulate and strengthen this entire body – they are the muscle.  I’ve seen them.  I’ve worked with them.  And now I pray for them:  Bless these quiet members too, O LORD, and do not let them tire in doing good for the whole body of believers.

     Paul says:  There are many parts, but only ONE body.  We need each other.  So what part of the body can you relate to?  Are you a little toe?  I pray that doesn’t insult you.  Do you know how important a little toe is?  Back in college I broke my little toe (actually both of them) and I had to endure the discomfort, the clumsiness, the difficulty walking or even standing.  It’s the same way if members of our church are cut off from the rest, this loss can make the whole body hobble along.  Every part of the body of this church, whether you sit in the front row or in the back, in the balcony or in the middle, we each have a purpose:  to lovingly serve and speak the truth in love.  Paul says:  The eye cannot say to the hand:  ‘I don’t need you!’  And the head cannot say to the feet, ‘I don’t need you!’  If one part suffers, every part suffers with it; if one part is honored every part rejoices with it.

      Whether I’ve honored you by mentioning the Trinity organization that you work with today, or not, know that each of you are valuable.  You have a soul, for whom Christ died.  He wants you in heaven.  And until you get there, God wants you in this congregation.  He’s put you in this body of believers.  And He wants to use each of us to work together, not in frustration … but in Christian love.  Maybe this will show you what I mean:  imagine the Master Carpenter’s tools holding a conference.  Brother hammer presides, but several suggest that he leave the meeting because he is too noisy.  Brother hammer replies:  “I’ll go, but then Brother screw must come with me.  You have to turn him around and around to get him to accomplish anything.  Brother screw speaks up:  “If you wish, I’ll leave, but Brother plane must leave too.  All his work is on the surface and his work has no depth.”  To this Brother plane says:  “That’s true, but Brother ruler must withdraw, for he is always measuring folks like he is the only one who is right.”  Brother ruler complains about Brother sandpaper:  “He needs to leave too, because he is so rough and always rubbing people the wrong way.”  And so it goes.  In the middle of the discussion, the Carpenter of Nazareth enters the workshop to start the day’s work.  Putting together all those tools, He goes to the bench to make a pulpit from which to proclaim the Gospel message of God’s love and forgiveness.  He uses all the brothers:  Hammer, Screw, Plane, Ruler, and Sandpaper.  After the pulpit is finished, Brother saw arises and remarks:  “I see we can so much more done, when the Master uses us together to accomplish His will.”  My Christian friends – you are not just a tool, you are not just a warm body – you are the Body of Christ.  Together, let’s get busy proclaiming and living the Gospel message of God’s love and forgiveness in our families, community, and church.  And let’s continue to pray each day:  LORD, Make This Body of Believers Strong.  Amen.
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