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Uncommon Fellowship: 3. I love this church 
Matthew 16:18; Acts 15:19 
September 3, 2017  
Pastor Steve Richards 
 
Last month, Amanda and I made a trip to Ireland. We wanted to go somewhere we had never 
been as a way of celebrating her first anniversary of being cancer free. And we had a wonderful 
trip. We also had a couple of health-related scares that included trips to the local hospitals, but 
that’s not what we will remember most. It was the beautiful countryside with inspiring 
landscapes, the variety of castles and the narrow roads that hardly looked like roads. We 
learned about its history that stretched back to 4200 B.C. That’s when this was constructed. It’s 
called Poulnabrone dulmen. (Irish for “hole of sorrows.”) It was a burial place. I wonder if 
anything we’ve constructed will still be admired more than 6000 years from now. But my favorite 
place of all the things we saw and did was a small ice cream shop called Murphys located in the 
town of Kilkenny. 
 
I like ice cream, and it had great ice cream – but you don’t have to travel all the way to Ireland to 
find great ice cream. What made Murphys my overall favorite place in a trip filled with favorites 
was the enthusiasm of the people who worked there. They didn’t just love ice cream; they loved 
people. One employee would stand outside the front door with a dish of ice cream and a handful 
of spoons, inviting anyone who was walking by to taste the ice cream. “Just one spoon full – I 
promise, you’ll love the ice cream.” In the time I was watching – and this was so great, we went 
there both nights we were in Kilkenny – I didn’t see anyone who was successful in passing 
Murphys without being drawn inside. You might not buy the ice cream but you welcomed their 
way of loving people. And sure enough, that one spoonful would bring a whole group inside the 
store. “You can taste everything,” they’d say. And then they would begin connecting with the 
people. Only one person was behind the counter. The other three were connecting with the 
people as they waited. We met Annie. She lives in Kilkenny and has taken a year off from 
college to work at Murphys. She asked about us and then she listened. This place wasn’t just 
selling ice cream. Two nights later we were in another town that also had a Murphys Ice Cream 
and I said to Amanda, we’ve got to go. Sadly, it wasn’t the same – the same ice cream but not 
the same spirit, not the same people, no love. If you ever travel to Ireland, I recommend visiting 
Kilkenny – and not because it has a beautiful castle and a cathedral built in the 11th century - 
you can see that there, but I recommend you go there to experience Murphys Ice Cream Shop. 
 
I wonder if this isn’t a message for us. We’re not serving ice cream this morning, though I 
thought about it. We are offering something greater than that. As Jesus and his disciples were 
walking near the town of Caesarea Philippi, they were talking about names and when Peter 
identified Jesus as “the son of the living God.” Jesus replied, “You are Peter and on this rock I 
will build my church (ekklesia)…” Two weeks ago, I reminded us that the Greek word was 
ekklesia that translates “fellowship” – because Jesus wasn’t authorizing the construction of a 
building but a fellowship, a community, a way of relating to one another that would get people’s 
attention – because of who we welcome and how we interact and how we impact the world. Do 
this, and I think Jesus is saying, “…and the gates of death will not overcome it.” For these 
three weeks, I’ve invited us to ponder what this uncommon fellowship could be right here. 
 
I absolutely love this church, because of you. You are the reason I look forward to coming here 
week after week. You embrace the mission and want to have an impact on the world. Last 
Sunday, there was an out of town guest who greeted me after the service and asked for a way 
to share that morning’s worship with his congregation. “You are what my church should be. This 
is the most service minded church that I’ve seen.” I share that with you, not so we can pat 
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ourselves on the back but because the longer we are here, the less we see what other people 
see. I’ve received notes from people who moved to other parts of country, and as they looked 
for another church, they’ve said to me: “I didn’t know how good Messiah Church was until I left.” 
Some of them are watching online this morning! The difference between a good church and a 
great church is not the preaching, and it’s not the music. It’s not the size of the congregation, the 
condition of our building or even the quality of the coffee that we serve. The difference is YOU! 
Every church has volunteers, but this church has servants – persons who are connected and 
understand what we are doing and are committed to the mission. 
 
Jesus said, the mission of the church is to make disciples – that is to connect with people, build 
relationships and follow Jesus. I think Jesus was telling Peter – build an ekklesia – it’s all about 
relationships. That’s the most impactful way to influence our community. It’s what Jesus offers 
us and so we offer that back to others. 
 
Two thousand years ago, the church had to break with traditions. Jesus was a Jew. He seemed 
to be the fulfillment of the Jewish scripture – and consequently to be a follower of Jesus, you 
had to become Jewish. And that was complicated. It meant memorizing 613 laws, going to the 
Temple – and if you were male, there was this thing called circumcision. It was complicated, but 
the Jews said, “We’ve been doing this our whole lives. Come on, Gentiles, get on board! To 
follow Jesus, you must first be a Jew.” And that’s the way it was for the first 20 years, until finally 
this came to a head, and there was a meeting in Jerusalem. It was the first church meeting in 
the Bible and it is found in Acts 15. Two groups came and each made their case. One said, 
Gentiles must become Jews to follow Jesus. And the other said, this is a new movement. It’s not 
a continuation but something new that God is doing. Which is it? A continuation or something 
new? Then Peter stood up and said, I used to think it was a continuation but God has revealed 
to me that it is something new. And then Paul agreed with Peter. He said, I’ve been traveling 
and Gentiles are embracing Jesus. They want to follow Jesus, and I don’t think they need to be 
Jews first. And finally, James, the brother of Jesus, stood up and said: “It is my judgment, 
therefore, that we should not make it difficult for the Gentiles who are turning to God.” 
And that settled it – anything that is a barrier, we must remove it. 
 
Anything that gets in the way of people being welcomed and loved must be removed, because 
my hope is that we are a church that people love to attend. A kind of uncommon fellowship 
where people interested in God or curious about God or have questions about God would not 
find any barrier – and in fact, would want to be here because of the one thing that is in all of our 
ways – and that’s Jesus.  
 
So how do we do that? Our staff can help but it’s not up to the staff. It’s not even up to me, but 
it’s we – you and me – we are the church! A year ago, we introduced a Brand Statement – that’s 
the term that really means why we do what we do here – not for our sake but for the sake of 
others. Our Brand Promise is this: At Messiah, we make life better. We have concluded that 
following Jesus will make your life better because following Jesus has made our lives better. We 
are not trying to earn our way to heaven. We are not trying to win God’s favor. That has already 
been done for us. The Christian life is the response to God’s grace and mercy. I believe anyone 
not already here could find a better life – could be a better parent, a better employer, a better 
employee, a better student, a better friend. Not only is Life better, but I think you’ll be better at 
life. 
 
Jesus said, “Follow me.” That’s what we do here. You can follow Jesus with believing in Jesus. 
Even the disciples did not believe that at first. They spent three years with Jesus and it was not 
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until after the resurrection that they truly stepped out in faith. Follow me – that’s what we do 
here. Why follow Jesus? Life is better. How do we do this? We serve. 
People want to be loved. People want to connect in places where they are loved. One of our 
members recently told me about coming to worship and noticing someone was seated all by 
himself. So instead of sitting where he normally sat, he sat down next to the person seated 
alone. He introduced himself and learned a little about the guest – and at the end of the service 
they exchanged phone numbers and asked if he could call so they could get better acquainted. 
He wanted to hear more about this guest’s story. And as they have texted each other, he 
learned the guest was in need of work. So he reached out to a friend of his who has a business 
and a job was offered to the guest. What kind of church would do that? A church that loves 
people. People love to attend churches where they are loved. I suddenly realized that in an ice 
cream shop in Kilkenny Ireland.  
 
This church is what it is because of you. There are hundreds of people who serve here to make 
this the church that it is. Will we continue to be a church that people love to attend? We will with 
your help. That’s where this servant catalog comes in. Maybe you are grateful for being here, 
but you are not fully engaged. My hope is that by paging through this catalog, you will better 
understand what it takes for us to be who we are – and I hope you will find a place to serve. 
There is a form at the back to fill out and a box by the front entrance where you can place that 
form. Even if you are not sure how to serve, indicate you want to serve. For those of you who 
already serve, who give and tithe, who arrive here early on a Sunday morning and those who 
stay late, for those who come here at all hours day and night and weekend, those who are 
talking to others about this church and inviting others. THANK YOU. You are part of the story of 
lives that are better because you love, you serve, you follow Jesus. I want people to love this 
church because this is a place where people are love – where all people are loved. 
 
Grow, Pray, Study for Week of September 3, 2017 
 
Weekly Prayer: God, thank you for helping us feel the certainty of your steadfast love. Thank 
you for the loving sacrifice Jesus made for us. Help us to understand that you are love, to know 
you better so that we might come to love you more. Use us to extend that love to others as we 
seek to make a difference in our world. Amen. 
 
Monday, September 4 
 
Scripture: Leviticus 19:15-18, 33-34 
You must not act unjustly in a legal case. Do not show favoritism to the poor or deference to the 
great; you must judge your fellow Israelites fairly. Do not go around slandering your people. Do 
not stand by while your neighbor's blood is shed; I am the LORD. You must not hate your fellow 
Israelite in your heart. Rebuke your fellow Israelite strongly, so you don't become responsible 
for his sin. You must not take revenge nor hold a grudge against any of your people; instead, 
you must love your neighbor as yourself; I am the LORD. 
 
When immigrants live in your land with you, you must not cheat them. Any immigrant who lives 
with you must be treated as if they were one of your citizens. You must love them as yourself, 
because you were immigrants in the land of Egypt; I am the LORD your God. 
 
Observation: Leviticus 19:1-37 is often referred to as the "Call to Holiness." In this passage, 
God called Israel to a way of life, a code of conduct that would help them function as a loving 
community, serving one another's well-being. These were not just rules for the sake of rules. 
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Israel’s spiritual health (like ours) involved not only the reverence they showed to God, but also 
the way they treated all of their "neighbors." 
 
Application: Is it human nature to look out for our own best interests? After that, where do each 
of us draw the line in caring for the best interests of others—our spouses, our children, the rest 
of our family, our friends, our co-workers, strangers, our enemies? If we extended our caring 
beyond whatever is “common,” what would “uncommon” look like?   
 
Prayer: Teach me, O LORD, your ways. Help me to see how your love could extend through 
me beyond the people that I already know and love. Amen. 
 
Tuesday, September 5 
 
Scripture: Mark 12:28-34 
One of the legal experts heard their dispute and saw how well Jesus answered them. He came 
over and asked him, "Which commandment is the most important of all?" Jesus replied, "The 
most important one is Israel, listen! Our God is the one Lord, and you must love the Lord your 
God with all your heart, with all your being, with all your mind, and with all your strength. The 
second is this, You will love your neighbor as yourself. No other commandment is greater than 
these." The legal expert said to him, "Well said, Teacher. You have truthfully said that God is 
one and there is no other besides him. And to love God with all of the heart, a full 
understanding, and all of one's strength, and to love one's neighbor as oneself is much more 
important than all kinds of entirely burned offerings and sacrifices." When Jesus saw that he 
had answered with wisdom, he said to him, "You aren't far from God's kingdom." After that, no 
one dared to ask him any more questions. 
 
Observation: In his Bible commentary, William Barclay noted that there were two schools of 
thought among rabbis. Some believed “there were lighter and weightier matters of the 
law…great principles which were all-important to grasp.” Others “held that every smallest 
principle was equally binding.” Like Jesus, the scribe in this passage saw some principles as 
central, more vital to live out than others. Loving God and loving your neighbor, both agreed, are 
the greatest commandments. 
 
Application: Jesus calls us to love others as we love ourselves. How would you describe the 
way you love yourself? Are you ever self-critical? Self-disciplined? Disappointed in yourself? 
Frustrated with yourself? Angry with yourself? Concerned about your well-being? What light 
does examining how well or poorly you love yourself cast on the kind of love Jesus was talking 
about for your neighbor? 
 
Prayer: Merciful God, how grateful I am that you love me, because there are many times when 
it is hard for me to love me. Remind me that even in the midst of my greatest failings and 
frustrations, you have never and will never give up or let go of me. Thank you for your great 
love. Amen. 
 
Wednesday, September 6 
 
Scripture: 1 Corinthians 12:24-13:3 
The parts of our body that are presentable don't need this. But God has put the body together, 
giving greater honor to the part with less honor, so that there won't be division in the body and 
so the parts might have mutual concern for each other. If one part suffers, all the parts suffer 
with it; if one part gets the glory, all the parts celebrate with it. You are the body of Christ and 
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parts of each other. In the church, God has appointed first apostles, second prophets, third 
teachers, then miracles, then gifts of healing, the ability to help others, leadership skills, different 
kinds of tongues. All aren't apostles, are they? All aren't prophets, are they? All aren't teachers, 
are they? All don't perform miracles, do they? All don't have gifts of healing, do they? All don't 
speak in different tongues, do they? All don't interpret, do they? Use your ambition to try to get 
the greater gifts. And I'm going to show you an even better way. 
 
If I speak in tongues of human beings and of angels but I don't have love, I'm a clanging gong or 
a clashing cymbal. If I have the gift of prophecy and I know all the mysteries and everything 
else, and if I have such complete faith that I can move mountains but I don't have love, I'm 
nothing. If I give away everything that I have and hand over my own body to feel good about 
what I've done but I don't have love, I receive no benefit whatsoever. 
 
Observation: In the Greek and Roman cultures of New Testament times, humility was 
considered a weakness and not a virtue. Therefore, it is not surprising that new Christians in 
Corinth clashed about whose gift made them most important in the church. This well-known 
passage wasn’t about love as an abstract value. Paul told his converts that no gift, no ability not 
guided by love had any lasting value. 
 
Application: Why should we be humble even when we have some or many great gifts and 
talents to offer to the church? Did we earn those gifts and talents? Why should we embrace 
those whose talents and gifts are very different from ours? How can love for one another 
magnify the power and capability of the entire body of “the church”? 
 
Prayer: LORD God, when all else fails, your love never fails. Thank you that you would give 
your greatest gift, the gift of love, to me. Use me to help others see that your greatest gift is also 
for them. Amen. 
 
Thursday, September 7 
 
Scripture: 1 John 4:7-16 
Dear friends, let's love each other, because love is from God, and everyone who loves is born 
from God and knows God. The person who doesn't love does not know God, because God is 
love. This is how the love of God is revealed to us: God has sent his only Son into the world so 
that we can live through him. This is love: it is not that we loved God but that he loved us and 
sent his Son as the sacrifice that deals with our sins. Dear friends, if God loved us this way, we 
also ought to love each other. No one has ever seen God. If we love each other, God remains in 
us and his love is made perfect in us. This is how we know we remain in him and he remains in 
us, because he has given us a measure of his Spirit. We have seen and testify that the Father 
has sent the Son to be the savior of the world. If any of us confess that Jesus is God's Son, God 
remains in us and we remain in God. We have known and have believed the love that God has 
for us. God is love, and those who remain in love remain in God and God remains in them. 
 
Observation: As John described how Christians treat one another, he likely thought about 
himself and the other disciples. They jockeyed for position and got angry with one another at 
times (Mark 10:35-45). Over time, Jesus re-shaped their thoughts and actions. John knew that 
loving others with Christ’s love isn’t reserved for people with naturally warm dispositions. This 
kind of active love comes from God, who “has given us a measure of his Spirit” (verse 13). 
 
Application: Where does love come from (where did it originate)? If love comes from God, do 
we as believers have any responsibility to share God’s love with others? Thank God for the love 
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you feel for others. Thank God for the love you have felt from others. Is love a one-way thing? 
John says God IS love, not just that God loves. What does this convey to you? 
 
Prayer: Your love, O God, does not exist all by itself. It is found in relationship with you and with 
others. Thank you for all of the ways that I have been on the giving and receiving end of love. It 
is in loving that I feel closest to you. Thank you for your great love. Amen. 
 
Friday, September 8 
 
Scripture: Romans 5:1-8 
Therefore, since we have been made righteous through his faithfulness combined with our faith, 
we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ. We have access by faith into this grace 
in which we stand through him, and we boast in the hope of God's glory. But not only that! We 
even take pride in our problems, because we know that trouble produces endurance, endurance 
produces character, and character produces hope. This hope doesn't put us to shame, because 
the love of God has been poured out in our hearts through the Holy Spirit, who has been given 
to us. While we were still weak, at the right moment, Christ died for ungodly people. It isn't often 
that someone will die for a righteous person, though maybe someone might dare to die for a 
good person. But God shows his love for us, because while we were still sinners Christ died for 
us. 
 
Observation: For many Christians, the salvation God’s grace offers us produces times of 
awesome joy and peace. But human emotions are volatile and erratic. At times of pain or doubt, 
even the strongest, most confident Christ-follower may struggle to feel that “the love of God has 
been poured out in our hearts.” That’s why Paul based our ultimate security not in how we feel 
at any given moment, but in an event—Jesus valued and loved us so much that he died for us. 
 
Application: Verse 3 says we even take pride in our sufferings. What kind of a person would 
you be if you had never suffered? If children are spoiled and overly protected from life’s 
difficulties, how are they likely to turn out? Does God spoil his children, or does God allow us to 
come to grips with our own mistakes and their consequences? Does this mean that he doesn’t 
love us? 
 
Prayer: Lord, I welcome this new day as a gift from you. Help me to know that you are present 
in everything that I face and how I can be confident in your presence even when you do not do 
everything that I want you to do. Give me the strength I need for all that I will face. Amen. 
 
Saturday, September 9 
 
Scripture: Romans 8:31-39 
So what are we going to say about these things? If God is for us, who is against us? He didn't 
spare his own Son but gave him up for us all. Won't he also freely give us all things with him? 
Who will bring a charge against God's elect people? It is God who acquits them. Who is going to 
convict them? It is Christ Jesus who died, even more, who was raised, and who also is at God's 
right side. It is Christ Jesus who also pleads our case for us. Who will separate us from Christ's 
love? Will we be separated by trouble, or distress, or harassment, or famine, or nakedness, or 
danger, or sword? As it is written, We are being put to death all day long for your sake. We are 
treated like sheep for slaughter. But in all these things we win a sweeping victory through the 
one who loved us. I'm convinced that nothing can separate us from God's love in Christ Jesus 
our Lord: not death or life, not angels or rulers, not present things or future things, not powers or 
height or depth, or any other thing that is created. 
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Observation: The apostle Paul wrote Romans to introduce himself to Christians in Rome, a city 
he had never visited. In today’s reading, he summed up the letter’s first eight chapters, in which 
he laid out the good news of the gospel as he preached it. For him, God’s love was not abstract 
or theoretical. He faced all of his life’s challenges with the profound personal certainty that 
“nothing can separate us from God’s love in Christ Jesus our Lord.” 
 
Application: Rome was the greatest military and political power the world had ever seen. It was 
as if Paul was saying, “Can Rome, even Rome, separate us from God and his love?” What is 
the answer to this question as it relates to any government? What spiritual “anchors” help you to 
stay connected to God’s love and the hope and peace God offers, even when times get difficult? 
 
Prayer: Your love, O God, is the strength that I need. Use me to extend that love to others as I 
strive to make a difference in this world. Amen. 
 


