14

Core Values, Part 3: Reconciling Community
August 29th, 2010 
For those of you who were here back in April, you'll no doubt remember Pastor Jack McKee, from New Life City Church in Belfast, who spoke with us on a Sunday morning here at the Vineyard.
· Jack has given his life to a ministry of reconciliation in what just might be the most divided city in Europe.
· Because of the escalating violence in the early 1970s, the British government began erecting barriers through Belfast, which they called the Peace Wall.
· The purpose of these walls was to keep peace by separating, primarily, the Republican Catholics from the Loyalist Protestants.
The Catholic Republicans were adamantly opposed to Northern Ireland’s allegiance to the United Kingdom.  And so...
· Through a number of paramilitary groups such as the IRA, they were willing to do whatever they could to separate their country from Britain and unify with the Republic of Ireland to their south.
· But then, because of their growing threat, new paramilitary groups loyal to the Crown, began to emerge from within the Protestant communities as well…
· Willing to stop at nothing in order to maintain Northern Ireland’s union with the UK, of which England, Scotland, & Wales are a part.
Although these walls were meant to be temporary, the government soon realized how effective they were at keeping the two groups apart.
· In fact, ever since a treaty was signed between the two main groups back in 1998, more walls had been erected than ever before.
· There are now over 25 miles of walls running throughout many of Belfast's communities (like this one).
Now, keep in mind that, unlike the Berlin Wall, which was, for the most part, a single wall separating East from West Germany,
· The Dividing Walls of Belfast weave in and out of communities since Protestants and Catholics are scattered throughout the city.
· So, if you’re living in Belfast, there isn’t a day where you’re not confronted with this separation over and over again.
But as much as the people want these walls to be removed (and, 86% of the people do), almost no one on either side believes that now is the time.
· As I said, as dividing walls, these barriers, which are upwards of 25’ high in places, are effective in keeping warring factions apart.
· And yet, those walls have been completely ineffective at changing anyone’s heart.
In fact, the younger generation of Catholics are beginning to catch their parent’s passion to see their country separated from the UK & united with the Republic of Ireland.
· And so, a whole new wave of paramilitary groups have re-emerged… and have already begun bombing cars through Belfast.
· Not surprisingly, groups of young Protestant Loyalists are coming together again, ready to fight their Catholic neighbors on the other side of the wall.
· So, where do they go from here? I don’t think anyone knows.  
As much as they believe there can be peace, I’m not sure there are many people who believe peace will come.
· But real peace can come.  But, not at the hands of politicians or governments or dividing walls.
· Real peace, I believe… the kind of peace that is birthed first in the heart and then outwardly in the community, can only come through Jesus Christ.
Knowing that, Pastor Jack's church has made it their mission to serve their communities as peacemakers...
· Working to reconcile Catholic & Protestant hearts not only back to God but to one another as well.
· One of the incredible things about Jack's church is that their building sits right in between one of the main walls there in Belfast.
· So, half of their building sits on the Catholic side while the other half is in the Protestant side... with welcoming doors on both sides!
Recently, their church painted a mural on a nearby wall.  It represents not just the physical divide between these two peoples but the spiritual divide as well.
· And yet, it points to the cross as the one thing that can break the dividing walls that separates these people.
· From the picture, you can see that tourists & locals have written on each of the painted blocks but there’s one block I want you to see.
I spoke to Jack the other day and told him that I’m praying for peace and reconciliation there.  
· I also told him that I was going to be sharing about our own mandate to be a reconciling community.
· And so, he wrote on one those blocks..."Vineyard Community Church, praying for peace and restoration."
Well… as we continue through our series called, “Core Values: Rediscovering What Makes Us Tick,”
· I’d like for us to talk about what it means for us to be a reconciling community… 
· How we’re meant to participate in what Jesus is doing to reconcile humanity back to God and back to one another.
In our Core Values statement, it says that… “We seek to be a diverse community of hope that realize the power of the Cross to reconcile what has been separated by sin…”
· That “we are committed to becoming a healing community engaged in the work of reconciliation wherever sin and evil hold sway.”
· In 2 Corinthians 5:17-19, Paul says, “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come! All this is because of God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ... Not counting men's sins against them, God was reconciling the world to Himself through Jesus and has now given to us the ministry of reconciliation as well.” 
In other words, as a people who have been reconciled to God through Jesus’ death on the Cross, 
· we’re now been called to continue His ministry of reconciliation to the world around us…
· To break the dividing walls that separates us from God and to minister His peace in their place… 
· reconciling people not only back to God but between themselves as well.
Of course, the walls separating Northern Irish Republicans and Loyalists are not uncommon in the world.
· Beyond the walls that have come down between the East & West Germany and the walls that have come down between Whites and Blacks in South Africa,
· Today, there are walls separating Jews from Palestinians, the Greeks from Turks in Cyprus… and the North Koreans from South Korea.
But, if you had traveled to Jerusalem around the time Jesus was born into this world, you would have found another wall.  
· It wasn’t lined bullet marks and graffiti like those of Belfast… but it was just as divisive. Amazingly, this wall was only about 4 feet tall. 
· It surrounded the Jewish temple, separating the outer court of the Temple, known as the Court of the Gentiles, from the inner court…
· Where the Jews would come and worship. 
And just as there are gates throughout the dividing walls of Belfast, there were several important gates along this wall as well… 
· and by each gate, there was a sign warning that under penalty of death, no Gentile was permitted to pass through the gate.
· (In fact, these ancient signs, written in Hebrew, Latin, and Greek, have been unearthed by archaeologists) 
· You see, the “uncircumcised” Gentiles were excluded from worshiping God in the temple.
They could come and worship from afar in the Court of the Gentiles, but they couldn’t enter the actual Temple with the Jews. 
· In fact, the reason why Paul is arrested in Acts 21:28 is because a group of Jews thought that he had brought a Gentile thru the gate!
· So you can see that this divide between the Jews and Gentiles ran deep! 
· So much so that the Jews considered the Gentiles as somehow lower than dogs…
· while the Gentiles saw the Jews as enemies of humanity for not worshiping their gods.
And yet, into that scene, 2000 years ago, came Jesus Christ… who brought us out of separation, as a people who were divided…
· Into reconciliation, as a people made right because of what He did on the Cross…
· And then into unification, as a people brought together as one community in Christ.
· So, let me share just a bit about each of these three things Jesus has done having broken down the walls that separate us from God… 

· The first thing Jesus’ coming did was to bring us out of separation…

SEPARATION:
Don’t forget that you Gentiles used to be outsiders. You were called “uncircumcised heathens” by the Jews, who were proud of their circumcision, even though it affected only their bodies and not their hearts. In those days you were living apart from Christ. You were excluded from citizenship among the people of Israel, and you did not know the covenant promises God had made to them. You lived in this world without God and without hope. Ephesians 2:11-12
If you read back from verse 1 here in Ephesians 2, you’ll see that Paul keeps reminding the Ephesian gentiles where it was they came from… 
· What life was like for them on the other side of that spiritual wall... 
· How they lived apart from Christ… and how they were separated from God’s community.
· Paul had just prayed in 1:19 that they would “begin to understand the incredible greatness of His power for those who believe in Him.”
· And for Paul, the way you begin to really grasp the “greatness of His power” is to remember the life He has taken you out of…
· That life lived on the other side of the wall… that place “without God and without hope.”
Keep in mind that Ephesus was a city riddled with gods and goddesses.  Besides Artemis (the main deity worshiped in Ephesus) you could find, in every shop, dozens of gods for sale.
· And yet, he says, they were without hope!  With all those gods… why were they without hope?  
· Because these gods could do nothing to help people face their fears, deal with their suffering, and bring them peace.
· They could do nothing to bring joy and hope… powerless to break down the “dividing wall” between sinful man and a Holy God.
· Ps 115:4-8, “But their idols are silver and gold, made by the hands of men. They have mouths, but cannot speak, eyes, but they cannot see; they have ears, but cannot hear…” 
About ten years ago, Ted Turner shared with a group of CNN contributors in Atlanta that he wanted to see if anyone could come up with a viable plan for a world peace.
· So, he bankrolled a competition to find and produce a book that would present a workable plan for world peace.
· He later reported, “Out of 10,000 manuscripts submitted, we did not find one plausible treatise on how to attain a sustainable, peaceful future.”  
Then he added, “Without a feasible plan, the prospects of creating peace are grim.”
· Just as Paul wrote... without Jesus... there is no hope… because there’s just no other way for that dividing wall between God and man to be broken.
· C.S. Lewis painted such a clear picture of this when he wrote the Chronicles of Narnia.  
If you’ve seen or read The Lion, Witch, and Wardrobe, then you have an idea what the “other side” looks like…
· Under the spell of Queen Jadis, all of Narnia is frozen over… this otherwise beautiful place where there is “always winter… but never Christmas.”
· But with the coming of Aslan, the snow begins to melt… and the people experience hope for the first time in 100 years. 
· Without Christ, we were all separated… living without hope on the other side of the wall. 
RECONCILIATION:
In 2:1 Paul says that we were “Dead in our trespasses and sin.”  What he’s saying here is that sin is the ultimate separator… 
· Nothing creates walls between us & God and between one another, like sin.  
· In fact all the dividing walls through history can always be traced back to our sin… to our pride, selfishness, greed, and hate.
· But because of His incredible love, God has provided a way to cross over that wall that separates us from Him… and that way is Jesus.
· Listen to what Paul writes here in Ephesians 2:13-18…
“But now you have been united with Christ Jesus. Once you were far away from God, but now you have been brought near to him through the blood of Christ. For Christ himself has brought peace to us. He united Jews and Gentiles into one people when, in his own body on the cross, he broke down the wall of hostility that separated us. 

 He did this by ending the system of law with its commandments and regulations. He made peace between Jews and Gentiles by creating in himself one new people from the two groups.  Together as one body, Christ reconciled both groups to God by means of his death on the cross, and our hostility toward each other was put to death.

He brought this Good News of peace to you Gentiles who were far away from him, and peace to the Jews who were near.  Now all of us can come to the Father through the same Holy Spirit because of what Christ has done for us.” 

“Though you once were far away from God, now you have been brought near to Him because of the blood of Christ” Verse 13b.
· If you remember, the innermost room in the Temple was the Holy of Holies… where the Ark of the Covenant sat.
· The Ark of the Covenant was a beautiful box, covered with gold, that God called Moses to build to represent His very presence amongst the people of Israel. 
· In the box were kept the two stones that contained the Ten Commandments, along with Aaron’s rod and some of the manna that God provided for them in the wilderness to eat. 
Do you remember what separated the Ark of the Covenant from God’s people there in the Holy of Holies?  There was a thick veil.
· But, when Jesus dies on the Cross of Calvary, the first thing that happens, according to Matthew 27:51, is that the veil is torn in two, from top to bottom!
· You see, what Jesus’ sacrifice there on Calvary did was to destroy that dividing wall… that veil that separated us from God.  
· In fact, in 2 Corinthians 3:16-17, Paul says, “But whenever anyone turns to the Lord, the veil is taken away.” 
You know, as I’ve observed, over the past few years, some of the peace marches and rallies around the country, I realize just how many people equate “peace” as simply the absence of war.
· But what Paul is talking about is so much more.  That’s why Jesus says, in John 14:27…
· “My peace I leave with you; my peace I give you. I do not give to you as the world gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled and do not be afraid.”
The peace he is speaking of is rooted in the Hebrew word, Shalom, which means wholeness, completeness, well-being, life with God.
· Only through Jesus can the world know that kind of peace.
· In fact, one of the passages we often hear over Christmas comes from Isaiah 9:6… “For to us a child is born, to us a son is given, and the government will be on his shoulders. And he will be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.”
But Jesus came on this peace mission not only to bring together (reconcile) that vertical relationship b/t humanity & God but the horizontal relationship between the Jews &Gentiles.
· You see, there are two beams that make up the Cross… a horizontal and a vertical.
· Verse 14 says, “For Christ Himself has made peace between us Jews and you Gentiles by making us all one people.  He has broken down the wall of hostility that used to separate us.” 
· Actually, I like the way the NIV translates it: “For He himself is our peace, who has made the two one and has destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of hostility.”
The mission Jesus came to fulfill was not only to reconcile humanity back to God but to destroy the dividing wall of hostility that exists within humanity itself.
· In Romans 10, Paul says, “There is no difference between Jew and Gentile-the same Lord is Lord of all and richly blesses all who call on him, for everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.”  
· Regardless of your political affiliation… whether you are a master or servant, rich or poor, Jew or Greek, man or woman… 
· black or white… Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord Jesus will be saved! But along with that, Paul says in verse 14…
· “For Christ Himself has made peace between us Jews and you Gentiles by making us all one people.” 
· And that “one new people” is us… the body of Christ… the church.
You know, I look forward to seeing our church continue to grow... to see our ability to impact and bless our region expand...
· But when I’ll really celebrate is when I look around the church and see people of all ages from different backgrounds and cultures, 
· with different tastes, from different races, and different levels of education.
You know, whenever we talk about signs and wonders… keep in mind that one of the greatest “signs” of the Kingdom of God is when people, who are very different from each other… 
· racially, socio-economically, who have different backgrounds and preferences… 
· When people very different from one another come together and pray together, love each other, forgive each other, worship together. 
When you see blacks, whites, Asians, Hispanics praying together, laying down historic hurts and judgment/prejudices… 
· when young and old, rich/poor, people from both sides of the tracks worshiping together… 
· When people from the "Tabernacle of Faith Pentecostal Church" begin fellowshipping with the Southern Baptist Church down the block…
When those protesting against the war and those supporting the war… when Democrats and Republicans… 
· when people of all backgrounds and color join together in worship to the king of Kings…
· Then we will have really experienced the miracle of God.  
· But let me ask you... Is this just a pipe dream?  It wasn’t for the early church…
In Acts 13:1, we can see the five leaders of the Antioch church praying and worshiping together. Have you looked at who made up that leadership team?  Of the five, there was:

· Barnabbas (Jewish Levite from Crete) 
· Simeon named Niger (black African… possibly the same one who was asked by the Romans to carry Jesus' Cross on the Via Dolorosa. See Romans 15:13)
· Lucius  (A Roman from Cyrene, Libya), 
· Manaen (childhood friend of King Herod) 
· Saul (a Jewish Pharisee)
You see, the early church didn't just preach good news… it was good news!  It was a model of reconciliation.  
· Whites/Blacks, Priest/Pagans, Pharisees/Romans, Man who carried Cross of Christ/ friend of the one who helped put Jesus on that cross.  
· All of them come together.  And out of that, do you remember what happens?  The Spirit came with power…
· And, in that power, they went out bearing Jesus’ message and continuing His ministry to the world around them.
UNIFICATION:
19So now you Gentiles are no longer strangers and foreigners. You are citizens along with all of God's holy people. You are members of God's family. 20We are his house, built on the foundation of the apostles and the prophets. And the cornerstone is Christ Jesus himself.  21We who believe are carefully joined together, becoming a holy temple for the Lord. 22Through him you Gentiles are also joined together as part of this dwelling where God lives by his Spirit” Ephesians 2:19-22.  
In this passage, Paul shares three implications all this has on us as Jesus-followers… and as a church.
1. No longer strangers and foreigners but fellow citizens of God's Kingdom. 
Because of what Jesus has done, we’re no longer on the outside… no longer restricted to the outer courts.
· Now we can all freely enter into the inner court and worship the Lord as God’s children.
· Peter says in Acts 15:9 that God “made no distinction between us and them… but we believe that we are saved through the grace of the Lord Jesus, in the same way as they are.”
Listen to what the writer of Hebrews says in Hebrews 10:19-21…
· “And so, dear brothers and sisters, we can boldly enter heaven’s Most Holy Place (the Holy of Holies) because of the blood of Jesus. By his death, Jesus opened a new and life-giving way through the veil into the Most Holy Place. And since we have a great High Priest who rules over God’s house, let us go right into the presence of God with sincere hearts fully trusting him.”

· Now, both Jews and Gentiles have become one new man, able to worship together as His Church.
2. Secondly, we are members of God’s Household:
Not only are we fellow citizens of God’s kingdom (a legal relationship) but members of God's family (an intimate relationship).  
· If you're a member of God's family, then God is your father!  And so you can go to Him anytime with whatever is in your heart!
· Imagine being CEO of a major corporation… he only deals with major issues.  
· He only meets with top officers and is involved only with the largest of Intl acquisitions. 
No one from 2nd floor, for example, would go to the CEO and say, "Sir, I'm changing brands of paper towels.”
· CEO hears a tap on door…. He can tell it’s his daughter.  He opens the door, picks her up and brings her to desk.  
· She opens desk… and they play with the rubber bands and paper clips.  
· You see God is a Sovereign King… but He just loves being our Heavenly Dad.
3. From Citizens of a Kingdom to Members of a Family, Paul now says we are like stones that make up God’s Temple!
· In verse 19, Paul says that this Temple was built upon the foundation of the Apostles and Prophets, 
· which, in short, means that the church is built upon the Word of God…
· Not just believing what it says… but doing what it says… being committed both to the Words and Works of Jesus.
Imagine waking up one morning and you see a huge crack right down the wall of your bedroom.  
· You hire someone to spackle and repaint.  It looked great.  
· A month later, he looked back at the wall and the crack was back… and brought more cracks with it.  
· He figured the first guy stunk and so he hired a new person.  
But after sizing up the situation a bit, the new guy said, "Sir, you don't have a problem with your wall… I can plaster over the wall. But the cracks will keep coming back."  
· "The problem is your foundation. Until we fix the foundation, you'll always have problems with your wall."
· That’s why, as a church, we need to be absolutely committed to the authority of God’s Word… b/c it is our foundation.
· So, Paul says that we are the stones that make up God’s Temple. 
He then says that Jesus is the Cornerstone… that primary load-bearing stone that pretty much determines how solid the building was going to be. 
· (One cornerstone uncovered in Palestine: 570 tons!)
· When speaking of the coming Messiah, Isaiah 28 says, “I lay a stone in Zion, a chosen and precious cornerstone, and the one who trusts in him will never be put to shame." 
When a church isn't built on the foundation of God’s Word… not simply believing what it says but doing what it says to do...  
· When we’re not reconciling our relationships in a biblical way, when we’re not praying for the sick, 
· when we’re not forgiving those who have hurt us, when we’re not giving up prejudices or loving those around us...  
If we’re not doing that, then it doesn't matter how often we plaster over the cracks… 
· no matter how good our programs become, the cracks will appear all over again.
· And it’s the same with our lives… if our lives are not built on the right foundation of God’s Word… 
· and if you are not walking in fellowship with the One who’s holding it all together, 
· then all we’ll ever be able to do is put band-aids on the cracks of all the problems around us.  
So, God’s Word is the foundation of the Temple, Jesus is the cornerstone keeping the whole thing together, and guess who makes up the walls? 
· You and I! Peter says in 1 Peter 2:5 that we all “like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house.” 
· Notice that he says we are being built! In other words… though we’re now God’s people… we are still a people “under construction.”
· You see, the Builder has to chisel the stones to make them fit! We’ve all experienced that in our lives!
· But when we’re fitted together… we become a wall that can never be torn down.
God has broken the dividing walls of hostility between us all so that we can be His people... so that we can all be members of one family.
· When Jesus came, He broke down what had been an impenetrable wall between humanity and God.  
· And yet, in this age between His first and second coming, the wall still stands as a barrier… with Jesus as the only way through.
· But when Jesus comes again… the dividing wall will be forever destroyed.  
· In other words, there will never be no “another side.” There will never be an “outsider” again.
Our calling as a church is to be Worshippers of God… and Rescuers of men & women… 
· to be the heroic army that crosses back over the wall to rescue those on the other side.
· CT Studd, a 19th century missionary to China, once said, “Some people want to live within the sound of chapel bells, but I want to run a rescue mission a yard through the gate of hell.” 
· He understood our calling to be that healing & reconciling community where people can be restored… 
· where they can come together in worship to the King.
Needless to say, we live in a world where there are still walls… walls which divide by gender.  
· Walls that divide the affluent and the poor… walls that divide amongst various political views… and along racial lines.
· But God is calling us, as the church, to be a family… an authentic Kingdom Community that has not just experienced His love and reconciliation and restoration for ourselves…
· But a place where those who don’t yet know Him can encounter Him… where they can experience for themselves His love & reconciliation & peace.
To be a place where walls are let down and open/honest relationships are formed. A place where Jesus is central and at the heart & core of everything we do.
· Where people from every background are invited and welcomed.
· You see, this is the ministry of reconciliation that He’s called us to… it’s something He’s passionate about…
· and something we will always be passionate about as well as a church.
· Jesus said, “Blessed are the peacemakers.”  Well… there’s no more important peacekeeping mission in the world today than to go out as ministers of reconciliation to a world He loves so much.

