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Theme for the Series: “50 Seeds: An Invitation to Feast”: This is the start of a whole series on evangelism leading up until Pentecost. The concept is that Passover is God rescuing his people from physical slavery (in Egypt), Easter is God rescuing us from slavery to sin and death with Jesus as the Passover lamb crucified on the Cross. All of that is part of the Feast of Weeks (Shavuot) that goes from Passover until Pentecost (which means 50). On the first day of this feast the people are to offer Barley to God and by the 50th day they are to offer a full omer of Wheat. And this is the harvest--which is synonymous with the harvest of souls which we see in the Christian Pentecost where the Spirit poured out on Peter and the other disciples and 3000 people were converted to Christianity. And so, we will look at tangible and practical ways for us to plant and harvest seeds of the kingdom during this 50 day period leading up to Pentecost. Additionally, in Jewish Tradition, that 50th day also represents the day on which God gave Moses the Torah and the 10 Commandments on Mt. Sinai 50 days after they left Egypt on the Passover. And so, what we as the church offer people is the Testaments of God--Old and New Testaments of the Good news of his great love--baptizing them in the Holy Spirit and teaching them to obey all that He has taught us through His scriptures.  
Sermon Outline:
Theme: We need to be willing to be in close proximity with the folks that need to hear the gospel message if we are desiring to have the Maximum Impact on the world for Jesus. We need to be in close proximity with folks with whom we want to share the good news.
Much of what we will look at as part of this sermon series is based on the work of Bill Hybels and Mark Mittelberg in his book Contagious Christianity. In their book, they speak about a formula: HP+CP+CC=MI
HP=High Potency

CP=Close Proximity

CC=Clear Communication

MI=Equals Maximum Impact

So, high potency is first. It is being the salt of the earth which comes from being in a deep and abiding relationship with Jesus in which we are personally becoming transformed by the renewing of our minds so that we can test and approve what God’s will is. We need to be in such close proximity with Jesus that we begin to be like him. We become the salt as Jesus was the salt. We can’t lead other people to Christ if we don’t him ourselves. We can’t lead other people to lead Christian lives if we aren’t living it ourselves. So step one for us if we want to be evangelistic, if we want to lead others back to the flock, then we need to be in such close proximity to Jesus that his saltiness rubs off on us.

Secondly, being potent calls for us to be authentic. Authenticity is admitting and being honest about our weakness, our struggles and what we don’t know. Even admitting what we don’t know about God’s will and God’s teaching. People need us to be authentic if they are going to trust us. We also need to be compassionate, and sacrificially loving to those around us. Not just for a little bit or while it is easy, but sacrificially—because that is what Jesus would do. 

And if we are salty as he is salty, that means that we are loving like him. That type of life and love is highly potent. The world is seeking that. We need to love like he loves. For that is the type of love that is potent.
But if potency was describing a medication, it would only be useful if it was given to those who need it. A potent medication that is pristinely packaged away in the back of a Pharmacy is useless. It is not fulfilling its mission. It is of no earthly use to the sick. And it will slowly begin to lose its potency over time (that’s why they come with expiration dates). Similarly, if we are highly potent, it does us no good if we aren’t in contact with the people who need to hear the gospel message of Jesus’ loving sacrifice and God’s grace. That is why we are called to get into Close Proximity with the people around us. If High Potency is step one, that close Proximity is Step Two. 
We aren’t called to be walled off as a holy huddle. We aren’t called to be exclusive. Jesus’ call, as we discussed the other week, is to invite EVERYONE into the banquet. The rich and the poor were invited. The people from in town and the people from the villages and the farms. Jesus invited the young and the old, the sick and the healthy, the Jew and the Samaritan, etc. And you can’t invite people without coming into direct contact with them.
Our calling is to invite God’s sheep to rejoin the flock. Our calling is to extend the flock by tending to the flock. It is great that you all are here, but I know that there are people that are hurting in our communities that have not yet heard that Jesus loves them—at least not in a way that they could understand. It is our job to extend the flock by tending to the flock.
Now, Jesus told the parable of the sheep and the shepherd. In this example, Jesus says that he is the Good Shepherd. And he describes several traits of that relationship between the shepherd and his sheep—between Jesus and his people:

· He lays down his life for his sheep
· He doesn’t run away (like a hired hand) when there is danger (like wolves) or other struggles. He says that he lays down his life for the sheep because he sees them as friends and not just servants. He sees them as family.
· He knows his sheep as well as he knows his Father

· He is concerned about other sheep that are outside the fold who he wants to bring home. Every “sheep” that has ever been born belongs to Jesus. Even though there are not with the flock they still belong to the fold.
· There is only one flock—even though it is currently scattered

Now, in that example, there is a deep intimacy. We see Jesus’ heart for the sheep. He cares for us so much that he even lays down his life for us. He sees each sheep as one of value—knowing them by name. And we know that his sheep know his voice and follow him and his example. Last week we looked at his willingness to go and search for the missing sheep. 
This example also reminds us that the sheep who belong to the flock is a much larger group than we may initially realize. He clearly explains that his heart is to bring back the sheep that have wandered away—for there is only one flock and he wants no sheep left behind
For me, the saddest part of that passage though, is that there were hired hands who bailed on the sheep. They ran away at the first sign of danger and struggle. My fear, is that too often that is how we as Christians behave. We are willing to look after the people around us until there is trouble, and then we scatter. We are willing to serve the people around us while it is convenient. However, we are called to truly love people through thick and thin. We are not to give up on people, because Jesus never gave up on us. Jesus loves us so much, that even if we were the only one who ever sinned, he would have still gone to the cross for us. So, how can we turn our back on those who need to hear that good news.
Some of us have been promoted to have a special responsibility for helping shepherd the flock. After his resurrection, Jesus asks Peter if he will feed his sheep and look after the flock. This was the commission that Jesus gave to Peter on the shore of Galilee. Some people  may think that this commission is exclusive to Peter. However, I would argue based on 1 John 3:16 that we ALL have a responsibility to care for each other in deep and lasting ways—even unto death.

In 1 John 3:16 it reminds us that
“We know love by this, that he laid down his life for us—and we ought to lay down our lives for one another. How does God’s love abide in anyone who has the world’s goods and sees a brother or sister in need and yet refuses help?”
We are called to shepherd and love those around us in our homes, neighborhoods and community. Each of us are called to love in this way. To me, that is a direct order for us to help those in need—and yet it should not be out of a sense of obligation given begrudgingly. It is couched in love for the people around us. For, if we don’t learn to love them, we will run away like a hired hand when a lion or bear comes after the flock.

We are called to love the sheep in the flocks which have been placed under our care—and that is the folks who are currently sitting to your right and left today. It is a matter of reaching out to those who are in the hospital, or whose homes have flooded, or who are grieving. And the world is seeking a community that does that for one another. 

So, Peter is told to love the sheep, to feed the sheep, and to help ex-tend the flock. And Pentecost may be our favorite example of the church growing under Peter’s leadership. He preaches in the town square and over 3000 people came to believe in Jesus and were baptized. However, I would like to turn our attention to a smaller crowd.

Peter is praying on a rooftop of Simon the tanner. While praying he got hungry. Have you ever prayed that long that you got hungry? While he is praying he has a vision that a sheet was lowered down to him with all sorts of animals on it and a voice from heaven told him to eat. He refused to eat because the animals were all considered unclean. The voice from heaven then said to him “What God has made clean, you must not call profane.” After arguing with God 3 times, the sheet disappears and he is left to decide what that means.
Well, the answer soon followed as a man named Cornelius, a Centurion of the Roman Cohort, sent for Peter to meet with him.

Now, let’s break that down: He is a powerful commanding soldier from an occupying force AND he is Roman not Jewish. Therefore he is unclean for he comes from a different flock. And it was the Roman soldiers (including some Centurions) that oversaw the execution of Jesus. Peter normally would want nothing to do with this man. Peter would normally refuse to eat or enter the home of such a man.
Peter, through his vision, had learned, however, that his job was to care for the sheep and now was learning that the flock was ex-tended FAR beyond anything he had dreamed of before. I imagine that at first, Peter’s vision was to reach out to the Jews and to help them understand that Jesus was the Messiah that God had promised them as the chosen people

But now he is learning that the flock is far larger than expected—and may include people that would otherwise be considered enemies—remember that thing about turning the other cheek. Peter began to understand that the Jews were called not to be the ONLY chosen people but to be the FIRST chosen people. They were called to be a royal priesthood called to tend and extend God’s flock.
So, now Peter is beginning to understand. So he says, “I truly understand that God shows no partiality, but in every nation anyone who fears him and does what is right is acceptable to him.” So, Peter sits in the home of this Roman Centurion and begins to explain to him and his family the Good News of Jesus Christ. 

“44While Peter was still speaking, the Holy Spirit fell upon all who heard the word. 45The circumcised believers who had come with Peter were astounded that the gift of the Holy Spirit had been poured out even on the Gentiles, 46for they heard them speaking in tongues and extolling God. Then Peter said, 47“Can anyone withhold the water for baptizing these people who have received the Holy Spirit just as we have?” 48So he ordered them to be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ. Then they invited him to stay for several days.”
Peter learned that he has to love and accept anyone who God loves and accepts. He has to love all of the sheep—the pretty sheep and the raggedy sheep, the black sheep and the white sheep, smelly sheep, the muddy sheep, the sheared sheep, all of the sheep!
Peter gets to see the Holy Spirit fill that house and to indwell each of the people in that home—including the Romans. Peter had to acknowledge that if God can live inside these people, that they cannot be considered unclean. God is actively ex-tending the flock for he wants no sheep left behind.

Peter realizes that his job is to share the good news of Jesus’ sacrifice and resurrection.

Peter realizes that his job is to love these people and to tend to them, care for them, and baptize them.

And don’t miss the last sentence—they invited them to stay for several days. So, Peter stayed with them. He had finally come to believe that God saw all people as part of his flock. 

And that came with great cost. When Peter went back up to Judea, the circumcised believers gave Peter grief for eating with the Gentiles. Peter could have wavered and made up a story about how he was scared, or forced to do this, or did it but wasn’t sure it was the right thing. Instead he stood up for these people and proclaimed the good news of God extending the flock.

“17If then God gave them the same gift that he gave us when we believed in the Lord Jesus Christ, who was I that I could hinder God?” 18When they heard this, they were silenced. And they praised God, saying, “Then God has given even to the Gentiles the repentance that leads to life.”
See, if we are to be effective evangelists of the Gospel—sharers of the good news—we need to believe that EVERYONE is a sheep of God’s flock. They were ALL made by God and invited to be a part of his kingdom. Some of us have wandered away, but that doesn’t make us any less a member of the flock.

Our calling is to invite those sheep to rejoin the flock. Our calling is to Extend the flock by tending to the flock.
But here is the rub. Some of the sheep may not be those with whom you’d naturally spend time.
· Some may be from a different race than your own

· Some may be of a different political persuasion (watch what you say on Facebook and email blasts and at the lunch table)

· Some may be those that you would consider “unclean” because of their behavior

· Struggling with addictions

· Unwed

· Rough Language

· Bikers

· Bankers – everyone has a different definition of unclean

Jesus has called us to reach out to all of the sheep

And to truly reach out to them we circle back to the very first analogy. Jesus knows his sheep by name. So we also need to know our flock intimately.

· Invite people into your home and get to know them well
· BBQ this summer, and invite others to join you for the meal like Jesus did with Mary, Martha, Zaccheus. BBQ with people before you “throw the Bible at them.” Get to know them as a human being.
· Learn about their family and story

· Remember to ask about them (don’t do all of the talking)

· Remember what they tell you. You need to really CARE about what they say to you. Jesus knew his people intimately—ate with Mary, Martha and Lazarus and cried when Lazarus died. He knew the woman at the well. 

· Get your hands dirty. 

· Jesus bent down and made mud to heal the blind man. He touched the lepers when he prayed for their healing. Peter was asked to “eat” the unclean animals. 

· We are called to dig into the lives of those we are serving. Help clean up the messes. Help sort out the finances. 

· Don’t JUST tell them not to live in sin, help them find alternative living arrangements and means of making a living. Help them find ways to avoid temptation and to make forward progress.
· Sit in their homes (no matter the filth). I visited with a woman last winter whose home was strewn with newspapers for the cats and dogs to use as a litter boxes. The coach was cat-urine soaked. I didn’t want to sit down. But we are called to get a little dirty to reach the sheep. She is far more important than my jeans getting a little dirty.
· Pray for them

· Be there for them even when they relapse—don’t give up so easily

· Don’t be a hired hand that runs away

· Spend significant time with people—don’t expect fruit in a day. A farmer knows to wait a season. And sometimes it takes years to bear fruit. There are some fruits and trees that you plant that take YEARS before they bear fruit.

· Be sure to speak truth in love. Don’t drive people away by being cruel and judgmental but don’t neglect to speak the saving truth. And often this means offering the truths in BITE size pieces. You need to share the word as the Holy Spirit leads you. The people need to be ready. The Centurion may not have been ready a year before that point. Let the Holy Spirit lead.

· Most of all LOVE people.

We are called to extend the flock by tending to the flock.

Challenge this week:  Consider the sheep that you need to be reaching out to. I asked you to write down some names before. Take some time this week to pray (until you get hungry) for the sheep that you are called to invite back into the fold.
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Scriptures:
John 10:11-18

11“I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep. 12The hired hand, who is not the shepherd and does not own the sheep, sees the wolf coming and leaves the sheep and runs away—and the wolf snatches them and scatters them. 13The hired hand runs away because a hired hand does not care for the sheep. 14I am the good shepherd. I know my own and my own know me, 15just as the Father knows me and I know the Father. And I lay down my life for the sheep.16I have other sheep that do not belong to this fold. I must bring them also, and they will listen to my voice. So there will be one flock, one shepherd. 17For this reason the Father loves me, because I lay down my life in order to take it up again. 18No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have power to lay it down, and I have power to take it up again. I have received this command from my Father.”

1 John 3:16-24

16We know love by this, that he laid down his life for us—and we ought to lay down our lives for one another. 17How does God’s love abide in anyone who has the world’s goods and sees a brother or sister in need and yet refuses help? 18Little children, let us love, not in word or speech, but in truth and action. 19And by this we will know that we are from the truth and will reassure our hearts before him 20whenever our hearts condemn us; for God is greater than our hearts, and he knows everything. 21Beloved, if our hearts do not condemn us, we have boldness before God; 22and we receive from him whatever we ask, because we obey his commandments and do what pleases him.

23And this is his commandment, that we should believe in the name of his Son Jesus Christ and love one another, just as he has commanded us.24All who obey his commandments abide in him, and he abides in them. And by this we know that he abides in us, by the Spirit that he has given us.

Acts 10:9-15; 19-22

9About noon the next day, as they were on their journey and approaching the city, Peter went up on the roof to pray. 10He became hungry and wanted something to eat; and while it was being prepared, he fell into a trance. 11He saw the heaven opened and something like a large sheet coming down, being lowered to the ground by its four corners. 12In it were all kinds of four-footed creatures and reptiles and birds of the air.13Then he heard a voice saying, “Get up, Peter; kill and eat.” 14But Peter said, “By no means, Lord; for I have never eaten anything that is profane or unclean.” 15The voice said to him again, a second time, “What God has made clean, you must not call profane.”

19While Peter was still thinking about the vision, the Spirit said to him, “Look, three men are searching for you. 20Now get up, go down, and go with them without hesitation; for I have sent them.” 21So Peter went down to the men and said, “I am the one you are looking for; what is the reason for your coming?” 22They answered, “Cornelius, a centurion, an upright and God-fearing man, who is well spoken of by the whole Jewish nation, was directed by a holy angel to send for you to come to his house and to hear what you have to say.”

Acts 10:34-48

34Then Peter began to speak to them: “I truly understand that God shows no partiality, 35but in every nation anyone who fears him and does what is right is acceptable to him. 36You know the message he sent to the people of Israel, preaching peace by Jesus Christ—he is Lord of all. 37That message spread throughout Judea, beginning in Galilee after the baptism that John announced: 38how God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and with power; how he went about doing good and healing all who were oppressed by the devil, for God was with him. 39We are witnesses to all that he did both in Judea and in Jerusalem. They put him to death by hanging him on a tree; 40but God raised him on the third day and allowed him to appear, 41not to all the people but to us who were chosen by God as witnesses, and who ate and drank with him after he rose from the dead. 42He commanded us to preach to the people and to testify that he is the one ordained by God as judge of the living and the dead. 43All the prophets testify about him that everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness of sins through his name.”

44While Peter was still speaking, the Holy Spirit fell upon all who heard the word. 45The circumcised believers who had come with Peter were astounded that the gift of the Holy Spirit had been poured out even on the Gentiles, 46for they heard them speaking in tongues and extolling God. Then Peter said, 47“Can anyone withhold the water for baptizing these people who have received the Holy Spirit just as we have?” 48So he ordered them to be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ. Then they invited him to stay for several days.
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