The Extraordinary in the Ordinary

AN EXTRAORDINARY COMMUNITY

Our vision statement says that we will be a vibrant family - that’s a good thing to want to be.
Vibrant implies lots of things: life; energy; purpose; action; something that is striking; attractive.
And | for one would like the church to be all of those things. We painted with our hands to
remind us of the diversity that is within this particular community we call Crawley Baptist
Church. These pictures | hope serve as symbols of just how different we are: different colours,
sizes, shapes, ages, interests, gifts and passions. | hope we are becoming more and more the
vibrant family that we really are — our true colours in Christ. | was hearing of a small group that
took the decision to divide into two. That can be a bit scary — it's not the same as it was, it's
new; we’re not meeting with the same people we’ve got used to meeting with... But the story |
was told, was of how becoming two small groups has immediately led to a new vibrant
experience within the groups. Things that people had not seen suddenly became possible and
certainly the person who told me the story recognized a new vibrancy.

Next week we’re having our “Come dressed for work” service. This is not just a gimmick, or a
silly idea, it's about helping us to become a more vibrant family. We are doing this by getting to
know one another better — whowe are and what we do. So | do hope that you will see it for what
it really is, and choose to engage! | would like people to look at the church — this church — and
see an extraordinary community because, it seems to me, that it is what God always intended
for his church: and we are part of his church — his inheritance. We may be the broken things in
the treasure box, but because we belong to God, we are his treasured possessions — an
extraordinary community. Now in Ephesians 2 v 11-22 Paul describes this extraordinary
community.

What Paul does in these verses is to say again what he has already said in Chapter 2 v 1-10,
but he’s found another way to say it! It brings with it some challenges for any community of
believers.

Ephesians 2 v 11-12 reads: “Therefore, remember that formerly you who are Gentiles by birth
and called ‘uncircumcised’ by those who call themselves ‘the circumcision’ (that done in the
body by the hands of men) - remember that at that time you were separate from Christ,
excluded from citizenship in Israel and foreigners to the covenants of the promise, without hope
and without God in the world.”

Most of the people Paul waswriting this letter to were gentiles i.e. not Jews. He is saying in
these two verses the same thing he started chapter 2 with. The gentiles, he is reminding them,
were once far from God. These new believers knew how much of the Old Testament involved
the Jews: they were God’s chosen, special nation with whom God made his promises, and they
had the mark of circumcision. God had separated the Jews from the Gentiles. He did it so that
everyone might know how to live in community with God and with one another, but it didn’t quite



turn out that way! The Jews were to be a blessing and a light to the gentiles but, most of the
time they displayed an attitude they were never meant to display, one that God never intended
them to have. The gentiles had lived without the advantages given to the Jews, they were
without Christ — no hope of a promised Messiah. They were excluded from citizenship in Israel,
they would never be born into God’s chosen nation and they were without the promises and
blessings that God gave to his people. He’d given Israel the law and shown them the best way
to live,he’d given them prophets to remind them time and time again of God’s favour and the
future that awaited them. The gentiles lived with hope in the world. It wasn’t that they couldn’t
know God but that they wouldn’t know God. Israelwas to be a light to the gentiles, that they too
might be saved, but, the light burned dimly and the Jews became much like the gentiles. Here
is a warning, and a reason for us to pursue being a vibrant family with all our heart: ‘When the
church is least like the world, it does the most for the world.’

But God is keeping the dream alive. He is keeping alive the dream of a community that now —
today — here — will be an extraordinary community, and the dream that he will gather that
community to himself so that it may become all that he intended. And again, as in v 1-10, we get
two of the most powerful words in the Bible: But now... but now ... but God! (v 13)

Ephesians 2 v 13-18 reads: “But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far away have been
brought near through the blood of Christ. For he himself is our peace, who has made the two
one and has destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of hostility, by abolishing in his flesh the law
with its commandments and regulations. His purpose was to create in himself one new man out
of the two, thus making peace, and in this one body to reconcile both of them to God through
the cross, by which he put to death their hostility. He came and preached peace to you who
were far away and peace to those who were near. For through him we both have access to The
Father by one spirit.”

An extraordinary enmity had grown between Jew and gentile, so much so that in the Temple,
there was a 1 zm thick wall around the court of the gentiles. This in effect prevented the
gentiles coming near to God, because it prevented them from coming right into the Temple: they
could see it, but not approach it. Warning notices on the pillars read; “Trespassers will be
executed.” Here was a stark, but powerful reminder that one group was privileged, while the
other was not. Paul writes that this wall was symbolically destroyed. There is now no such
thing as those who are far from God and those who are near, now Jew and gentiles are one
people. Now there is a new and quite extraordinary community. Christ brings peace with God,
and Christ brings peace between one another — Jew and gentiles. In his death on the cross,
Christ creates a new community. Peace with God and peace with one another brings
reconciliation, and a community where reconciliation is present is an extraordinary community.

Ephesians 2 19-22 reads: “Consequently, you are no longer foreigners and aliens, but fellow-
citizens with God’s people and members of God’s household, built on the foundation of the
apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the chief corner-stone. In him the whole
building is joined together and rises to become a holy temple in the Lord. And in him you too
are being built together to become a dwelling in which God lives by his Spirit.”

Now, Paul says, because of Christ on the cross, there is no such thing as an alien or stranger in
the new community. In this new community, whoever you are, you have found a home! You



have all the blessings that Paul has already talked about in chapter 1, because now you are
children of God. You have a whole new set of brothers and sisters! This new community is not
one of separation and alienation, but one of affection, care and support. And this new
community would be the temple of Godhimself. Up to now God had restricted his presence to
the Holy of Holies in the temple. The temple was in the midst of the people, so God was in the
midst of his people. But now the people are the temple. God is in the midst of his people
because God is in his people. Where his people are — there God dwells. This temple, this
building, though made up of many individuals, is the place where God chooses to be.’ The
picture is of the extraordinary wonder of God’s people who find themselves to be a place set
apart for God and in which he chooses to live by his spirit’.”And this extraordinary community is
what we call church!

After all we’ve read, shouldn’t the church — any church, every church, be a vibrant family? So
what are the challenges for us, out of this, as we seek to become this extraordinary community
— a vibrant family. Friends - with all my heart | urge you to draw near; you are no longer far off,
so draw near. So often we stay away:

— We don’t come to the place to worship with others
— We don’t engage in small groups
— We distance ourselves in worship through our attitudes

So often we alienate ourselves. Everyone is welcome and all of us stand equal in God’s eyes.
Friends, refuse to compare yourselves with others, do not allow yourself to make you less than
you are in Christ who loves you... Do not allow yourself to believe the lie that you have nothing
to offer — you are part of his temple. So often we alienate others, we build walls of hostility
within this community: we take a dislike to the music, or the way things are done or what
somebody says; we hurt one another with words, or lack of them; we act in a way that is
unhelpful or discourteous; we think things about one another that tear them down and destroy
them in our minds. We avoid one another because we are afraid of the truth; we impose our
own views on others whether they like it or not, and we carefully craft walls of hostility that if left,
will lead to enmity between us. We accept some people more easily and readily than we accept
others, we engage happily with some people while doing everything we can not to engage with
others. We decide this church is better than another because, well.... it is! We refuse to join in
with other brothers and sisters in this town even though we are all part of God’s temple. We say
we want to grow partnerships across God’s people, but actually we do very little if anything to
make it happen. We could pray for our brothers and sisters in other parts of the world, but so
often we don’t. We could uphold in prayer our brothers and sisters across the world who are
persecuted for their faith — but so often we do not. The question and the challenge is — how
dare we build walls of hostility or separation in the very community for which Christ died to
destroy them?

Friends, being a vibrant family isnot just a clever idea thought up by the leaders of this church.
It really does describe the extraordinary community that God has chosen to live in, and through
whom to reach all people. Friends, today if any of this has touched a chord with you — walk
through the door of peace.

— Peace with God



— Peace with others; especially in this community
— Peace with yourself

For some of us — walking through the door will be the start, because peace leads ultimately to
reconciliation and maybe there is someone you need to be reconciled to. It may be the
beginning of a long journey — but today you commit to begin, and you can do this knowing that
Christ is in you by the Holy Spirit and his incomparably great power is at work within us.
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