How Then Shall We Live?: Living Community
By Jason Huff
Exodus 19:1-8, 1 Peter 2:1-12, 1 Corinthians 12:12-27

Our final Scripture reading comes from 1 Corinthians 12:12-27.  Listen now to God' Word.  
“The body is a unit, though it is made up of many parts; and though all its parts are many, they form one body.  So it is with Christ. 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.  Now 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.  And if the ear should say, "Because I am not an eye, I do not belong to the body," it would not for that reason cease to be part of the body.  If the whole body were an eye, where would the sense of hearing be?  If the whole body were an ear, where would the sense of smell be?  But in fact God has arranged the parts in the body, every one of them, just as he wanted them to be.  If they were all one part, where would the body be?  As it is, there are many parts, but one body.  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!"  On the contrary, those parts of the body that seem to be weaker are indispensable, and the parts that we think are less honorable we treat with special honor.  And the parts that are unpresentable are treated with special modesty, while our presentable parts need no special treatment.  But God has combined the members of the body and has given greater honor to the parts that lacked it, so that there should be no division in the body, but that its parts should have equal concern for each other.  If one part suffers, every part suffers with it; if one part is honored, every part rejoices with it.  Now you are the body of Christ, and each one of you is a part of it.”

We were created for community.  There's no getting around it...we are wired for deep relationships.  And when we don't have community, we long for it.  Look at the TV shows that are popular in syndication today...Seinfeld, Everybody Loves Raymond, Friends...these shows have been off the air for years now, but people keep coming back to them.  The characters are messed up, they’ve got real problems, they’re selfish, and yet they wind up creating family and community.  And sometimes, these fictional people become a part of our lives.  One of our friends once said, “You know you've got a problem when you start praying for the doctors on ER.”  If we can’t get real community, we’ll find a substitute, whether through TV or Facebook or online chat rooms or whatever.  God made us to relate to one another.

We live in an era unlike any other in all of human society because community is not only not valued, it's not necessary.  For most of time, the things you needed just to live came from someone else in your local area, and you provided some service they needed for survival too.  Some families raised cattle; others farmed; others were builders and carpenters.  You may not always have liked one another, but you needed each other.  But as society has grown over the millennia, we’ve reached the point where human contact is not a requirement.  With the help of the Internet, you can go a long time without having to interact with another human being.  Even when you get out amongst people, we go to a supermarket or Lowe's or Home Depot; we rarely are in contact with the folks who make or grow the things we buy.  Our interactions are mostly limited to the person who punches buttons on a register.  To get beyond this, to be involved in a neighborhood, to help one another, takes a lot of effort.  Nowadays, efforts at creating community are often eyed with suspicion rather than excitement.  

As the church of Jesus Christ, we are called to something different.  The church has always been counter-cultural in that the community centered around Jesus Christ has always been altruistic rather than self-serving.  The Christian community has always been about the glorification of God, and we do that in part by serving others.  That was radical even back in the days when community was a necessity in secular society.  Now that it's not, it is even more revolutionary.  This morning, I want to lay out the basis for understanding Christian community.  Last week, we talked about how Scripture is the sole foundation for the Christian understanding of morals and ethics – we can trust it and God speaks through it.  But before we can talk about ethics in particular, we've got to see the framework in which they work, and that's community.

Here's the first thing you need to know about Christian community – God has always organized His people around relationship and community.  God Himself is communal and relational.  In the mystery of the Trinity, God is three distinct persons, but in such total harmony and unity that they are one.  We can't fully understand that relationship, but we know it is the basis for our own relationships.  In the very beginning, God created Eve as a companion to Adam.  God was in relationship to Adam, and Adam was in relationship with Eve.  God created Adam as an individual, but God said it was not good for him to be alone.  God created Eve in order that Adam would have community.

God demonstrates this further in the story of Abraham and the nation of Israel.  God's promise to Abraham is a promise of community – even though he and his wife Sarah had been unable to have children, the children and grandchildren God would give them would grow into a nation, into a community, with more members than the stars in the sky or the sand on the sea shore.  When we reach the exodus of Abraham’s descendents from Egypt, God promises to make Israel into His holy nation, His treasured possession, if they obeyed Him.  God stood by Israel even as they rejected Him over the centuries, and though He disciplined them, He kept them a people.

As we read in 1 Peter this morning, the coming of Jesus opened the door for Gentiles, for non-Jews, to become a part of the faith community.  Peter says, “You are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation.”  He uses the same words for Gentile believers as God once used for Jewish believers.  Through the love and sacrifice of Jesus the Christ, anyone who put their faith and trust in Him could be a part of this new community.  In Romans 11, Paul tells us that we are like branches grafted into an olive tree.  Some branches of Israel have been pruned and we have been grafted into their place, grafted into God's community, into His Kingdom.  

God intends for Christians to live in community, one centered around His Son Jesus and dedicated to discipleship.  God has designed us for relationship.  He's made us so that we are at our best and reflect Him most when we act in concert, together, in unity.  To reject community is to reject the very nature of How God made us.  I find plenty of people online and those who come to our pantry who say, “I don't need a church to know God.  I can know Him by going out in the woods as much as I can by coming to a building.”  In one sense, they're right.  God's handiwork is just as visible in nature as it is a building made by human hands, no matter how beautiful it is.  But in another sense, this idea is totally wrong.  You can pray alone, you can worship alone, and in fact, you should have quiet times that are just between you and God.  Jesus did this.  But Jesus always returned to the community, always returned to His disciples, and so should we.  We are made to be in fellowship with each other.  A true believer cannot and will not deliberately shun fellowship with other believers.

There are times when we are ill and can't be a part of the community for health reasons.  There are those in various parts of the world who have no fellowship because of persecution or imprisonment.  For brief periods, when we move or when circumstances require us to change churches, we may not have a consistent group we are a part of.  But this is the exception to the rule.  The author of Hebrews writes, “Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another.”  During the Reformation, John Calvin repeated the phrase created by the ancient Church father Cyprian: “No one can have God as his Father who does not have the church as his mother.”  We need Christian community, we were created for it, and we should beware anyone who rejects it.

That leads to our next point about community and its relationship to godly ethics and morality: sin always involves a breakdown in relationship with the community.  There used to be a popular phrase that you don't hear much anymore about someone released from prison.  It was said they'd “paid their debt to society.”  I don't know how much we believe that any more; often, we think a crime is one person against another, an obvious harming of someone in some way, whether physical or financial or what not.  But from a biblical perspective, while sin is something that may be perpetrated one person against another, the ramifications and consequences of sin play out in the entirety of society.

When you study the Old Testament, you'll find a variety of legal codes all clumped together in a couple of books.  At first, it can be hard to sort them out, but then you see patterns emerging.  One key repeated over and over again for various violations of the law is the punishment, “He shall be cut off from his people.”  Being exiled, disowned, disfellowshipped is the major way we see the laws God gave the Israelites enforced.  Not every law in the Old Testament is universal for all people, and not every law was a timeless moral code.  Things like the dietary restrictions, keeping kosher, were created specifically by God to set His people apart from all the other people around them.  It was immoral for the Jews to eat shellfish or pork, but not because God hates shrimp and pigs.  He made them just like everything else.  But God said to Israel, “You are my people, and there are things you will not do because I ask you not to do them.”  God said that Israel would be a holy people.  To be holy means, in one sense, to be set apart.  God set Israel apart through the Law so they would be uniquely His.  And when the law was violated, the penalty was most often being removed from the community.

In the New Testament era, we are freed of the cultural laws God placed on the Jewish people.  However, Jesus helped us realize that God's desires for us are far greater than just the laws.  By God's standard, Jesus taught, lust is as immoral as adultery; uncontrolled anger is as sinful as committing murder.  And this greater understanding of the law teaches us that we are called to be holy people ourselves.  We are still to be set apart.  We are called to be blameless before God.  In Paul's first letter to the Corinthian church, he deals with a man who is sleeping with his father's wife, and he echoes the Old Testament law when he tells them, “Expel the wicked man from among you.”

We have this thought these days that some things don't matter if they don't hurt anybody else.  Where's the harm?  But God's ways are not our ways, and God says that some things harm the community whether or not we acknowledge them.  Think with me for a minute about the Ten Commandments.  We tend to think of those as biggies to God.  But the first four have nothing to do with other human beings at all.  They have to do with God.  And where's the harm?  If I set up an idol in my house and bow down to it, who does that really hurt?  If I don't honor the Sabbath day, what harm does that do to you?  You can honor it all you want.  Or take the tenth commandment – “you shall not covet.”  These days, if I covet your car or your house or your TV and I work hard and make a lot of money and buy my own, that's considered being industrious!  That's seen as a good thing!  If I don't steal your stuff, then coveting it doesn't harm you at all, does it?

But there's the rub: God says that the things He calls sin do harm us as a community.  In the history of Israel, we're told repeatedly that idol worship was a stepping stone to a whole laundry list of other sins.  Coveting your neighbor's stuff sets a foundation for resentment and anger, and perhaps even harming our neighbor for what they have.  We may not think much about the fact that stores and restaurants are open on Sundays these days, but a whole bunch of people don't have the chance to go to a worship service because we want somebody to serve us on Sundays.  It started small, it took one generation, and now it's cascaded into a phenomenon where a restaurant that doesn't open on Sundays makes far more news than one that does.  It devalues the traditional day of worship.  It hurts community.  I realize that as I say it, I'm guilty of it too.  It's convenient to eat out after church, to shop on a Sunday.  But are we missing something?  Are we missing the possibility that we are damaging our communities in countless subtle ways that supposedly don't hurt anybody?  I think so.

In the broadest sense, sin requires at least two people.  Whether that person is God or a human being doesn't really matter.  But sin is a relational offense that affects communities of people.  In the upcoming weeks, we're going to talk about that because the solutions to sin are also relational.  We don't fix sin just by shouting platitudes or getting on a soapbox and then going home feeling righteous.  Jesus said to people, “stop sinning,” but that's not all He did.  He lived with us, He loved us, He breathed our air and ate our food.  And finally, He died for us.  He presented us with hands-on salvation.  He saved us by getting His hands dirty and showing us that real love goes all the way to the cross for us.  And so our call is to remember that sin is relational, and the way to defeat sin and to move past it will be relational too.    

So let’s move into the final relational component of the church: in a Christian community, we need each other and we need to nourish one another in faith.  Our final Scripture reading this morning was Paul’s commentary on the church being like a body.  We are one body, we are one community of faith, even though we are very different from one another.  All believers have the same Holy Spirit.  So as Paul says, an ear can’t say it’s not part of the body because it’s not an eye, and the head can’t say to the feet, “I don’t need you!”  God has brought us all together, all different ages, all different walks of life, all different races and ethnicities, all to be unified under the authority and lordship of Jesus Christ.  


This passage has a lot of ramifications for us.  Sometimes I hear a comment like, “I like our church just the size it is.”  But what if we are missing a vital component?  As an infant grows into an adult, you start out with what?  Tiny toes, tiny hands, tiny organs, but they all grow as the child matures.  What happens if you have an adult with a child-size heart or lungs?  You’ve got problems.  In the same way, we must continue to grow, leading people into a relationship with Jesus Christ and making them into His disciples.  We need every part of the body to function, and I’m convinced that not every part of the community Jesus intends for us to become is even present yet in our church.  

Sometimes we also wonder, “Do we need those people in the church?”  At one time, sadly, we might have excluded people based on ethnicity or race.  Hopefully, most of us have grown beyond that.  But we still exclude people for a variety of other reasons.  We’re concerned about people who don’t smell good, who wear ratty clothes, who might be homeless.  We may be an informal church, but when people come in and want to clap during songs and raise their hands, or maybe even speak in tongues, some of us get nervous.  We aren’t sure that they fit.  But here’s the truth: anyone who honestly and genuinely desires to repent of their sin and follow Jesus Christ is a believer and should be welcomed with arms wide open.  We even welcome those who aren’t sure yet, who are still looking for a Savior, those who are still caught in sin, because God welcomed all of us while we were still sinners.

We also remember that Paul said we should have equal concern for every part of the body.  That means that we try to provide for the needs of the whole community rather than just our own needs.  Recently, I’ve been talking with folks about worship music.  I’m often asked, “Why do we sing what we do?”  Some of us would like nothing better if we sang new worship music every week that they listen to on the contemporary Christian radio station.  There are some who like the Maranatha songs that were popular in the ‘80s and early ‘90s.  Still others of us would be perfectly fine if everything we sang each week was out of the hymnal.  And sadly, it often becomes a matter of personal preference.  Some of us don’t leave terribly happy with the music each week because it doesn’t reflect our taste.


But I want to share some insights with you as to our music.  My first concern when I am picking music for our services is this: does this song please God?  Does it speak about God in a proper way?  Do the songs together each week reflect the Trinity of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit?  Do they emphasize God as the One who is worshipped rather than emphasizing us, the worshippers?  The right worship of God is my main concern.  But as I do that, my second concern is this: will these songs touch as many people as possible in the service?  That’s why almost every week, we sing a couple of modern worship songs, an older praise chorus from our history, and a hymn of the faith.  My goal is to give everybody who comes each week something musically that nourishes their soul.  


But that can be hard on all of us too.  The song that the person three rows in front of us finds leading them to the heart of God is the same song that annoys the living daylights out of us.  We are never going to find a perfect mix of music that satisfies everybody all the time.  That’s because all of us are different parts of the body.  Some of us are feet, some are hands, some are noses…and while the nose doesn’t need toothpaste, the teeth do…the feet don’t need glasses, but the eyes might.  As we dedicate ourselves to being God’s community and growing mature in Christ, we realize that we must sacrifice some of our own personal desires so the whole body can grow together.  

The same is true of the sermon.  Sometimes it speaks right to our gut, and sometimes it seems like I’m just mouthing words into the air.  Sometimes my sermons touch me and convict me, and sometimes they don’t.  But often when I get through a sermon where I think, “I hope that reached somebody out there because it didn’t do much for me,” someone will come up and tell me that God spoke to them through it.  I encourage us all, bear patiently with each other, and with me.  Desire to be fed on God’s Word, but also desire that others be fed too and rejoice when it happens.

We need each other.  We need to lift one another up.  We need to build each other’s faith rather than tear it down.  We need each and every person that God brings to be a part of this community.  There are things I can’t do that you can.  I’m not a good lawn mower, but Kurt is.  It’s hard for me to get everybody organized to read Scripture each week, but Barbara does it well.  I don’t make coffee you’d want to drink, but Maxine does.  We are all needed.  We are all wanted.  God created us to love us, and He wants us to love one another.  In community, we have the chance to do just that.  


God wants us in the community known as the church.  He has formed us to want it.  He has shaped our inner beings to desire the relationship that can only be found in fellowship with other believers.  He feeds us through it and grows us through it.  God created a community for Himself in Israel, and when we fall into sin and harm the community, He wants to lift us out of that sin through community.  I plead with you, commit today to being a part of God’s community, not just on Sunday mornings, but as often as you can.  I believe God wants to restore the value of community we have lost in our society through the church.  And that restoration will begin with you and me, living out community in our everyday lives.  
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