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We tease the disciples so often.  We imagine them as goofs, stooges, dunces.  One minute they are stepping out on the water, and the next minute they are sinking.  One minute they are confessing Jesus as their friend, their teacher, THE Messiah, and the next minute they are denying they ever knew him, or even betraying him to the authorities.  These disciples walk with him, and listen to his teachings, but often seem to miss the big picture, and end up asking silly questions of him proving they weren’t paying attention, or don’t know him well enough to trust him.  And for these reasons, and others, we end up teasing these disciples when we read about them.

But I wonder how fair that is.  After all, for those disciples in that time to call Jesus the Messiah meant they would all be expecting success… military, political, and economic success for their people… and an equal military, political, and economic demise of their enemies.  But, Jesus was doing different things.  Jesus was lifting up Samaritans.  Jesus wasn’t raising an army.  Jesus was regularly challenging the leaders of the synagogues and temple.  Jesus was clearly a teacher of the law, wiser, deeper into the Word of God than anyone they had ever known.  But Jesus wasn’t following or insisting on every minute or obscure tradition of the law.  Many of those practices, Jesus was reinterpreting, blatantly confronting, undoing… eating with sinners, healing on the Sabbath, reaching out to those considered unclean, naming sins as forgiven.  Jesus was reprioritizing the old Law in new ways, and was giving them new priorities, new commandments.  In some ways, Jesus was the Messiah they had always expected.  But in other ways, he was nothing like what they had expected.  So I suppose, to be more fair with the disciples, we should try to appreciate their confusion more than judge it.

And here they are, hearing that Jesus is about to leave them, to no longer be right there with them in this world.  That had to hurt.  They think they don’t have enough yet.  They don’t understand it yet, can’t see it yet, this Kingdom of heaven on earth he keeps describing, or maybe they just can’t believe what they’re seeing.  They feel like they need more time to learn, to listen.  They need more questions answered.  They just don’t feel ready to finish what Jesus has started.  In that moment, Jesus turns to heaven and prays out loud so they can listen.  These confused, scared, unsure disciples, who we half-heartedly laugh at, Jesus prays for them.

I say half-heartedly because we know WE are those disciples, right?  We are the ones who still don’t get Jesus.  We still don’t understand how someone who is truly God… dies.  We still don’t get how someone who expects obedience to the Word of God from everyone, can forgive us and take the full punishment for our disobedience on himself.  We don’t have enough yet, enough money, enough education, enough resources to make a Jesus-sized difference in this world.  As a church, we feel like we don’t have enough money, enough leaders with passion and energy and skill, enough children or young families to make a Jesus-sized difference in this community.  We can’t see it yet, or at least cannot believe what we are seeing… what it might look like to have a booming Preschool of 80-100 kids using the whole Welch building five mornings a week, an Afterschool program of elementary age children filling the Activities Hall and Gym five afternoons a week, a thriving community center with basketball and volleyball leagues for all ages, an exercise room, his and her locker rooms with showers… We have a hard time imagining that we might need to park in a different place or meet in a different room.  We have a hard time seeing the hallways and lobbies and gathering areas of the Garner building and the Sanctuary building renovated, changed, to actually flow and connect to one another.  We have a hard time believing this place could actually be full again of people of all ages, here, to know God and to glorify God in shared worship, study, fellowship, and service.  Can we see that?  Or do resist seeing that, because we need more time… more time to think, more time to understand, more time to ask questions, more time to gather our courage, more time to burn our good energy in long committee meetings.  Are we ready to reach out in sacrificial ways and welcome this community, those whom God has given us, and to finish the work God has given us?  Or are we those confused disciples?

If we are those disciples, that means we are also the ones Jesus is describing and praying for.  And how does Jesus pray?  Jesus describes us in the prayer differently than we feel about ourselves.  In Jesus’ words, we are the ones who have received, who know the truth, and who have believed.  Have received what?  The faith given us by God.  Something about our presence here, even today, suggests that we know God has a wonderful and amazing purpose for our individual lives, and a hopeful, fruitful purpose for our common life as this church.  But do we dare live into it?

And what is it Jesus says we know?  The truth, Christ is from God, is with God, IS God… and that in Jesus Christ, we can move mountains from here to there if we ask it of him, and do it for and with him.  But do we dare ask, and then act on what we know?

And what does Jesus say we have believed?  That on the third day he will rise and did rise from the dead.  We believe therefore that we too can and will rise again to continue his good work of exhibiting and preaching and sharing the good news with those God has given us.  Can I get an Amen?  But do we trust it enough to get out there and do it, not for ourselves, but for God and for those God has given us?

There are too many pastors and Christians who are in church for the wrong reason.  The WRONG reason is to gain eternal life for ourselves.  We are not in church to gain eternal life for ourselves.  We are not doing stuff here at Rehoboth to make sure Rehoboth church lives forever.  There is nothing about the sincere Christian life that has anything to do with its direct benefit for me, for us, or the protection of my own, our own eternity, or the eternity of my church, this Rehoboth we love so much.  A true Christian knows God well enough to trust their eternal life to God, trust that all those who were given to Christ, God will not lose a single one.  With that settled, we are free to get set about finishing the work God has given us, no matter how scary or challenging it might be.

If we are doing safe things here, things to save ourselves or to save this little church, then we are not living the model of Christ.  Christ modeled selflessness.  We are here to live into God’s gift of eternal life.  But what is eternal life?  Jesus answers in his prayer.  Eternal life is to know God.  Our calling, as disciples, is to not to obey so that we can have eternal life, and its not to make sure we have enough warm bodies and wallets in these pews so that the church we love will have eternal life.  Eternal life is knowing God now, trusting God with everything, and helping others know and trust God now as well.  Eternal life is building deeper and deeper relationship with God.  Eternal life means we know and trust God enough to stop trying to save ourselves or this church, and to set about finishing the work Christ has given us.  The church is not here to save its own life.  The church is here to lose its life, for Christ’s sake, and for the sake of those God has given us.  The church is here, we are here to worship God, enjoy God, and glorify God forever, and to invite others in that kind of eternal life now.

I wanna grab onto this glorify God line.  What is it to glorify God?  How do we glorify God?  Jesus touches this one in this passage as well.  Jesus says to glorify God is to finish the work given to us, to make God known to those given to us.  What work?  The work Christ started, of exhibiting and sharing the good news.  The work of going, and teaching, and baptizing, and healing, and forgiving.  That is the work WE are called to continue, to try and finish to the glory of God.  Even though we may never finish it, at least not until Jesus returns, we are still called to work at it as if we could.  That’s why we are here… to glorify God, not to insure our own eternal life.  We, in this church, are through wondering if God has eternal life planned for us, or for those we love.  We, as Jesus prays, we know God, and have received and believe.  Amen?  Therefore, we are going to trust God with the eternity of ourselves and with our family and friends, and even with our enemies, amen?  We, in this church, are through worrying about the eternal life of Rehoboth Presbyterian.  We, as a congregation, are going to live as if we know and trust the Lord.  We are going to worship God.  We are going to study together about God, and what God is doing.  We will spend time together, loving and understanding one another in Christian fellowship.  And we are going to go out into this community and serve the Lord.  And no matter what we are doing, we are going to invite others through our actions and our words to know the Lord deeper with us.  We are here not to save or protect this church, but to finish the work God has given us for those God has given us.

Did you hear that?  The work God has given us… This work is personal and unique to who and where we are, and we need to trust that as well.  Christ said “I glorified you by finishing the work that you gave me.”  This work of ours to do, to finish on Christ’s behalf, is the work God has given us.  Whatever it is, it matches us.  It fits us.  It is unique to us.  There may be plenty of other good works that need to be done, and that God wants done.  But we are not called or equipped or able or expected to do everything for everybody, nor to try and be everything for everybody.  We are uniquely called to be who we are, as individuals with our own gifts and talents, and as this growing congregation of Rehoboth Presbyterian Church of Decatur/Tucker/Stone Mountain GA.  We are uniquely called and equipped to finish the specific works God has given us to do for those God has given us.

There’s more here.  Did you hear that last part?  For those God has given us?  Christ exhibits to us in this prayer how Christ took care of those that were given to him.  Yes, there is a whole world out there that needs to know God, and that God loves.  And yes, Christ’s death is enough to pay for that whole world.  But, Christ’s short ministry focused on a small geographic region where he was, where he could walk to, and focused on a small group of people, his disciples, those in his family, his hometown, and those he happened into on the streets and sidewalks and neighborhoods around him as he travelled.  Christ trusted what God had given him, the time he was in, the place he was in, the people he was with, and focused his work on those people.  He trusted God enough to put his efforts and resources into where he was and who he was with.  And he knew God would help it grow from there.  And in so doing, it did spread to the far corners of the earth.  We have a mission field in a 2.5 mile radius around this church.  That’s where we are.  That’s who God has given us.  If we were to focus our efforts right there, reaching out to them, getting to know them, those whom God has given us, we might uncover and be a part of polishing the next AJ or Jimmy Shafe, the next Sam Christopher or Max Walker, the next Katherine Bryant or Paul Ard, who then go carrying it with them to the far corners of the world.  If we want to support missions, then let’s reach out to those God has given us, and maybe find the kid in this neighborhood who needs our nurture and fellowship to become the next pastor or elder or global missionary.  Know God, turst God, trust where we are, and who we are given, and put more of our work into this place, these people, this community, because these are the ones God has uniquely given us and this is the work God has given us to finish.

Friends, the time has come.  Jesus prays it out loud for those scared disciples.  And we should hear it for us as well.  The hour has come.  You know God.  God loves you and has already has already given you eternal life, now.  Live into the eternal life God has given you.  Set about finishing the work God has uniquely given you with new confidence and energy and hope.  Trust that every person you bump into is one of the people God has given you, and know them as well, and invite them to know and enjoy and glorify God with you.

And for this church… the time has come.  We are not here to save this church.  The eternal life of this church is the hands of a God we know and love and trust.  We are free to finish the work God has given us, to build relationships with God and with each other and with our community… to worship, learn, fellowship, and serve…

Jesus is praying for us.  May we continue to receive it, know it, believe, and to set about finishing the work given us for the benefit of those given us.  Amen?  Amen.
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