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A few weeks ago I referred to a book called “They Like Jesus But Not The Church,” a book that addresses why people outside the church tend to have much warmer feelings about Jesus than they do the church.  In his book Dan Kimball – a pastor in Santa Cruz – relates some of the descriptions he’s heard of Christians from the people he’s talked to.  Here are some of the most common words and phrases – scary, angry, judgmental, right-wing, finger-pointing, homophobic, and arrogant.  And here’s the most common word to describe pastors – creepy.  
Now Kimball actually has some good news to pass along to us in all of this.  The good news is that most of the people who describe pastors in those terms don’t actually know any pastors.  Most of them have never met a pastor, and in fact most of them have only met one or two Christians.  So how do they reach the conclusion that pastors are creepy and Christians are scary, angry and judgmental?  Mostly from TV, it turns out.  So here’s the challenge Dan Kimball has for us – if you want people to have a better impression of Christians, then people have got to get to know you.  We have to let people know that we are followers of Jesus, that we belong to a church, and guess what – we’re not creepy.  We’re actually pretty normal.  We enjoy good music, we follow sports, we love our kids and our partners, and we love Jesus.  Oh, and we love them too.  We aren’t angry at them; we actually want to get to know them and to listen to them and to dialogue with them about what they believe and what we believe.  But people will never know that about us if we continue to keep our identity as followers of Jesus a secret, so that the only Christians our friends know are “bull-horn guy” on the street corner and the angry preacher on TV.
Here’s another misconception I think people have when it comes to Jesus and the church.  And this is a misconception I find not only outside of church but also inside of the church.  I suspect that there are many people who think that Jesus doesn’t like the church.  They suspect that if Jesus were alive today he would never go to church, that he would avoid organized religion like the plague.  Now I think that’s a misconception, but what do you think?  Do you think Jesus would spend his Sunday mornings in a church building, or does that picture just not compute for you?  Would Jesus want to be a part of what we do as a church, or do you think he would pass us by and head for the nearest Starbucks to have coffee and meet new friends?  
So what did Jesus teach about the church?  The truth is that Jesus didn’t use that word very often.  In the four Gospels – Matthew, Mark, Luke and John – it’s only in Matthew that we find Jesus using the word “church” at all, and only on two occasions.  In the Book of Revelation 2-3 the risen Jesus has messages for seven different churches, so he uses the word “church” quite a bit there.  But in the Gospels it’s just not a word he uses often.  He does, though, have quite a lot to say about how he wants us as his followers to relate to each other, and what he wants us to do together.  So let’s spend a few minutes this morning discovering what Jesus had to say about his church.
The Church Is Jesus’ Idea
Now before we look at Jesus’ words, I want us to very briefly notice Jesus’ actions.  If we want to know what Jesus thought about so-called “organized religion,” let’s look at how Jesus related to the organized religion of his day.  In Jesus’ day organized religion involved two main activities – weekly times of meeting at the synagogue on the Sabbath, and the periodic gatherings of the entire country at the Temple in Jerusalem to offer sacrifices and to celebrate God’s intervention in history on behalf of his people.  And when we read the Gospels we find Jesus fully participating in both the life of his local synagogue and in the festivals and celebrations in Jerusalem.  
In Matthew 4:23 we read, “Jesus went throughout Galilee, teaching in their synagogues, preaching the good news of the kingdom …” We read nearly identical words in Matthew 9:35.  In Matthew 12:9 we read that Jesus went into the synagogue on the Sabbath, though nothing is said about him teaching – in other words, Jesus didn’t go to the synagogue only when he taught, but he also went as a normal attendee.  I count nine different times that the Gospel writers tell us that Jesus was in the local synagogue on the Sabbath.  Jesus didn’t turn his back on what was in many ways the local church of his day.  All indications are that Jesus was a regular at the synagogue, right along with his Jewish brothers and sisters who gathered to give their attention to the words of God recorded in the Hebrew Scriptures and to prayer.  
And we also know from reading the Gospels that Jesus was a regular participant in the various feasts celebrated by the Jewish people at the Temple in Jerusalem.  In John 2:13 we read, “When it was almost time for the Jewish Passover, Jesus went up to Jerusalem.”  In John 5:1 we read, “Some time later, Jesus went up to Jerusalem for a feast of the Jews.” John 7 tells us that Jesus went to Jerusalem for the Feast of Tabernacles.  John 10:22 tells us that Jesus went to Jerusalem for the Feast of Dedication.  All four Gospels tell us that Jesus went to Jerusalem to celebrate Passover.  If actions speak louder than words, then Jesus’ actions make it clear that he respected and valued what we might refer to as organized religion.  He valued those times when people got together to study the Scriptures and to pray and to worship and to celebrate God’s goodness, all the kind of things we do when we come together to do church.  
But what did Jesus say about the church?  As I mentioned, Jesus only used the word “church” on a couple of occasions during his earthly ministry, and one of them is one of the hardest passages in the Gospels to understand.  Let me read you this passage and then let’s see what we can glean from it.  It’s in Matthew 16, and it reads like this:

When Jesus came to the region of Caesarea Philippi, he asked his disciples, “Who do people say the Son of Man is?”  They replied, “Some say John the Baptist; others say Elijah; and still others, Jeremiah or one of the prophets.”  “But what about you?” he asked.  “Who do you say I am?”  Simon Peter answered, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.”

Jesus replied, “Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah, for this was not revealed to you by man, but by my Father in heaven.  And I tell you that you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not overcome it.” (Matthew 16:13-18)  
This passage has been debated quite a bit back and forth by Catholic theologians and Protestant theologians.  Catholic theologians read these verses to say that Jesus was appointing Peter as the first pope when he said to Peter, “You are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church.”  Protestant theologians don’t see that; they certainly see Peter’s confession to be significant, and they see Jesus giving Peter a significant degree of responsibility, but they don’t see anything about Peter being a pope or being infallible.  In fact the very next words Jesus speaks to Peter would suggest that Peter was anything but infallible.  I can picture Matthew chuckling to himself as he writes down Jesus’ next words to Peter, just a handful of verses later.  Right after this big moment, Jesus tells the disciples that he is going to suffer and die.  Peter pulls Jesus aside to rebuke Jesus and tell Jesus, “That will never happen to you!”  Do you recall what Jesus said?  Here’s the text: “Jesus turned and said to Peter, ‘Get behind me, Satan! You are a stumbling block to me; you do not have in mind the things of God, but the things of men.’” (Matthew 16:23)  Within the space of five verses we go from “You are Peter and on this rock I will build my church” to “Get behind me Satan.”  
But let’s focus on what is clear in this passage as it relates to what we’re talking about this morning.  Here’s what is very clear in terms of Jesus’ teaching about the church – the church is Jesus’ idea.  Let’s not miss the most important part of Jesus’ statement to Peter – “I will build my church.”  The church is Jesus’ church.  He is intent on building his church.  And he is intent on his church being a force.  

The church is not something a bunch of power-hungry Christians thought up hundreds of years after Jesus left this earth.  The church is not an invention of the Catholics or the Presbyterians or the Baptists or the Lutherans.  The church is Jesus’ idea.  

And Jesus promises to build his church.  He is committed to growing the church, to expanding the church.  And notice what else Jesus said to Peter about the church: “I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not overcome it.”  Hades is another word for hell.  Let’s be sure not to miss the imagery.  What are gates used for?  A gate is something you use as a defensive measure.  You don’t use gates in a war as a weapon.  Jesus says that the gates of hell won’t be able to hold off his church.  That means the church is supposed to be on the offense; the church is meant by Jesus to be storming the gates of hell.  Jesus means for the church to be a force, to be strong, to be on the move, to be irresistible.  Jesus did not intend for his church to sit in the background and to apologize to society for its existence.  Jesus means for us as his church to leave a mark, to do some damage for the sake of the kingdom, to make a difference in our world.  That’s Jesus’ idea; that’s his hope and his dream and his plan for the church.
What Jesus Wants For Us As His Church
So the church is Jesus’ idea, but what does he want us to do and to be?  Jesus only uses the word “church” in one more passage, which we will look at in just a few minutes, but let’s see if we can get a sharper image of what Jesus intended his church to be.
Here’s the first thing he wants for us as his church – he wants us to be family.  The Gospels record for us this very interesting moment in the middle of Jesus’ ministry where his family comes looking for him.  By the way, what was Jesus’ relationship like with his mother?  He loved her dearly, didn’t he?  You remember that even from the cross Jesus was concerned about his mother, that from the cross Jesus made arrangements for his close friend John to care for Mary.  But look at this very interesting passage:

While Jesus was still talking to the crowd, his mother and brothers stood outside, wanting to speak to him.  Someone told him, “Your mother and brothers are standing outside, wanting to speak to you.”

He replied to them, “Who is my mother, and who are my brothers?”  Pointing to his disciples, he said, “Here are my mother and my brothers.  For whoever does the will of my Father in heaven is my brother and sister and mother.” (Matthew 12:46-49)  
My mother’s name is Esther; she lives in Minnesota.  I have a brother Jim who also lives in Minnesota, and a brother Dave who lives in Wisconsin.  I have a wife, two daughters and a son.  And I have all of you.  You who belong to the church of Jesus Christ are my family.  We are family.  We don’t share the same physical DNA, but we do share the same spiritual DNA.  As Jesus put it in John 3, we who are his followers have all been born of the Spirit.  We may not have the same blood coursing through our veins, but we do have the same Spirit flowing through our souls.  We have the same destiny, the same Master, the same priorities, and the same mission.  We are family.  And Jesus wants for us to be family to each other.  
Do you remember when we hosted the African Children’s Choir recently?  Those of you who hosted the kids at your home – do you remember what they called you?  I was Uncle Craig; Brenda was Auntie Brenda.  These eight and nine year old kids from Kenya and Uganda looked very different from us.  They had very different tastes in music and in food.  They came from very different backgrounds.  But because of Jesus, we were family.  And that’s what we are.  That doesn’t mean we all agree about health care reform or who our favorite baseball team is or what kind of car we like to drive.  But in a very real, profound and eternal way, we belong together.  Jesus intended for us as his church to be family.
Jesus also intended for us to love each other practically and sacrificially.  And Jesus demonstrated how we’re supposed to love each other in very memorable way – by washing the feet of his disciples.  I’ve mentioned before that I’m not much of a foot person.  In fact, I don’t even like to wash my own feet.  If my feet are really muddy, I’ll get down and scrub them, but otherwise I just assume that simply standing in the shower will get my feet as clean as they need to be.

In Jesus’ day everyone’s feet got very dirty.  They didn’t wear Nikes back then, and they didn’t have paved roads.  People wore sandals, and the roads were mostly dirt.  So when you went to someone’s home for dinner, it was the custom that a servant would take a bowel of water and wash the guest’s feet.  The foot-washing servant was at the bottom of the totem pole; he was the lowest-ranking person in that economy.  When Jesus and his disciples gathered together to share one last meal on the night before his death, no servant was available to perform that menial task.  So Jesus did it.  The Creator of the sun, moon and stars got down on his hands and knees, and one by one washed the crusty feet of each of his followers.  And when he was done Jesus said, “Now that I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also should wash one another’s feet.  I have set you an example that you should do as I have done for you … Now that you know these things, you will be blessed if you do them.” (John 13:14-17)  And a few moments later Jesus added these telling words: “By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.” (John 13:35)  
Now there are numerous other places where Jesus challenges us to love people outside of the church, where he challenges us to go out into the world and to feed the hungry, to visit prisoners, and to take in the stranger.  Jesus even challenges us to love our enemies, to love those who are opposed to us and who are mean to us and who hurt us.  But here in John 13 Jesus’ challenge is for we who follow him to love each other.  Jesus doesn’t say, “The world will know you are my disciples if you love them.”  Jesus says, “The world will know you are my disciples if you love each other.”  I know that as a pastor I sometimes get on my high horse about the church becoming too inward in our focus.  But while we as a church will always need to remind ourselves that we have been called to reach out to our world, it is also important and right, Jesus said, for us to care deeply for each other.  We need to comfort each other in our grief, babysit each other’s kids, help each other find jobs, cook meals for each other, celebrate each other’s birthdays.
Oh, and one more thing – wash each other’s feet.  We need to get our hands dirty for each other, to sacrifice for each other.  When it comes to loving each other, there should be no job that is beneath us.  We should love each other in the church with such passion and energy that when people outside the church get to know us they won’t say, “Oh yeah, those folks are angry, judgmental and scary.”  Instead they’ll say, “Oh yeah, those folks really care about each other.”

So Jesus wants for us as his church to be family, and he wants us to love each other practically and sacrificially.  And here’s something else he wants for his church – he wants us to hold each other accountable.  Let me show you the only other passage in the Gospels where Jesus uses the word “church.”  It’s in Matthew 18:
“If your brother sins against you, go and show him his fault, just between the two of you.  If he listens to you, you have won your brother over.  But if he will not listen, take one or two others along, so that every matter may be established by the testimony of two or three witnesses.  If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church, and if he refuses to listen even to the church, treat him as you would a pagan or a tax collector.”  (Matthew 18:15-17)
We could spend an entire morning on these three verses, but I’d just like us to notice Jesus’ main point, which is this – as brothers and sisters who belong to Jesus’ church, we have a responsibility to hold each other accountable when we mess up.  Let’s notice one important word – it’s the word “sin.”  When someone sins against you – and some early manuscripts leave out those words “against you” so that the text simply reads, “If your brother sins” – but when someone sins, then Jesus says, “I want you to go to that brother directly.”  Jesus doesn’t say, “When you disagree with your brother about the kind of music he likes.”  Jesus doesn’t say, “When you disagree with your brother about his politics.”  Jesus says, “When your brother sins, then you go to that person privately and talk to him about it.”  
And notice something else – Jesus doesn’t say, “When your brother sins, go rat him out to your pastor and tell the pastor that he needs to do something about it.”  The first thing Jesus tells us in his church to do is to go directly and privately to that brother and deal with his sin.  If he won’t listen to you, then get some others involved, and if he still won’t listen, then it’s time to get the church body involved.  But notice this – we don’t just look the other way when one of us is involved in sin.  We care enough to get involved, to say something, to take a risk, to hold each other accountable.  And the goal isn’t to embarrass each other; it’s to help each other live the kind of lives Jesus called us to live and commands us to live.  
Now just a few verses later in Matthew 18 Jesus tells us something else about what he wants us to do together as his church.  Here’s what he says: “Again, I tell you that if two of you on earth agree about anything you ask for, it will be done for you by my Father in heaven.  For where two or three come together in my name, there am I with them.” (Matthew 18:19-20)  Jesus wants his church to pray together.  He tells us that there is a unique power in prayer when we pray together.  
Most of us think of prayer as a very personal thing.  We feel a little awkward praying out loud in front of other people.  And we can even quote Jesus on this.  Do you remember in the Sermon on the Mount when Jesus scolded the Pharisees for their showy, public prayers, and he said, “But when you pray, go into your room, close the door, and pray to your Father, who is unseen.” (Matthew 6:6)  But do you remember the prayer Jesus taught us to pray just three verses later?  We call it the Lord’s Prayer, and it starts like this: “Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name, your kingdom come, your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.  Give us today our daily bread.  Forgive us our debts …” (Matthew 6:9-12)  Notice that Jesus does not teach us to pray, “My Father in heaven … give me today my daily bread … forgive me my debts.”  It’s “Our Father” and “give us our daily bread” and “forgive us our debts.”  You can’t pray the Lord’s Prayer by yourself; it is a prayer Jesus taught us to pray together.  

So let’s do that right now.  I will put the words up on the screen so we can pray from the same translation of the Bible, but as we pray let’s remember that we aren’t reading, we are praying.  And let me ask us to do one more thing, and that’s to hold the hands of the folks next to you as we pray.  
The church is Jesus’ idea.  He wants to build us and to grow us.  He wants us to become an irresistible force for good in this world.  And that can and will happen as we pray together.  So let’s pray as Jesus taught us to pray, and then if you would keep holding hands as I close our morning in prayer:

Our Father, who art in heaven,
hallowed be thy name.
Thy Kingdom come, 
thy will be done, 
on earth as it is in heaven
Give us this day our daily bread.
And forgive us our trespasses,
as we forgive those who trespass against us. 
And lead us not into temptation, 
but deliver us from evil. 
For thine is the kingdom,

the power and the glory,

for ever and ever.  Amen.
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