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From the time I was a little kid, I’ve always wanted to get in on the action.  It was summertime, and I was sitting around without much to do when all of the sudden I would hear the crack of a bat and the voices of my friends out in the street.  As quickly as I could get my shoes on I would be running out my front door yelling, “Hey, can I play?”  And within a few minutes, to my great delight, I would be in on the action.
My sophomore year in high school I was on our school’s basketball team.  After years of being the primary ballhandler on every team I had played on, I suddenly found myself sitting on the bench far more than I was used to.  We had a really good team that year – we went 28 – 0 – but I just wanted in on the action.  It gave me no pleasure watching other players run up and down the court while I sat on the sideline.  It was physically painful to just sit there with my warm-up jacket on while my friends were grabbing rebounds and making shots.  And when I would get in on the action, for me it felt like heaven.

You’ve probably heard it said that there are three kinds of people in the world – there are the people who make things happen, there are the people who watch things happen, and there are the people who say, “What happened?”  Most of us aren’t satisfied to simply watch things happen.  We’re “make things happen” kind of people.  We want to be in on the action.  That’s how God wired us up.  God designed us to find meaning and fulfillment when we’re in on the action, when we are out there making things happen.
But sometimes it seems like the main job of a Christian is to sit on the sidelines.  Sometimes we make it feel like being a good Christian means to be the best spectator you can be.  We say, “Here’s what we want you to do – come to church, sit quietly while the pastor talks, and be the best spectator you can be.”  And then we sit as politely as we can and listen to someone like me talk about things that other people did 2000 or more years ago.  It’s as though our main job as Christians is to attend a history lecture once a week.
But that’s not at all what Jesus called us to when he called us to be his followers.  Yes, there is a place for what we do here on Sunday mornings; if there wasn’t, I would be out of a job, which in this economy would be very bad, especially since I really can’t do much of anything else.  But here is the good news for us this morning – Jesus, the one who knows how to save a life, has saved us some of the action.  The work of the Kingdom didn’t end when Jesus ascended into heaven; the work of the Kingdom didn’t end with the last recorded events of the Book of Acts.  We are called as followers of Jesus to make things happen right here and right now.  We are called as followers of Jesus to get in on the action.
Now I have a hunch that most of us don’t think of ourselves as being “called by God.”  Have you ever heard that term before – called?  We usually use it in church circles when we’re talking about someone who has been called to be a missionary to Africa or who has been called to some kind of fulltime career in ministry.  The truth, of course, is that every one of us who follows Jesus has been called.  In Romans 1:6 Paul says this to the Christians in Rome: “And you also are among those who are called to belong to Jesus Christ.”  
The Sunday night small group that meets up in my office has been going through a study called “Chasing Daylight.”  A few weeks ago we watched a clip in which the author of the study – Erwin McManus – talked about this idea of being “called” in a study called “Go Until You Get A No.”  At the end of this clip we’ll see an illustration of one of the actions God has called us to take as Christ-followers.  Take a look at this clip.

“Chasing Daylight” – Disc 3, Chapter 6 – “Dawn” (7 minutes)
Here’s the big point of that clip and the big point of this morning.  Most of us who follow Jesus are waiting.  We’re waiting for instructions.  We’re waiting for God to tell us what he wants us to do.  We’ll see a need, we’ll see an opportunity to get involved, we’ll see an opportunity to share our faith, and we say to God, “God, give me a sign that you want me to do something.  God, make it clear to me that I should get involved.  God, if you really want me to talk to this person about my faith, if you really want me to help this person in need, make a rainbow appear over their head.  Make a butterfly come out of their nose.  If you’ll just give me a sign, then I’ll know that you want me to take action, and then I’ll go.” 
But that’s backwards.  Instead of waiting until we get a yes, instead of waiting for a sign from God, we should go until we get a no.  Here’s how McManus put it in our study: “Move forward unless God tells you to stop.  Advance unless God tells you to wait.  There are certain things that you do not need permission to do.  You’ve already been commissioned to do them.  There are certain things that you do not need a calling to do.  You’ve already been commanded to do them.”
Jesus did not call us to be sanctified spectators.  Jesus called us to be in the game.  He has commissioned us and commanded us and called us not to watch the work of the Kingdom but to do the work of the Kingdom.
So what is it that Jesus has called us to do?  Just what is “the work of the Kingdom” that Jesus wants us to be a part of?  What is “the action” Jesus has saved for us?  We could probably come up with a long list if we put our heads to it, but let’s make this as manageable as possible and just think for a few minutes about three ways we can get in on the action, three things that Jesus has very clearly called us to do.  We don’t need to wait to discover if Jesus wants us to do any of these.  If you’re wondering what’s next in your walk with God, these are three things you can be sure God has in mind for you, three ways you can be a person who makes things happen.
Pray
The first way you can get in on the action is to pray.  “Wait a minute,” you’re thinking.  “I thought you were going to tell us what Jesus wanted us to do.  I thought you were going to tell us how to get in on the action.  But now you’re telling us to just sit there and pray.  What gives?”  
Even if you’re not thinking that, let me confess something – that’s how I often think about prayer.  In my mind there is “doing” on the one hand and “praying” on the other.  But that’s not how Jesus thought about prayer.  One of the first things Jesus taught his disciples about how they could make things happen in the Kingdom was to pray.  Most of us at some time in our lives have recited the Lord’s Prayer; here’s how it begins, as it’s recorded in Matthew:

This, then, is how you should pray:

“Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name;

Your kingdom come, your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven …” (Matthew 6:9-10)  
Jesus taught us to pray for God’s Kingdom to come to earth, to pray for God’s will to be done on earth as it is in heaven.  So what specifically should we pray for?  How do we get in on the action of advancing God’s Kingdom here on earth through prayer?
Here’s something I’ve been trying lately; maybe it will work for you.  I’ve tried praying for things that I usually just complain about.  I’ve tried praying for things that I hear about and usually just say, “That’s not right.”  I am a little bit of a newshound.  I like to watch CNN and Fox News and MSNBC.  My favorite news show is probably Brian Williams on the NBC Nightly News.  I check the news a few times a day on the computer.  I like to read TIME Magazine.  And often my response when I read about something or hear about something on a news show is to simply think to myself, “That’s not right.”  I might hear something about the bailout and think, “That’s not right.”  I might hear something about what’s happening in Iraq or Afghanistan and think, “That’s not right.”  If you’re a sports fan in the Bay Area you have plenty of opportunities to think, “That’s not right.”  And while I haven’t yet started to pray for the Sharks or the Giants, I have tried to pray about what I hear on the news.  Instead of just whining to myself or to whoever will listen, “That’s not right,” I have been trying to ask the King of Kings to make things right.  I have prayed, “God, may your will be done in this situation.  May justice be done.  May these wrongs be righted.  May the truth come to light.  May there be peace instead of war.”  Billy Graham once said this: “To get nations back on their feet, we must first get down on our knees.”
In the Wednesday night small group that meets at our home we recently did a study on prayer.  One of the questions we asked in our study was simply this – why pray?  If God already knows everything and if everything is in God’s control, why should we bother praying?  Does it make any difference?  And one of the answers the author of our study – Philip Yancey – proposed was this: “Why pray?  Because Jesus prayed.”  And when you read the Gospels you realize that Jesus spent a great deal of his time praying.  He could have spent that time healing more people; after all, while he healed many, he didn’t heal everyone.  He could have spent that time preaching and teaching.  He could have spent that time confronting societal evil, exposing injustice, fighting against the powers that be.  And yet Jesus, the Son of God, thought the best use of much of his time was to pray.  
In fact, Jesus thinks prayer is so important that prayer is one of the things he continues to do even now.  Listen to how the Book of Hebrews explains this: “Because Jesus lives forever, he has a permanent priesthood.  Therefore he is able to save completely those who come to God through him, because he always lives to intercede for them.” (Hebrews 7:24-25)  Jesus thinks one of the most important ways he can be about the work of the Kingdom is to pray.  To pray is not to sit on the sidelines.  To pray is to be in the game.  If you’re wondering what it is that Jesus has called you to do, it is this – Jesus has called you to pray.
Serve
Here’s a second way we can get in on the action – serve.  A few minutes ago we saw that illustration of the guy sitting at a very long stop light trying not to look at an elderly homeless man in a wheelchair.  Now I am not going to tell you that if you’re a good Christian you’re going to give money to every person you see at the street corner asking for money.  But let me tell you how I was convicted by that video.  When I see someone at a street corner, my kneejerk reaction – which I long ago learned is the reaction of a jerk – is to turn away.  My kneejerk reaction is to think of 12 reasons why I shouldn’t give to this person.  My kneejerk reaction is to say, “God, if you want me to help, then give me a sign.”
But when I watched that video I realized I had it backwards.  I realized that my kneejerk reaction should be to help that person, that my initial response should be to go until I get a no.  After all, God has already made it very clear that he wants me to be in on this kind of action.  There is no ambiguity about this.  We have our marching orders.  The Apostle John wrote this: “If anyone has material possessions and sees his brother in need but has no pity on him, how can the love of God be in him?” (1 John 3:17)  In the Book of James we read this: “Religion that is pure and faultless is this: to look after orphans and widows in their distress …” (James 1:27)  Helping the poor and serving the needy isn’t an option for the follower of Jesus; it is what he has called us to do.  We are to go unless we get a no.
  Now let me quickly say that I sometimes get a no.  And as a practical matter neither you nor I can help every person we see in need.  But the fact we can’t help everyone shouldn’t be a reason to help no one.  I heard a British evangelist by the name of J. John tell a story a few months ago about this.  He was on his way to give a talk on a national radio program when he was stopped by a man on the street asking for money.  J. John realized that he had about 45 minutes to spare before he needed to get to the studio, so he said to the man, “How about if you join me for lunch?”  The man accepted.  Now what was really interesting was not just that J. John bought the man lunch, but two other things he did for him.  First, he asked the man, “Where would you like to eat?”  The man later told him, “No one has ever asked me where I wanted to eat.”  Second, when they sat down to lunch, J. John looked the man in the eyes and said, “Tell me your story.  I’d like to hear about your life.”  The man told J. John, “No one’s ever taken the time to listen to my story.  Thank you.”  The best thing J. John did for that man was not to give him lunch; the best thing he did was to give him his attention.  And that’s one way God uses people like you and me in his work of saving a life.
I was in Minnesota in February to visit my 88 year old Mom.  Let me tell you two things about my Mom – I love her with all my heart … and she drives me nuts.  My Mom lives in a retirement home; she lives in the independent living section, and then as people get older they move to the side where fulltime nursing care is provided.  One of my Mom’s quirks is that she has this obsession with yarn.  She complains about how little room she has in her apartment, yet she’s always buying more yarn.  When I got to Minnesota I asked Mom what she wanted to do; she wanted to go out.  “Where do you want to go?” I asked.  Mom wanted to go to Wal-Mart.  Within an hour of my arrival in Minnesota I was at Wal-Mart with my Mom, and guess what she was shopping for?  That’s right – yarn.  After Mom went up and down the yarn aisles for awhile I finally felt compelled to say something.  I said, “Mom, what can you possibly do with all the yarn you have?  I know it’s hard on your hands to knit.  You can’t possibly need any more afghans or quilts.  Why in the world are you buying more yarn?  What do you do with all of it?”
I thought it was a good question.  I wasn’t trying to be disrespectful, but I just couldn’t understand what she needed more yarn for, and why it was so important to her to pick out just the right colors of yarn.  But I was about to learn a very important lesson.  God was about to smack me upside the head.  As she continued to shop for yarn, Mom very gently explained to me that she uses the yarn to make prayer shawls.  I didn’t quite understand, so she told me some more.  She said that when someone at her retirement community reaches the stage where they have to move from the independent living side to the nursing care side, Mom and her friends have a little ceremony where they wrap the prayer shawl around the person’s shoulders to remind that person that even though they won’t be eating dinner with them every night, they will still be praying for them and thinking about them and missing them.  They want their friend to know that he or she won’t be forgotten.  I had nothing witty to say to my Mom.  I just sort of stood there, feeling very foolish and very small, and said, “Oh.”  
In a hundred different ways my Mom drove me nuts that week, and she’d drive you nuts too.  But my 88 year old Mom, who can’t get to church anymore, is not a spectator in the Kingdom of God.  She’s not on the sidelines.  She is in on the action; she is in the game.  She is doing what God called her to do, to be a servant to people in need. 

Share
Here’s the third way we can get in on the action, the third thing we can know for certain that God has commissioned and called us to do – to share our faith.  We can get in on the action by praying; we can get in on the action by serving; and we can get in on the action by telling people who are far from God how they can know the God who loved them so much that he sent his only Son to die for their sin.
We are finishing a brief trek through the Gospel of Matthew this morning; here are the last few verses of this book:

Then the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to the mountain where Jesus had told them to go.  When they saw him, they worshiped him; but some doubted.  Then Jesus came to them and said, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.  Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you.  And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.” (Matthew 28:16-20) 
You heard Erwin McManus say it very well in that video clip we watched – every one of us has been called to be a missionary.  The only question is geography.  Some are called to be missionaries to China, some to India, some to Africa.  But all of us are called to be missionaries.  Some of you are missionaries to Apple, some to KLA-Tencor, some to Safeway, some to the car repair shop where you work, some to your law firm, some to your college or your school.  
Now the problem for most of us isn’t that we don’t want to share our faith – we very much do.  We just don’t know what to say.  We care about our neighbors and friends.  We believe with all our hearts that following Jesus is the best way to live and the only way to die.  But we aren’t quite sure how to work Jesus into the conversation, and we aren’t quite sure how to explain to someone how they can become a follow of Jesus themselves.  We’d like to get into the action; we’d love to be used by God to see the lives and destinies of people we care about changed forever.  But the nuts and bolts of how we do that seem to elude us.

I’m going to ask Vince to share with us a training opportunity that’s coming up next month where everyone of us can learn how to get in on the action.
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