Does It, Though?

If you've got a bible, you can go ahead and turn with me to Hebrews 10. We’re gonna be
there in a bit. We’re kicking off a new series this morning that I'm excited about. But
before we get there, | just wanted to offer a quick word of welcome. This is generally the
Sunday that we have a good many college students join us—or re-join us—here on
Sundays. Ary-cellege-students-here-this-merning?-\We are so glad to have you around,
or back around. As | think we say every year, Knoxville is a little bit less like Knoxville
when y’all are gone for the summer. Traffic downtown is better, but we miss you.

We are blessed to have somewhere around 100-150 college students who make up a
pretty large contingent in our church, so we kind of feel like a different church when y’all
are gone. The University of Tennessee is a big part of why we started our church here in
Knoxville, and has always been a key part of our DNA as a church. | personally was
shaped in huge ways and ultimately decided to pursue working in ministry while | was in
college through a church like this one, and that’s a big part of why | wanted to help plant
a church near a college campus. So all that to say, if you're a student who is back after
being gone for the summer, or if you're here just checking things out for the first time,
we’re pumped that you’re here. And please, let us know if we can answer any questions
or do anything for you.

And really, you’re joining us on a good Sunday, for two reasons. One, today marks our
five year birthday as a church. We’ve been doing this thing since August of 2017. Which
is crazy to me—doesn’t feel like it's been that long at all. But throw a couple COVID years
in there and here we are. So we’re doing a little celebrating this morning, as you might
have seen from the shenanigans out in the lobby. We’'ll also do cupcakes on the way
out—because people love to celebrate with cupcakes! But today is our five year birthday
as a church, which means it's a great Sunday to be here. Because even if you didn'’t like
anything else, you at least can have a cupcake.

But the other reason it's a good Sunday to join us is what | mentioned earlier. We are
kicking off a new series, and it is all about church. It's called Church Matters. We'’re
going to be talking a lot about what the church is, why it's important, and then about a lot
of the specific things that the church does when it is gathered together. Now maybe that
seems a little flat to you. Maybe you’re thinking why not do a series about sex, or
relationships, or how to be an awesome person? Or a series based on one of the new
Beyonce songs or something. It seems like any of that would be more exciting than a



series about church. And while all of those certainly would’ve been interesting (some
more than others), we thought a series about why church matters is even more timely
and necessary.

And here’s why. Lately, | find that more and more people are asking why- or even
if-they should be a part of a church. People that don’t follow Jesus, of course, have
always asked that question. This thing we do, especially here on Sundays, can be a
weird thing for people who didn’t grow up doing it. But more and more, it seems that
even self-proclaimed Christians are asking the question: why do | need church? And it
seems like an increasing number of people are concluding that they don't.

And | think people arrive at that conclusion for a variety of different reasons:

But for one reason or another, many people just aren’t too keen on taking time out of
their week to be connected with a church. So before we can do a series talking about
why church matters, we probably first need to answer the question, does it? Does
church actually matter? Is there value, in the 21st century, to doing things like showing
up weekly (or more often than that) to be physically present with other followers of
Jesus?

And even if you're someone who's already convinced that there is value in it: if | were
you, | wouldn'’t just breeze past the question. | think even those of us that find



tremendous value in church could still use reminders of how and why it's valuable. If for
no other reason, so that we can articulate it to others who don’t think that way. If we're
going to be able to convince our non-Christian neighbors and coworkers and classmates
that church is a worthwhile endeavor, it sure would help if we could explain why that’s
the case. But | think it's important at an individual level too.

And, barring any quarantine guidelines obviously, I'd be willing to bet that the
reason many people stopped doing church had at least something to do with them
not fully understanding why they were doing it in the first place.

Okay, | think it’s really easy, especially if you've been around church for some time, to go
into autopilot mode when it comes to church. To just go through the motions, week after
week, without fully reflecting on why what you’re doing actually matters. And my concern
is that if we don’t ever think about why it matters, it's only a matter of time until we
functionally decide that it doesn’t. Not that we’d necessarily say outright that church
doesn’t matter, but our actions speak pretty loudly.

And so part of what | want us
to do in this series is see if we can take the car off of autopilot for a bit, and ask
the question why? Why do we do some of the things that we do, especially here
on Sunday? In this series, we want to talk about why, and how, church matters.

And today I'd like to do that, largely, from the book of Hebrews. So take a look with me in
your bibles at Hebrews 10, starting in v. 23. Here’s what it says:



[23] Let us hold unswervingly to the hope we profess, for he who promised is
faithful.

So Hebrews, if you're newer to the bible, is a really interesting book. It's interesting in
part because there’'s some mystery surrounding it: we don’t know exactly who wrote it,
and we don’t know a lot of the specifics about the type of situation they were writing it
into. But there’s at least one thing we do know for certain. A recurring theme in the
book is encouraging followers of Jesus to persevere in their faith. In other words, to
stick with following Jesus. The author of Hebrews seems particularly concerned with the
audience not just making a one-time decision to follow Jesus, but in them holding fo that
decision to the very end. In fact, some version of that idea comes up in almost every
chapter of the book.

And it’s no different here in chapter 10. The author starts out by calling followers of Jesus
to “hold unswervingly” to the “hope they profess.” Now, that “hope,” in context, is the
understanding that Jesus has done everything that needed to be done to give people
access to God. By going to the cross and rising from the grave, Jesus has established a
relationship with anyone and everyone who frusts in that reality. He’s done all the work
on their behalf. And the author of Hebrews wants followers of Jesus not just to know
that, but to hold onto it. To cling to it—to lean on it—in the good times and the bad. That’s
at the very core of what it means to follow Jesus.

And next, we read about one specific way that we are to do that. And this is where
we’ll spend most of our time this morning. Verse 24:

[24] And let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good
deeds, [25] not (and notice this part) giving up meeting together, as some are
in the habit of doing, but encouraging one another—and all the more as you see
the Day approaching.

Apparently, an indispensable part of persevering in following Jesus is what Hebrews
calls “spurring one another on.” In other words, having relationships with other followers
of Jesus, where we are encouraged and we actively encourage others to continue
following Jesus well. According to the author of Hebrews, that is non-negotiable for each
of us who considers ourselves followers of Jesus. And that means we shouldn’t “give up
meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing.” Apparently, some people in the
ancient world had also cooled a bit on the idea of getting together with other
followers of Jesus. They didn’t see the value in it, and therefore weren’t making a
regular effort to do it. But the author of Hebrews makes it clear that it's a bad idea to



think about it that way. He says that if you want to persevere in following Jesus,
evidently, you’re going to need the church.

So let’s break down why that is, exactly. Why we need the church, | think, comes down
to at least three things we need to define: what the church is, what it does, and whose it
/s. First up...

What it is

Church, to use the words of Hebrews 10, is the practice of “meeting together” with
other followers of Jesus. That’s what church is. So it's here that we need to make an
important clarification.

And all of that is important
to realize: we are the church. But sometimes in saying that we do miss one key detail:
biblically, we are the church...when we are gathered together. It's more accurate to
say that the church is a people...gathered in a place."

Here’s why | say that. The word for church used most often in the New Testament is the
word ekklesia (ek-klay-see'-ah). It literally means an “assembly” or a “gathering.” As in, a
gathering of multiple people into one place.

The church is the church
when it is gathered together.

But the word church refers to the practice of gathering together.
Which means that really, the idea of “online church” is a bit of an oxymoron. I'm not mad

at the idea—we put our services online, and plenty of other places do too. That’s not a
bad thing to do, necessarily—it's just not church. It's just not what the word means.

' Jonathan Leeman, Rediscover Church, p. 48



Church isn’t something you watch. It’s
something you do, something you participate in. Hebrews 10 says we need to be
physically present together so that we can “encourage one another,” and “spur one
another on towards love and good deeds.” Now, can you do those things without
physically being together? Sure, to an extent. You can (and should) text encouragement
to people, praise God for technology. You can (and should) spur other people on to doing
good things, even when you aren'’t physically present with them. But at the same time,
there are limits to those settings.

There’s just something about being physically present with people that is so much
different and better than connecting electronically. And | think we inherently know
this.

See, technology is a great stand-in for those
times we can’t be physically present with one another. But it was never designed
to become a replacement for it.

And there’s something here | want to help you see in regards to church. At some point,
the act of participating in it teaches us something about its importance. So when it
comes to here on Sunday mornings, if you are regularly prioritizing this hour and a half
block of time, committing to be here far more often than not—just doing that is
communicating something to you about its importance. You’re helping yourself realize
that times like these are important throughout your life, even outside of Sundays.

But it also works the other way. If you can’t be bothered to make Sunday mornings a
priority, that is also training you to believe something about it. If it's too much work or too
inconvenient to block out an hour and a half on a Sunday morning, I've got to question
whether or not you’re going to have what it takes to follow Jesus alongside others over
the long haul. Because following Jesus requires a good bit more effort and sacrifice than
just giving up an hour and a half on a weekend. Relationships with other followers of
Jesus take so much more effort and sacrifice than a couple hours a week, especially if



those couple hours only happen if it doesn't feel like it's getting in the way of other stuff
you want to do. The practice of doing this teaches us something about its importance.

Church matters because of what it is: being physically present, in one place, with
other people who follow Jesus.

There is tremendous value in
gathering, with other people, as the church. That’'s one reason it matters. It also matters
because of...

What it does

So remember back with me to the intent of the book of Hebrews. The author is writing to
help early Christians persevere in following Jesus. Or to put it differently, to help them
not give up. To help those who started their lives following Jesus, finish their lives still
following him. The author evidently doesn’t think that’'s a given. He believes it takes
intentionality and effort to get there. Here’s the way he puts it back in chapter 3 of the
book:

See to it, brothers and sisters, that none of you has a sinful, unbelieving heart
that turns away from the living God. But encourage one another daily, as long
as it is called “Today,” so that none of you may be hardened by sin’s
deceitfulness.?

So according to Hebrews, it is possible for a person to identify as a follower of Jesus,
and then still turn away completely from following Jesus at some point along the way.
That’s a scary idea if you think about it: you can think of yourself as a Christian right now,
and still not be one at the end of your life. But he doesn’t just leave us there with that dire
warning. He says that the way to avoid that happening—to avoid “hardening your
heart’-is to “...encourage one another daily.” It's by regularly surrounding yourself with
other followers of Jesus who can remind you of what’s true and what’s not. Such that you
are able to persevere.

2 Hebrews 3:12-13



To put it another way, the local church is a substantial, necessary line of defense
against sin taking a hold of your heart and leading you away from Jesus. And
Hebrews is saying that when you neglect that line of defense, it pretty much never goes
well for you in the end. And I've got to tell you: in the several years I've helped lead
people, and after talking to other pastors that | know, this has held true in almost every
situation. Just about 100% of the time, the people who stick with the local church in
some form or fashion, persevere in following Jesus. And the people who bail on the
church eventually end up bailing on Jesus. | say “almost” every situation because it is
possible to be around a church your whole life and still not be known by the people
around you, but that honestly comes down to a personal choice to keep people at arm’s
length.

And if you think about it critically, it makes sense. Throughout the Scriptures, Jesus
identifies so closely with his people.

Do you see how Jesus talks about his church? Do you see how closely and intimately he
identifies with them? They’re actually a package deal. So we can try to construct a
cement wall between the two if we want. But it won’t work. And if we bail on one,
it’s only a matter of time before we bail on both.

Being a part of a church solidifies, it calcifies our faith in Jesus. It makes it /ast. So if we
want to stick with Jesus, we’re gonna want to figure out a way to put up with his people.
Because despite all of the church’s imperfections, it’s one of the best lines of
defense for not growing cold to the love and presence of Jesus in our lives. It may
be very imperfect, but it's his. Which leads us to the final reason church matters.
Because of...

Whose it is

At the end of the day, church matters because of who the Church belongs to. Titus
chapter 2 tells that Jesus “gave himself...to purify for himself a people that are his very
own.” The Church, with all of its failures and all of its flaws, belongs to Jesus. He
made certain of it, by going to the cross and giving his very life for it. So listen: I've got

3 See 1 John 4:20-21
4 John 21:15-17
5 Titus 2:13-14



no problem calling out the failures and flaws of the Church. No reason to sweep
those under the rug. Jesus was fine calling that stuff out.®

And if you've been around long, you know we have no problem doing that here either.
We’re not here to pretend the Church is this rosy, perfect, utopia of a place. The church
has failed plenty of times, and in plenty of ways. This church has failed plenty of times, in
plenty of ways. In fact, that’s kind of the whole reason that Jesus had to come and die—to
do something about that sin and failure. According to Hebrews, he did that so that those
sins and those failures don’t become a permanent barrier to our relationship with him.

So we shouldn’t feel the need to conceal any of those failures. We can call them for what
they are. But listen: we do all of that as insiders, not outsiders.

What takes maturity
is being a part of something imperfect, and doing the hard, necessary work of
helping it move toward what it needs to be. Is the Church full of hypocrites?
Absolutely. And in a way, that’'s good—because it means it's got room for you and me in
it. So let’s hop in, repent of our own hypocrisy along the way, and it’ll be a little bit better
as a result.

Jesus has all kinds of understanding and patience for those who struggle to be a
part of the Church. But he’s got no place for people who arrogantly disregard the
Church. Whether that’s functionally or ideologically. People who say “yeah—| know Jesus
died for it, but | don’t need it. I'm good, actually.” Jesus went all in on the Church. All in.
And he did that knowing it would fail him, hurt him, grieve him, misrepresent him. So
what does it say about us if we're quick to bail on the Church? If we're eager to reject the
thing that Jesus gave everything for? In the bible, the word for that is arrogance. And I'll
tell you: the longer you choose to stand at a distance and critique other people, the more
arrogant you’ll become as a result.

So what I'd advise instead is being willing to get your hands dirty. Entering into a
community with humility and understanding, such that you can actually help it become
what Jesus made it to be, over time. And here’s what | think you'll find if you do that.
You'll find that the Holy Spirit will actually use that to make you who he made you to be.
The mystery of God's design for us is that we actually can’t become who he made us to
be without participation in the church.

6 See, for example, Matthew 23 and Revelation 2-3



| want to read you a quote on all of this by a pastor in lowa named Lillian Daniel. She
wrote a piece for the Huffington Post about the problems with the whole
“spiritual-but-not-religious” mindset. And | want you to know that | actually left out the
most snarky parts of the quote. That’'s important to me that you know that because what
I’'m about to read is still pretty snarky, even by my standards. But just remember: | took
out the most snarky parts. You’re welcome:

Here we come to the crux of the problem that the spiritual-but-not-religious people
have with church. If we could just kick out all the human beings, we might be able
to meet their high standards. If we could just kick out all the sinners, we might
have a shot at following Jesus. Being privately spiritual but not religious just
doesn’t interest me. There is nothing challenging about having deep thoughts
all by oneself. What is interesting is doing this work in community, where other
people might call you on stuff, or heaven forbid, disagree with you. Where life with
God gets rich and provocative is when you dig deeply into a tradition that you did
not invent all for yourself.”

Again, that’s the less snarky part. If you want the whole quote, talk to me later. But do
you see what she’s saying? There are parts of who God made us to be that we just can’t
become all by ourselves.

And for all of that to happen with any success, we don'’t just need
those people to occupy a chat feature online or a text that we can leave unread until we
feel like answering it. We need to see them—and we need to have to see them—week in,
and week out. In other words, we need to be physically present with them, on a regular
basis.

So feel free to bail on church, if you’re so inclined. But just know that in doing that, you
are bailing on one of the most important mechanisms God has put in place for your
growth and maturity. So if you bail on it, don’t be surprised when you feel stuck, or dry, or
confused at your lack of progress in following Jesus. It could be that you’ve actually
locked yourself out of that happening, because you’'ve locked yourself out of the church.
At the end of the day, this is his church. And he made it, in many ways, for you. And it’s
amazing what he can do in your life, through it. The church belongs to Jesus, for his
purposes. That’s why it matters.

" The link to this article is here, which then became a full book available here.
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https://www.huffpost.com/entry/spiritual-but-not-religio_b_959216
https://www.amazon.com/dp/B008AS87K4/ref=dp-kindle-redirect?_encoding=UTF8&btkr=1

So let me just land here. My only real hesitancy about giving this teaching is the
possibility that someone could walk in here who really wants to plug into the Church, and
would feel attacked or discouraged by something we’ve said this morning. So let me be
clear: if you long to be a part of church—if you long to have meaningful relationships with
other followers of Jesus—and you just struggle because of fears or past experiences or
both: | want you to know this is a safe place for you to be. If you stick around, you’ll find
out that quite a few of us have stories like that too.

Now, | don’t tell you that story to try and say that we're awesome. | can assure you, most
days, we fall quite short of awesome. And | don't tell you that to say we won’t ever let
you down. That’s not a promise | can make. | simply tell you that as an example of how
other people have found this a safe, productive, helpful place to be when they were in a
season of doubt and hesitancies towards church. We receive our deepest hurt in
relationships, to be sure. But we also receive our greatest healing in relationships. Our
conviction is that the church isn’t a museum for saints, it's a hospital for sinners. So if
you’re willing to admit that you're flawed, and you’re okay with us admitting that we’re
flawed too: | think we've got a really good foundation to build on. So let’s get after it,
together.

Let me pray for us all.
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