Pre:

I’ve chosen to read two passages from the Bible that relate to the church at Philippi.  The first one describes the founding of the church (Acts 16) and the second one speaks of Paul’s hopes for the future of that church.  I’ve chosen these passages because I think they have some important parallels with our experience at Morning Star.  

And these parallels have to do with Advent.  Advent means coming or arrival.  The basic meaning of Advent has to do with Jesus’ arrival in the world.  In Jesus, God was fulfilling a promise made long ago, and at the same time, God was just starting something that would take a long time to finish.  Salvation.  The Kingdom of God.  The church.  A more personal way to think about Advent has to do with what happens when Jesus comes into our own personal world.  When we meet Jesus and open our hearts to him.  When we open our hearts to the coming of Jesus, God starts something in us that is very important.  And that often takes a very long time to finish, too.  


It’s the start of a long journey, but God in us is also very powerful and creative.  The advent of Jesus in just one person’s life can change a family.  It can impact a town.  It can create a church in Philippi and in Bayville. Listen to the story of Lydia.  

Count Me In!

Acts 16, Philippians 1:3-11


Lydia became the first building block in the church at Philippi.  Paul and his companions Silas and Timothy were going from town to town looking for people who were ready for the Advent of Jesus in their life.  Ready to say yes, I want to be a part of this adventure, this family of God, this church.  People who would become the church in that town.  

Lydia was a successful business woman who was also a worshiper of God.  Like many people of her day, she wanted to know God, but she had not yet heard the story of Jesus, nor heard his call to follow. Today we would probably call her a seeker.  Every week, she and a group of women would gather for prayer. Did you notice that there was no hesitation on Paul’s part to preach to those women and to accept Lydia as the first member of the Church at Philippi?  That was no small thing for a Jewish male of his day.  God was doing a new thing.


Lydia was ready, eager.  So when Paul and Silas and Timothy came and preached the message of the Gospel, she said yes.  That’s what I want.  I want to be a follower of Jesus.   She brought her whole family, and together they were baptized into the Christian faith.  As the three missionaries continued to encounter people in the town, they added more people to the church.  They cast a demon from a slave girl who had been quite a source of income to her owners because she did fortune telling.  But when the demon was gone, so was their source of income.  So her owners trumped up some charges and had all the men arrested.  But through the influence of Paul and the others, the head jailer was converted.  And like Lydia, he brought his whole family and they were all baptized.  


And so the church at Philippi was born.  Person by person as Paul and Silas and Timothy met people and shared the gospel with them.  A business woman, a slave girl, a jailer.  Person by person and family by family.  

It was not without pain that the church in Philippi was born, because the Advent of Christ in a town signals the defeat of evil.  So there was resistance.  There were obstacles.  There was pain in this birthing.  


But as Christ came to each person and each person said yes, the church grew and thrived.  


And it all started with Lydia.  A professional woman who happened to be in the right place at the right time.   


At Morning Star, Lydia’s name is Ruth.  Ruth Hardie.  Before she retired, Ruth was the assessor for the Township of Berkeley.  And in the fall of 1991, some representatives from Monmouth Presbytery came to see her to find out what pieces of property might be available.  They said that the presbytery intended to start a Presbyterian church in Bayville.  Ruth was very happy to see them, and surprised.  Ruth describes herself as being “kind of lost” at that time in her life.  She and Bob were members at Toms River, but they had dropped out.  But Ruth was ready to be brought back.  She needed the Advent of Jesus in her life.  So she was very responsive to the people who came to see her from the Presbytery.  They sensed her excitement, and made her a member of the Pastor Search Committee.  So it’s Ruth’s fault that you got Ed and me.  When we were ready to move here, Ruth got us connected with Laurie Kelly, who helped us buy our house.  Both Ruth and Laurie ended up bringing their whole families to Morning Star.  We were still unpacking boxes when we met Eric Hess.  He brought Adrianne and Rick—who in time brought Carol.  And from time to time the whole Hess clan shows up.  Ed’s truck needed an oil change, and that’s how he met John Ensinger.  The Kirchhofs heard about us, and when we started holding worship services, Raymond (who at the time was about 7) would call every Sunday morning for a ride to church.  He later started bringing his parents.  


The stories go on.  Each of you has a story to tell.  It starts with one.  But the ripples of influence go ever outward as each one brings family and friends and as each one says yes, I want to be a follower of Jesus.  And I want to be a part of Morning Star. 


One day a Sunday School teacher asked her students to write a letter to God.  She said, “Tell God in your letter the one most important thing that a person should say to God.”  


One of the students wrote just a one-sentence letter.  It went like this:  “Dear God, Count me in! Your Friend, Johnny.”    (Stewardship Nuggets, 47)  


That’s it, in a nutshell, isn’t it?  Count me in.  Count me in as a follower of Jesus.  Count me in as a member of the church.  Count me in, in ministry.  Count me in as a financial supporter.  Count me in.  


That may sound easy enough, but we know it isn’t.  As in Philippi, the birthing of Morning Star has not been without pain.  There was resistance in the Presbytery, and in the Township government, and with our closest neighbor church.  Some have grown weary of the struggle and dropped away, others have become discouraged or frustrated.  It has taken faith and persistence, and more than that, the grace of God to maintain this ministry.


It will not be easy in the future, either.  It won’t be easy in our personal life, and it won’t be easy in our life together.  There will be obstacles.  Resistance.  Sometimes we will even have to battle evil forces.  Certainly we will have to battle the inertia in our own soul.  


But remember this.  Our God doesn’t start something and then leave it unfinished.  God will complete what God has started.  


Listen to these words of hope from Paul’s letter to the Philippian Church.  Take it personally.


(Read it)


I am confident of this, that the one who began a good work among you will bring it to completion by the day of Jesus Christ.   


God will finish what God has started.  


Our part is simply to echo little Johnny’s commitment.  Count me in.  Count me in.
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