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The following pages contain a sermon series I (Pastor Mike Giddings) preached at Crosspointe 

Lutheran Church – Fargo, North Dakota in the fall of 2015. But this isn’t the series I had been preparing for 

throughout the year. For a long time I had been planning a series entitled “We Love This City” based in the 

book of Acts. My goal was to take the work of the Triune God – Father, Son, and Holy Spirit – through the 

early church in countless cities as it is recorded in the book of Acts and pull that into the present to help us 

learn how to love our city and its people the way God loves our city and its people. My hope was that this 

kind of series would equip us as a church and as followers of Jesus to be instruments through which God 

would transform the community around us. But as our congregation moved through the year and through the 

summer, that plan changed. I began to feel strongly that we needed to hear God’s plan for how we relate to 

and connect with one another within the church before we could fully understand how God can and will use 

us in the Fargo-Moorhead area. In other words we need to learn to better love one another before we can 

better love our city. Jesus said something extremely similar in John 13:35. By this all people will know you 

are my disciples: if you love one another. 

So this series is grounded in all of the “one another” statements the Bible uses to describe and define 

the life of the church. Prayerfully, it will give you a picture of how a local congregation as a whole, the local 

church as the body of Christ, functions. How individual parts of that body fit together. The life of the 

church, the work of the church, as we faithfully proclaim the Gospel and administer the Sacraments is found 

in these one another statements. According to Scripture, they tell us the things we should be doing. That also 

brings with it a way of talking to and thinking about one another. The series applies this broader vision for 

the church into the context of the small group outposts that I (along with Crosspointe’s leadership) believe 

will help build the relationships on which these one another statements can be lived out. May the grace of 

our heavenly Father, the presence of our Lord Jesus, and the power of His Holy Spirit so join us together 

that our God accomplishes among us more than we could ever dream or imagine or even think to ask. 

 

 

 
 

 

 



  page 1 

Table of Contents 
 

 

October 04, 2015          page 1 

Theme: Being the church for the sake of those in my church    Psalm 122 

 

 

October 11, 2015 (Baptism)         page 5 

Theme: The greatest among us        Mark 9:33-37 

 

 

October 18, 2015          page 9 

Theme: Sharing a meal – and ourselves and our stories     Exodus 13:3-10 

 

 

October 25, 2015 (Reformation Sunday)       page 13 

Theme: Live in harmony with one another – with one voice     Romans 15:1-7 

 

 

November 1, 2015 (All Saints’ Sunday)       page 17 

Theme: Encourage one another        1 Thess 4:13-18 

 

 

November 8, 2015          page 21 

Theme: Fellowship with one another        1 John 1:1-2:2 

 

 

November 22, 2015          page 25 

Theme: Pray for and with one another       Matthew 6:5-13 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Theme: Let us go to the house of the Lord… for the sake of my brothers and sisters 

Text: Psalm 122 

 

 

Hear again Psalm 122, verse 1: I was glad when they said to me let us go to the house of the Lord. 

You might not have noticed it, but you’ve already expressed, like vocally expressed, that very same idea, 

that very same feeling, this morning just with different words. And even if the words didn’t actually make it 

off of your lips they still unavoidably rattled around in your head. Something close to, really equivalent to 

Psalm 122 verse 1: I was glad when they said to me let us go to the house of the Lord. And in case you’ve 

forgotten, in case you’re thinking I’ve either gone off the deep end or have no clue what I’m talking about 

because there wasn’t a single cell in your body that was glad to go to the house of the Lord this morning or 

in case you don’t remember saying it out loud even though you were in fact filled with joy at this 

opportunity to gather with others to worship an amazing God and celebrate His love for you, to celebrate 

what He’s done for you in the person and work of Jesus; in case you’ve forgotten or you disagree that it 

even happened or you don’t remember it happening, Nate is still close enough to a microphone that he’s 

going to help us out. Nate, how did we start our worship service this morning? What were the first words on 

their lips or at the very least in their ears and heads: How lovely is Your dwelling place, O Lord Almighty. 

My soul longs for You for here my heart is satisfied in Your presence. One thing I ask and I would seek, to 

see Your beauty, to find You in the place Your glory dwells. Better is one day in Your courts, better is one 

day in Your house, better is one day in Your courts than thousands elsewhere. That song opened our service 

with an expression of Psalm 122, verse 1: I was glad when they said to me let us go to the house of the Lord. 

 But I know that just because the words of the song were up on the screen, just because they came off 

of your lips or they filled your head as everyone else sang them, the feeling, the joy and gladness of Psalm 

122 verse 1 may not have been in your heart. Some of you had to battle crabby kids this morning, it was a 

fight to get them out of bed, it was a fight to get them dressed, it was a fight to get them out the door, your 

house was a minefield of adamant no’s and blank stares hanging above crossed arms, and the mischievous 

smile that says you can try to make me but first you’ll have to catch me, and that whole time you knew that 

once you got to church it wouldn’t necessarily get any easier, the only thing that would change is the terrain 

of the battlefield and how many people are on hand to see your losing effort. Others of you woke up this 

morning and immediately found yourself swimming in the deep waters and daunting waves of everything 

that has not gotten done, everything that needs to get done, every problem you haven’t been able to solve 

pulls you under and the fact that you’ve been staying in the same spot just treading water for way too long 

has you exhausted and ready to give up. Others of you came this morning with the dread of having to face 

something you don’t want to face, the fear of this confrontation between God and some sin in your life that 

you haven’t brought to the Cross, the fear of having to admit something in you is wrong or broken or empty, 

and as you wrestle with doubts about yourself and doubts about God and doubts about truth and goodness 

and this crazy world we live in you worry that those doubts don’t belong here where God is so close, where 

everyone else seems so together and if those doubts don’t belong you wonder if maybe you don’t either. For 

others of you church is connected to pain, you’ve had a past experience and the hurt hasn’t healed or you 

maybe even come to this church and see someone whose words or actions or attitude toward you have been
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 anything but Christ-like. So how do these words of Psalm 122:1 I was glad when they said to me let us go 

to the house of the Lord become our words in our heart, how do they become truth for our Sunday morning? 

 Part of the answer comes even before verse 1, look at the title. Psalm 122 is a song of ascent. That 

means it would have been spoken and sung by the people of Israel, as they travelled to Jerusalem for one of 

the appointed feasts. God had commanded that people from every family, people from every household of 

every village of every tribe of Israel were to gather together in Jerusalem three times a year for a special 

time of worship and giving thanks to God. Now don’t get all excited and think that means God commanded 

His people to only go to church three times a year, don’t get excited and think God is on board with showing 

up at Christmas and Easter and maybe a funeral or baptism or wedding depending on the year. We still have 

the 3
rd

 Commandment that sets aside a day each week, a day every week, for the hearing of God’s Word, for 

receiving what God gives when His people gather for worship. But in top of those weekly Sabbaths, God 

also called people from every family of every village and every household in every tribe to come to 

Jerusalem three times a year. So this wasn’t a couple hours on a Sunday morning, this was more like weeks. 

This wasn’t hopping in the car and trying to time the lights, this was hoofing it and for some of the people 

they were hoofing it for over a hundred miles. And these people had kids they had to corral. They had things 

they had not gotten done, things they needed to get done, problems in life they had not solved. They had sin 

and doubts. They had neighbors walking with them who had done them wrong. And with the all the worries 

of kids, unfinished to-do lists, sin, doubt, and the memories of who had done what they still sang this psalm. 

 Psalm 122 is a song of ascent. It was sung as the people of Israel ascended the hills around Jerusalem 

to enter the city for a special time of worship. And the psalm describes what the people saw as they 

ascended the hills and Jerusalem came into view. They saw gates that could be closed at night to prevent 

any surprise attacks attempted under the cover of darkness. They saw walls encircling the city as a strong 

defense against potential enemies. They saw towers rising into the sky so that every direction could be 

watched and monitored and guarded. They saw Jerusalem – built as a city – not a loose collection of 

individual homes or settlements left on their own to fend for themselves. Jerusalem - built as a city, a 

unified community bound firmly together in commitment to one another, cooperation with one another, and 

coordination among one another. The people of Israel ascended the hills and they saw a place of peace, a 

place where people had peace with God, a place where people had peace with one another, a place where 

people had peace with their surroundings, the rest of the world. The name of the city in and of itself 

communicates the peace it conveys: Jerusalem, Jeru-shalom, city of peace. 

 But one of the main literary devices used in Hebrew poetry places the central idea right smack dab in 

the middle. Hebrew poetry like Psalm 122 often puts the most important truth in the middle, the defining 

element that everything else revolves around and is understood through. There are nine verses in Psalm 122 

so the middle is verse 5. And to drive home the emphasis verse 5 repeats the source of Jerusalem’s peace in 

both of its lines. The object that makes Jerusalem a city of shalom, a city of peace, is not a gate or a wall or 

a tower, the fountain and foundation of peace for the people of God is a throne. A throne that is set in place 

where judgments are issued and justice is upheld, a throne that belongs to the house of a king named David. 

Not the throne of David. The throne of David’s house. The throne of David’s descendent. The throne of the 

coming Savior King God promised to send to establish His kingdom on earth. The throne of the coming 

Shepherd King who would bring together the entire nation as one people, no longer divided against one 

another, no longer competing with one another, no longer scattered away from one another. The throne of 

the coming Servant King who would willingly suffer and die in order to bring people back to God in an 

everlasting covenant of peace, an everlasting promise of peace, the everlasting presence of peace. So Jesus 

says to you peace I leave with you, my peace I give to you. Jesus says to you, in the world you will have 

trials and troubles and tribulation but in me you will have peace. Jesus Himself is our peace. In Him and 

through Him we have been reconciled to God, justified by faith so that we have peace with no fear of 

condemnation or rejection. Our peace is in the forgiveness of Jesus that washes away the stain of every sin. 

Our peace is in the righteous obedience of Jesus that fulfilled God’s law, every commandment, in our place 

so we can rest in His work and not rely on our own. Our peace is in the resurrection of Jesus that conquers 

every enemy and guarantees our victory even over death. 

 God commanded the Old Testament people of Israel to gather together in Jerusalem, the city of 

peace, three times each year at a specifically appointed time for a special time of worship. And even though 

these feasts and festivals lasted for an entire week, the people eventually went home. All of them went their 

separate ways. Back to the kids who wouldn’t listen, the lists that were never done, the problems they still 

didn’t have the answers for. Back to sin and doubts that seemed bigger than God and nearer than God and 

more powerful than God. Back to the hurts that had not healed, the neighbors who still did wrong. Back to 

all of the temptations to worship a god they had created in place of the God who created them. Back to all of 

the threats without the protective gates and walls and towers of a city like Jerusalem. Back to the outposts of 

Israel. And that’s where we’ll be spending about the next month during our time together in God’s Word: at 

the outposts of Crosspointe Lutheran Church in Fargo, North Dakota. That word outpost can mean two 

different things. An outpost is a remote part of a country or a nation, the areas that are far removed from the 

center of activity. But an outpost also refers to a group of soldiers who are detached from the main force in 

order to be placed in those remote areas and far corners where people are the most vulnerable, enemies the 

most active, and battles the most likely. An outpost is the camp or the position that group of soldiers takes 

up to defend against surprise attacks and defy enemy encroachment. And that’s really the hope for the 

network of small groups we have here at Crosspointe. They are outposts. They take the work of God out this 

building and off of this property and out into the lives and the homes and the neighborhoods and public 

spaces and faith-related battle fronts of those who worship here on Sunday morning. So the goal of this 

outpost series is to give you a vision of what those small groups, those outposts, look like as God’s Word 

shows you the benefit and even the biblical foundation for what can happen, what needs to happen, outside 

of our Sunday morning worship services. 

 One of the resources I plan to use throughout this series is this book which tells the history of the 

North Dakota District of the Lutheran Church Missouri Synod from 1875-1900. You want a remote outpost, 

it doesn’t get much more remote than North Dakota in the 1880s. But listen to how this history of our 

Lutheran church body in this state begins: as a spiritual militia with soldiers of the Cross trained for service 

and equipped with proper armor, we can well understand why the first thing our church did was to organize 

regiments, brigades, and similar divisions serving under ONE general which is our risen Savior, Jesus 

Christ. Thus we begin our story with three main garrisons, Great Bend, Hillsboro, and Winnipeg, flanked by 

calvary troops and foot soldiers thrown out to protect and fortify the line of march. That’s the vocabulary of 

an outpost, that’s the concept of an outpost, that’s the existence of an outpost. Calvary troops and foot 
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soldiers sent out to the frontier, thrown out to the remote corners, to protect and fortify the line of march. 

And as we move forward into this series there is one verse from Psalm 122 that can begin to change how we 

connect with one another as a church, how we at Crosspointe look at one another and think about one 

another and treat one another and interact with one another and work with one another, partner with one 

another, protect one another, fight for one another as a church. Verse 8: For my brothers and companions’ 

sake I will say peace be within you. For the sake of my brothers and sisters in faith, for the sake of my 

companions on this joint journey of faith, for the sake of those who sit around me on a Sunday morning I 

will say peace be within you. For their sake I will pursue and receive and build my life upon and around the 

peace of Jesus. Jesus exists for me so I can exist for others. Jesus loves me and cares for me so I can love 

and care for others. Jesus sacrifices for me so I can sacrifice for others. Jesus entered into time and did 

everything necessary to provide for both my eternal and daily needs, both my spiritual and physical needs, 

so I can take what is often a small amount of time and do what is usually a small amount of work to provide 

for the needs of others. And as the Holy Spirit softens your heart and shapes your heart with the peace of 

Jesus, as the living, active Word of God equips you and enables you and empowers you to think about 

church and do church and be the church like this, for the sake of others, for the sake of your brothers and 

sisters, for the sake of your companions in this faith community, more and more these words will be the 

words of our hearts, the truth for our Sunday morning: I was glad when they; I was glad when they (my 

brothers and sisters and companions) said to me let us go to the house of the Lord; amen.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Theme: They argued with one another about who is the greatest 

Text: Mark 9:33-37 

 

 

William Mills was the first settler of the area that today is Oakes, North Dakota. He came to 

America from Ireland in 1870 and then continued west from Pennsylvania to North Dakota arriving in 1882. 

Mr. Mills found land along the stagecoach line that suited him so he made a homestead claim on the land as 

well as a tree claim to secure timber. Even though the railroad wouldn’t come for another four years, he 

became the first man to build a sod shack in that part of our state. He built his sod shack in the barren and 

empty middle of nowhere NorthDakota outpost and offered a prayer of thanksgiving for God’s goodness 

and mercy. Then William Mills prayed that other Christians might come – which they did. As I read that 

story this week I wondered whether I would have prayed for the same thing. Would I have prayed for more 

people or would I have prayed for more land, for God to push out the boundaries of what belonged to me? 

Would I have prayed for more people or would I have prayed that God protect my claim to all of the 

resources around me? Would I have prayed for more people or would I have prayed for more power, more 

prestige, more promise that my priorities, my preferences, my prerogatives in that corner of the world would 

be preserved? But William Mills understood the need and importance of community – both as a frontier 

settler and as Christian. Just as common sense told him that living on the prairie would require the presence 

of others, God’s Word told him that living in faith could not, it cannot, be done alone apart from fellow 

believers. The Bible establishes this pattern for the life of a Christian, this rhythm to the life of someone 

who follows Jesus that is experienced when we serve one another, when we encourage and build up one 

another, when we instruct one another, when we welcome one another, when we seek to do good to one 

another, when we’re kind to one another, when we bear one another’s burdens. That’s how the New 

Testament describes life in the church, with all these one another statements that share horizontally with 

others what we’ve received from God. 

 But if we focus just on the disciples, the first disciples called by Jesus, those 12 men like James and 

John, Peter and Andrew, Matthew and Thomas and Judas, the one anothers shared by them and between 

them are nothing but negative. Like the time they were out in the boat and they got caught in a dangerous 

storm which suddenly died down when a tired Jesus woke up, rubbed the sleep out of His eyes, and told the 

wind and the waves to be still! And seeing what Jesus could do they fearfully asked one another who is this? 

Or the next time they were out in the boat discussing with one another the fact that they had no bread. I love 

that, they were discussing with one another the fact that they had no bread. Have you ever had that 

discussion in your house, the discussion on the fact that you have no bread or milk or whatever it is you 

need in that moment. They’re usually full of accusations and finger pointing, shifting blame and lame 

excuses, denials and sometimes even a veiled attempt or two at character assassination. Or there was another 

time, a Thursday night with Jesus in an upper room in Jerusalem. Jesus had just told His disciples that one 

of them would betray Him so the disciples questioned one another which of them it would be, they 

questioned one another which of them was the most likely to do it. Can you imagine how nasty that 

conversation got as each disciple questioned the others’ integrity, as each disciple questioned the others’ 

faithfulness, the others’ motives and loyalty and allegiance?
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 Then it happens again in the reading we heard from Mark Chapter 9. Jesus and the disciples are 

making their way to Jerusalem. And when they stop in Capernaum Jesus asked the twelve what they were 

talking about as they were walking along the road. But embarrassed they refused to answer because they had 

been arguing with one another about who was the greatest. That was their conversation as the disciples 

followed Jesus on the road into Capernaum, each of them making the case that he was the greatest disciple. 

Jesus had been teaching them about death and they respond by talking about greatness. Jesus had been 

teaching how He was willing to suffer and they respond wanting glory. Jesus had been teaching them that 

His time in this world had a downward direction into deeper and deeper humility, from the throne of heaven 

unil He hung on a tree, and the disciples respond by debating which of them would rise above the others and 

above the world to rule over both. And even though Mark doesn’t tell us the exact words spoken by the 

disciples, what kind of evidence they used to demonstrate their own greatness, we can maybe imagine the 

kind of criteria that would be used if this argument took place in a church today. It’s probably not an 

argument about who’s the greatest at fantasy football because for that the championships just speak for 

themselves, for something like that the record, the undefeated record, ends the discussion before it even 

begins. It’s probably not an argument about who makes the greatest chili because that’s probably just the 

pastor, I mean the person, who has the trophy in his kitchen. When arguments about greatness take place in 

the church they usually start off sounding pretty holy until the discussion about God’s Word becomes a 

competition of who has the greatest biblical and theological knowledge or the discussion about worship 

becomes an opportunity to remind others of who has the greatest attendance record or who is the greatest 

financial supporter or who is the greatest usher who can keep Communion running the smoothest or the 

discussion about the challenges and difficulty of following Jesus while living in a world full of so many 

trials and temptations becomes a contest to name the greatest prayer warrior or a contest to establish who 

has the greatest moral record, the greatest self-control, the greatest love for Jesus. 

 But honestly, I think for most people today this argument about greatness is much more subtle. 

Realistically, this argument about greatness most often is silent; it’s not a dialogue being spoken as disciples 

walk down the road together, it’s a monologue we keep to ourselves. An argument at the subconscious level 

where the world has told us and taught us and trained us to think of ourselves first, an argument at the 

subconscious level where our sinful nature has convinced each of us that I am the greatest of all and all the 

others are servants of me. That’s what sin does, it turns us inward away from God and away from others, it 

elevates us above God and above others, it puts us before God and before others. And we can’t just turn that 

off when it comes to church. So we look at the people God has placed around us in the church and we want 

them, even expect them, to make Sunday morning worship as easy and enjoyable and peaceful as it can be 

for me. We look at the people God has placed around us in the church and we want them, even expect them, 

to provide the programs and events that most benefit me. We look at the people God has placed around us in 

the church and we want them, even expect them, to serve me, encourage me, instruct me, welcome me, do 

good to me, be kind to me, carry me. But the biblical pattern for the life of the church is not what someone 

else can do or will do for me, the biblical pattern for the life of the church is what all of us do for one 

another, these horizontal relationships that reflect and replicate what God has done for us in Jesus Christ. 

And Jesus Himself tells us the nature of His work. That’s what sparked this whole debate among the 

disciples in the first place. This whole argument about who was the greatest started by Jesus telling His 

disciples what He was going to do, what He was going to go through for them and for the entire world. For 

the second time Jesus told His disciples that He would be handed over to the ruling authorities and they 

would kill Him. For the second time, Jesus told His disciples that He would be rejected, rejected by the 

world He came to save, rejected by the religious leaders, rejected by His disciples, rejected by His heavenly 

Father when the sins of the world were counted as His, He would be rejected and He would suffer, He 

would be beaten, whipped, crowned with a crown of thorns, nailed to a tree, insulted and mocked, crucified 

and killed. For the second time, Jesus told His disciples that He would die and after three days rise again. 

Jesus, the first, preeminent over all Creation said He would become the last of all and He did. Jesus, the 

greatest, superior in every way over everyone and everything else, said He would become a servant of all 

and He did. He humbled Himself and laid down His own life, stretching out His arms the length of the Cross 

to embrace every sinner and clothe you with His righteousness, His holiness, His glory; to embrace those 

who because of sin do not belong in the presence of God in order to welcome you as full brothers and 

sisters, as forgiven sons and daughters; to embrace those who are the least, those who are spiritually empty 

and poor and broken in order to declare and display that you are treasured by the God of the Universe and 

deliver to you all of the riches of God’s Kingdom. Jesus became the last of all, the servant of all, for you. He 

was handed over to be killed and on the third day rise again for you. 

And when questions of greatness threaten to tear apart the church, when arguments about who is the 

greatest divide the church, pushing people apart, pitting people against each other, when this subtle, silent, 

subconscious monologue in our heads causes us to look at those God has placed around us in the church and 

see through the lens of our perceived greatness, Jesus embraces the one everyone would consider the 

weakest, Jesus embraces the one everyone considers the lowest, most insignificant, Jesus embraces the one 

everyone considers the least, the least valuable, the least productive, the least desirable, the least useful, the 

least worthy, the least wanted, the least welcomed, Jesus embraces that one and brings him into the center of 

your world, Jesus embraces that one and brings her into the center of our church and holding him in His 

arms, holding her in His arms Jesus says I died and I rose for this one. I humbled myself and made myself 

last for this one. I laid down my life and became a servant for this one. So Jesus says to follow Him, to be 

His disciple, is to embrace with love the one who is the least, to follow Jesus and be His disciple is to 

receive the one who is the least, to follow Jesus and be His disciple is to reach out to the one who is the 

least, to follow Jesus and be His disciple is to horizontally reflect and replicate among the people God has 

placed around you in your church what God has done for you in Jesus, that is to seek the one who is the 

least in order to serve the one who is the least. And that discipleship truth, that radically upside-down 

essence of discipleship is absolutely key in understanding the goal and the hope for our small group outposts 

at Crosspointe. The underlying question for those groups is not how can they benefit me, but rather how do 

they put me in a position to benefit and bless others? The driving question is not what can I gain from the 

people in a group, but rather what can I give to the people in the group? 

So just watch what Jesus does in Mark Chapter 9. He takes a child in His arms, He embraces the 

child, and brings her into the middle of His disciples. And even though they had been disagreeing about who 

was the greatest, the one thing His disciples could agree on, the one thing everyone could agree on, was that 

this child was not it. In the first century culture of the Roman Empire children were not considered the 

greatest, they were considered the least. So if this morning you see Grace Lyn Penberthy differently, if you 



Page 8  page 9 

see her as precious, as pure, as prized, as treasured, as honored, as beautiful, as small and yet so special and 

significant, as easy to miss and yet hard not to love, as one this community of Jesus followers gladly serves 

and supports today and in the days to come, as one this church should strive to provide for and protect, as 

one who is welcome and wanted in this place, as all of the things Jesus has made her to be, that’s good 

because it’s all true about her but it’s also all true about each and every person God has gathered into this 

church. So like William Mills when he first arrived in what is now Oakes, North Dakota, pray that God 

would not leave you alone in the frontier of your faith, pray that God would bring more Christians, more 

Crosspointe brothers and sisters who have been embraced by Jesus, into the middle of your life, into the 

middle of your world, and then as a disciple, as a follower of Jesus receive them and serve them and 

embrace them as what they are, what Jesus has made them to be, embrace them as what you are, as Jesus 

has made you to be – a gift from God and an answer to prayer; amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Theme: Sharing a meal (and ourselves and stories) with one another 

Text: Exodus 13:3-10 

 

 

Over the last couple weeks, God’s Word has been laying a foundation for this series of messages 

entitled Outpost and for how we pattern our life together as a church outside of our Sunday morning 

worship services here at Crosspointe. One of the clearest biblical descriptions for the life of the church is 

found in all of these New Testament one another statements. There are more than fifty of them. The church 

is to serve one another. The church is to encourage one another and build one another up. The church is to 

teach one another and when necessary admonish one another. The church is to welcome one another and 

show hospitality to one another – without grumbling. The church is to confess our sins to one another and 

forgive one another and bear with one another in patience and love. The church is to agree with one another 

and meet with one another and stir one another up in faith and good works. And so far in this Outpost series 

God’s Word has probably or hopefully begun to turn how you think about church and the purpose of church 

and the people at church and how you fit into the church upside-down because the world would have you 

think that the church exists for you, that the church should cater to you and provide programs and services 

and events for you. But Psalm 122 expresses a joy and gladness in being a part of a church for your brothers 

and sisters in Christ, a joy and gladness in being a part of the church for the sake of your companions in 

faith. That’s the Bible’s view on how you and I fit into the church; not for ourselves, but for others. Jesus 

established the same attitude, the same culture among His disciples, the one who is first in His kingdom is 

the last, the one who is great in His kingdom is the servant of all so we can look at the one in our church 

who the world would tell us is the least valuable, the least welcome, the least wanted and see that person, 

embrace that person as precious and prized and pure and honored and special and significant and worthy of 

everything we have because in Jesus that’s exactly what he or she is, you can take the person who is the 

easiest to miss, the easiest to ignore and know that God has brought you into this church for the sake of that 

person, the benefit and blessing of that person. 

 An outpost. In military terms it’s a camp or position that has been established and set-up away from 

the main force. A collection of soldiers placed out on the frontiers, out in the remote areas of the empire 

removed from the center of activity, to defend against surprise attacks and defy enemy encroachment. That 

is a good image of what our small groups at Crosspointe are meant to be and what they’re meant to do. The 

concept of a small group is to connect a group of Jesus followers, a group of Christians, outside of our main 

Sunday morning gathering so that the truth of God’s Word can reach out into the more remote areas of your 

life, so that the grace of God and the love of Christ and the fruit of the Holy Spirit can be experienced along 

the frontier lines where your faith and the everyday world, the everyday routines, the everyday roles and 

responsibilities, the everyday struggles and challenges, joys and opportunities share a boundary. So over the 

next month, I want to share with you the three things we want to happen at the outpost of a Crosspointe 

small group. We eat together, we open the Bible together, and we pray together. The basic vision for these 

outposts, these small groups, is pretty simple. They bring us together to share a meal with one another, to 

help one another grow in our knowledge of God’s Word and work to apply that knowledge into our lives, 

and to pray with and for one another.
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 Let’s be good Lutherans this morning and start with the food. I realize some of you Type A types, 

some of you always on the run types, may not see the benefit of taking the time to sit down and share a 

meal. If this is something for church you want to get down to business and open the Bible, you don’t need to 

mess around with bread and bacon, you don’t want to wait for the barbeque to get done or the burgers to 

come off of the grill. But something happens when people gather around a table. It changes the dynamics, it 

creates more of a family atmosphere that you may not feel on a Sunday morning. Picture people gathered 

around a table rather than all facing the same direction in rows. Listen to conversations that lead to other 

conversations, the dialogue, the laughter, the banter, the back and forth and round and round, the questions 

that get answered and the answers that bring even more questions. That’s a much different dynamic than 

Sunday morning when the rhythm of the worship service is a vertical conversation, a vertical dialogue 

between you and God so that God speaks to you and you speak back to God. Food tends to loosen things up, 

lighten the mood, lessen the tension and the awkwardness, the reservations and hesitations, lower the 

barriers and the walls we use to keep others out and ourselves hidden and safe. Shared meals can build trust, 

they help us let down our guard as people become more familiar, better known, less strange and threatening. 

During meals lives are opened up and intertwined as we enter into one another’s stories. Isn’t that one of the 

best parts about sitting down around a table to eat with other people? Whether it’s the lunch table at school 

or in the break room at work or grandma’s table at the holidays or your own table at the end of the day, 

meals are when we most often get to tell our story to other people and listen to the stories of other people, 

meals are when we most often get to enter into the stories of others and bring others into our stories so that a 

shared story, a shared story line, is built and created and developed. 

 Now I want to be perfectly clear about this: the fellowship of the church is not a man-made effort, it 

is a God-given gift. God calls and gathers His church, God joins us together. The bonds of unity that hold 

the church together whether we’re talking the church around the world and throughout history or whether 

we’re talking just Crosspointe Lutheran Church in Fargo, North Dakota the bonds that hold the church 

together are not built or broken at a dinner table. They flow from the Cross of Calvary where Jesus died for 

you and for me, where Jesus secured forgiveness for you and for me, where Jesus forever changed how God 

sees you and how God sees me so that in the eyes of our Creator we are no longer sinners, we are saints. 

The power to build or break the fellowship of the church is not in our hands, our unity is the work of God, 

the result and the reality of what God has done for us in Jesus Christ. But sharing meals with one another is 

a great way for us to experience that reality and live in that fellowship. Let me give you an example: 

 Knock, knock. Who’s there? House. House who? I live in a house. Knock, knock. Who’s there? 

Glasses. Glasses who? Glasses who can talk. Knock, knock. Who’s there? Glasses. Glasses who? 

Blueberries. I tried those jokes out with these three girls during confirmation last Wednesday and they were 

even less amused than most of you. One of them called the jokes anti-jokes like they actually do the 

opposite of what a joke is supposed to do. These three did not laugh, crack a smile, or ask for an encore on 

Wednesday and once again this morning the knock-knock jokes fell flat. But let’s change the setting from 

Sunday morning worship or Wednesday night confirmation to this picture: the preschoolers at St Paul’s 

Lutheran Church in Sedalia, Missouri. This past week, their pastor, Pastor Jeremy Freeman, was sitting with 

them at the lunch table when one of the preschool staff members walked by and told the kids how much 

their pastor likes knock-knock jokes, that comment kick started a comedy session that lasted the rest of 

lunch. With all of the kids wanting to tell their jokes, with one kid building off of another kid’s joke, with all 

of the kids giggling sometimes hysterically and Pastor Freeman chuckling off and on the rest of the 

afternoon. That time together at the table deepened the relationship among the kids and with their pastor and 

it will be something they probably go back to again and again. And if you think something like that doesn’t 

matter in the life of the church, if you think that’s just preschoolers telling bad jokes and the moment, the 

memory, will not last or have any bearing on the future then let me give you one more example from the 

remote outpost of North Dakota in the 1880s. Albert Pfotenhauer and TJ Hinck had been travelling all day 

along the James River in the central part of the state without food or drink. So when they came to a 

homestead they asked if they could buy something to eat. The lady of the house kindly fixed them a good 

meal at once. They ate everything she set before them and still wanted more. So she brought them more and 

more food and coaxed them to keep eating. As they ate TJ probably told Albert the story of the man who 

one day showed up at is home with the mail man. He was carrying two large suit-cases and though he’d 

never met either of them, the man wanted to marry one of TJ’s daughters. He said it didn’t matter which 

one, but he was prepared to stay until he got what he wanted. Sitting there at the table of this homestead 

along the James River TJ assured Albert that the only thing this strange man left with was his two suitcases. 

When the two men had finally eaten enough, the woman told them to eat, eat, eat some more, because it was 

going to the hogs anyway. Meals are when we get to tell stories and listen to stories, when we enter into the 

stories of others and bring them into our own stories so that a shared story is created and even passed down 

over 130 years. 

 That’s exactly what we see in the Bible, but over thousands of years not a mere 130. In our reading 

from Exodus 13, God institutes a week worth of meals for the Old Testament people of Israel. It began with 

the Passover meal when each household was to roast a lamb. It was to be eaten that night, the 14
th

 day in the 

month of Nisan on the Hebrew calendar, and it was to be eaten in the home without breaking any of the 

bones. Then for seven days the people of Israel were to eat only unleavened bread. They were to remove all 

of the leaven, all of the yeast, from their homes, and only eat this flatbread that was referred to as the bread 

of affliction. God commanded the Israelites to eat these meals every year during the month of Nisan, both 

the Passover meal and this week long Feast of Unleavened Bread, and God intended these meals to be a 

time when stories were told. In particular the story of the Exodus. In verse 8, the instructions from God 

through Moses to the people explained that when their children asked about why they were eating these 

special meals parents were supposed to pass down the story to the next generation, during these meals 

parents were supposed to tell their children what God had done for them. So throughout the Passover meal, 

the family recited multiple prayers thanking and praising God for what He had done. And throughout the 

meal, the story was told in chunks about how a new Pharaoh began to oppress the people of Israel under 

these horrible conditions and brutal slave labor, how God spoke to Moses in the burning bush and sent 

Moses to demand Pharaoh let His people go, how God rescued them from the Egyptians with a strong arm 

and a mighty hand, how God led them through the wilderness. Throughout the meal, children were chosen 

to ask specific questions and every year the answers provided by the adults were the same because the story 

stayed the same. Everything in the meal had a meaning, everything in the meal was part of the story, the 

bread without leaven, the bitter herbs, the cups of wine, the lamb, the mixture of nuts and fruit and spices, 

the vegetables. During the meal, the people gathered around the table were brought into the story, the bigger 
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story of what God had been doing throughout history, the bigger story of God’s faithfulness, the bigger 

story of God’s promises, the bigger story of God’s power and provision, the people around the table were 

brought into the story of God’s redemption and salvation and God entered into their story. Providing for 

them. Fulfilling His promises for them. Being faithful, always being faithful, to them. Across generations 

for thousands of years, these meals united a community of people with one another in a shared story that had 

God as its hero. 

 But the importance of meals in the Bible is not limited to the Old Testament. Most of Jesus’ outreach 

and ministry on earth took place over shared meals. Jesus shared meals with tax collectors and prostitutes 

and sinners like the day he called Matthew to follow Him and the very next scene in the Gospel accounts is 

Jesus and all of these religious outcasts gathered together around a table. And these meals were a time for 

transformation, these meals were a time in which conversion to faith in Jesus could and did take place. 

These meals were moments when Jesus called tax collectors and prostitutes and sinners to leave their old 

way of life, to leave their sinful way of life, and from now on follow Him. These meals were full of grace 

and they included the invitation for those at the table to receive forgiveness and acceptance and fellowship 

with Jesus and therefore with God and therefore with those who also follow Jesus and believe in God. Jesus 

ate with outcasts and He also ate with the Pharisees and other religious leaders and it was like every meal 

was an opportunity for Jesus to reveal something about Himself, every meal was an opportunity for Jesus to 

teach about the Kingdom of God and what life was like under the rule of God. Jesus obviously ate with His 

disciples and the fact that Judas had reclined at the table with Jesus, the fact that Judas had been brought 

into such a close friendship and fellowship with Jesus, made his betrayal all the more bitter. But on the night 

when Jesus was betrayed. On the night when Jesus was arrested and condemned to die on the Cross. He 

shared a meal with the Twelve disciples: it was the Passover meal that every year was eaten as an 

opportunity to tell the story of all that God had done throughout history. But that night Jesus changed the 

meal by telling a different story, that night Jesus changed the meal and brought those who follow Him, those 

who believe in Him, those who rest and rejoice in Him, into His story, His eternal story, His triumphant 

story. That night during the meal, Jesus took bread, the unleavened bread, and He said take and eat this is 

my body which is given for you. Then later He took the cup filled with wine and He said take and drink this 

is my blood which establishes a new covenant, this is my blood which seals a new covenant, as it is poured 

out for you for the forgiveness of your sins. This morning Jesus gathers us around a table, this altar, and He 

serves us a meal that brings each of us into His story so that the power and forgiveness of the Cross is given 

to you here today, so the hope and the joy of the empty tomb is given to you here today, so the righteousness 

of His perfect, sinless life is given to you here today. This meal is celebrated and eaten bringing you into a 

story of life and salvation and redemption that has Jesus at the center and Jesus as the hero and that builds 

and creates and develops a shared story for us. Jesus brings us into His story and that becomes our shared 

story, a story we share with one another. A shared story as we stand together at the altar, a shared story 

when we come together for worship, a shared story whenever we gather together in a small group, a shared 

story when we sit down together to eat a meal, whether it is potluck style or family style, a shared story for 

as long as we live together until Jesus comes back to open the next chapter. May He come quickly, amen. 

 

 

Theme: Live in harmony with one another… together with one voice 

Text: Romans 15:1-7 

 

 

To begin this morning, if you would simply take a look at what I have in my hand and tell me what 

you see; I’m holding a couple cans of __________. Now since we live in North Dakota those of you who 

responded with pop pretty much drowned out those who said soda. But in different parts of the country that 

would be reversed. People in the southwest and in the northeast overwhelmingly call this soda. Across the 

Rust Belt, into the Midwest, and stretching up to the Pacific Northwest this is called pop with little pockets 

of resistance in St Louis and eastern Wisconsin and northern Nebraska and for some reason in two counties 

smack dab in the middle of North Dakota around small towns like McClusky, Manfred and Harvey where 

the locals must not be very local because they ask for soda. But we also have to be careful because in the 

south, especially from Florida to Texas both of these are called coke. So in places like Dallas or Atlanta or 

Nashville when you ask for a diet coke you have to clarify if you want a Diet Coke or a Diet Pepsi, a Diet 

Mountain Dew or a Diet Dr Pepper because in the south all of those brands fall into the more general 

category of coke. So there are definitely regional labels, but wherever we go we could find two people who 

both look at these cans and call them different things. And the same thing might happen with these. Some 

people look at this and they say po-tay-toe, but other people look at this and they say po-ta-toe. And some 

people look at this and they say to-may-toe, but other people look at this and they say to-ma-toe. Now I have 

to admit I have never, never heard anyone ask for cherry to-ma-toes on their salad. I have never heard 

anyone ask for gravy on their mashed po-ta-toes. In fact, I found a website that let me listen to how people 

pronounced this word around the world and listening to people on every continent and dozens of countries 

no one, and I mean no one, said po-ta-toe. But even if they did, would it really, ultimately matter? 

 Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers might say it does. The song is maybe familiar, you say potato, I say 

potato, you say tomato, I say tomato was sung by them in the 1937 movie, Shall We Dance. And throughout 

the song each of these little nuances in how the two talked differently about the same thing was 

representative of a much bigger problem in their relationship. So Fred said either (i) and Ginger insisted it 

was either (e), Fred said neither (i) and Ginger corrected him the word is neither (e) and that argument was 

evidence of how flat their marriage and romance had grown. Potato/potato, tomato/tomato, Havana/Havana, 

banana/banana each disagreement made it plain to see that the two of them would never be one, that 

something had to be done, that maybe they should just call the whole thing off, that it would just be easier to 

part. And I had to listen to the song a couple times to pick this up, but both Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers 

suggest the same solution. Knowing they need one another, they both expressed a willingness to learn to use 

the same words. So even though Fred liked pa-jaw-mas, he was willing to give them up and put on pa-jam-

as if that would get them talking the same way about the same things. If they could look at this and together 

with one voice say banana. If they could look at this and together with one voice say potato. If they could 

look at this and together with one voice say tomato. 

 That is the blessing the Apostle Paul spoke to the first century church in the city of Rome. May the 

God of endurance and encouragement grant you all to live in such harmony with one another, in accord with 

Christ Jesus, that together you who are Christians, you who are followers of Jesus, may with one voice – the 
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Greek is literally with one mouth - glorify God. The result of the work of God among and within the church 

is that together with one voice we glorify Him. The community that is called and gathered and shaped by the 

Cross of Jesus, by the resurrection of Jesus, by the righteousness and life, the forgiveness and salvation that 

is ours in Jesus and through Jesus, the community of the church is joined in such a bond of unity, in such a 

close fellowship, in such a degree of harmony, that together with one voice we glorify the God and Father of 

our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. That’s the rhythm the Bible establishes for the life of the church. We are 

filled with the Holy Spirit so we address one another in psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs, singing and 

making melody to the Lord with our heart. The Word of Christ dwells in us richly, so we teach and 

admonish one another in all wisdom, singing psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs with thankfulness in our 

hearts to God. Together we the church have one voice so we talk the same way about the same things, one 

voice so we talk to one another using the same words.  

 And we can work backward in our reading from Romans Chapter 15 to see how this comes together 

within the church. If we start at the end, in verse 6 the church together with one voice is glorifying God. 

And again the Greek word is actually one mouth, this shared way of talking and speaking, this shared 

vocabulary, a shared understanding and usage of words. The one mouth is possible because the church is 

living in harmony with one another in accord with Christ Jesus. And the sense of that harmony, the seat of 

that harmony is the mind. The mind that has been set on the things of God rather than on the things of man. 

The mind that has been set on things above, not on the things on earth. The mind that is on the Spirit, rather 

than the flesh so it seeks life and peace. The mind that has been renewed by the Spirit so it can discern the 

will of God, what is good and acceptable and perfect. The mind that has had the law, the instruction of God, 

written onto it and etched into it. The mind that is the same mind as Jesus who made Himself a servant to all 

and humbled Himself to the point of death, even death on the Cross. Paul connects one mouth that speaks 

the same words to one mind that is shaped by the same words. And the God of endurance and 

encouragement who grants that harmony,who gives that harmony who accomplishes that harmony among us 

does it through the endurance and encouragement that comes from the Scriptures. As God’s Word recorded 

and revealed in Holy Scripture transforms our minds we are no longer conformed to the ways of the world 

but instead we trust in God and we take up our Cross to follow Jesus. God’s Word recorded and revealed in 

the Bible gives us the same mind, the same way of thinking about God and ourselves and one another and 

the world around us, the same way of thinking about life and death, the past, present, and future, the same 

way of thinking about good and evil, sin and salvation. And that Word of God recorded and revealed in the 

Bible then becomes our common vocabulary, our shared way of talking and speaking, our shared 

understanding and usage of words that is expressed as together with one voice we glorify God. 

 This morning, the Lutheran church around the world is celebrating Reformation Day which 

remembers and recognizes the theological contributions of a German priest named Martin Luther. In the 

early 1500s Luther began to publicly point out abuses that over time had almost entirely corrupted the 

ministry of the church and effectively covered over the Gospel of Jesus. A big-picture summary of Luther’s 

work during the Reformation might be that he sought to bring the church and its teaching back to the Word 

of God recorded and revealed in the Bible. But a specific aspect of Luther’s work during the Reformation 

was to bring the Word of God recorded and revealed in the Bible back to the church and its people. In 1522 

Luther translated the New Testament into a language the German people could understand. Previously, the 

Bible had been accessible for the wealthy elite and highly educated few but Luther put it into words that 

would touch the hearts of the mother in the home, the child in the street, the man in the market. Luther 

ensured God’s Word recorded and revealed in the Bible was available for everyone to hear and for anyone 

who could read to read. In three years, 80,000 copies were sold. Ten years later a complete Bible translation 

was finished including the Old Testament and the New Testament, from Genesis to Revelation, with notes 

and introductions for when the reader or hearer needed help. But for Luther, the point wasn’t just for people 

to hear God’s Word in German, the point was for people to hear the Gospel in God’s Word. The Gospel is 

the heart of the Reformation so the main goal of Martin Luther was that people would know the forgiveness 

of sins that is theirs in Jesus Christ, the peace with God that is theirs in Jesus, the freedom that is theirs in 

Jesus, the victory that is theirs in Jesus, the hope that is theirs in Jesus, the joy and the life that is theirs in 

Jesus. For Luther Jesus is the theme of the Bible and the central character in the Bible. For Luther the Bible 

was written for the sake of revealing Jesus and the entire Bible points to Jesus and unless we find Jesus and 

His promises fulfilled for us in these words, unless we find Jesus and His work completed for us in these 

words, we read the Bible and we hear the Bible in vain. 

 Those enduring legacies of the Reformation are experienced when we gather as a church on a 

Sunday morning. Here in this place together with one voice we glorify God. We use the same words, we 

talk the same way about the same things and it’s God’s own Word to us and for us that is shared among us. 

In the invocation and our opening sentences, in our confession of sin and the absolution, in the songs we 

sing and the prayers we pray, the Apostles’ Creed and the Lord’s Prayer, God’s Word to us and for us elicits 

our collective response and gives us one mind and one mouth, a common vocabulary, a shared 

understanding and usage of words. And all of it points you to Jesus and who He is, all of it points you to 

Jesus and what He has done, all of it points you to Jesus and His love for you, your life in Him, the limitless 

blessing He gives, the level of praise He deserves, the length of eternal days He guarantees. But the same 

legacy of the Reformation is also what we hope to accomplish at the outposts of Crosspointe’s ministry, the 

smaller groups that come together outside of the main Sunday morning gathering. Last week I began to lay 

out the vision for our small groups with three things we want to happen in that type of outpost setting: we 

eat together, we open the Bible together, and we pray together. That’s pretty straight-forward and simple: 

Crosspointe small groups are meant to bring followers of Jesus together to share a meal with one another, to 

help one another grow in the knowledge of God’s Word and work with one another to apply that knowledge 

into our lives, to pray with one another and for one another. The purpose of our outposts is to extend the 

power of and the presence of the Kingdom out into the more remote areas of our lives, the parts that are 

further removed from the main force of a Sunday morning. And the best way to defend against surprise 

attacks out there on the frontiers of our faith, the best way to defy encroachment by the enemy out there on 

the frontiers of our faith, is to open the Bible.  

 When we open the Bible together we learn the narrative of Scripture, the story of what God has been 

doing throughout history. We get more comfortable with faith issues and in spiritual conversation so it 

becomes easier, more natural for us to talk about what God has done, what God is doing, and what God yet 

will do when Jesus returns.  When we open the Bible together we get a bigger picture of Jesus, a better 

picture of Jesus, a clearer picture of Jesus, a crisper picture of Jesus and the bigger, the better, the clearer, 

the crisper that picture of Jesus the bigger, the better, the clearer, the crisper the picture of ourselves and one 
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another, of God and the world around us and the world yet to come. When we open the Bible together God 

renews us in His image, God remakes us according to His will, God raises us up to live in His grace and His 

glory because every word that goes out from God’s mouth accomplishes His purpose, it succeeds in the 

thing for which God sent it equipping us with faith and for every good work. But if we follow through the 

progression of our reading from Romans Chapter 15 when we open the Bible together the God of endurance 

and encouragement gives us one mind and one mouth. When we open the Bible together we begin to use the 

same words (God’s words), when we open the Bible together we talk in the same way about the same things 

(God’s way). And we need that from each other, we need each other as bearers of the Gospel, we need one 

another to bring the good news, to break through our pride, our fears and doubts, our thin skin and our thick 

skulls with the message of salvation. We need one another to speak the words we have heard from God, the 

words God has put not only in our ears, not only in our minds and in our hearts, but also in our mouths. You 

are forgiven. You are not condemned by your sin, you are not conquered by your sin. You are not alone. 

You are not the only one who has endured that hurt, that heartache, that hardship, that trial, that temptation, 

that trouble. You are not defined by the standards of the world, you are not defined by the lies of the devil, 

you are not defined by your past, what’s true about you is what God says about you. You are His. You are 

His treasured possession. You are His son, His daughter. You are His workmanship, His masterpiece. 

Nothing can separate you from His love, not even death. And He will raise you up. You will see your loved 

one again. We need each other to hear those words, to hear God’s words, and when we open the Bible 

together we can look at whatever surrounds us and together with one voice we speak hope to one another, 

strength to one another, comfort to one another, grace to one another, together with one voice we speak 

Jesus to one another. 

 In 1971 a marketing executive for one of the world largest ad agencies had his flight to London 

diverted to Ireland because of fog. The passengers were stuck in the airport overnight and many of them 

were not shy about expressing their displeasure to the airline employees as well as to one another. But the 

next morning, Billy Backer, watched as those who were the most furious, the most irate the night before, 

now laughed with one another and shared stories with one another in the café… while drinking one of these. 

That moment sparked the idea for one of the most successful ad campaigns of all time: a collection of 

diverse people singing how they would like to teach the world to sing in perfect harmony, and to accomplish 

that they’d like to buy the world a coke and keep it company. The work of God in the church is that we 

would not just sing together, but live together in perfect harmony. But that song is composed, that melody 

rises among us not when we open one of these to hear this, but when we open this, the Bible, to hear the 

living, active word of God and hearing His word for us we repeat it to one another so that together with one 

voice we glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. To Him alone be all glory, honor, and praise; 

now and forever, amen.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Theme: Encourage one another 

Text: 1 Thessalonians 4:13-17 

 

 

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God our heavenly Father, from our Lord and Savior Jesus 

Christ, and from the Holy Spirit who is our Comfort and our Strength; amen. Can you imagine what life 

would have been like here in North Dakota 125 years ago? In the late 1800s it was sheer wilderness and 

times were hard. Everyone had problems and everyone met hardship and serious trials. There were prairie 

fires and grasshopper invasions that blocked out the sun for hours at a time and destroyed every green stem 

and blade of grass. The early settlers lived in shanties or sod houses where the danger of rattlesnakes was 

always present and where sometimes the chickens and pigs had the run of the house. There were years of 

dreadful drought that left the land covered in dust and at times left its people with hardly enough to eat. 

There were no roads, no bridges, no fences, no telephone poles so people didn’t just run the risk of going 

into a ditch during a snowstorm, they ran the risk of getting lost in the middle of nowhere with no one 

around to find them and help. An eleven mile trip, by horse and maybe with a buggy or a wagon, could take 

13 hours in bad weather and the nearest market for many of them was 50-60 miles away. If the road flooded 

you just rolled up your pants and got wet walking where you had to go. 

 The experience of life is obviously radically different now from what it was 125 years ago on the 

frontier of North Dakota. The remote outposts where people put down their roots in the hope that despite the 

struggle they could raise a house, grow a family, and build a future. And the extreme nature of those 

differences looking back in time makes me wonder how different the experience of life will be 125 years 

from now. But as different as the experience of life was way back then, as different as the experience of life 

might be that far in the future, one of the things that has always stayed the same and will always stay the 

same is the experience of death. As I’ve been reading about the history of our church body, the Lutheran 

Church-Missouri Synod, in our state of North Dakota, no matter how many times I go over each page I have 

yet to see the word cancer or dementia or heart disease, but I’ve read accounts of flu epidemics that emptied 

homes of whole families, I’ve read accounts of the 1887 blizzard when 128 people froze to death, with 

whole schools, teacher and students, perishing together. At Crosspointe, we have yet to do a funeral in over 

seven years of ministry, but these pastors, these churches were doing dozens of funerals in less than two 

weeks. The shared, common experience of death reaches well beyond the 1880s all the way back to Adam 

and Eve in the Garden of Eden and the distortion of God’s Word, the disobedience to God and His will and 

His commands, the fall into sin that has corrupted everything inside everyone who has lived since, the curse 

of death that has cast itself over everyone who has lived since. But in this broken, fallen, sin-filled world it’s 

not just the fact of death that has and will remain the same, it’s also the questions that get asked often 

without any answers when death is faced, it’s also the fear and the discomfort that death brings, it’s also our 

tendency to avoid thinking about death, our reluctance to talk about death, it’s also the truth that we usually 

don’t know what to say about death or after a death. And when we don’t know what to say about anything 

but maybe especially when we don’t know what to say about death, we probably say nothing. We leave the 

person who is grieving isolated by and abandoned in the great silence that has entered his or her life. Or if 
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we don’t know what to say but we also can’t handle the silence, we end up nervously, unknowingly saying 

something really silly. 

 And I know none of you have ever said these things in the wake of death, but maybe you’ve heard 

them spoken with good intention and well meaning in the hallway of a church before a funeral or in the 

fellowship hall over lunch after the committal and internment. Something like: I guess God must have 

needed him more than you do. Don’t say that and don’t believe it if someone else says it. Yes, the Bible tells 

us that God has measured out our days, God has determined our days and months and years and our time is 

in His hand. But people don’t die because God needs them, like, what does God need with a now dead 

person, it’s not the dead who praise the Lord it’s the living and the living praise God by serving others, by 

meeting the needs of others, by being there for others, don’t tell the daughter that God needed her mom or 

dad more than she did because God gave those parents to meet her daily needs; don’t tell the husband that 

God needed his wife more than he did because God gave that spouse as a gift, a helper, a source of joy and 

comfort and blessing. And don’t roll out the she’s home now because she’s not. The Bible says those who 

die in faith are with the Lord and at rest and in Paradise but as long as our bodies are in the ground, dead, 

lifeless separated from our souls, it’s completely unbiblical to think of that or talk of that as our home as 

being where we belong. God made man and woman to live and move and have our being within His 

creation so God’s creation is our home, and our home has been demolished by the wrecking ball of sin but 

we have the promise it will be rebuilt in floor to ceiling, wall to wall peace, renovated in unfailing and 

unfading glory, our home has deteriorated because of sin but it will be raised up and restored by Jesus. And 

when Jesus returns to raise up and restore that will be the moment of victorious celebration, but that, that 

moment, the return of Jesus, is the moment of victorious celebration, not the funeral. Death may bring relief 

from long, agonizing suffering, death does bring freedom from temptation, but death is always our enemy, 

death is always a sign that sin still remains, and though death can never separate us from God and His love it 

always separates you from those you love. Until the victory of Jesus unfolds into its full celebration when 

He returns. And I can’t miss this one: heaven just got one more angel. I know it sounds comforting, I know 

it has this wonderfully sweet imagery, this beautiful ring but don’t do it. Don’t say it. Because people are 

people and angels are angels and just as angels don’t become humans, humans don’t become angels. Instead 

we’re made to be saints. And we’re made saints not when death takes our last breath, but when baptism 

takes us through death into life. 

 This is what the Apostle Paul wrote to the first-century Christians in Thessalonica when, like today, 

so many false notions about death and what happens after death were swirling around. Brothers and sisters, 

we do not want you to be uninformed, ignorant, the Greek word is agnostos, one who is unaware or unable 

to know and believe because there’s not enough information. Brothers and sisters, we do not want you to be 

uninformed or ignorant about those who have fallen asleep so that you would not grieve as others who have 

no hope. Now notice where the period in that sentence is not; the period is not after grieve. Paul doesn’t say 

that followers of Jesus will not or should not grieve when Christian family members or Christian friends die. 

Rather Paul wants to help Christians grieve as those who have hope. Grieving as those who do have hope. 

So does that mean no body-shaking, uncontrollable sobbing that leaves a person drained and absolutely 

exhausted? Does that mean a Christian’s appetite or sleep pattern or ability to focus during the day shouldn’t 

be impacted by the death of a loved one? Does that mean a Christian shouldn’t feel the hurt and the loss, 

maybe even a little anger or regret at Thanksgiving or at Christmas or on what would’ve been a fiftieth 

anniversary or on what would’ve been a parents 80
th

 birthday, on what would ‘ve been a child’s sweet 

sixteen? Paul doesn’t say anything about how we grieve. Everything Paul wants us to know about fellow 

believers who have died, those who have fallen asleep, has to do with the hope we have in Jesus. Jesus died 

on the Cross taking our sin and making it His own, clothing those who believe in Him with His innocence 

and righteousness, crediting those who believe in Him with His perfect obedience, His sinless life so that 

when God looks at you He does not see a sinner, when God looks at your Christian friends and family 

members from the moment they are joined to Jesus by their faith in Him, God no longer sees a sinner, God 

sees a saint. Because Jesus died and because Jesus rose. He conquered the grave. He broke its seal and broke 

its hold and broke its power to have the final say. So when you are faced with death – either your own or 

someone you know and love - you can sing the words we opened the worship service with this morning: 

Jesus rose who once was dead. Jesus rose triumphant from the grave, Jesus rose eternally to save. Jesus rose 

to calm our troubled heart. Jesus rose all blessings to impart. Jesus rose and grants us daily breath. Jesus 

rose and we will conquer death. Jesus rose our mansion to prepare. Jesus rose to safely take us there. Three 

truths that give us hope when we face death: Jesus died, Jesus rose, and Jesus will return bringing with Him 

those who have fallen asleep, reuniting all believers who have died and all believers who are alive while 

rebuilding, renovating, restoring all of Creation. 

 As I was reading about those remote outposts on the frontiers of North Dakota in the late 1800s I 

picked up on a pattern. Listen again to what life was like on the prairie: times were hard on all the early 

settlers. They all had to share in the discomfort and danger. They all lived in sod houses and shanties with 

hardly enough to eat at times. Everyone had problems; everyone met hardships and serious trials. Harrowing 

experiences were known everywhere by everyone. Times were hard for (everyone). Discomforts were felt 

by (everyone). Sod houses and simple shanties were home for (everyone). At times, food was scarce for 

(everyone). Problems, hardships, trials and harrowing experiences were part of life for (everyone). And one 

of my favorite lines is in the section of the book about Trinity Lutheran Church in Beulah, North Dakota. In 

the fires and the floods, bugs in the summer and blizzards in the winter what the people of Trinity Lutheran 

in Beulah needed most of all was a kind hearted soul to comfort them with the Gospel of Jesus. 

 And that’s exactly what we want to happen within outpost communities here at Crosspointe, the 

small groups that bring followers of Jesus together outside of our main Sunday morning gathering. This 

outpost series has been an opportunity for me to lay out the basic vision for those small groups around these 

three simple yet significant pieces: eating together, opening up the Bible together, and praying together. 

Those are the kinds of things that can shape a biblical community, a community of believers joined to Jesus 

and joined to one another by their faith, as we share a meal with one another, help one another grow in the 

knowledge of God’s Word and work with one another to apply that knowledge into our lives, as we pray 

with one another and pray for one another, these Gospel-based, Gospel-bound, Gospel-built relationships 

are formed so that the Gospel brings us together to encourage one another. In problems and hardships and 

serious trials. In seasons of drought, through storms that overwhelm us with floods. We encourage one 

another. Even in the face of death, we encourage one another because we know what to say. The Gospel 

does not leave people isolated by and abandoned in the silence of death. The Gospel does not lead us to say 

silly things in the immediate aftermath of a death. Paul says encourage one another with these words. The 
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certain, proven word of the Lord. The certain, proven word that’s both from our Lord and about our Lord. 

Jesus died. Jesus rose. Jesus will return again. Even when someone is grieving the death of a loved one we 

encourage one another, we come to one another as what is needed most of all, as kind hearted souls able to 

comfort one another with the Gospel message. Jesus died. Jesus rose. Jesus will return again. 

 Giant sequoia trees are recognized as the largest living things on earth. The tallest sequoia stretches 

almost 300 feet into the air so that’s about 30 stories off the ground. The average diameter of the sequoia’s 

trunk is 40 feet wide. They can weigh 4,000 tons or 8 million pounds and live for thousands of years. And 

yet the roots of the sequoia only grow about four feet into the ground. What keeps a sequoia standing over 

time in the dry, drought conditions of somewhere like California, with wind constantly pushing against it 

and gravity an unavoidable reality, is not below the surface but all around. The roots of a sequoia remain 

shallow but they wrap themselves around and intermingle with the roots of the other sequoias surrounding it 

so they hold each other up, they support each other, keeping each other upright and strong and able to 

endure. No sequoia grows alone, they only grow in groups, sequoias only grow in groves because without 

the extended root base that is shared with the other trees, a sequoia would topple and fall. In the same way 

we stand together and surround one another, we grow together and gather with one another, and the Holy 

Spirit joins us together to Jesus and through Jesus joins us to one another as the church to encourage one 

another with these words: Jesus died, Jesus rose, and Jesus will return again. Come, Lord Jesus, come 

quickly; amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Theme: Fellowship with one another 

Text: 1 John 1:1-2:2 

 

 

This morning we’re continuing a series of messages entitled outpost. And the goal of the series is to 

get us, to get you, imaging what it would look like for followers of Jesus, Christians who are connected to 

Crosspointe, to come together outside of our main Sunday morning gathering. And over the past month 

God’s Word has been helping to lay a foundation and build up a vision for that network of small groups 

around all of these “one another” statements that the New Testament uses to describe and really define the 

rhythm of life and relationships and interaction within the church. And the hope is to come out of this series 

at the end of this month with you understanding the biblical benefits of joining others in an outpost-like 

setting so that you will consider participating in a small group. I’ve already begun meeting with potential, 

future small group leaders and after the series is over we’ll push into developing a schedule for these groups 

by surveying the congregation for times that would work for your family. And to just be upfront, some of 

the background for this series is the honest realization that in the past we have not done well with these 

groups at a congregational, church-wide level. Some of the groups have bonded and connected well, like 

really well, building the kind of relationships we should have with those we go to church with. And some of 

the topics and studies and videos groups have used have been well received and appreciated and helpful. 

Some of the groups have done well, all of the groups have done well. But on a congregational level we have 

not done well to organize a strong over-all structure for the groups, we have not done well to bring new 

people into groups and expand participation, we have not done well to share the stories of what’s happening 

in the groups. And this series is part of the effort to do all of that better, with a lot still to do and learn. 

 And because this idea of getting together with people from your church outside of Sunday morning 

worship is such a foreign concept to many of you I like to share a picture when I talk about small groups. 

Now this is not a gathering of people who worship at Crosspointe, I took this off the website of the Village 

Church in Dallas Texas. But I like to use it because I think it is a great snapshot of a church ministry 

outpost. And in this picture you see some of the core elements of what we want to happen in a Crosspointe 

small group. You see food on the kitchen counter so this circle eats together. If you look closely you can see 

at least two people with Bibles in their hands so they open the Bible together. And though you don’t see it in 

this picture I’m going to guess that if these screens on the wall were a screen of a smart phone you could 

scroll forward and find a picture of them praying together. That is what we want to happen in an outpost of 

Crosspointe’s ministry. Followers of Jesus sharing a meal with one another. Followers of Jesus helping one 

another grow in the knowledge of God’s Word and working with one another to apply that knowledge into 

their lives. Followers of Jesus praying with one another and for one another. What do you see when you 

look at the picture? A guitar in a guy’s lap. Kids sitting on a lap, kids watching from the hallway, kids 

sitting on the counter with the food. A refrigerator plastered with papers bearing the work of some of those 

kids. What do you think the people who are smiling are smiling about? What do you think the people who 

are talking are talking about? What do you think sharing this life together as the church helps make going to 

church, being the church about? What do you think sharing this life together as the church helps make life 

about?



Page 22  page 23 

 And looking up at them, they look like a pretty nice group. They look like a pretty happy healthy 

group, a pretty fun group, a pretty cleaned-up and has it together group. So much so that you probably 

wouldn’t be able to pick out which one of them is an alcoholic struggling to stay sober? You probably 

wouldn’t be able to pick out which one has done in-patient treatment for an eating disorder that almost 

killed her, twice. You probably wouldn’t be able to pick out which one won’t be able to make the house 

payment at the end of the month because of a really bad, really unwise financial decision. You probably 

wouldn’t be able to pick out which one has a sibling who refuses to talk to him, which one still carries the 

scars – emotional and physical and relational – of an abusive parent or which one is making the same 

mistakes with her kids that her mom made with her. You probably wouldn’t be able to pick out the couple 

trying and fighting and working every day to stay together despite unfaithfulness by both of them. You 

know it’s not too hard to make the outside look presentable for the rest of the church. But I know, it’s not 

what’s on the outside that makes you the most hesitant and reluctant to join with other followers of Jesus in 

a smaller, closer setting like this one. If anything, it’s the mess you see on the inside, the mess you’ve gone 

to great lengths to make sure no one else sees, that causes you to avoid any kind of situation that would 

place you in a picture like this one. 

 You look at that snapshot and you wonder and worry what if someone actually talked to me… and 

what if they expected me to talk back to them. You look at that snapshot and you wonder and worry what if 

they asked me to read, out loud, with other people in the room, who were not deaf. You look at that 

snapshot and you wonder and worry what if I don’t know the answer and they’re all waiting for me to say 

something, they’re all looking at me waiting for me to say something. You look at that snapshot and you 

wonder and worry what would I do, what would I say, if someone shared something real and unfiltered. I’m 

not a psychiatrist, I’m not a therapist or trained, professional counselor. What if someone confided in me, 

what if someone turned to me for help? You look at that snapshot and you wonder and worry what if 

someone found out. What if someone found me out. The real me. The unmasked me. Not the cleaned-up, 

has-it-together version of me that I dress the part of. Not the hi, I’m fine, family is great, work is wonderful, 

God is good me I describe when someone asks. Me. With my mess. Me. With my past pains, my present 

problems, and my future fears. Me. With my sin and my brokenness and my guilt and my inability to be 

perfect, my inability to be the me I pretend to be. 

 There’s a lot of dynamics at work against this kind of community. There are the time constraints and 

time crunch that you always feel. There’s our society’s autonomy addiction and its idealization of 

individualism that has you convinced that all you need is yourself, that you can make it on your own, that 

the crew you have now at home or at work or at the bar or on the softball team is enough. There are all of 

the substitutes for real, authentic community that the world has taught us to settle for like facebook and 

pornography. And then there’s our own mess. Our own sin and the fear it instills of not fitting in, of being 

put on the spot, of being judged. All of that drives us to hide from community, to hide in the dark rather than 

to live in the light, to hide in the dark rather than to walk in the light of fellowship with God, the light of 

fellowship with one another. 

 The contrast between light and darkness is the central metaphor in 1 John Chapter 1. God is light and 

in Him is no darkness at all. If we say we have fellowship with God while we walk in darkness, we lie and 

do not practice the truth. If we walk in the light as God is in the light we have fellowship with one another. 

Light and darkness. It’s probably easiest for us to take that contrast straight to righteousness and sin, good 

and evil, obedience and disobedience, the work of God and the work of the devil, the thoughts, words, 

actions and attitudes that God delights in, the thoughts, words, actions and attitudes that God despises, light 

encompasses all that God says is true, darkness exists in what cannot tolerate in His presence. But the 

contrast John makes between light and darkness is not just the nature of sin and righteousness, good and 

evil. It’s being honest versus being hidden. It’s confessing versus covering. It’s stepping out in the open 

versus staying out of sight. It’s revealing the truth versus rehearsing a lie. If cling to the dark saying we have 

no sin we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us. But if we come into the light confessing our sins God 

is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness. If we cower under the 

cover of darkness saying we have not sinned we make God a liar and His Word is not in us. But if we walk 

in the light as God is in the light, we have fellowship with one another and the blood of Jesus cleanses us 

from all sin. John says the church has fellowship, we have fellowship, in the light of God, and in the light of 

God sin is not covered sin is confessed, in the light of God sin is not denied sin is dealt with, in the light of 

God sin does not leave us abandoned and apart from one another because the fellowship of the church is not 

anchored in our goodness but in the Gospel of Jesus. 

 I asked you to underline the two words “so that” every time they show up together in our reading. 

You should have found three with the first one in verse 3. John wrote these things SO THAT you may have 

fellowship with him. With the ones like John and Peter and Andrew who heard the words come out of Jesus’ 

mouth. Fellowship with the ones like John and Matthew and Thomas who saw with their eyes the water 

Jesus tuned into wine, who saw with their eyes the paralyzed man who got up and walked when Jesus told 

him to, because Jesus told him to, who saw with their eyes the empty tomb on Easter morning, the holes in 

the hands and the side of a Jesus who had been dead but now was alive. Fellowship with ones like 

John,James and Judas, not Judas Iscariot, the other one who touched Jesus with their own hands. John wrote 

these words SO THAT you can have fellowship with those who testify to and proclaim what they heard 

Jesus say and what they saw Jesus do firsthand. This word fellowship is hugely significant. It means you 

share in what they heard and saw, what they witnessed. You participate in their testimony and are involved 

in what they lived and experienced two thousand years ago. To have fellowship with someone is to share 

with them, to participate with them, to be involved with them. And John says the fellowship you have is not 

only with him and the disciples who heard and saw and touched Jesus in person, in the flesh, your 

fellowship is also with God the Father and His Son Jesus Christ. So you share in the obedience and the 

righteousness of the life of Jesus. You share in the forgiveness flowing from the death of Jesus. You share in 

the victory of Jesus’ resurrection. You share in His glory. You share in His strength. You share in His 

eternal inheritance. To have fellowship with someone is to share life with that person, to participate in the 

life of that person, to be involved in the life of that person. And John extends the fellowship each of us has 

with God through Jesus out to a fellowship with one another. So those of us who God has called together, 

gathered together and joined together as a church, we share life with one another, we participate in one 

another’s lives, we’re involved in one another’s lives. 

 And John attaches two more “so that’s” to what he has written, two more “so that’s” that arise from 

our fellowship with God and our fellowship with one another, two more “so that’s” that can be experienced 

when followers of Jesus join together in a community like the one you see up on the screen. Verse 4 SO 
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THAT our joy may be complete. And chapter 2, verse 1: SO THAT you may not sin. The words of 

Scripture are written for you so that your joy may be complete and so that you may not sin. You have been 

accepted by God, welcomed into God’s presence, adopted into God’s family, given a seat at the banquet 

table of God’s eternal feast so that your joy may be complete and so that you may not sin. You have been 

given a role and a responsibility in the life of and for the life of the people in your church and the people in 

your church have been given a role and a responsibility in your life and for your life so that your joy may be 

complete and so that you may not sin. And that joy and transformation is experienced where Jesus is 

present, where Jesus is faithful to His promises, where Jesus overwhelms fear with His power. That joy and 

transformation is experienced where the blood of Jesus cleanses us from our sin, from all of our sin. That 

joy and transformation is experienced where Jesus serves as our advocate, silencing the accusations, 

declaring us innocent, defending our cause. That joy and transformation is experienced where Jesus is the 

propitiation for our sins.Where Jesus covers our sin not with darkness, but with light, with forgiveness, with 

holiness, with Himself. So to answer all of the “what if’s” that pop into your mind when you imagine 

yourself in that snapshot of biblical community, hear what is. Jesus cleanses you from our sin. God is 

faithful and just to forgive your sin and cleanse you from all unrighteousness. You have an advocate named 

Jesus who is your one defense. He is the propitiation for your sins, the sacrificial substitute who covers your 

sin and satisfies both the punishment you deserve and the obedience God demands. Those truths define our 

fellowship with God and therefore they define and encourage and facilitate our fellowship with one another, 

our sharing of life with one another, our participation in one another’s lives, our involvement in one 

another’s lives. 

 I’ve sat in a circle like the one you see on the screen with people like the ones you see on the screen 

except they’re not part of the Village Church in the metroplex of Dallas, Texas, they are part of Crosspointe 

Lutheran Church in Fargo, North Dakota. And sitting in out circle we’ve laid out for one another the wake 

of destruction from broken relationships in the past. We’ve laid out for each other the anger and hurt over 

broken relationships in the present. We’ve laid out hardships in the relationships with our parents, hardships 

in our relationships with our siblings, hardships in our relationships with spouses, hardships in our 

relationships with friends and coworkers and clients and customers and acquaintances. We’ve laid out for 

each other what often feels like weakness and failure, we’ve laid out for each other what is straight up sin 

and fear and uncertainty. We’ve laid out for each other that we don’t have all the answers and often don’t 

know what to say And as each of those pieces of ourselves were brought out of hiding, out of the darkness 

into the light, and shared so that we allow one other to participate in our lives, to be involved in our lives, 

the result has not been rejection or condemnation but deeper community and stronger relationships where 

joy and prayerfully transformation are experienced with one another in Jesus. He is our light and our life. To 

Him alone be all glory, honor, and praise. Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Theme: Pray for and with one another 

Text: Matthew 6:5-13 

 

 

For the last month and a half God’s Word has been showing us and shaping us in the pattern and 

rhythm God desires for the life of the church. We hear it in all of the one another statements found in the 

New Testament. That we are to serve one another according to the gifts we’ve been given. That we are to 

teach and admonish one another. That we are to encourage one another and build one another up. That we’re 

to comfort one another, agree with one another and show hospitality to one another and do it without 

grumbling (that’s what the Bible says, show hospitality to one another without grumbling). We are to clothe 

ourselves in humility toward one another, bear one another’s burdens, stir one another up in faith and good 

works. We are to welcome one another as God in Christ has welcomed us, forgive one another as God in 

Christ has forgiven us, be kind-hearted to one another as God in Christ is kind and gracious and loving to us. 

And I truly hope this biblical description of the church is starting to sink into your heart because according 

to Scripture participation in the life of the church is participation in the lives of one another. The Bible 

doesn’t talk about church as ushering and greeting and making coffee, the Bible doesn’t talk about church as 

meetings and committees and event planning. The Bible talks about church by talking about how the people 

of the church interact with one another and the picture is not just sneaking into the back of a sanctuary to get 

a little you and God time on Sunday morning. You have a God-given, Gospel-oriented place and a God-

given, Gospel-oriented purpose in the life of the people you go to church with. The people you go to church 

with have a God-given, Gospel-oriented place and a God-given, Gospel-oriented purpose in your life. And 

the goal of this series has been to not only help you capture this bigger view of the church, but also to help 

you consider how being a part of a small group could open the door for others to be a blessing and benefit to 

you and your family and for you and your family to be a blessing and benefit to others, how time with other 

followers of Jesus outside this main Sunday morning gathering could open the door for all of those biblical 

one anothers to begin to take root and bear fruit among us. And the vision for these outpost settings is 

simple. They bring us together to share a meal with one another because that’s one of the best ways for us to 

enter into one another’s stories. They bring us together to help oneanother grow in the knowledge of God’s 

Word and work with one another to apply that knowledge into our lives because that’s how God draws us 

into His story to redeem us and renew us and remake us in His image. They bring us together to pray with 

and for one another. Eat together. Open the Bible together. Pray together.  

 And I realize that instead of encouraging you to connect to a small group, those last two words may 

be pure discouragement for you. I know that the quickest way to quiet a room, the quickest way to clear a 

room is to ask for a volunteer to pray. And I’d ask you if you’ve ever seen the looks on people’s faces in 

that moment but I know you haven’t because like everyone else your eyes are pointed straight down the 

second the question is asked. People don’t blink when that request for a volunteer to pray is hanging in the 

air. People don’t even breathe. A fly could be sitting on their nose so that this massive itch is just burning 

but they won’t brush it off lest that be taken as a willingness to pray. For most of us there is a fear of prayer 

that pushes beyond resistance to flat-out refusal. Most of us are intimidated by prayer and insist we would 

never do it in the presence of others. We have these worries like: What if I say the wrong thing? What if I 
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mess up? What if everyone listening thinks it’s the worst prayer they’ve ever heard? What if God rejects my 

prayer or people ridicule my prayer? But the Bible includes this in the one another statements: pray for one 

another, pray with one another. So if you have a fear of failure when it comes to prayer, listen to Jesus 

because before He teaches His disciples how to pray, He actually tells them how not to pray. 

 We heard it earlier in Matthew Chapter 6. Jesus says when you pray, you must not be like the 

hypocrites who love to stand and pray in the synagogues and at the street corners that they may be seen by 

others. Can you imagine that, in the days of Jesus there were actually people who loved to stand up and 

pray. They loved to be seen praying and they loved to have their prayers heard by others. In fact, that’s why 

they did it. They prayed so other people could see them and hear them, they prayed so other people could 

see and hear how holy they were, how religious or spiritual they were, how faithful and in tune to God they 

were. Part of the Jewish practice was that there were these specific times throughout the day when people 

would stop and pray. Like whatever they were doing, wherever they were, whomever they were with, they 

would stop and pray. And some people, Jesus calls them hypocrites, would intentionally arrange to be in the 

busiest, most crowded places at those times. They would stand in the middle of everything, clear their throat 

and summon the loudest, clearest, most officially holy sounding voice they could summon to say something 

like this, “Lord of the world, I have searched the 248 members, all 248 parts of my body, which Thou hast 

givenest unto me, and not found that I have provokest Thee to anger with any one of them, how much more, 

O Lord, then therefore shouldest Thou on account of these prolong my life?” And I can just picture this 

person with one eye shut and the other eye scanning faces for all of the approving looks people were giving. 

But Jesus says if we pray so that we may be seen by others then we have received our award. If we’re 

directing our prayers toward them and not God then the response to the prayer will come from them and not 

from God. The best we could hope for is their approval because God does not accept or answer a prayer that 

is offered as a performance for others. 

 When you pray don’t be like the hypocrites who love to stand and pray, who pray to be seen by 

others. Instead, Jesus says, go into your room, like a storage room or a closet, close the door and pray to 

your heavenly Father who is in secret. And what Jesus is doing here is pushing an exaggeration to the 

extreme. He’s not saying the only way to pray is in secret. He’s not saying the only way to pray is behind 

closed doors, just you and God and no one else. He’s simply saying when you pray don’t make it a 

performance, don’t make it about the people around you and what they will think. Direct your prayer to God 

even though you can’t see Him, entrust your prayer to God even though you can’t see Him, offer your 

prayer confident that God hears you and God will answer you even though you can’t see Him. And that 

begins to take some of the pressure of prayer off because it’s not about the people around you listening and 

its not about what they think either positively or negatively. So even if the words never quite seem to come 

out right and you end up stuttering or repeating yourself or dropping way too many um’s or mismatching 

subjects and verbs or getting to a point where you have no clue what else to say, even if you would never 

call your prayer eloquent or feel like it was done well, that doesn’t matter. God hears you and God answers 

you according to His perfect love and His perfect wisdom and His perfect timing. 

 But Jesus has more to say about how not to pray. Jesus says when you pray don’t heap up empty 

words like the Gentiles do, for they think that they will be heard for their many words. They thought the 

more words they used the more certain they could be that their god, whatever deity they might be praying 

to, would hear them and respond. It was like if you just said the right words in the right order then this 

magic formula would make the deity do for you whatever you wanted or give you whatever you needed. As 

if saying the right words in the right order would convince the god to answer or even control how the god 

answered. But Jesus says don’t be like them. Don’t use prayer to try to convince God to do something; don’t 

use prayer to try to control God. After all, God knows what you need before you ask Him. Instead let prayer 

be a conversation, a relational connection that is based not in whether or not you string together the right 

words in the right order but rather in God’s goodness, in God’s faithfulness, in how it is God’s desire and 

God’s delight to serve you and protect you and provide for you and bless you, in how it is God’s desire and 

God’s delight to give you exactly what He knows you need Him to give, to do for you everything He knows 

you need Him to do. God your heavenly Father knows what you need before you ask Him and I love how 

CS Lewis answers the question that always follows that truth: well then why pray? If God knows what I 

need before I ask, if God knows what I need without me asking, if God knows what I’m going to say before 

it comes out of my  mouth then why bother praying, why take the time, why take the chance you could 

somehow mess it up? CS Lewis says God in His infinite wisdom does not need our advice about what He 

should do. God in His infinite goodness does not need our urging to do what we need. But just as God 

doesn’t miraculously strengthen our bodies without food or give us food apart from farmers and bakers and 

butchers, just as God doesn’t miraculously convert unbelieving hearts without the Gospel and apart from 

missionaries, so also He invites and commands us to pray. He commands us to do slowly and blunderingly 

what He could do perfectly in the twinkling of an eye. So we pray because God has invited us to be a part of 

what He is doing in this world. We pray because it expresses what we believe about God, that God is near to 

us, that God is present and attentive, that God is concerned about us and cares enough to listen and then act 

on our behalf. We pray because it expresses our faith and trust in God, our reliance and our dependence on 

God. And if you hear nothing else this morning, hear this: God hears your prayer and God responds to your 

prayer not because you use the right words, not because you are somehow worthy of His favor, but because 

by faith you are wrapped in the saving, sufficient, sanctifying work of Jesus Christ. 

 Now Jesus has told us that you don’t have to worry whether your prayer is eloquent enough and 

articulate enough for the people who might hear it because the prayer is not directed to them but to God. 

And Jesus has told us that you don’t have to worry whether your prayer is eloquent enough and articulate 

enough for God because He already knows what you need before you ask Him. So now that Jesus has told 

us you don’t have to worry whether your prayer is eloquent enough and articulate enough let’s bring this 

back around to our life together as the church. The Bible tells us to pray for one another and with one 

another. God calls us and gathers us and joins us together as the church and God gives us to one another so 

that we will pray for one another and with one another. God has given each of us that role and 

responsibility, God has given each of you that place and that purpose in each other’s lives. And we have this 

promise that when we pray God knows what we need before we ask Him but if that’s all we’re going on, it 

presents a problem when we try to pray with and for one another. Because God might know what we need 

before we ask Him, God might know what the other person needs, but we cannot know what each other 

needs without asking one another and telling one another. We can’t know how to pray with and for one 

another without talking to one another. We can’t know how to pray with and for one another without 

reaching out to one another and opening up to one another. We can’t know how to pray with and for one 
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another without building relationships and sharing life with one another. And that takes time, that takes trust 

that is established over time and probably more time than what we have together on Sunday mornings but 

it’s the fellowship and unity God wants for His church, the rhythm and the pattern God is working to create 

within this church. 

 My first fall at seminary I took a worship class. It was the one class where we learned all about the 

perfect Lutheran worship service and what us pastors are supposed to do on Sunday mornings. We learned 

where to stand and which direction to turn, we learned what to say and how, we even learned what to do 

with our hands and why. And the big conclusion for the quarter was that we were assigned a partner and 

each of us did half of the worship service in front of everyone else, to be graded and critiqued by them after 

we were done. But before that early in the quarter we learned how to pray - the right way to pray, the 

Lutheran pastoral way to pray. We were taught this specific structure or outline we were supposed to follow. 

Then at the start of each class the professor would pick one of us to go up front and we had to come up with 

a prayer on the spot for whatever situation he gave us. And I will never forget this. He called my name, so I 

nervously and reluctantly made my way behind the classroom altar and he told me to say a prayer for 

Lutheran teachers during Lutheran schools week. And with everyone watching, with my grade on the line, I 

blew it, like it was bad. I have blanked out what exactly I said but I know I completely shredded the 

structure we were supposed to use and I went on and on and on and in that moment I knew I was messing 

up, in that moment I knew everyone was thinking man this Giddings guy is not pastor material, in that 

moment I was so worried about saying the right words and impressing the people who could see me and 

hear me that prayer was a terrifying, a horrifying experience. But as I have had the opportunity to pray for 

and with so many of you, in your homes or in a hospital room, over the phone or in a letter or email, 

sometimes in the middle of the hallway on your way into or out of the worship space I have never flashed 

back to that fear of failure. Because prayer is never dependent on my words, on how they sound to you or 

how they sound to God, my prayer, your prayer, every prayer is powerful because of the promise of our 

heavenly Father, His goodness and faithfulness and love and mercy and grace that is yours in Jesus Christ. 

And in Him there is no fear. In Him there is no failure. Amen. 

 


