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Text 
Hebrews 3:7-14 – So, as the Holy Spirit says: "Today, if you hear his voice, 

8
 do not harden your hearts as 

you did in the rebellion, during the time of testing in the desert, 
9
 where your fathers tested and tried me 

and for forty years saw what I did. 
10

 That is why I was angry with that generation, and I said, 'Their hearts 

are always going astray, and they have not known my ways.' 
11

 So I declared on oath in my anger, 'They 

shall never enter my rest.'" 
12

 See to it, brothers, that none of you has a sinful, unbelieving heart that turns 

away from the living God. 
13

 But encourage one another daily, as long as it is called Today, so that none of 

you may be hardened by sin's deceitfulness. 
14

 We have come to share in Christ if we hold firmly till the end 

the confidence we had at first. 

Hebrews 10:23-25 –  Let us hold unswervingly to the hope we profess, for he who promised is faithful. 
24

 

And let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds. 
25

 Let us not give up 

meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another-- and all the more as 

you see the Day approaching. 

 

Introduction 
 The last sentence of George Eliot’s Middlemarch assesses the life of the heroine 

Dorothea Brooke.  Listen carefully: 

 

[T]he effect of her being on those around her was incalculably diffusive: 

for the growing good of the world is partly dependent on unhistoric acts, 

and that things are not so ill with you and me as they might have been, is 

half owing to the number who lived faithfully a hidden life, and rest in 

unvisited tombs.
1
 

 

 How do you feel about obscurity… personally?  The answer you give is one way 

to see how much you believe the Christian message.  Tullian Tchividjian puts it this way: 

 

Because Jesus was strong for me, I am free to be weak; 

Because Jesus won for me, I am free to lose; 

Because Jesus was Someone, I am free to be no one; 

Because Jesus was extraordinary, I am free to be ordinary; 

Because Jesus succeeded for me, I am free to fail.
2
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As we talked about last week, the Christian message brings a radical freedom 

from the unforgiving drive and demands to attain and achieve!  Last week we saw that if 

you want to move deeper into God you never move on from the gospel; you just drill 

down deeper into this basic truth.  The gospel is not the A, B, Cs of the Christian life; it’s 

the A to Z.  It’s not the runway used for taking off at conversion and landing at death, but 

it’s the high octane fuel that keeps you going the whole flight.  And the gospel is that we 

don’t have to move at all!  God, who is rich in mercy, has made the move all the way 

down to us and then raised us up in Christ.  Christianity is not about what we must do, 

but about what’s been done.  And Jesus has done it all.  “So then it depends not on human 

will or exertion, but on God, who has mercy” (Rom. 9:16; ESV) or as older translations 

have it – not to the man who runs.  So many people are running themselves ragged trying 

to justify their existence.  So many churches are running their people into the ground with 

imperatives minus indicatives that amount to impossibilities. 

 

Run, John, and work, the law commands, 

Yet finds me neither feet nor hands; 

But sweeter news the gospel brings, 

It bids me fly and lends me wings.
3
 

 

We just started to see at the end of last week’s message that this declaration that 

it’s all been done, the victory’s won, you don’t have to move at all, actually frees us up to 

move in spontaneous bursts of joy, in reckless acts of love, in daring feats of obedience, 

in self-forgetful patterns of holiness.  Because Jesus performed flawlessly for us and won 

the gold medal, the Christian life is like Shaun White’s second run in the 2010 Winter 

Olympics half-pipe competition.  Relieving us of the pressure doesn’t make us lazy or 

apathetic, but actually motivates movement – from our salvation, not for it. 

That’s what our current series is about.  It’s entitled MOVE and we’re thinking 

through how we move deeper in our walk with God (last week), and in turn how we 

move deeper in our relationships with other believers (today) and how we move deeper in 

our interaction with the world (the next two weeks). 

Here’s the concern many people have with where we started last week: “Won’t 

the announcement that you don’t have to do anything or aspire to be ‘somebody’ really 

just create ‘couch potato Christians’?”  It’s the same objection Paul anticipated in 

Romans 6:1 – “What shall we say, then?  Shall we go on sinning so that grace may 

increase?”  It’s the same objection leveled against the Reformers in their recovery of this 

marvelous truth of the gospel in the 16
th

 century.  It’s the right and natural question that 

should arise when the true gospel in all of its shockingly wonderful unconditionality is 

proclaimed. 

Specifically, today we’re going to think about the charge that the message that 

there’s nothing to do will create isolated couch potatoes that sleep in on Sunday 

mornings.  “If you say that, what will keep people still coming to church?” 

Now if you think about it, this is really a question borne of a desire for control and 

manipulation – religion at its worst, the kind of institutionalism that many people rightly 

rebel against.  Or it comes from a fear in deeply insecure religious professionals who 

have staked their identity on the success of their organization or tribe and, no matter what 

their doctrinal statements say, really believe that their righteous standing is tied to the 
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growth of their church instead of the work of Christ.  In this kind of climate it’s natural 

for church to turn into a place of guilt-laden appeals to morality (in which case it will 

probably always find some audience among the self-righteous) or for church to be a place 

with incessant unveilings of bold and exciting new initiatives of one variety or another: 

programs out the whazoo, a new teaching series that’s hyped up to outdo the one before, 

motivational pep talks and distribution of marching orders for transforming oneself or 

one’s world, all of which eventually has to result in some form of burn out.  We just can’t 

keep it up.  An organization of Pharisees or a chew-em-up and spit them out monster that 

we’ve created and can’t stop.  Those are the two choices.  [and I’ve done and do both of 

them] 

BUT… What if church was not a place to go to find out what you need to do next, 

but rather a community that comes together to find out more and more of what’s already 

been done and to exult in that?  And could it be that the message that we don’t have to 

move at all is just the impetus we need to actually move us deeper into community?  In 

short, what I want to say today is just this: the gospel creates the church and it takes a 

church to believe the gospel. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

The Gospel Creates the Church 

 One person has said that the church is the crater left behind after the impact of 

God’s word.
4
  John Donne said that the Scriptures are God’s voice and the church is his 

echo.
5
  The center of the Scriptures is the gospel – the word of truth (Eph. 1:13).  When 

the gospel is preached, faith is created in individuals AND the church comes into 

existence.  1 Peter 1:23 – “For you have been born again, not of perishable seed, but of 

imperishable, through the living and enduring word of God.”  God’s word of grace, when 

preached, causes people to be born again (Rom. 10:17).  And when you’re born again 

you’re born into a family, you have siblings in Christ.  When Jesus calls us to sit and eat 

at his table, it’s a family meal and it’s a large banquet table, not a TV tray. 

 Think about this: in his earthly ministry, when Jesus called someone to be with 

him that person found himself with others who were with Jesus.  If you’re going to be 

close to Jesus you’re going to be sitting on the lap of someone else who wants to be close 

to Jesus.  Following him involves rubbing shoulders with the others who are following 

him.  You realize, don’t you that while salvation is personal it’s not individualistic; that 

when you meet Jesus and identify wholly with him and die to all your self-preserving 

schemes of saving yourself (which is what it means to take up the cross, really)… that 

when you do that you inescapably find that there are others there with you.  Jesus did not 

just have individual relationships with isolated people.  He brought people together into a 

group, a community.  You simply cannot be a follower of Christ apart from a community 

of other Christ followers. 

So the point is that if you preach Christ, people will come, a community will 

coalesce.  If you come to Christ for rest, you will inevitably find that you are with others.  

To be in Christ is to be part of his body, connected intimately with other people who are 

also in him.  It’s a party!  Sin pushes people apart or into self-righteous cliques.  The 

message of the free forgiveness of sins brings people together in true community.  

Earning your salvation/thinking you are saved by something you do leads to thinking you 
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are better than other people or dejectedly feeling like others must be better than you.  And 

both superiority complexes and inferiority complexes lead to isolation.  The gospel 

creates church. 

 

Luke 17:1-5 

 Now I to explore how it takes a church to believe the gospel and for that I want 

us to look at a section of Scripture you may not have spent much time in; I don’t know.  I 

certainly had never heard it used before in talks on Christian community, but when I was 

preaching through Luke several years ago, this passage just popped out at me as being 

immensely rich.  It’s Luke 17:1-5. 

 “Jesus said to his disciples…”  Pause right there.  Just notice: Jesus had disciples 

(plural).  This Jesus thing was a communal thing. 

“Jesus said to his disciples: ‘Things that cause people to sin are bound to come, 

but woe to that person through whom they come.  It would be better for him to be thrown 

into the sea with a millstone tied around his neck than for him to cause one of these little 

ones to sin.’”  Now here he’s just saying to (a) expect there to be sin in the community 

(it’s bound to happen), but (b) that’s no excuse for sin.  Sin is serious business.  It’s a big 

deal.  It’s not just, “Oh, they’re human, of course there will be sin, that’s okay.”  No, sin 

is an infectious disease and every germ of sin is so serious that it demands either the 

damnation of eternal hell or (as Jesus will show his disciples in the end) the death of the 

eternal Son of God, where Jesus was thrown into the depths of the sea of God’s wrath.  

Either way, Jesus didn’t come to minimize the gravity of sin with some notion of grace; 

he came to show the magnitude of sin by going to the cross… and thereby blowing our 

minds with grace.  Let’s never make sin out to be unfortunate little slip ups that God’s 

grace just looks over.  Jesus says the just penalty for sin is worse than undergoing a mafia 

style execution.  Yikes. 

“So watch yourselves,” he says.  It’s an imperative verb so take your pen and put 

a little exclamation point in your Bible.  It’s a present/continuous verb so it implies a 

constant vigilance in watching.  And it’s a plural verb with a reciprocal pronoun so it 

includes all the disciples watching out for each other.  Jesus commands his disciples to 

continually be watching for sin in each other’s lives.  It’s kind of like a neighborhood 

watch program; Christians are to be in a tight-knit community where every body is 

looking out for each other, taking mutual responsibility for guarding each other, calling 

each other on sin all the time. 

“If your brother sins, rebuke him.”  Rebuke is not a popular word these days.  

Rebuking means calling someone on his or her sinful behavior or mindset, not just 

allowing it to pass.  It means confronting people when you’ve seen some of their sin 

surface.  Not to embarrass or dominate them, but out of love to help them see their sin 

that they may be oblivious to.  Have you ever noticed that it’s next to impossible to smell 

your own breath?  We need close friends that will tell us, “Hey buddy, that’s foul.  Here’s 

some gum.”  We need to rebuke and we need to be rebuked.  Otherwise we will just stay 

content in our sin and thus our appreciation of the cross will plateau, diminish, and 

disappear.  We need to be in a community of rebuke so we can repent. 

Now there is some confusion here.  We think that rebuke is something that just 

belongs to a moralistic club – you’re doing this wrong, you’re breaking this rule, shape 

up…  And repentance, we think, means trying harder to be better.  “This seems 
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antithetical to the gospel and all you said last week.”  And you’re right.  But this stems 

from a fundamental misunderstanding of sin and repentance. 

First, I don’t think we realize how insidious our sin is.  We looked at this when 

we were in Exodus going over the 10 Commandments.  Sin is deep-seated and complex.  

It’s not just that we’ve broken some rules.  It’s that our desires are disordered.  A helpful 

perspective on sin is to see the root cause being idolatry.  Martin Luther said that one 

never breaks any of the Ten Commandments unless he first breaks the first one – about 

having other gods before God.  So you don’t lie, unless you worship the idol of approval.  

You don’t steal unless you worship the idol of money.  And so on… 

Our greatest idol, however, is ourselves.  We worship ourselves and this is 

manifest in the desire to save ourselves, to get ourselves up to God, to default back to 

works righteousness, to feel good about ourselves in our own righteousness.  But a true 

Christian is someone who doesn’t just repent of his or her bad deeds, but also repents of 

his or her good deeds; someone who recognizes that “all of us have become like one who 

is unclean, and all our righteous acts are like filthy rags” (Is. 64:6).  We need people who 

will call us even on this sin of self-righteousness. 

And with other sins, the ‘sinful sins’, we need to be in a close community where 

real heart surgery is happening.  Where people are rolling up their sleeves and getting 

messy.  That avoids legalism and superficiality.  For example, you could rebuke a woman 

for wearing clothes that you perceive to be too tight.  Or you could in relationship, probe 

and ask questions about what that sister is putting her hope in.  What will save her?  What 

will make her feel loved and accepted: being clothed in the robe of Christ’s righteousness 

and having the attention of Almighty God or being clothed in provocative garb that will 

get the attention of boys? 

Do you see how this works?  We need other people to help us sort through the 

layers of idolatry that are in our hearts because we’re so self-deceptive.  To ask us 

questions.  To help us trace back our behavior to affections that are out of whack, lies that 

we’ve believed.  This is what we’re talking about when we talk about rebuke – a sharp 

scalpel of love, not a dull bludgeon of legalism. 

Another great thing about living as part of a community, one person has noticed, 

“is that in community people walk all over your idols.  People press your buttons.  That’s 

when we respond with bitterness, rage, and so on.  And that gives us opportunities to spot 

our idolatrous desires.”
6
 

So through rebuke or just through the self-revealing nature of living intimately 

with others, our sin is brought out into the open.  We get to see ourselves more for who 

we really are.  And the goal is repentance.  And repentance is not resolving to try harder.  

Repentance is not ‘doing penance’.  It’s not exerting all our will power not to do it again.  

Repentance is simply the other side of faith.  It means, literally, turning.  So imagine this 

wall represents my sin.  I’m looking at it.  I love it.  I worship it.  For me to put my faith 

in Christ, to worship him, love him, behold him, it entails turning (repenting).  The act of 

turning to Christ involves turning away from sin.  It’s all one action.  Repentance and 

faith are just two sides of the same coin. 

 Maybe after last week’s message you’re thinking, “How does the gospel stay 

fresh for me?  As I’m resting from my works in the finished work of Jesus, how does the 

rest not turn into lethargy and eventually apathy?”  Essentially, how does the good news 

not become old news?  It’s a good question and the answer is this: by constantly feeling 
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the utter futility of trying to save yourself, that is to see more and more the depths from 

which you need to be saved and thus the lengths to which Christ went to accomplish your 

salvation.  In a word, it means repentance. 

 Martin Luther began his 95 theses by saying that “When our Lord and Master 

Jesus Christ said, ‘Repent’, he willed the entire life of believers to be one of repentance.”  

A.W. Pink has a quote that goes like this, “The Christian who has stopped repenting has 

stopped growing.”  Repentance entails recognizing and owning the hopeless state you’re 

in apart from Christ.  It’s seeing your sin and grieving it.  It’s recognizing that beneath 

every sinful behavior is a sinful desire and beneath every sinful desire is more and more 

layers of selfishness, twistedness, pride, hatred, etc…  Repentance is like pealing back an 

eternal onion and weeping.  It’s acknowledging that your heart is a fetid heap of sin, 

which makes the pure, sweet righteousness of Christ available by faith all the more 

dazzling and desirable.  If you don’t turn to Christ and accept his gift of righteousness by 

faith alone then you haven’t repented.  You’ve just shifted to another idol – the idol of 

self-atonement through feeling really bad. 

 Moving deeper in our walk with God has been pictured as the movement caused 

by a trampoline.  Ever bounced on one?  It’s exhilarating, isn’t it?  Well the Holy Spirit 

puts us, as it were, onto this gospel trampoline.  Repentance is like the movement of 

going down into the trampoline: seeing your sin, owning your sin, turning from your sin.  

And then faith is the natural, effortless movement up as you see Christ, that he lived for 

you, died for you, and you are in him.  And so these twin truths become more vivid: I am 

completely sinful and yet at the same time I am completely accepted based on the work 

of Christ alone.  And the deeper you go in repentance plunging down through the layers 

of sin in your heart the higher you bounce in worship and adoration at what Christ has 

done for you.  And, incidentally, you’ll find that the higher you bounce in faith and 

worship the less likely you will be to sin in the same ways because you’ll be more 

satisfied in Christ, so you will go even deeper in repentance, unearthing stuff you never 

saw before and continuing to see that you are a bigger sinner than you ever before 

thought and also that Christ is a bigger Savior than you ever before dreamed.  This is 

sanctification and the Christian life, and you see how it’s all based on the gospel, 

returning constantly to your justification?  Not trying harder, but repenting more and then 

being more and more in awe of God’s grace in Christ. 

And do you see how this is a group project?  The gospel creates the church and 

it takes a church to believe the gospel.  Back to Luke 17.  Expect sin, but don’t 

minimize sin.  Rebuke each other so that repentance (and thereby faith) can flourish.  

And Jesus says, “If your brother [or sister] repents, forgive him [or her].”  We are not to 

help people with the downward slope of repentance only, but with the upward slope of 

faith.  We do this by being a picture to them of the grace of God in Christ.  We are to 

pronounce to each other forgiveness of sins.  We need other people to remind us of the 

gospel because this too does not come intuitively to us.  Once we see our sin the 

temptation is to self-atone either through acts of penance or through morbid moping and 

feeling dejected.  We need someone to tell us the Good News, not to hold our sin over us.  

We need to speak the truth of the gospel to one another – Jesus’ blood covers you; you’re 

forgiven. 

Jesus goes on: “If he sins against you seven times in a day, and seven times comes 

back to you and says, ‘I repent,’ forgive him.”  The number seven is not literal, but a way 
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of saying unlimited.  Grace is supposed to pervade our Christian communities.  God’s 

grace never runs out.  It is infinite.  It keeps no record of wrongs.  That’s Jesus point here.  

And if our communities are gospel-centered and grace-filled and the bad news is always 

followed up with the Good News, then there will be some really neat things happening.  

If grace just oozes from a community (and it should if we really get the gospel) then there 

will be a safety to take off our masks and be authentic.  Sin will be putrid, God will be 

vivid, and the Christian life will not be insipid, dry, boring, exacting, dutiful.  Real 

change will be happening. 

There’s a great little book by Dietrich Bonhoeffer on Christian community that I 

highly recommend called Life Together.  And in it he has this quote that has always 

resonated with me and made me say, “Yes!  I want that.”  He says 

 

He who is alone with his sin is utterly alone.  It may be that Christians, 

notwithstanding corporate worship, common prayer, and all their 

fellowship in service, may still be left to their loneliness.  The final break-

through to fellowship does not occur, because, though they have 

fellowship with one another as believers and as devout people, they do not 

have fellowship as the undevout, as sinners.  The pious fellowship permits 

no one to be a sinner.  So everybody must conceal his sin from himself 

and from the fellowship.  We dare not be sinners.  Many Christians are 

unthinkably horrified when a real sinner is suddenly discovered among the 

righteous.  So we remain alone with our sin, living in lies and hypocrisy.  

The fact is that we are sinners! 

But it is the grace of the Gospel, which is so hard for the pious to 

understand, that it confronts us with the truth and says: You are a sinner, a 

great, desperate sinner; now come, as the sinner that you are, to God who 

loves you [on account of Christ].
7
 

 

Oh, may our church be a place where people can be sinners.  Where sin is not 

minimized or excused or glossed over, but pointed out and owned and repented of so that 

the glorious grace of God in Christ can be exulted in, washing over us and renewing us.  

May it be a safe place where we can stop pretending and actually be the sinners we are 

and yet where the gospel is kept central.  The pious fellowship is not real community.  

Real community is gospel-saturated so that people don’t have to hide and compare and 

pretend to be self-sufficient, but can let it all hang out and be pointed to Christ. 

 

The Church 

 Finally a further clarification: Christian community is more than just “three guys 

drinking pumpkin spiced lattes at Starbucks talking about the spirituality of the Violent 

Femmes and why Sex and the City is really profound.”
8
  Jesus, as he was gathering his 

disciples, had in mind not just a loosely organized community that would keep getting 

together afterwards to hang out.  He was setting up his Church that he promised Peter he 

would build.  He talked about things like church discipline in Mt. 18.  When he gathered 

them in the Upper Room and instituted the Lord’s Supper he didn’t just having in mind 

people getting together for cocktail parties at their condos.  When he sent them out with 



8 

the Great Commission it involved formal ordinances like baptism.  Jesus had in mind an 

institution of organized religion. 

 I know, sometimes the institutional church, even if it’s organized around the 

gospel, can seem somewhat stuffy.  It can seem like the intimacy I just described doesn’t 

really happen there.  But don’t mistake affinity for gospel intimacy.  It may in some ways 

feel like a deeper connection when you just hang out with friends, but notice that most of 

the time there’s a commonality like ethnicity or life stage or hobbies or political 

persuasion that is your primary bond.  The gospel creates a supernatural, heterogeneous 

church.  Jesus’ band of disciples (have you ever thought about this?) had quite a bit of 

diversity in it.  A few fishermen, but not all of them were.  Matthew was a tax collector.  

Simon was a Zealot.  James and John were boisterous.  Peter was an alpha male.  

Thaddeus was probably quiet because we hear nothing from him!  It truly was a rag-tag 

group. 

Diversity is important to the Body of Christ.  Otherwise, it’s just a clique.  A 

bunch of people getting together who are like each other – the world’s seen that.  But 

people coming together across boundaries like ethnic or educational or economic who 

ordinarily have nothing in common but now have Christ, have their pride leveled by the 

cross and stand on even ground at the foot of the cross – now that’s something 

supernatural.  That’s something effected by the power of the gospel. 

 And you can’t just say you believe in the Church – invisible and universal – and 

you love other believers, in theory, but you are not caught up irretractably in flesh and 

blood brothers and sisters’ lives through covenanted membership in a local church.  

Covenant with real people who annoy the heck out of you and stick with it through 

official church membership.  The kind of community that Jesus talked about in Lk. 17 – a 

place of rebuke, a genuine gospel community – necessarily requires commitment and 

generally requires years, it takes time, stability, relationships with people long-term.  

Don’t just flit around everywhere.  Find a church that believes the gospel and not just 

moralism.  And then stay there, even though the people hurt you and aren’t perfect.  Sin 

in the community is bound to come!  And you’re a sinner too!  You need this. 

 And the other marks of a true church, these aren’t religious rituals or hoops to 

jump through in order to be a good Christian (there’s no such thing as a ‘good Christian’ 

or a ‘bad Christian’; let’s just drop that language altogether; either you’re in Christ and 

have every spiritual blessing or you’re not, plain and simple).  The Lord’s Day, 

preaching, and the sacraments are not means of recommending yourself to God, but 

rather means of grace where God offers himself to you.  They nourish us with the gospel. 

 Taking Sabbath on the first day of the week, setting Sunday aside as the Lord’s 

Day is a powerful picture of the gospel.  David VanDrunen puts it this way: “By resting 

first [on the first day of the week] and then working [on the others], the Christian doctrine 

of salvation is portrayed in live action.  God first justifies us by uniting us to his 

resurrected Son in heaven apart from any work of our own, and then he calls us to work 

obediently in this world, not to earn our rest but to express our gratitude that the rest has 

already been earned by the work of another.”
9
 

Gathering to be preached at is a way to be confronted with God’s word and 

powerfully presented with Christ and his alien righteousness.  If the medium is the 

message then sitting on your hands and letting someone declare over you the verdict of 

sheer grace procured for you by another… that alone says something.  It forms you. 
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And then there are the sacraments.  When we see someone get baptized we see the 

gospel vividly portrayed to us.  When we eat at the Lord’s Table we are nourished with 

Christ and all his benefits. 

These are ways that the gospel not only takes us deeper into God, but deeper there 

together. 

 

The Lord’s Table 

 

Benediction 
“I pray that out of his glorious riches he may strengthen you with power through his 

Spirit in your inner being, so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith.  And I 

pray that you, being rooted and established in love, may have power, together with all the 

saints, to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ, and to know 

this love that surpasses knowledge – that you may be filled to the measure of all the 

fullness of God” (Eph. 3:16-19). 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, March 20, 2011.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel Baptist Church is to be a multiplying community 

that enjoys and proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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