February 5, 2012  (Epiphany 5 B)

1 Corinthians 9:16-23
“Life Outside the COMFORT ZONE:”
I’m going to do something rather unconventional today and begin my sermon with an open question to the congregation: What frustrates you when it comes to church work?            Let’s just throw some things out there: “20% of the people do 80% of the work . . . . Always the same people doing the same things . . . . We keep trying things that just don’t seem to produce any results . . . . Offerings – those who give a lot are frustrated with those who give very little – and, those who give very little get frustrated whenever it’s brought up . . . church work always seems to come last, and people have an incredible range of excuses for not getting involved . . . . people get upset about this or that, and personalities rub each other the wrong way . . . I get frustrated when attendance is low – especially at midweek Bible classes and Lenten services when just a handful of people show up.  I should be rejoicing that anyone has come to hear God’s Word, but instead, it’s frustrating.”
What is BEHIND all that frustration?  “Du-h . . . sin.”   Yes, of course, but I think we can get a bit more specific and consider a whole variety of things that cause frustration when it comes to church work.  For the sake of this sermon, I’m just going to examine one of those root causes of frustration: people are not willing to go outside their comfort zone.  By nature we don’t want to.  We will fight anyone who tries to nudge us out of it.  It’s our “default” human position – stay as comfortable as you possibly can – and, yes, it is connected to sin and selfishness; our Old Adam.  
Then, also consider the fact that OUR comfort zone is really so comfortable – compared to much of the world, and what it has been like down through history.  We are really spoiled.   So – I’m going to throw out some more questions that might sting our pampered ears a bit:  “Am I willing to change my lifestyle, and make sacrifices that actually HURT – in order to carry the Gospel to more souls?   Am I willing to serve when I really, really, really, really don’t want to?  Am I willing to come to worship and Bible study when it’s really, really, really, really inconvenient?   Am I willing to do the right thing when it’s really, really, really, really, hard to do?”

So . . .  why did God pick us to be His people, and to spread His Gospel message with the world?  The only answer is GRACE.  We don’t deserve His love and forgiveness – but, He gives it to us anyways.  We don’t deserve heaven, but it’s ours.  We are not the best people to do His work – but He chose us, He died for us, He loves us, and He has handed the Great Commission (Matthew 28:18-20) to us. 

But – are we really, REALLY willing to step outside of our comfort zone to carry it out?    That’s a difficult question, and we’re going to look at our 2nd Lesson / to the Apostle Paul for some answers and direction this morning.  Saint Paul might come across as a bit of an oddity to us: he seems to actually ENJOY and WANT to be outside of his comfort zone.  That’s not “normal” – but – that’s “Paul”. 

1 Corinthians 9:16  “Yet when I preach the gospel, I cannot boast, for I am compelled to preach. Woe to me if I do not preach the gospel! 17 If I preach voluntarily, I have a reward; if not voluntarily, I am simply discharging the trust committed to me. . .”  What is he talking about?   Remember the road to Damascus – when Christ appeared to him and Paul became His servant?  Jesus sent him out to do this work – he didn’t really have a choice in the matter.  He wasn’t exactly what you would call a “volunteer” – and that led Paul to ask the following question: Verse 18 “What then is my reward? Just this: that in preaching the gospel I may offer it free of charge, and so not make use of my rights in preaching it.” 

He would serve the Corinthian congregation and NOT receive any payment for doing so.  (Even though, as he states in the verses before this lesson very clearly: he was very entitled to be paid for the services he was providing.) He chose to do this as a way of willingly stepping outside his comfort zone – and making his life a whole lot more difficult than it had to be.  
And – that’s not all.  Notice what Paul did to force himself outside of his comfort zone: Verse 19 “Though I am free and belong to no man, I make myself a slave to everyone, to win as many as possible. 20 To the Jews I became like a Jew, to win the Jews. To those under the law I became like one under the law (though I myself am not under the law), so as to win those under the law.”  He was free from the Old Testament civil and ceremonial regulations that God had given through Moses – but, he willingly put himself back under them so that he could reach out to Jewish people with the Gospel. 

Verse 21 “To those not having the law I became like one not having the law (though I am not free from God’s law but am under Christ’s law), so as to win those not having the law.”  Paul was willing to dump his entire culture in order to build bridges for Christ.  He had to eat foods that must have been painful for him swallow.  He went into homes that no “good Jewish guy” would ever dream of entering.  He was willing to dump everything but Christ – so that he could share Christ.  Verse 22 “To the weak I became weak, to win the weak. I have become all things to all men so that by all possible means I might save some. 23 I do all this for the sake of the gospel, that I may share in its blessings.”

Paul discovered something groundbreaking – it’s a shocking and amazing insight:  getting out of one’s comfort zone – willingly and for the right reasons – is AWESOME!!    It’s something we can do to glorify our Lord and Saviour – which is the very reason we’re here in this world!   So . . . you’ve got the world and our sinful nature together saying, “Get in your comfort zone and STAY there!”  And – Paul / God’s Word saying, “Get OUT of your comfort zone and discover how great it is!” 
Well, if we’re willing to tackle that challenge and give it a try . . . . what are we supposed to do?  You will have to consider that for yourself – so, if you want to zone out right now, you have my (rare) permission to do so.  Meanwhile, I’m going to share with you some of my personal thoughts on this subject: Paul worked without a salary, should I do the same thing?   Seriously, I gave it some consideration.  It helped Paul in his Gospel ministry – would it help out here?  I would have to get another job, and would have a lot less time to serve the church.  My wife would have to get another job and she would have a lot less time to raise, nurture, and teach our kids.  Would our congregation give my entire salary to missions – or – would giving drop off significantly?  If that happened, what would it mean for the future of our church?  One professor told us, “Don’t be humble and turn down a raise in pay.  Just be thankful.  Even if you don’t need the extra money – give it back to support Gospel ministry someplace else.  Think about encouraging the stewardship of your people, and consider the next guy who follows you, he may have a lot more expenses than you do.”  So . . . it seemed pretty clear to me that, in our situation, it would cause more harm than good if I served without a salary . . . so . . . what could I do that would encourage Gospel ministry? 
I considered that for a while.  I thought of a program at our Seminary that I was a part of – it was a cross cultural committee, where students were put on the streets in all sorts of places, and told to start conversations with strangers / learn about their culture and display genuine listening skills / and try and steer the conversation to Jesus – sharing Law and Gospel with them.  We found ourselves in some very interesting conversations in some very interesting places.  Especially at first, it was daunting.  But, when we did it, we discovered what Paul discovered – this was AWESOME! Guys came back with all sorts of amazing stories, they learned a LOT, and many souls got to hear about Jesus Christ.  

I came to Ottawa and began doing that a lot in our community for the first few years I was here.  And now . . . not so much.  Sure, I’m a lot busier and my schedule has filled up – but, that’s no excuse.  For me – I’m going to take from this sermon a renewed commitment to get out of my comfort zone and go try and talk to strangers / learn from them / share Jesus with them . . . as much as I can.   My wife and kids are looking into supporting a child in India so he/she can attend a Lutheran School (in our fellowship) instead of a muslim or hindu school.  That’ll be a big commitment and a big sacrifice.    
Enough about us . . . plug in once again . . . what can YOU do?  It might mean giving more money / time / energy than you are comfortable with – or – it might not.  It might mean sticking out in the crowd and refusing to use certain language and talk about the things your friends do.  It might mean becoming a “lightning rod” and getting called all sorts of names.  It might mean stepping up and leading family devotions when you’ve never done them before, the kids groan, and it’s uncomfortable.  Perhaps it’s going outside one’s comfort zone and stepping up to be the kind of father / mother / spouse you know God wants you to be.  It might not be within your comfort zone, but bringing Christ into conversations brings a smile to His face.  
I don’t want to tell you what to do, YOU think about it, and you’ll come up with something that’s right for you.  I just have 2 more things to bring up, then I’m done preaching: 

1. If we embrace the concept of really being willing to step outside our comfort zones – what impact do you think that would have on the things that typically cause FRUSTRATION when it comes to church work?  I think it would have a huge impact. 

2. You can try to stay comfortably within your comfort zone if you wish.  But . . . know this: the day is coming when you WILL BE pushed out of it anyways.  It might not be as drastic as the experience Job had – but, we are all going to have to deal with things that we really, really, really . . . . don’t want to.    God pushes all His kids outside their comfort zones – because He loves them and wants what’s best for them, even if they get really angry with Him.  

Here’s a thought: voluntarily step out of your comfort zone, when you don’t have to.  Discover how awesome it really is – and, then, when you get PUSHED out of it – well, it’s not so bad, you’re used to being outside of it anyways.  And, if it can glorify Jesus (and it can) then great, that’s what we’re here for anyways.  
