Is RiverBridge Apostolic?

Romans 15:14-33


For the last 1,700 years or so, Christians across the world have recited the Nicene Creed as a part of their worship service to remind them of the basic fundamentals of the Christian faith. And part of the Nicene Creed says, "We believe in one holy, catholic, apostolic church." 
Now growing up in the Lutheran Church in Buffalo, Minnesota we often recited the Nicene Creed, but to be honest, I never thought much about what it really meant. As a matter of fact, it was little confusing to me that we were confessing to be a catholic church when we were Lutheran. I couldn’t make the connection. 

But what does that really mean to be one holy, catholic, apostolic church? 
Well, we know that “one” refers to the oneness of the Christian community-that we’re united in by a common faith, no matter who we are, what language we speak or where we live. 
And we know that "holy" means that the Church belongs to God-that it’s set apart to Him. And the word "catholic" simply means "universal,"-that the church is the universal Christian community across the world that transcends different denominations and traditions.

But what about that word "apostolic"? What does that mean? When you hear the word “apostolic” what do you think of? Most of us think of the word Apostle or Apostles don’t we? 

Jesus chose 12 men and called them apostles. The word "apostle" suggests that these 12 men had a special and unique authority. And that they spoke and acted with Jesus’ own authority. So they were more than pastors, more than evangelists and leaders- they were official representatives of Jesus himself.
The word apostle simply means one sent with a special message or commission.

But contrary to a lot teaching that is running rampant in the church today, the title "apostle" wasn’t handed down past that first generation of the 12 foundational apostles that Jesus personally chose. And there’s great debate among churches as to how a church today can still be considered "apostolic." 
The Roman Catholic Church claims that the authority of the apostles was handed down through the pope, so the Roman Catholic pope is a living apostle of Jesus 
Christ, with the same authority as foundational apostles like Peter and Paul. 
The Eastern Orthodox Church suggests the authority of the apostles was handed down to the bishops in the church, so the leadership of the Eastern Orthodox Church is the source of apostolic authority. 
Some charismatic churches believe that God directly calls certain individuals to be living apostles of Jesus. For instance, C. Peter Wagner, who is the father of the New Apostolic Reformation, who used to teach at Fuller Seminary along with John Wimber of the Vineyard Movement and who mentored Rick Warren’s doctoral dissertation paper on church growth, believes himself to be a living apostle of Jesus. 
Now Wagner has yet to answer the question, “Who appointed him as an apostle”, which I find quite amusing, but according to Wagner, these living apostles have a unique authority to speak and act in Jesus’ name and they receive direct revelation from God about what God wants to say to the Christian community. 

Amelia and I were a part of this movement for many years, but soon came to the conclusion that this was not a movement of God and that in fact many false apostles and prophets were being born in this movement just as the scriptures said would happen in the last days during the “Great Falling Away” in the church.

Well during the Protestant Reformation 500 years ago, this question about what makes a church apostolic was a big debate. Protestant Reformers like Martin Luther, John Wycliffe and John Huss noticed that after the 12 original foundational apostles had all died, that the way the second generation of Christians sorted through which Christian books were considered scripture and which books weren’t scripture, was by looking at whether the book was apostolic or not. 
Every book they could determine that was written by an apostle, endorsed by an apostle or associated with an original foundational apostle of Jesus was viewed as scripture and thus it was included in the Bible. 
Every book that wasn’t written by, endorsed by or associated with an original foundational apostle was rejected as scripture. The Reformers concluded from this observation that the authority of Jesus’ apostles wasn’t passed on to people, but it was written down in the writings of the apostles. 
According to the Reformers, apostolic authority was handed down from generation to generation as the Bible was handed down from generation to generation. And a given group of Christians is living under apostolic authority if it’s living under the authority of the Bible. This was one of the key beliefs of the Protestant Reformation that separated it from the Roman Catholic church and the Eastern Orthodox Church.

Now I happen agree with the Protestant Reformers on this issue and RiverBridge is essentially a Reformation church on this issue. But there’s another dimension to being apostolic that’s often overlooked. 
Churches debate apostolic authority and where it lies, whether in the pope, in the bishops, in a self-appointed apostle or in the Bible. But there’s also a more practical dimension of being apostolic, certain ministry characteristics that make a congregation apostolic in its focus that we tend to ignore. 
It’s possible for a church to live under apostolic authority because it accepts the authority of the Bible, but for that same congregation to not be apostolic in this practical sense. And that’s what I want to talk about today.

The apostle Paul has written this letter to the church in Rome while he’s been staying in the Greek city of Corinth. Paul’s never been to Rome, so he’s writing to prepare for his visit, as we’ll see in a few minutes.

Today we’re going to look at some characteristics of an apostolic ministry. We’re going to ask whether our congregation is truly apostolic in this practical sense. If you have your Bibles with you today, please turn with me to Romans 15:14. The title of the message today is this, “Is RiverBridge Apostolic.” Let’s pray.

Trusting People (Romans 15:14)

Let me just give you the first characteristic: An apostolic ministry trusts ordinary people to minister to each other. 

Look at verse 14 (read). Paul expresses his conviction that the church in Rome is filled with healthy, mature Christians. His phrase "full of goodness" doesn’t mean perfect, but it reflects Paul’s belief that their motives were right and their hearts were in the right place. 
The phrase "complete in knowledge" doesn’t mean they’re "know it alls," but it means they’re mature in their understanding of the Christian faith. Finally, because their hearts are in the right place and they’re mature in their faith, Paul’s confident that the Roman Christians are competent to instruct each other.

Now how does Paul know this? He’s never visited the church in Rome before. Although Paul knows some of the people there, he’s not intimately acquainted with the congregation. I believe Paul has learned to trust people to minister to each other. 
I think Paul assumes a Christian’s spiritual maturity until he sees good reasons to question it. Even though Paul is an apostle, he’s very careful here that the Roman Christians don’t develop a sense of dependency on Paul. Paul’s saying, "I’m coming for a visit, but you really don’t need me there because you’re already a healthy church."

We have a lot to learn about trusting people to minister to each other in the church today. It’s almost like pastors and church leaders today have watched too many episodes of the X-Files, because the rule seems to be, "Trust nobody." 
One of the main reasons why church in America is unable to grow beyond 100 people is because the pastor can’t trust other people to minister. Now I don’t believe this to be true of RBCC because there have been many factors that have contributed to the lack of growth here at RBCC long before even Amelia and I got here in 2004.

I am more than willing to let people minister to one another, as a matter of fact-I would prefer it vs. “The pastor minister to everybody mentality” that exists in many places in the church today. And I will tell you that it is unrealistic for a pastor and his wife to have intimate relationships with everybody in the church, especially when it starts to grow. It’s just not possible.

An apostolic ministry is willing to trust people to minister.

Outreach As Worship (Romans 15:15-17)

Now let me give you the second characteristic: An apostolic ministry sees reaching non-Christians as an act of worship.

Look at verses 15-16 (read). Here Paul clarifies why he as spoken so boldly on some issues when in fact the church in Rome is relatively healthy. 
In a sense Paul says, "I can’t help it because I’m an apostle. I can’t help but talk like this, so don’t take it personally." But he knows he’s just reminding the Roman Christians of what they already know. 
If you underline in your Bible, underline the words "minister," "priestly duty" and "offering" in verse 16. These are all technical words in the Greek that are used to describe the Jewish priests who offered animal sacrifices in the Jewish temple. The Jewish priest was called a "minister" who had a "priestly duty" to the sacrifices as an "offering" before God.

Paul uses these technical terms drawn from temple worship in Judaism to describe his own apostolic ministry. Instead of being a temple priest, Paul is a minister of Jesus. And instead of being in the Jerusalem temple, Paul serves on the frontiers of the Roman Empire. 
And instead of having a priestly duty to bring animal sacrifices as an offering, Paul’s priestly duty is to share the Good News about Jesus with people. So the offering Paul presents to God is the fruit of his efforts to reach non-Jewish people with the good news of Christ.

Paul refused to divide outreach and worship. For Paul and for apostolic ministries, worship and outreach belong together. You see, our worship isn’t just singing songs of praise, listening to messages, giving our tithe to God and celebrating communion and baptism, but it’s also sharing the Good News of Jesus with seekers. 
Worship and outreach belong together and apostolic churches keep these two things together.

Reaching Unreached People (Romans 15:17-22)

Let me give you the third characteristic: An apostolic ministry seeks God’s power to reach people other ministries have failed to reach.

Look at verses 17-22 (read). Paul demonstrates incredible confidence in his calling here, but he’s quick to point out that it’s a confidence that comes from Christ and not from Paul himself. Here we find Paul’s sense of calling was to share the Good News of Christ in places where there’s no church. 
It’s this calling that’s hindered Paul from visiting the church in Rome up to this point-so they shouldn’t take his lack of a previous visits personally or read anything into it.

Paul pictures the region from the city of Jerusalem to the city of Illyricum [ih LIHR ih kuhm] as being like a big circle. Now Jerusalem is in modern day Israel and Illyricum is in what used to be Yugoslavia-modern day Croatia, Bosnia and Albania. 
Within this circle Paul has planted about a dozen Christian churches in key cities. Paul’s strategy seems to be to plant a church in a key city and then to empower that church’s leaders to fan out into the smaller towns and villages. 
So Paul’s not saying that there are no longer any non-Christians in this circle, but he feels like he’s laid the foundation for the churches he’s started to proclaim God’s Good News in this entire area.

Paul comments here about the power that makes his ministry of starting new churches where there are none. This power is a reflection of what Jesus is accomplishing in Paul life, it’s not just a natural ability. It’s a ministry of proclaiming the Good News and following it up with incredible things like signs and wonders.

Paul’s saying that his apostolic ministry is focused on seeking God’s power to reach people other ministries have failed to reach. We see the same sense of calling in missionaries who go to people groups who have never heard about Jesus Christ. There are still thousands of people groups in the world who have never heard about Jesus.

But we also see apostolic ministry in the local church when a church decides to focus its efforts on reaching un-churched people that other churches have been unable to reach. There are thousands of people in our community traditional churches have been unable to reach. 

You see, it’s pretty easy for a church to reach Christians for Christ. And much of the church growth we see today is just that-local churches swapping members-kind of like mixing playing cards from several different decks of cards. 
So although one church might grow bigger than another church, the growth hasn’t been kingdom growth, because the bigger church has simply reached more Christians for Christ, probably luring them away from a few smaller churches. 
And in America today, you can grow a big church that way, simply by luring people away from other congregations with better music, a stronger youth ministry and things like more inspiring preaching.

But a true apostolic church doesn’t really want any part of that. An apostolic church wants to reach people who don’t yet know Christ. An apostolic ministry gets excited about seeing people come to know Christ and becoming part of the life of the congregation. An apostolic ministry would just assume people who are already Christians stay at the church they already go to and support that local body.

I want the future of this congregation to be an apostolic ministry. That’s one thing that will change if God calls us on to continue together in this mission out here in Otsego. I have no desire to reach those who are on the church circuit, going from congregation to congregation in hope of finding something better than what they had in their last congregation. The grass can always seem greener on the other side. 
May God help us continue to grow into an apostolic congregation-a congregation that isn’t content to just get bigger, but that’s passionate about seeking God’s power to reach people that other churches have failed to reach.

Asking For Help (Romans 15:23-29)

Let me give you the fourth characteristic: An apostolic ministry asks for help from mature Christians to impact other people. Isn’t that what we are seeking to do in pursuing a potential future relationship with the Maple Grove Free Church?

Look at verses 23-29 (read). Here we learn about the apostle Paul’s travel plans. He ultimately wants to go as a missionary to Spain and it’s in preparation for that trip that Paul will come to Rome. 
In verse 24 we find one of Paul’s main reasons for writing his letter to the church in Rome. Paul’s hoping that the church in Rome will "assist" Paul in his mission to Spain. Now the word "assist" here is a technical term for financial support. Paul is counting on the Roman Christians to foot the bill for his outreach to Spain.

Here we learn that Romans is at least partially a fund raising letter from a missionary seeking to pave the way for a visit where he asks for financial support for his mission. What Paul’s done in Romans is outline his message, his understanding of the gospel, so the Roman Christians can be in a position of deciding whether or not it’s a message 
they can financially get behind. He also wants prayer support and perhaps even some members from the church to join his ministry team to Spain. Interesting God’s timing on this message.

But before Paul can visit Rome, he has some unfinished business to attend to. You see, Paul is right in the middle of a fund raising project of collecting a cash offering from the churches he’s started to give to the Jewish Christians in Jerusalem. 
Now perhaps "fund raising project" isn’t the best term for it, because we think of fund raising as bingo nights, little league candy bars and red thermometers. But whatever you call it, Paul has been raising money from the churches he’s started for a specific ministry goal. 
You see, a few years earlier a terrible famine hit the Jewish people living in Jerusalem. And this famine resulted in economic disaster for the Jewish Christians in Jerusalem because their faith in Jesus as the Messiah was cut off from help from the rest of the Jewish community. 
Paul saw this economic recession as an opportunity for him as an apostle to build a unity between the Jewish Christians in Jerusalem and the non-Jewish Christians in the churches he’s started. Paul believes that the non-Jewish Christians have a spiritual duty to help out their Jewish brothers and sisters in Christ. 
It’s possible Paul was thinking of several prophecies from the Old Testament that predicted a time when non-Jewish nations would bring their wealth to Jerusalem. Perhaps Paul views his fundraising project as a fulfillment of those prophecies. 
But Paul also knows that if the Jewish Christians in Jerusalem accept this offering, it will communicate acceptance of the non-Jewish Christians as equal members of the Christian community. So Paul has been raising this money for some time and now he’s in Corinth picking up the last contribution before he goes to Jerusalem to deliver the offering.

His plan is to travel from Corinth to Jerusalem, drop off the offering and then sail to Rome. But he reminds the church in Rome that his ultimate goal is Spain-to find a support base in Rome to take the Good News of Christ to ancient Spain.

In a sense, Paul is raising money on two fronts here. On the one hand he’s completing his project to collect money for the poverty stricken Jewish Christians in Jerusalem 
and getting ready to drop that offering off. He asked for donations to that from the churches in Corinth, Thessalonica, Ephesus and Galatia. You can read all about that project in 2 Corinthians chapters 8 and 9. 
Paul doesn’t ask the Romans to give toward that because he’s finishing that project and he’s only asking for contributions from churches Paul himself started. But Paul’s also looking ahead, to his planned mission to Spain and trying to lay the foundation for financial support for that.

Apostolic ministries ask for help from mature Christians. Reaching people for Christ takes resources, it takes money, it takes effort, it takes people and it takes time. 

Now where should the money come from to reach people? Paul would say it should come from healthy, mature Christians. Paul didn’t always get that support and sometimes he had to work a second job to fulfill his apostolic ministry, but he believed in an ideal situation where mature Christians would fund his apostolic work of reaching un-reached people. 
Far too often in the church today our financial support is focused on ministries that are designed to meet our own needs. In the typical church, the Christians give money with the understanding that the money will be used to provide them with quality. 
Now there’s nothing wrong with wanting quality ministry in our lives, but when our giving is motivated by getting quality ministry, we’re really not giving in the biblical sense of the word. What we’re really doing is paying a fee for a service. 
As followers of Jesus, we need to broaden our vision for giving-that God calls us to tithe from our income to impact the lives of other people, not just to pay fees for religious goods and services for our own families. 
Our giving is an investment in the lives of other people.

An apostolic ministry isn’t afraid to ask for help from mature Christians.

Taking Risks (Romans 15:30-33)

Let me give you the last characteristic: An apostolic ministry takes risks that can only succeed if God intervenes.

Look at verse 30-33 (read). Paul ends the chapter by inviting the Christians in Rome to struggle with him in his apostolic calling. Specifically he invites them to pray for him. He wants prayer for safety as he goes into the city of Jerusalem carrying the cash offering he’s collected. 
Paul knows that there’s a trap waiting for him in Jerusalem-that some of the people there hate him and want to see him dead. We know from Acts that a lot of Paul’s friends tried to talk Paul out of going into Jerusalem because it was so dangerous, but Paul was absolutely convinced part of his calling was to deliver the offering in person. 
Paul was risking his life by delivering this offering in person and we know from Acts that he was arrested in the city and imprisoned for quite some time. In fact, Paul would finally arrive in Rome in chains because he took this risk. 

Considering a relationship with Maple Grove is a big risk for us isn’t it? The church in Rome is kind of like Maple Grove and Spain is kind of like Otsego isn’t it?

Paul also asks for prayer for how the offering he’s bringing is received by the Jewish Christians in Jerusalem. Paul knows that if they reject the offering it will destroy the fragile unity he’d built between the Jewish Christians and non-Jewish Christians. 
So he asks for prayer for the offering to be received as a symbol of the non-Jewish Christian’s full membership in the Christian community. Paul knows that this offering itself is an incredible risk because the unity of the church itself is at stake in the success of his project.

Paul’s mission is sure to fail unless God is in it. That’s because apostolic ministries are risk taking ministries. And come January 1st, this congregation (or what’s left of it) will be potentially taking a huge risk in entering a relationship with Maple Grove. An apostolic ministry is not a "play it safe" kind of ministry that simply does what it’s always done.
Somebody once said if you always do what you have always done, than you will always be what you have always been. I think we have concluded as Elders that what we have been doing out here in Otsego for the past 5 years, especially in reaching the lost, hasn’t been working. And so we have decided to take the risk of not doing what we have always done so that we don’t continue to be what we have always been.

 

Is this an apostolic congregation? Are we trusting people to do ministry, seeing our outreach as worship, seeking God’s power to reach people that others have failed to reach, asking for help from mature Christians and taking risks that can only succeed if God intervenes? 
I think the answer is, "yes and no." I think there are clearly some areas where we’re doing well, but I think there’s much more we can do. We are about to become a risk taking church and that in part will make us a apostolic church if God so chooses for our future together here in Otsego. And if that’ what He has for us, I can’t wait! 

Amen. 


