The Church In Your House

Father's Day 2011 

Rom 16:3-5a Greet  Prisca and Aquila, my fellow workers in Christ Jesus, 4 who risked their necks for my life, to whom not only I give thanks but all the churches of the Gentiles give thanks as well. 5 Greet also the church in their house. ESV

Col 4:15 Give my greetings to the brothers at Laodicea, and to Nympha and  the church in her house. ESV

Philem 1-2 Paul,  a prisoner for Christ Jesus, and  Timothy our brother, To Philemon our beloved fellow worker 2 and Apphia our sister and Archippus our  fellow soldier, and the church in your house: ESV

It's Father's Day, a time where we celebrate the family and the role of men within that creation of God.  For many, it is a bittersweet celebration, and Father's Day is not nearly the blockbuster of commerce that Mother's Day has become.  Thinking of mom tends to evoke warm, fuzzy feelings for most, but for many the same is not true in thinking about father.  It doesn't have to be that way and in such a world of confusion, I've come to minister from the Word of God today.  

There is a role of parenthood that is often overlooked today that I would like to illuminate in the scriptures in your hearing.  We read the phrase in three texts and there is a fourth one that we skipped because it duplicates what the others had already said.  It's a phrase found in Paul's letters where he begins to send salutations and greetings to individuals.  Twice it is used in conjunction with his beloved friends, the couple Aquila and Priscilla, or as Paul seemed to have her nicknamed, Prisca.  We read of it also in the great letter that Paul wrote to Philemon asking his forgiveness and release of the runaway slave Onesimus, whom Paul had encountered in prison and won to God.  We read of it in a casual mention of a woman named Nympha in the letter to the Colossians.  The phrase is “the church in … the house.”  More specifically, to Aquila and Prisca, is it “the church in their house.”  To Nympha it is “the church in her house” and then to Philemon, “the church in your house.”  

This speaks to us of the modus operandi of the early Church in establishing works in new places, that most often they would begin a Bible Study and worship service in their own homes.  We know that later as they grew, they would be able to secure churches and building and meeting places and the concept of coming to church as we know it today would slowly evolve as the church multiplied, but the first preachings in an area were most likely in the living space of those who had come to the town to preach Christ.  The first conversions were usually prayed through amongst everyday things of life such as bowls and kitchen utensiles.  The first prayer meetings and sermons were delivered not in cathedrals or edifices with steeples but sitting on the floor or in a chair and after a meal in a home.  

I do not apologize for the conveniences of coming to a church building.  I appreciate the fact that we can leave the chairs and the sound system set up and don't have to tear it down each time – I've been there before and that gets old real quick.  I like the fact that service usually aren't interrupted by a phone ringing or the pizza guy at the front door or a doorbell.  I look forward to a new church with multiple potties and no lines for the bathroom!  And there's something special to coming to a place where we have designated to meet the presence of God together and worship together.  There's no substitute for a group of local believers getting together an unifying in purpose and potential because together we can accomplish much, much more for the kingdom of God than we ever could on our own.  I praise God for a church, for a pastor, and for a body of believers through which I can be strengthened, encouraged, challenged, and convicted!  Without it, we probably wouldn't make it!  

But on the other hand, there sometimes is something lost with the transition to a permanent building that is designated as “church.”  And the great danger is that we would begin to think that the sole responsibility of church and the kingdom of God lies in what goes on when we are at that place; that we would begin to think that church begins at service start time and ends at dismissal.  That we would begin to think of church as a place and not as a human element.  Technically, the term church in scripture, means “the called out group of believers.”  We say, “I'm going to church.” No, not technically; not if you are truly a child of God.  Really, you are the church and you're going to meet with the church in a select building.  And since that be true, that means that you don't cease to be the church when you leave this premises, but the Spirit of God dwells today in the temple of the body not in a building made of hands.  This facility is convenient and even important to attend and we are commanded not to forsake the assembling of ourselves together, but getting the terms right changes everything:  you don't go to church, you are the church.  And you are the church still on Monday morning at work or at home.  You are the church on the lake or at the mall.  You are the church all the time or you are not really the church.  And anytime you get together with other believers, even if it be to gorge yourselves with tacos and play Madden 11, still you are the church!  

That means that what was spoken of by Paul in our texts about Aquila and Priscilla and Nyphma and Philemon is truly spoken about you:  there is a church in your house!  I do not mean that you do not need to come here, but rather that whether you know it or not, when you truly believe in Christ, the fact that you are living in your house, means that there is a church there because there is a group of believers who regularly congregate there.  If you are a married couple, then it is appropriate to talk about the church in their house.  If you are a man like Philemon, then know that there is a church in your house.  I know that it's Father's Day, but even if you are single woman like Nympha in our other text, know that just as there was a church in her house, so there is a church in your house, also today.  And there is much riding on this church in your house.  Let me preach to you today a great truth:

The church here is only as strong as the church in your house.

That is true in that this local assembly, even though it is God ordained, is made up of families and as strong as the family is, so will the local assembly that we call the corporate church.  There is a telltale verse in the book of Acts:

Acts 8:3 But Saul was ravaging the church, and entering house after house, he  dragged off men and women and committed them to prison. ESV       

This is Saul the Persecutor who was so effective in coming against the church of Jesus Christ, that Jesus had to arrange a supernatural encounter with him on the road to Damascus.  Do you know why Saul was so successful at first with his persecution and destruction of the church of Jesus Christ?  Because he targeted foremost the houses.  To destroy the church, he went house to house and entered them.  So it is with Satan:  to destroy the church, he attacks the homes represented there.  To destroy the work of God, he seeks to destroy families.  Because before there was a government and before there was a church building and before there was even a school, there were families and it is on this basic foundation that all things good rise or fall.  As our families go, so do our church.  But if this be true, that to destroy homes is to destroy the church, then realize that the opposite is true:  to build up homes is to build up the church!  The devil knows this even if we are ignorant to the matter.  And that means that there is much riding on what happens in the church in your house!    

Realize the truth of the matter:  men, you are not just a saint, but if you own or rent a house, then you are the priest of your home.  If you are married and/or have children, you are the priest of that church in your house.  You may never be called to be a pastor over a local church assembly as I am, but you are called in your own right to shepherd your family all of the way to heaven.  Such is a great responsibility and we need men who will embrace that responsibility because without you leading and providing for the church in your homes, the church here and the entire kingdom of God will suffer!  

In modern times, there has arisen this notion that providing physically for your family is enough.  That is important, and the scriptures say that any man that doesn't provide physically for his family is worse than an unbeliever.  But realize the greater principle there which is that providing only one part of the needs of your family is not enough.  And just providing food is not enough.  That would be enough if your families were only physical creatures, but they are three parts:  body, spirit, and soul.  A man who works hard to bring home food for the table and to keep the bills paid and yet does not lead in spiritual matters or provide emotional stability, is only one-third of the man that God designed them to be.  It's not enough that they see you go to work and come home, but hug them and tell them you love them and be interested in their lives also!  Moreover, it's not enough that you would work to provide things for them and come home and tumble on the floor with them or read to them or go to the park, but let them also see you tremble under the power of the Holy Spirit!  Let them see you worship God with all of your heart and devote yourself to seeking Him and His will!  Let them see you lift holy hands without wrath or doubting!  Don't be a fraction of a man, but be everything that God created you to be!  You are the priest of your home and much is riding upon you!  

Perhaps you've heard the story of Charles Francis Adams, the son of President John Quincy Adams who was very important in the U.S. Government back in the day.  His son kept a diary as he had seen his father do and after his father had died, he was looking through his diary and came across the entry of a wonderful day.  It said, “Went fishing with dad – the most wonderful day of my life!”  Eager to see what his father had written about that day and now in possession with the diary of his dad, he turned to that day's entry and was shocked to find written, “Took son fishing; a day wasted!”  

You have a mandate to lead the church in your house so that they are in every way fruitful!  That means taking on the responsibility of what it means to pastor the church in your house.  That means providing and fulfilling the full responsibility of what God has called you to do.  I had a wonderful father, although my father was not actually my biological parent.  For some that statement is hard to understand, but the difference is that a father is the one who is involved in your life.  Having a child doesn't make you a father, anymore than having a packages of seeds makes you a farmer.  To be a father means time and effort being put into it.  Paul put it like this:

1 Cor 4:15 For though you have countless guides in Christ, you do not have many fathers. For I became your father in Christ Jesus through the gospel. ESV

Though his topic was people who had influenced you in righteousness, the point is clear:  for a “father” to truly be a “father” denotes a special level of influence, guidance, and involvement.  You'll have a lot of teachers in life; you'll have a lot of help if you go anywhere; you'll have a lot of people put their fingerprints upon you, but you'll only have one or two fathers.  It has been said that anybody can sire a child, but only a real man can be a father.  We have lived to see the day where we have 18 year old men and 60 year old boys.  I've encountered both in my 34 years of living.  The difference is whether or not they took on the responsibility of fatherhood or whether they shirked it.  I've seen 18 year old men take on the responsibility and be a wonderful and Godly father to their children, and I've known 60 year old men who had sired a stable full of kids and who never did become a father.  The commandment to Adam and to Noah was two-fold:  be fruitful and multiply.  And it is a sign of a sinful age that the trend is to do part of what God has said and neglect the other.  It is not enough to multiply, but what are you doing with the produce?  Are they growing spiritually from your example?  Are they fruitful to society and to the kingdom of God?  Anybody can produce a child, but only a Godly father will shoulder the responsibility placed upon him by heaven to produce fruitfulness in every area of responsibility!

Again, those areas of responsibility number three.  There are people in the church in your house and they that are your responsibility are made up of body, soul, and spirit.  You can feed the dog, put food in his plate and a bone on the porch and pet him for a few seconds as you go by, and your responsibilities to him are fulfilled, but your children possess a soul and a spirit.  The average father spends less than 38 seconds in full attention to their children's needs a day.  Perhaps the reason that they say that a dog is a man's best friend, is that all it takes is buying feed and providing water and a few seconds to pacify them.  But the dog is not a member of the church in your house, the members are people and they have spiritual and emotional needs beyond a dog!  

I mentioned Adam; Adam is a fitting example of how not to take on fatherhood.  He was commanded by God to be fruitful and multiply and to dress and keep the garden.  He provided for his family in the bodily sense and he passed on that responsibility to his sons:  Cain learned to till the ground and Abel learned to keep sheep.  But Adam miserably failed in the areas of soul and spirit.  For one thing, he didn't participate in the son's worship but just felt like telling them about spiritual matters was enough.  I sometimes want to scream at the people in the story when I read the Bible:  where was Adam when Cain offered up this sacrifice and did it wrongly?  Adam hadn't gotten truth across to the generation because he merely told them about it and wasn't actually present to show them by example!  Obviously Cain and Abel had learned about the need for sacrifice from Adam, but where was he when all of this was going down?  Neither son was married at the time.  There wasn't a whole lot of people yet on the earth.  It is after Cain became a God-reject that we read about a wife and offspring.  Where was Adam?  Where was the one who knew what God required?  Why didn't he walk up to the situation and see it developing and move to correct it?  Why didn't he notice that Cain was not offering a blood sacrifice?  In this church in his house, where was Adam?

Telling is not the same as showing!  Providing food and career skills, sir, does not take the place of them actually seeing you participate in sacrificing to God yourself!  Just telling them what they should do will result in their not fully getting it and could result in their missing the mark!  What they see in the church in your house overshadows, unfortunately, anything that they could hear here in this place.  They learn the most by what they see and not by what they hear!  How did they learn to become a good mechanic?  By sitting and listening to you talk about it?  Or by climbing under a hood with you with a wrench in hand?  Do you have a child that you taught how to hunt?  How did they learn that?  By sitting around discussing deer tracks in a warm cuddly den on a nice sofa on Saturdays during deer season?  No, they learned how to hunt by being drug out of a nice bed at 4am and sitting with you in a tree stand until Bambie's mother came along.  I'm not discounting the need for preaching.  Faith comes by hearing and hearing by the Word of God.  But the truth of the matter is unless you take the truth that is preached here in this church and live it out in the church in your house, all of this will be for naught.  And if, God forbid, they see in the church in your house the opposite of what is being preached here, then know that you are speaking louder than I ever could into their life.  The greatest amplification is that of which they see the leader of the church in their house do!  Your actions are the microphone most heeded!  

Just as they didn't learn life skills from you from talk only but by action, so it is with spiritual matters.  Talking about prayer is not enough, if they do not see you pray!  Talking about serving God and putting Him first falls on deaf ears if not accompanied by them seeing you live it day in and day out.  I didn't learn to pray from being in church, I learned to pray from hearing my father kneel down behind the sofa or beside the organ in an empty sanctuary and hearing him pray.  I didn't learn the importance of God being first in your life from a pulpit sermon only, but I learned it from getting up every morning of my life to a mother who had her Bible open in the sunlight on a chair by the window and knowing that before I ever awoke, she had been praying.  I didn't learn soulwinning from a seminar or a special services at the church in town, but rather learned it from hearing and seeing my parents win people to God!  I didn't learn truth in Bible College, but I learned truth sitting around our kitchen table during dinner conversation.  Oh, you may never be a preacher, and you may never take a text, and you may never do good in front of a crowd, but you preach everyday, sir and ma'am.  The congregation is your family and friends, and your sermon is your lifestyle, habits, and choices.  And your voice booms loud and clear in the church that is in your house! 

Sometimes the only time that they hear your voice is when you discipline them in a negative sense and that is not enough.  When God met with Adam and Eve in the cool of the evening and discovered their sin and brought judgment on them, that was not the first time that they had heard Him speak.  For many evening before that, He had met them and spoken with them in a positive way!  Some people today have negative feelings about their father because the only interaction that they had with their father period, was when he got onto them.  And the sad thing is that they take that mindset and apply it to God.  There are probably some here today who are having trouble receiving this message because it is hard hitting and you view God as hard hitting.  Let me remind you that there have been many sermons here about the love and grace and mercy of God and really this is what this message is about!  But we have a responsibility to the next generation in that their approach and initial learned response to God the Father will be determined and dictated much by what they have seen in you and I!  The next generation will either have a harder or easier time in receiving the mercy and grace and promises of God dependent upon what they receive from us!  Oh, let us embrace the responsibility and be the men that God has called us to be! 

That verse that I read earlier by the Apostle Paul makes an interesting contrast:

1 Cor 4:15 For though you have countless guides in Christ, you do not have many fathers. For I became your father in Christ Jesus through the gospel. ESV

The term in the Greek for “guides” is elsewhere translated “schoolmaster” and denoted slaves who were ever with children until they became adults.  At its root meaning, it means “child beater” and refers to severe discipline.  Paul said you will have many of those, but in contrast, you will not have many fathers.  Fathers were different than the harsh guides of life!  If you're involvement in your children's lives is only to bring down the hammer, then you are not fully fulfilling your role in the children's life!  If you are not disciplining them at all, you are not fully fulfilling your role in the child's life, either.  A Godly father disciplines but also speaks positively into the congregation in the church in his house!  Don't just tell them what not to do, but tell and show them what to do.  Don't just speak against what they have done wrong, but speak for what they have done right!     These are not puppies or slaves, but children and family and they have emotional souls that need the father to provide for!   

Adam failed miserably as a father in another sense, the spiritual sense.  He didn't keep the garden in the sense of guarding it.  He didn't keep the church in his house a sanctuary from evil and sin.  When Satan fell, he immediately headed for the Garden of Eden and the first family and attacked.  Most of you know the story:  Eve listened and became deceived and gave to Adam who was with her  and they ate and they were kicked out of the garden for forever.  When they went out, we read this:

Gen 3:24 He drove out the man, and at the east of the garden of Eden he placed the  cherubim and a flaming sword that turned every way to guard the way to the tree of life. ESV    

I'm drawn to this figure.  Apparently there was some sort of hedge around the Garden designed by God and to block man out only took one angel at one entrance on the east side.  That means that there was only one opening or door into the garden.  Do you not think that Adam didn't want desperately to get back in there?  But they could not because an angel blocked the only way in and kept out what didn't belong.  

How fitting it is that had Adam done this himself, humanity wouldn't be in this mess in the first place.  Before you throw apples at Eve and put the blame on her for partaking of the forbidden and listening to the serpent, you must ask yourself:  what was the serpent doing in the garden in the first place?  There was only one door for God had provided a hedge around, but Adam had failed to guard the door.  His absence of caring about the entrance allowed the wrong things into their home and the result was sin and devestation.  Listen carefully:

The church in your house is impacted greatly by what you allow in it.

I've learned something about pastoring – God is not concerned with what other churches are doing or other ministers are doing, God is concerned about what I am doing.  And God doesn't hold me accountable to what people do in areas beyond my control, but what takes place on my watch, where  have a voice, and where I have a say, God holds me accountable.  My responsibility begins and ends with the areas that God has entrusted me with a say so of what comes in and what stays out.

This church preaches the hedge of God – the church of God must be separate and distinct from the world.  Along Biblical principles we must take our stand and we do.  If we live like, act like, partake of, dress like, talk like, respond like, and function like the world, then what were we really saved from?  And how can we win them who are just like us without Jesus?  God called the church to be holy which means separated unto Him.  We are to come out and be ye holy, God commands.  Without such holiness, no man will see the Lord.  That's Biblical preaching and that is building up a hedge about this congregation.

But let's not forget about the door to the garden!  It's your responsibility to keep evil and sin and deception out of your house; it's your responsibility to guard the door!  “Well, if God doesn't want it in, He'll keep it out.”  Not so – if He has to place an angel with a flaming sword in the doorway, then it's too late!  It's your commandment, sir, to keep the garden.  And the serpent belongs out!  Let the church in your house be a sanctuary from evil!  Some families are easy targets because Satan can just walk in the front door despite the hedge and standard raised by the church because the parents and the fathers leave it wide open.  Ultimately your children will be a product of what you allow in your home and ultimately that will be on you and not on this church here.  You will give an account for what you let in to the sanctuary of the church in your house!

I've heard people say, “well, they see this at the mall, so it's okay to allow in my house.”  I don't think so!  You've missed a key point:  God will not hold you accountable for what goes on at the mall, but He will hold you in account for what you bring in and allow in to the sanctuary of the church in your house! 

Really your actions and your decisions determine what is brought in and what stays out and what is brought in and what stays out of the church in your house, determines whether or not it is pleasing to God.  I like the fact that every time Aquila and Priscilla are mentioned, there is a church in their house that is commended by the Apostle.  Would that would be the testimony of our families, that we have a church in our house and in our marriage and in our homes that is utterly Apostolic!  Let me not end before giving you some positive examples:

In Acts 16, Lydia turned her home into a church by inviting the man of God into it and by bringing truth into it.  When the Word of God and the power of God came in, her house was transformed and she was baptized, she and all her household, and from that home came the church in Philippi!

In Acts 10, we find that Cornelius sought God with all of his heart.  He refused to be satisfied with the spiritual level that he was at.  He prayed faithfully and showed by his actions the value of prayer.  He gave alms sacrificially and showed by his actions the power of sacrifice.  He was lacking the baptism of the Holy Spirit, so God sent an angel with directions to send for Simon Peter.  When Simon Peter and his friends got to Cornelius' house, he was shocked to find Cornelius there with all of his family and servants and household:

Acts 10:24 And on the following day they entered Caesarea. Cornelius was expecting them and had called together his relatives and close friends. ESV

His friends, his children, his wife, his servants were all assembled to hear the Word of God.  And Peter preached to them in his house and then we have this testimony:

Acts 10:44-48 While Peter was still saying these things,  the Holy Spirit fell on all who heard the word. 45 And the believers from among  the circumcised who had come with Peter were amazed, because  the gift of the Holy Spirit  was poured out even on the Gentiles. 46 For they were hearing them  speaking in tongues and extolling God. Then Peter declared, 47  "Can anyone withhold water for baptizing these people, who have received the Holy Spirit  just as we have?" 48 And he  commanded them  to be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ. Then they asked him to remain for some days. ESV    

Here is the sum of the matter:

Make the church in your house, an Apostolic church!

You do that by guarding the door and not letting certain thing in, but you also make it Apostolic by allowing certain things in!  Just as Cornelius' personal actions and decisions determined the spiritual fate of the church in his house, so it is with you!  Do you want the church in your house to be truly Godly and Apostolic and commended by the Apostles?  Then:

· Let the man of God's preaching of truth loose in your house!  

· Let the Holy Spirit fall in your house, starting with you!

· Let the Name of Jesus be loosed in your house, both in prayer and in baptism!

· Let Godly sacrifice loose in your house!

· Let prayer be loosed in your house!

· Let the power of God be loosed in your house!

· Let the continual teaching of the Word stay in your house!

If you will do this, then like the people in our texts, the church in your house will too be commended by God and the Apostles!  And it cannot help but impact the world greatly!  But it's got to start, not at this place, but at the church in your house!

______________________________________________________________________ 

In our text, we read where Philemon had a church in his house and Paul was writing to ask him to forgive a runaway slave named Onesimus whom Paul had met in prison and converted to Christianity and prayed through in the cell.  History tells us the rest of the story, that Philemon indeed forgave Onesimus and released him as a free man and that Onesimus became an Apostolic preacher and would eventually pastor along with Timothy, Titus, and Mark in the second generation Apostolic church.  The point is that you just never know who it is that you have in attendance in the church at your house!  Philemon lived it day in and day out even when it seemed like some in the house didn't want it, yet he was consistent.  And yet in the end some of those who seemed that they were not interested ended up being turned by God and doing great things for God!  Lord, help us to see that the next generation of prophets and preachers and worshippers and soulwinners currently reside in the church in our house!  There's much riding on whether we fulfill this responsibility!    

God let us be men – and women – who minister to the body, soul, and spirit of the congregation of the church in our houses!  Let us be a Godly example of a father for all to see! It takes time; it takes unselfishness; it takes sacrifice and hard work; it takes a backbone; it takes fervency; it takes a Godly passion.  To the fathers who are here today and serving the Lord and making an effort to be a holy influence in your children's lives, I salute you!  May the kingdom of God be filled with men like you!  To the women who like Nympha, there is no man in the house, yet you stand in the gap, may God strengthen you today!  And may you have the courage to never give up and to stand for what is truth and righteous!  Such are they that will fill heaven – both in their personal presence, and with the people whose lives they impacted!  There is no greater influence than the ministry that takes place in the church in your house!

