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Well… this isn’t exactly where any of us expected to be meeting this morning.  I was pretty sure parking lot services were over with COVID, but it looks like we are trying them again at least for this week and next.

So last Friday evening I was down in Abbotsford with Abi and Alex at their rehearsal dinner when my phone started lighting up and people were saying, “do you know that your church is on fire.”  

And my first response was, “Well yeah, this church is on fire.”  Even Alicia Keys knows that.  But why are you calling?”  And then the 20 or so of us from Fort Geroge who were down there for the wedding all crowded around my phone and watched the flames shoot up the back walls.  And my stomach dropped because this place matters.

We’ve worshiped here.  We’ve prayed here. We’ve grieved here.  We’ve celebrated here.  We’ve met Jesus here.  And we don’t want to lose this space.

And then as reports started coming in and we realized most of the damage stayed outside – I was filled with thankfulness.  The building is still standing.  But then I realized – more importantly – the church is still standing.

See the church was never bricks, drywall and a bit of asbestos.  The church is people.  We’re the church.  You’re the place where Jesus lives.  

So today, instead of hiding in discouragement, we’re standing outside declaring: the stairs and siding can burn, but you can’t burn down the church of Jesus.
…
And then as I was thinking about what to say this morning it dawned on me that fire plays a very significant role throughout scripture.  It’s all over the place.  And most of the time fire shows up God is closer than people realize.  I’ll give you five examples:

So first, think about Moses noticing something strange out of the corner of his eye.  There was a bush burning, but not burning up.  And it was when God saw that Moses had turned aside to look that He spoke from within the fire:
“Take off your sandals, for the place where you are standing is holy ground... I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob... I have indeed seen the misery of My people.”
	(Exodus 3:5-7)



The fire was a sign that God was present.  Not absent.  Not distant.  And He is the God who sees.  Church, that matters today.  Because when something hard happens, our first instinct is often to say: “God, where are you?  It feels like You’re gone.”   But throughout scripture, fire often means the opposite.  God’s people meet Him in the fire.  

So a couple chapters later in Exodus 13, Israel is wandering through the wilderness, but they aren’t lost.  God is leading them.  And Moses recorded:
By day the Lord went ahead of them in a pillar of cloud to guide them on their way and by night in a pillar of fire to give them light, so that they could travel by day or night. Neither the pillar of cloud by day nor the pillar of fire by night left its place in front of the people. (Exodus 13:21-22)

Now get this: the people were in the wilderness, but God wasn’t gone.  He was in the wilderness too.  And this is just as true for a bunch of people standing in a parking lot as it was for them.  And it’s also just as true for you whatever wilderness you might be walking through right now.  The God we serve is a God who inhabits the wilderness.  
…
Now this doesn’t mean wildernesses are comfortable places.  God didn’t tell Israel where He would be leading them tomorrow.  There were all sorts of unknowns.  But He was with them the whole time.  And that’s true for us as well.  God still leads His people.
…
Then there is one of my favorite characters in the Bible – Elijah.  And there are all sorts of fire stories connected to him.  But the big one was the showdown on Mount Carmel where Elijah prayed, and God answered with fire from heaven.  

Why?  Well in 1 Kings 18 Israel was in a particularly bad season of distraction.  While they still claimed to be God’s people they were serving all sorts of other gods.  Their passions were spent pursuing life in all sorts of other places.  And so Elijah gathered them on the top of Mount Carmel for a show of power – which God would actually hear their prayers and respond.
…
And when Elijah prayed the fire fell.
…
Now we aren’t going to be praying down fire anytime soon, but there is something important here.  In situations like the one we are in right now the danger can be that all our attention goes to insurance claims and repairs and logistics.  But while all these things need to happen, we can’t allow them to be our focus.

What we need today is what we need every day which is that God would show up in power and draw our hearts back to Himself.  He’s the source of abundant life that we are all searching for – no other god will deliver.  

So where are you at today?  What kinds of things have you been distracted by?  Where have you spent your energy pursuing life and meaning?  Maybe it’s been in pleasure or performance.  Maybe it’s been in popularity.  Or maybe it’s been in great things like family or work.  
It doesn’t really matter whether the things we center our lives around are good or bad.  If we are finding our primary meaning and life anywhere other than in God we need what the people of Elijah’s day needed.

So use this moment to invite God to show up in fire in your life.  Pray: “Lord, would You show Yourself to be real to me and our church?”  We don’t just need to rebuild a building; we need to be revived as a people.  Come Lord Jesus.”
…
Two more stories:

A little later in Israel’s history the people were taken back into captivity, this time in Babylon.  It was a terribly difficult time.  This is when King Nebuchadnezzar set up a 90-foot-tall golden statue of himself and demanded that everyone bow down to it.  And if anyone didn’t bow, they would be thrown into the fire.  You know the story.

Now I got this next bit from Pastor Craig Grochel.  He notes that if you are building a 90-foot statue of yourself you may be compensating for something.  Just maybe.  But the fact is this is a very human tendency.  We are all tempted to hide our own insecurities behind masks of overconfidence.  I mean everyone needs a place to live and the ability to get around and a healthy body, but when we are hiding insecurities, these things become obsessions.

Well into a world like that Shadrach, Meshack and Abednego showed up.  And they refused to bow to King Nebby’s statue.  And so he threw them into the furnace, and the fire was so hot that it killed the guards who handled them.  But as soon as the men hit the floor we read:
Then King Nebuchadnezzar leaped to his feet in amazement and asked his advisers, “Weren’t there three men that we tied up and threw into the fire?... Look! I see four men walking around in the fire, unbound and unharmed, and the fourth looks like a son of the gods.” 
Nebuchadnezzar then approached the opening of the blazing furnace and shouted, “Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego, servants of the Most High God, come out! Come here!”
So Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego came out of the fire, and the satraps, prefects, governors and royal advisers crowded around them. They saw that the fire had not harmed their bodies, nor was a hair of their heads singed; their robes were not scorched, and there was no smell of fire on them. (Daniel 3:24-27)

Well, we haven’t avoided the smell of fire here, but two quick things about this story.  First, the king saw the Son of Man because of the fire.  It was in the fire that his eyes were opened to see God was more real than he ever imagined.  And this is one of the things God does when fiery situations surround His people.  He draws the world to Himself.  


So I wonder who is it that God wants to reveal Himself to because of our fire?  And what role might we get to play in this?  Like we’ve talked a lot lately about how God is at work in our city.  So why would this situation not be part of that?  God is working all things out for the increase of His glory and the good of His people.  
…
This is true so plan how you will talk about this with your friends when it comes up.  Are you going to emphasize how frustrated you are with the state of PG and how terrible it is that people are starting fires?  Or are you going to emphasize your thankfulness for how God is taking care of us in the midst of all things.  Both stories might be true, but one of them will build faith and the other wont.  Which story do you want to tell?
…
The second thing about the King Nebby story is that when Shadrach, Meshak and Abednego were in the flames the fire didn’t hurt them, but it burnt off their ropes.  

Here’s the reality, people get comfortable, and churches do too.  And we’ve been in a season of growth for the last couple of years and it’s easy to get comfortable in that.  And when people get comfortable we trust in our own abilities to do things.  We’ve got money enough in the bank to pay the bills.  This can be a personal thing and this can be a church thing.  I mean even pastors can fall into thinking “People like the product we’ve created.  We’ll just keep doing what we’re doing.”  And as we fall into this ironically the blessing we are living in can become the ropes that tie us down.

See Jesus followers are people who live by faith in God, not faith in our own abilities.  And often it takes difficult times to remind us of this reality.
…
Now, I’m not suggesting we need to pray that God will bring disaster upon us.  But, when difficult things happen, to the church or in our lives as individuals, we can rejoice in the fact that often it is in the fire that the ropes burn off.  And that’s what we need.
…
So I wonder what is it that Jesus wants to accomplish through this fire?  We don’t usually get to know in advance.  But, if you know Jesus you know that whatever it is He’s doing, it’s good.  So do you trust Him?
…
Alright, last story.  Pentecost in Acts 2.  This is when the Holy Spirit fell on the church and they saw what seemed to be tongues of fire settling over the heads of each of the people in the room.  

So what happened next?  The church exploded with life.  People were saved.  Timid leaders became bold.  Mission began.  The fire wasn’t destructive; it was the ignition source of the future.

And I can’t help but smile at the irony.  Last week the church caught fire…
…but really we know that what God wants most is for His people to catch fire.  For our love for Jesus to deepen.  For our unity to strengthen.  For our worship to grow louder.  For our mission to become clearer.  This is always God’s will for His church.
So this is the time for us to band together.  See moments like this reveal who we are.  And already this week we’ve seen this happening: people are stepping up; serving; checking in.  And it’s not just from within our family.  Almost every church in the city has reached out to me offering their support.  It’s awesome!  

That’s the church.  We’re not consumers.  We’re not spectators.  We’re family.  And honestly, this fits perfectly with where we already sensed God leading us as a church — toward deeper ownership, deeper participation, deeper community.

So let’s not waste this moment.  Let this be a season where we band together in joy and faith.  

May it be true that this church is on fire, not because of what happened to the building.  But because God is moving.  And this morning the particular evidence for this is that we have four baptisms scheduled.

This means Jesus is still saving people.  He is still changing lives.  He is still calling people into the abundant life He has for them.  And He’s inviting us to participate in it.  Buildings matter, but transformed lives matter more.  And baptism is the declaration that Jesus is at work in us and we are responding in obedience.

So on that note I’m going to pray, and then I’ll call Pastor Brad up who is going to introduce the first of our candidates for baptism.  

[Pray]
