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13 Then Jesus came from Galilee to John at the 
Jordan, to be baptized by him. 14 John would have 
prevented him, saying, ‘I need to be baptized by 
you, and do you come to me?’ 15 But Jesus answered 
him, ‘Let it be so now; for it is proper for us in this 
way to fulfil all righteousness.’ Then he 
consented. 16 And when Jesus had been baptized, 
just as he came up from the water, suddenly the 
heavens were opened to him and he saw the Spirit 
of God descending like a dove and alighting on 
him. 17 And a voice from heaven said, ‘This is my 
Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.’  
(Matthew 3:13-17, NRSV) 
  

 
 
In a cornfield in the middle of Dubuque County, Iowa, a 
farmer named Ray Kinsella is out tending his crops at 
twilight.  You might remember the scene from the 
movie, Field of Dreams.  Ray, played by Kevin Costner, 
is struggling with his relationship with his deceased 
father who was a passionate baseball fan.  As he’s 
walking the rows of corn that evening he hears a voice, 
barely above a whisper, “If you build it, he will come.”  
What he first thinks he imagines, he can’t ignore when 
the voice repeats itself.  “If you build it, he will come.  If 
you build it, he will come.”  If you’ve seen the movie you 
know that the “it” is a baseball field, and the “he” is 
Ray’s father, along with a group of old baseball players 
who would love a chance of relieving their dreams on 
the diamond.  
 
That one line from the movie has become iconic, though 
it’s often misquoted as “Build it, and they will come.”  
One of the places I have often heard this line quoted is 
in the church.  That makes sense, as most churches are 
interested in seeing people come to their community.  
It’s hard to read the Bible, specifically Jesus’ teachings, 
and come away missing the idea that the good news we 
have received is good news we are meant to share with 
others.  And so, many in the church have concluded that 
the best way to do this is to build something bright and 
shiny which will attract people.  A beautiful building 
and well-groomed campus.  A variety of programs 
which address the needs and interests of the public – 
from recovery support groups, to yoga classes, to 
marriage courses, to sports leagues.  And of course, a 

Sunday morning worship experience that meets people 
where they are, even offering a variety of services so 
people can choose their music, their attire, their 
preacher, their venue, and even their variety of coffee.  
Now you can even worship in your pajamas from the 
comfort of your own couch, checking the game during 
the particularly slow parts of the sermon.   
 
Forget about whether this is wrong or right.  Here’s the 
problem with adopting this “attractional model” in the 
church - it generally doesn’t work.  Yes, there are some 
benefits that can come from meeting the needs of those 
outside the church by inviting them to come to the 
church, and adjusting things in the church to make 
ourselves and what we offer more accessible to new 
people.  But experience has taught us that when our 
focus becomes trying to get people to come to us, while 
we might be able to initially attract some of them for a 
time if what we are presenting is especially bright and 
shiny, most won’t stick around for the long haul.  A 
wise mentor told me long ago that whatever it is that 
you use to attract people to the church, you have to 
keep offering that same thing to get those people to stay 
in the church.  He was right.  This is why so many 
people leave churches when the pastor resigns, or the 
music changes, or some program or another is shut 
down.   
 
This is also why we have seen COVID have the sort of 
impact it has had on the wider church in America these 
past three years.  So much of what drew people to the 
church was taken away, and so they just left.  Many 
aren’t coming back.  We’ve seen that here at Faith.  It’s 
also true in nearly every other church I’ve come across.  
Christians in other parts of the world, in places where 
following Jesus can get you arrested or killed, many of 
them continue to pursue Christ and gather as the 
church, while here in America the inconvenience of 
having to gather online in the comfort of our homes or 
wear masks for a few months was enough to lead many 
in our part of the world to walk away. 
 
We have to think differently.  We have to help one 
another understand that our calling is not to build 
something bright and shiny which will attract people to 
come and join us so that our church will grow and 
thrive.  I’m not even sure that it’s our job to make the 
church grow, as if that is something even in our control.  
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If we want to be faithful to Christ’s calling to the 
church, instead of trying to get others to come in, I 
think we need to go out.  Just try and picture Jesus 
standing among us this morning and saying, “Build it, 
and they will come.”  I for one can’t imagine those 
words coming out of his mouth.   
 
For a moment, think of all the ways we characterize 
God.   What are some of God’s attributes?  Let’s hear a 
few.  When we consider the attributes of God, we most 
often think of characteristics like holiness, sovereignty, 
wisdom, justice, love, and so on.  Rarely, however, do 
we think of God as one who goes, as one who is sent.  
There are people we might describe this way.  I know 
lots of people who are always on the move, always 
reaching out, always on a mission.  But is that how we 
think about God?  Is God always on a mission?  Is that 
one of God’s main attributes?   
 
I believe that it is.  Consider that fact that we serve and 
follow a God on a mission, a God who is both sending 
and sent.  The Hebrew verb “to send” is found nearly 
800 times in the Old Testament.  Granted, in many of 
those cases it’s used in non-theological ways – “the 
father sent his son to town to sell a goat.”  But more 
than 200 times, God is the subject of the verb.  In other 
words, it is God who commissions His people and sends 
them out.  In the New Testament, the most 
comprehensive collection of sending language is found 
in the Gospel of John, where the words “send” and 
“sent” are used nearly 60 times.  In most cases, it is God 
who is sending, or Jesus who is being sent.1     
 
Hear that again.  God is one who sends, but God is also 
one who is sent.  The Father sends the Son into the 
world to save the world through him.  John 3:17 reads, 
“Indeed, God did not send the Son into the world to 
condemn the world, but in order that the world 
might be saved through him.”2  In John 4:34 Jesus 
proclaims, “My food is to do the will of him who sent 
me and to complete his work.” 
 
It doesn’t stop there.  As Jesus prepared to finish his 
mission on earth, he started telling his disciples that 
when he left he would send another, the Holy Spirit, 
into the world.  John 16:7 reads, “Nevertheless, I tell 
you the truth: it is to your advantage that I go 
away, for if I do not go away, the Advocate will not 
come to you; but if I go, I will send him to you.”  
Sure enough, at Pentecost the Holy Spirit was sent into 

                                                           
1 Brad Bisco, “A God Who Sends: The Church Must Live as Sent Ones”, 

Lifeway Research, September 26, 2013.  Read online at 
https://research.lifeway.com/2013/09/26/a-god-who-sends/  

2 This and all biblical citations are from the New Revised Standard Version 
(NRSV).   

the world, and is still being sent into the world, every 
corner of the world!   
 
Imagine if God took as his strategy in regards to us, 
“Build it and they will come”?  We never would have 
come.  And so knowing this, God has never been one 
who sits back and tries to attract us to come to him.  
That’s not the heart of God.  God, motivated by love, is 
one who goes after, who pursues, who is sent out.  I 
pointed out a few weeks ago how C.S. Lewis once 
described God as ‘the great Angler’ playing his fish, a 
cat chasing a mouse, a pack of hounds closing in on a 
fox, and a divine chess player maneuvering him into the 
most disadvantageous positions until in the end he had 
to concede ‘checkmate’.3 
 
We spent all of 2022 considering together what it 
means to be a disciple of Jesus, to follow him so that we 
might let him teach us how to live our lives as he would 
live our lives if he were in our shoes.  Truth is, we are 
going to make that our focus again this year, mostly 
because it’s always supposed to be our focus.  
Specifically, in 2023 we are going to start out the year 
by carefully considering how we follow Jesus out into 
the world.  Since he is one who is sent, how do we also 
become people who are sent?  It’s no secret that this is 
what Jesus wants of his church.  In the Great 
Commission, the very last words Jesus speaks in the 
Gospel of Matthew, he tells his disciples, “Go 
therefore and make disciples of all nations…”  He 
doesn’t say a thing about getting people to come to 
them.  “Go!” he commands.  Just before he ascends to 
the Father, he tells the same disciples, “You will 
receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon 
you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in 
all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.”  
Witness there in Jerusalem, yes.  But also go to the 
ends of the earth!  
 
Here’s a challenge that we face.  In our time and 
context we have been taught that we are a sending 
church.  But I think Jesus wants us to also be a sent 
church.  I have only sensed enthusiasm here when it is 
announced that we will be a sending church.  When 
missionaries or a mission team is sent from this 
congregation, there is always great support.  When a 
call goes out for us to send resources out to places 
where the needs of others are being met, this 
congregation consistently displays uncommon 
generosity.  In one Sunday morning plea recently for a 
ministry that provides showers to those living on the 
streets, this church gave over $10,000.  In one Sunday!  
Most people in the church, here and elsewhere, are 

                                                           
3 Cited by John Stott, 171. 

https://research.lifeway.com/2013/09/26/a-god-who-sends/
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thrilled to support the sending of others, or the sending 
of resources.  That’s good! 
 
But Jesus doesn’t suggest that only some of us are to be 
sent.  When he says to go, he’s looking at all of us.  
When he says to be witnesses to the wider world, he’s 
speaking to you as much as he’s speaking to anybody.  
That doesn’t necessarily mean he is calling you to move 
across the world and become a missionary in Ethiopia 
or Thailand; most of us don’t have that calling.  But you 
are still being sent out as a witness, even if “out” simply 
means your neighborhood, or your extended family, or 
your workplace, or your school, or wherever it is you 
spend most of your time.  We are a sending church, yes.  
But we are also a church that is sent.   
 
One of the other challenges for us is that we are a part 
of a wider American church culture which, for years, 
has had a primarily inward focus.  As one church leader 
put it, “The church’s inward focus is a grave illness.”4  
It’s easy to see how this happens when the mission of 
the church becomes “Build it and they will come.”  
Because to build it you have to focus inward.  And 
whatever you are building – whether that is actual 
buildings, or programs that provide religious goods and 
services, or worship gatherings which cater to 
preferences – it’s not difficult to see how along the way 
the church can become increasingly comfortable with 
what we’ve built, even to the point of eventually not 
caring so much about whether or not others come and 
join us.  
 
I’ve heard it said that if you want to discover what it is 
a person truly values, look at his calendar and his credit 
card statement.  We spend our time and money on what 
is most important to us.  I think the same test could be 
applied to the church.  What would we find if we looked 
carefully at the weekly calendar of Faith Presbyterian 
Church?  How many activities would be “sending” 
activities, focused on going out beyond ourselves into 
the world to bear witness to Christ?  By contrast, how 
many activities would instead be focused on ourselves?   
How about our budget?  How many of our dollars are 
focused on mission and outreach?  By contrast, how 
many dollars are focused internally?   
 
To clarify – and please hear me – it’s not that we should 
never focus internally.  We absolutely should!  
Resources spent on worship, and study, and Christian 
formation, and fellowship are vital, and can bear great 
fruit.  But these internally-focused activities and 
resources are always for the purpose of building us up 
so that we might be sent out.  They are not ends in 
themselves.  I like how British theologian, Lesslie 

                                                           
4 Michael B. Regele, cited by Robert Lewis, The Church of Irresistible Influence 

(Zondervan, 2001), 21. 

Newbigin, puts it, “The church is the bearer to all the 
nations of a gospel that announces the kingdom, the 
reign, and the sovereignty of God…It is not meant to 
call men and women out of the world into a safe 
religious enclave but to call them out [into that 
enclave] in order to send them back as agents of God’s 
kingship.”5 
 
It’s telling to hear how many people today use the word 
‘church.’  In most cases, when Christians use that word 
these days, they are speaking about either a location or 
an event.  “Let’s meet over at the church.”, meaning a 
physical location, 625 Florin Road.  Or, “Are you going 
to church this Sunday?”, meaning both a physical 
location and the event of a worship service.  But 
biblically, the church is neither a location or an event.  
It’s a people.  We don’t go to church or do church.  We 
are the church.  And yes, sometimes we gather in this 
space.  But later today, when we all leave this place, 
there will be no church here.  Just an empty building.  
And yes, the church worships together on Sunday 
morning.  But the church also goes to work and school 
on Monday morning, and does chores around the house, 
and interacts with neighbors, and drives on the 
highway, and is present at every other activity that the 
people of God do in ordinary times and in ordinary 
places.   
 
Jesus at one point told his disciples, “You are the light 
of the world.  A city built on a hill cannot be hid.”6  
He went on to clarify how foolish it is to light a lamp 
and then stick it under a basket.  His message is clear.  
Our lives are to shine beyond ourselves, out into the 
world, that in the end God might be glorified through 
our witness.  And not some of us, but all of us.  We all 
are the light of the world!  Your life is meant to shine for 
Christ, and not just in here, but out there as well! 
 
Some of you are aware that the fastest growing church 
today is the church in Iran.  In fact, the church in Iran is 
so dynamic these days that it is influencing the entire 
region in the Middle East, even places like Afghanistan 
where most people would assume the ground is too 
hard for the church to ever take root.   
 
It’s true that after the Iranian revolution in 1979, 
Christians there faced intense opposition and 
persecution.  Missionaries were kicked out, Bibles were 
banned, pastors were killed.  Most assumed the church 
would wither and die.  Instead, the opposite has 
happened.  There are many reasons for this, but one of 
the key reasons is that at a time and place where it 
might make most sense for followers of Jesus to turn 
inward, even to hide away in secret for protection, 

                                                           
5 Lesslie Newbigin, Foolishness to the Greeks (Eerdmans, 1986).   
6 Matthew 5:14 
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Iranian Christians have instead insisted on keeping 
their focus outward as they have continued to boldly 
and faithfully bear witness to Christ even in the face of 
persecution.   
 
In an article on this astounding development, 
missionary Mark Howard tells the stories of several 
Iranian Christians he has met personally.  One of them 
is Kamran, once a violent man who made a living 
dealing in drugs and weapons.  But then one day a 
friend of his gave him a copy of the New Testament.  I 
have to believe it was a risky move.  After reading it for 
five consecutive days, Kamran surrendered his life to 
Jesus.  When his family and friends saw the subsequent 
and radical change in his life, many of them also came to 
faith.  A church now meets in Kamran’s house.   
 
A woman named Fatemah says that her earliest 
memories are when she was raped by her brothers.  At 
age 11 she was sold in marriage to a young addict who 
later divorced her when she was 17.  Since she had 
nowhere else to go, she went back home where she was 
raped again.  She turned to the streets where one day 
she heard the gospel preached.  Can you imagine a 
street preacher in Iran?  She listened and, having 
nowhere else to turn, decided then and there to trust in 
Jesus.  In time she married a Christian man, received 
training in evangelism and church planting, and was 
called by God (sent, if you will) back home to bear 
witness to her family.  Her entire family repented and 
gave their lives to Christ.  The first church that 
Fatemah planted met in her childhood home.7 
 
Isn’t that remarkable?  If being sent out into our city to 
bear witness to Christ carried with it the possibility of 
imprisonment or death, would we be willing to be sent 
out?  And yet, when our brothers and sisters in places 
like Iran are still willing to go, what legitimate excuses 
can we possible come up with for staying put?  Though 
the contexts are markedly different, we also are 
surrounded by countless people in our own city who are 
lost, people who have no idea how much they are loved 
by their Creator, people who have never even begun to 
imagine the ways Christ can satisfy the deepest desires 
of the human soul.  Jesus at one point said that the 
harvest around us is ripe, that out there is a world full 
of people who are desperate for the good news we have 
to offer.  The problem, he pointed out, was that there 
are so few workers willing to go out into the fields.  He 
went on to tell his disciples that he was sending them 
out like lambs among wolves.8  He still is.  But 

                                                           
7 Mark Howard, “The Story of Iran’s Church in Two Sentences”, The Gospel 

Coalition, July 30, 2016.  Read the full article online at                                              
https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/the-story-of-the-irans-
church-in-two-sentences/  

8 See Luke 10:1-4 

apparently, God has a knack for using lambs to change 
the hearts of wolves, if, that is, lambs are willing to go.   
 
It is my sense, and I pray this is the leading of the Holy 
Spirit, that this New Year is a season for us as a 
congregation to carefully consider God’s calling for us 
to go out, and not just consider this calling, but respond 
in faith and obedience.  Some might say that a pastor 
would say such a thing as a strategy to try and build up 
a shrinking church.  But honestly, that’s not my goal.  
As I said earlier, it’s not our job to build the church.  
That job belongs to God alone.  Yes, sometimes God 
uses the willingness of a community to go as a means to 
grow that same community.  But we don’t go to build 
the church.  We go because we follow Jesus, and Jesus 
is always going.  We are sent because he sends us.  We 
go into the world because we love Jesus and Jesus loves 
this world.  We go not trying to produce results, but 
simply looking to be obedient and leaving the results in 
God’s hands.   
 
Today is Baptism of the Lord Sunday, an ancient feast 
day where the church historically has commemorated 
the baptism of Jesus by John the Baptist in the Jordan 
River.  Though I haven’t said a lot about it, I want to 
say at least this much.  After Jesus was baptized, his 
Father sent him out.  First he sent him out into the 
wilderness where he was tested and tempted.  But then 
he sent him out into the world.  In his baptism, the Son 
was reminded that his Father’s love and blessing was 
upon him.  But God’s love and blessing is never an end 
in itself.  We are loved so that we might love, blessed so 
that we might in turn bless.  And so in a way, it was 
Jesus’ baptism which launched him out into the world 
to bear witness to the gospel with his words, and 
ultimately with his life.   
 
Our baptismal is always at the rear of our sanctuary.  
That’s for a reason.  As we enter this room to gather for 
worship we walk past the water and are to be reminded 
of our baptism, that by the grace of God through Christ, 
we are God’s beloved sons and daughters, with whom 
God is well pleased.  But our place in God’s family is 
not an end in itself.  From worship, we are then sent 
back out into the world, and as we do we pass by the 
water again to be reminded that we go to love because 
we have first been loved.  As we follow Jesus into the 
water to receive blessing, we then follow him out from 
the water and into the world to bless.   
 
These next two months we are going to focus on God’s 
calling to make this not only a sending church, but also 
a sent church.  I’ll let you know right up front, I have 
no idea where this is going to lead us.  There is not 
some big reveal we have in store at the end, some 
master plan about what this will or could look like.  I 

https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/the-story-of-the-irans-church-in-two-sentences/
https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/the-story-of-the-irans-church-in-two-sentences/
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actually don’t think that’s my job to map it out.  
Instead, it’s our job, all of us, to listen carefully to the 
Holy Spirit and allow Christ to show us how and where 
he is sending us out.  And so in our leadership 
gatherings, in our Life Groups, in our families, in our 
committees and teams, in our friendship groups, I think 
we need to work on this together.  I pray that you will 
be willing to do so. 
 
A word of encouragement before I close.  I’m hopeful.  
Mostly I’m hopeful because Jesus is faithful.  As hard as 
it must be for our brothers and sisters in places like Iran 
to risk everything by going out, I have to imagine that 
nothing could ever replace the joy they experience 
when they see what Christ does with them and through 
them and in them as they are obedient and willing to be 
sent.  Is there anything sweeter or more satisfying in 
life than knowing that God is using you to impact 
others for eternity?  I don’t know that there is.   
 
But I’m also hopeful because of you.  As some of you 
know, this church has mission in its DNA.  Many, many 
years ago, not long after this congregation was founded, 
the people of Faith Presbyterian Church (some of you 
were around then!) had to make a hard decision.  Should 
we buy this piece of property and build a building, or 
should we keep on renting space and use the money 
instead for mission, for following Jesus out into the 
world.  I’m told it was not an easy decision.  I’m also 
told the final vote was close.   
 
Obviously, at some point the property was purchased 
and buildings were built.  But that heart for mission, 
that sense that Faith Presbyterian Church exists for the 
sake of those who are not yet apart of the church, that 
heart has endured.  I hear it in the way many of you 
ache for those people around you who don’t yet know 
the love and grace of Jesus.  I’m reminded of it when I 
hear many of you talk about the suffering you see 
around us in this world and about your desire to find 
some way to do something about it.  And so I have hope 
that we are not stuck being a church that wants to 
simply build it so that they will come, but we are on our 
way to becoming a church willing to let Jesus send us 
out into the world that we might bear witness to the life 
he has in store for anybody who will receive it. 
 
Amen. 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

The Next Step 
A resource for Life Groups and/or personal 

application 
 
1. What do you think about the philosophy “Build it 

and they will come” in regards to the church? 
 

2. Do you think of God as a sending God and also a sent 
God?  How so?  Why does this matter? 

 
3. Consider this quote that was on the front of the 

bulletin from biblical scholar Christopher J.H. 
Wright: “The whole Bible renders to us the story of 
God’s mission through God’s people in their 
engagement with God’s world for the sake of God’s 
purpose for the whole of God’s creation. Mission is 
not just one of a list of things that the Bible 
happens to talk about, only a bit more urgently than 
some. Mission is, in that much-abused phrase, what 
it’s all about.”  Is mission really what the church is 
to be all about?  How would you define mission?   

 
4. If how a church spends its time and money reveals 

the values and priorities of that church, what about 
Faith Presbyterian Church?  What does our 
calendar of events and budget reveal about our 
values and priorities, especially in terms of our 
focus inward and outward?   

 
5. Do you see yourself as somebody who God is 

sending out?   
 

6. What goes through your heart and mind when you 
hear accounts of the church in Iran today? 
 

7. Read Matthew 3:13-17 again.  Consider that Jesus’ 
baptism was the launching of his public ministry, of 
him being sent out to declare the gospel.  What 
does baptism have to do with mission, with being 
sent?   

 
8. What do you sense Jesus is saying to you/us 

through this message?  What is your initial 
response?   

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Table to Table: A question for kids and                              
adults to answer together. 

Do you think that Jesus is sending us out into the world?  Where 
do you think he is sending us?  What is he sending us to do?    


