
All Things New, Part 1: “No Place Left"!

Sunday, March 2!

Acts 2:37-47!

!
Opening Prayer (Band descends stage)!

!
Introduction [Chris]!

• "Steady My Soul": March 9 - April 6; we will spend those 5 weeks leading 

up to Palm Sunday and Easter immersing ourselves in God's word and 

the Spirit as we seek to not only gain our footing in our struggle with the 

dark emotions, but actually leverage those emotions as a doorway to 

God. We're talking about everything from subtle negativity to the waves of 

painful, toxic emotions that relentlessly assail some of us.!

!
Body, Part 1 [Chris]!

• As long as I can remember, since I've been in the faith, I've been haunted 

by what I perceive as an intolerable void of discipleship in the church. 

Living in the Bible Belt of Southern Evangelicalism affords us all this 

perspective - IF we open our eyes. The truth is, a small number of people 

in our town actually look like the Christians that we read about in the 

Bible. Now, I know that sounds very judgmental, and I don't mean it to be, 

because for a long time, I was one of the people that I'm talking about! !

• I'm not referring to the tired, old criticism that "so many Christians are 

hypocrites."  I'm talking about well-meaning people who simply don't 

know what to do in terms of following Jesus. I'm talking about people who 
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struggle, after years of being in the faith, with the rudimentary practices of 

consistent prayer, the study of the Scriptures, growing in a love-oriented 

relationship with others, the cultivation of humility, and actively living a 

lifestyle of mission.!

• So when God began bringing people into my life over the last decade that 

seemed to be "scholars of discipleship," I immediately embraced these 

new relationships. I'm thinking of people like Kennon Vaughan who 

founded Downline Ministries here in Memphis to whom Steve Fredrickson 

introduced me. I'm thinking of the close friend and ally sitting beside me, 

Ron Surgeon, who has taken me to school on discipleship. I'm thinking of 

his spiritual father, Soup Campbell, widely known as one of the most 

winsome disciple makers in our city. And I'm thinking of a man whom I 

view as one of my primary mentors, Jeff Vanderstelt from Tacoma, WA, 

who is coaching pastors, literally, all over the world, in crafting local 

church environments that make disciples. And there's a dozen other 

names I can throw at you that have made a deep impact in my life over 

the last several years.!

• Because of this strong sense of discontentment with the way things are, 

I've always known, intuitively, that in whatever capacity I led in the local 

church, my passion and, thus, my calling, would be to show followers of 

Jesus how to do just that: follow Jesus. No matter how inspiring our 

weekend gatherings are, I'm haunted by the question of whether or not 

the disciples under my care and the care of our elders are becoming the 

kind of disciples the New Testament intends that we become. This 

question drives everything we do.!
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• As a result, it's our hearts' desire to honor God by not making the same 

mistake that so many others have made in creating a codependent local 

church environment [Slide: SAY NO TO SPIRITUAL CO-

DEPENDENCY!]. The sad state of affairs is that many local churches 

need - desperately need in some cases - a lot of people to come and give 

lots of money in order to keep the organizational structure of that entity 

viable. In exchange, the local church offers goods and services to those 

customers: !

• opportunities that are relevant to them and their families;!

• inspiring weekend gatherings;!

• and an array of other services aimed at meeting people's felt needs. !

• It is my strong opinion that this consumer-based arrangement has led to 

the exact opposite of a discipling environment and this is one reason, 

maybe the chief reason, why many people who are serious about their 

faith, who read the New Testament with intellectual honesty, are 

abandoning the local church in droves. So we are very concerned about 

our local church making authentic disciples of Jesus Christ. Authentic 

disciples. People who are really advancing in the faith. That's a big piece 

of what we do around here.!

• But there's another piece - a big piece. And we're not good at this right 

now. But not for much longer. It concerns another issue that has left me 

unsettled over the years. It's the void of strategic evangelism in the 

Southern church. Again, drawing on my immersion in the Bible Belt, I 

have been tormented over the years by the fact that the vast, vast 

majority of church growth that takes place in our part of the world is 
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almost entirely transfer growth, not the kind of growth in which people are 

coming to Christ and, as a result, are entering into fellowship with a local 

church for the first time. Yeah, we do our "outreaches" and everybody 

loves the occasional inspirational conversion story. But, at the end of the 

day, most churches almost singularly devote themselves to putting 

together an experience that caters to the whims of people who are 

already in the faith - most of whom are members of other churches, from 

bible studies to athletic programming to Sunday morning church services 

and the array of stuff in between. I hear people on a regular basis rejoice 

in "God's favor" on their churches, which, they claim, is evidenced by 

numerical growth, and in some cases, exponential growth. But the fact is, 

in our town, when one church is growing, another one is suffering. And 

we pastors conveniently ignore this.!

• On a side note, there are a bunch of churches in our town. And the sad 

state of affairs is that many of them have either explicitly embraced error 

and false teaching that is not consistent with the New Testament or they 

implicitly tolerate a culture in their ministries that is anything but gospel-

central and Jesus-exalting. So I not only relate to the weary soul who is 

looking for rest, but I welcome that soul to our community.!

• The problem I’m seeking to highlight is institutional in nature; not with 

you. I’m talking about the problem that we pastors seem to be satisfied 

with the way things are. Are we ever going to open our eyes and face the 

screeching music that the mere recycling of believers will eventually lead 

to us losing this city? !
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• Again, this could come across very judgmental, but that's not my intent. 

Quite frankly, I'm surprised at how few the leaders are who even 

acknowledge this problem (though that is changing). And rather than 

getting into a long monologue on the ethics of church growth and church 

marketing, especially concerning the intentional attraction of members 

from other local churches with no questions asked, I'd rather skip all that 

and talk about something that is actually going to help us and bless our 

great God. So here's the question: How do we, as a local church, seek to 

expand the kingdom of God by reaching lost people in our region with the 

Gospel and thereby usher them into transformational fellowship in a local 

church? (Notice that this question addresses both of the concerns that I 

just mentioned: effective discipleship and reaching lost people in our 

region).!

• Before I defer to Ron, please bear with me as I share an experience - a 

realization - with you that I believe God prophetically used in my life to 

prepare our church for what we're about to introduce to you this morning.!

• About 8 to 10 years ago, before I was the lead pastor of this church, I 

went to a conference with several of our staff members at the great 

Willow Creek Community Church, just outside of Chicago, in South 

Barrington, Illinois. This church meets on a sprawling campus in a very 

affluent suburb. They meet in a state-of-the-art facility that cost them 90 

million dollars - a building they paid off in only three years. This church 

has a weekend attendance average of 24,000 people.   It's known around 1

the world for using outstanding creative arts to reach audiences with the 
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gospel. Jeremy Horn and I went down to their "basement" where all of 

their prop closets are located. And they have a lot of them. We looked in 

one prop closet that seemed as large as this auditorium. They have two 

massive projection screens that cost hundreds of thousands of dollars 

apiece. These digital screens broadcast lyrics, scripture verses, and 

video and have the ability to swing down to stage level, connecting 

together to form one large screen that acts as a digital backdrop to their 

services and creative arts that can be programmed with any background 

scenery. It is impressive. The back wall of the stage opens and, between 

sets at the conference we attended, out would roll little robots designed 

by members who work down the street at the Motorola Corporation. 

These remote-controlled robots would mill around the stage, moving and 

replacing certain platforms and props for the next presentation. Needless 

to say, this church ain’t hurtin.’ And, I don't judge them for this. They truly 

do great works in the city of Chicago for the poor and needy. But that 

experience was contrasted by Jeremy and I riding on the L train from 

South Barrington into downtown Chicago to try to catch a Cubs game at 

Wrigley Field one afternoon.!

• I've been in big cities before. I've lived in Minneapolis and Dallas. I've 

walked the streets of Lower Manhattan. I've driven through the vast city of 

Manila in the Philippines. "I've seen London, I've seen France."  But that 

ride on the L train opened my eyes in a way that has ruined me. As I 

stared out the window, I was taken aback by the number of 

neighborhoods, blocks, and houses that we passed on that short ride. 

Homes, clustered together, as far as the eye could see, disappearing into 
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the horizon. Homes resided in by hurting, poor families. And it became 

very clear to me that regardless of how vast the resources of a church 

like Willow Creek, it would never reach those neighborhoods in its current 

form. These people are never going to drive out to Willow Creek. Money 

doesn't save people. Jesus does. And he saves people through the 

apostolic ministry of his followers. (Read Acts.)!

• Now to be fair, Willow Creek recognizes this. This is why they're 

attempting to plant more churches across the city of Chicago. My point, 

again, is not to criticize anyone, especially Willow Creek, a church for 

which I have much respect. Rather, I'm questioning the assumption that 

doing church in this form - our current form - will lead to the restoration 

and salvation of people and their communities, but especially the blighted 

communities and neglected neighborhoods of our city. You know, the 

neighborhoods in which nobody is planting churches. !

• To be perfectly clear, I am in no way insinuating that CTR's form and 

structure is incorrect. What I'm questioning is franchising this form of 

church in impoverished communities and neighborhoods that desperately 

need the Gospel. I'm questioning if the way we function as a local church 

is compatible with Memphis' disparate neighborhoods. Is what we do and 

how we gather relevant to impoverished communities? We'll talk more 

about that in a few minutes.!

• But as I sat on that L train looking at all those neighborhoods that we 

passed, hundreds of them, I began to think about what it would take to 

realistically evangelize those neighborhoods and make disciples. And I 

came to the conclusion that if I was commissioned to go into those 
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neighborhoods and make disciples that the most logical, sensible  

approach would be to meet people, build relationships with them, and by 

God's grace, lead them to the cross of Christ. To me, the unavoidable 

conclusion is that the only realistic approach would be to move in among 

them, live among them, and lead among them.!

• The more I thought about it, the more it hit me, my friends, that the only 

way to evangelize these neighborhoods, bringing about holistic renewal, 

is the good old-fashioned, New Testament way. I think it takes a 

commitment from a well-trained disciple-maker to go into these areas, 

one neighborhood at a time, one block at a time, and boldly, but patiently 

make disciples, raise up leaders, and establish gospel-centered 

fellowships in these neighborhoods - NOT outside of them. What I would 

not do is find a piece of property and build a facility or rent an existing 

space in which I would begin holding services. I know that transformation 

will not take place in the way that these struggling people need by only 

grazing their lives once or twice a week. They need to be a part of a local 

church that will thoroughly equip them for life in God's kingdom and meet 

their needs. They need to be a part of a family that shares life together 

every day. They don't need to be a part of a church that will barter with 

them, offering certain goods and services while absorbing the minuscule 

financial resources they have in order to pay staff and finance a building.!

• So what kind of a church can penetrate the areas of our city that are 

being neglected and turn these disparate people into worshiping 

communities made up of authentic disciples? This is where I turn it over 

to my buddy, Ron Surgeon.!
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!
Body, Part 2 [Ron Surgeon]!

Text: Acts 2:37-47!

 !

The church are the people among, in and through whom Jesus is living and 

active.  She reproduces herself in the pattern of the one whom she 

embodies.!

 !

John 12:24 "Truly, truly, I say to you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the 

earth and dies, it remains alone; but if it dies, it bears much fruit."!

 !

The ingredients contained in Acts 2:37-47 shows us how the church 

functions. The text contains 7 ingredients and the 8th is implicit.!

 !

Those ingredients are:!

1. Witnessing/gospel sharing!

2. Baptism!

3. Commitment to the apostles' teaching!

4. Fellowship!

5. Prayers!

6. The Lord's Supper!

7. Giving!

8. Leaders "devoted to the apostles' teaching"!

 !
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These ingredients will be practiced in the churches planted. (v.41 & 42 

added- elaborate). Within these communities we'll raise up leaders so that 

the churches will have a culture appropriate to it's context.  The churches 

will be autonomous and indigenous. Each of them will have reproducible 

tools and a vision to get to the fourth generation and beyond (explain).  

Whether implicitly or explicitly wherever there are people we will have a 

presence. Our churches will be church planting churches and the result will 

be a dent in lostness. All new believers will be trained to share their story 

and God's story... this will set the trajectory of their Christian life. From the 

very beginning we'll impart a DNA of reproduction and multiplication.!

 !

Mark 5:1-20, Jn 4!

• share about Chickasaw!

• Camelot!

• Network of trainers!

 !

Mark 6:7-14- as a result of their ministry Jesus' name became so known 

that it reached the ears of the King.!

 !

I'd like to join Paul and say, "I no longer have any room for work in these 

regions." Romans 15:23 #noplaceleft!

!
Closing [Ron Surgeon & Chris Bennett]!

• [Spontaneous]!

!
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Prayer: Ron Surgeon (band ascends stage)!

!
Communion: Chris Bennett!

!
!
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