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Did you ever try to play a team sport by yourself?  When I was about eight, I often tried to play football by myself, which I discovered is very hard to do.  We had just moved into a new neighborhood so I didn’t yet have many friends, and my older brothers often weren’t around to play with me, so most afternoons that fall I would take my football and go out in the backyard and play football by myself.  We had some clotheslines in our backyard that I used as my goalposts for kicking field goals and extra points.  I hung a hula hoop from a tree that I used as my receiver – if I threw the ball through the hula hoop, it was a reception, and otherwise it was an incomplete pass.  

But an eight year old likes to run.  I didn’t want to just stand there and throw the ball to an imaginary receiver.  I needed to run back kicks and evade tacklers and score touchdowns.  So here’s what I came up with.  To kickoff to myself I simply threw the football up in the air as high as I could.  Oh, I should let you know that when I did this, I dressed the part.  I put on a helmet and whatever football pads I had, which were far too big for me.  But if you’re going to play football, you need to look like a football player.  After I threw the ball in the air, I then would catch the ball and start to run.  If I had wanted to, I could have scored on every kick return, since there was no one there to tackle me, but what would have been the fun in that?  So I would zig and zag across my backyard until some imaginary tackler threw me to the ground.  Then I would huddle up – by myself – and call the first play.  I then lined up at the scrimmage line, and took the snap from the imaginary center.  I rolled to my right, spotted myself open downfield, and threw the ball up in the air.  I then ran as fast as I could to the spot where I had lofted the ball, and then dove headlong to make an amazing catch.
I should also let you know that these games were always on TV, which required me not only to play the game but to offer commentary on my play.  As you might guess, the announcer thought I was the greatest football player of all time.  

But while I have a lot of fond memories of playing football by myself, you and I know that football is a team sport.  You can pretend to hike the ball to yourself and to throw to yourself and to tackle yourself, but that’s all it is … pretend.  The next year I was finally old enough to play on a peewee football team.  I even got to be the quarterback.  And I quickly discovered how much more fun football is when you play it with a team.  True, I had a lot of rude awakenings.  I discovered that it can hurt to get tackled.  I discovered that not all of my passes were caught and that I could not score a touchdown every time I touched the ball.  In fact, my team didn’t always win, which made me very sad.  But playing as a team, throwing to a real receiver, blocking for a real runner, scoring a touchdown against real competition in a game where the adults were keeping score and cheering – that’s how football is meant to be played.
And which experience do you think brought out the best in me – playing by myself, or playing on a team?  Clearly I got no better by pretending to evade imaginary tacklers.  The only way I became a better runner was to run behind real blockers and to try to fake out real tacklers.  

Maybe you will remember what Rick Warren said a few years ago about this.  He said that a football player without a team is nothing but a “trick or treater.”  You just can’t play football by yourself; it just doesn’t work.  And in the same way as the game of football is a team sport, so is being a Christian.  God did not intend for any of us to live the Christian life on our own.  He designed us to live out our lives as his followers within the context of a team the Bible calls the church.
Earlier this year I did a series on the radical teachings of Jesus, and on one Sunday we explored what Jesus said about the church.  You probably remember that during that series I mentioned the book “They Like Jesus But Not The Church.”  And one of my points was this – if you really do like Jesus, then you’re going to be committed to the church, because the fact is that the church is Jesus’ idea.  It’s not as though a group of Christians came along hundreds of years after Jesus lived and said, “Hey, how about we start a church!”  When we read the Gospels we discover that the church is Jesus’ idea, not someone else’s.  Jesus did not call any of us to be lone ranger Christians; he called us to follow him in the context of a community called the church.
I’ve always loved this definition of community; see what you think of it: “A community is a group that has an irrational commitment to the well-being of its members.”   Think about how it works in your family when your family is really working well.  When your family is really clicking, each of the family members aren’t just committed to the well-being of its members … they’re irrationally committed to the well-being of its members.  Parents, wouldn’t you agree that at times your commitment to your kids borders on being irrational?  Did you ever stay up half if not all the night to help your child do a homework project, even though you were exhausted from a long day of work and had another long day staring you in the face?  A couple of years ago I brought one of our Elders with me to a one-day church conference on the topic of generosity.  During our breaks he was constantly pounding out texts on his phone, and he spent most of our lunch break furiously typing away on his laptop.  I assumed he was doing something for work, because he has a very busy job and had to take a day off of work to go with me to this conference.  But when I asked him it turned out to have nothing to do with work at all.  One of his boys was running for a school office, and he was helping his son write his campaign speech.  In fact, he had been up a good bit of the night before working on this speech.  That’s a little bit irrational.  But that’s how it works in a family, and that’s what it means to be part of a community.  A community is a group that has an irrational commitment to the well-being of its members.
And this morning I want to invite you and encourage you to make just that kind of a commitment.  I want to invite you to make an irrational commitment to the well-being of the members of this church.  And I want to invite you to experience what it’s like to have a group of people who are irrationally committed to your well-being, to become part of a family who would do anything to help you and support you and help you grow.

As the story goes, a pig and a chicken were walking down the road.  They came across a sign advertising a breakfast to benefit the poor of that area.  Having soft hearts for the poor they decided they wanted to give something, but they didn’t have any money with them.  Finally the chicken had an idea: “I’m a chicken and you’re a pig.  Let’s give what we’ve got.  Let’s donate a ham and an egg to the breakfast.”  The pig thought for only a moment before he replied: “For you to give an egg would be a contribution, but for me to give ham – well, that would be total commitment.”

And that’s what I’m asking you to consider doing, to not just make a contribution to the church but to make a commitment to the church.  So just what does that mean?  Just what is involved in making a commitment to a church like ours?  What are we committing ourselves to when we become members of a church?  We will be talking more about that in our small groups this week, but let me show you something of what that meant for the early church, the church we read about in the Book of Acts.  
Committed To A Common Creed
Acts 2 describes for us in brief but exacting detail the commitments made by the first Christians, the commitments that transformed their individual lives and ultimately the entire known world.  Here’s the description:
They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer.  Everyone was filled with awe, and many wonders and miraculous signs were done by the apostles.  All the believers were together and had everything in common.  Selling their possessions and goods, they gave to anyone as he had need.  Every day they continued to meet together in the temple courts.  They broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad and sincere hearts, praising God and enjoying the favor of all the people.  And the Lord added to their number daily those who were being saved.  (Acts 2:42-47)
Every time I read those verses I think to myself: “Wouldn’t it be fun if we could honestly say about Cornerstone what was said about the first church – “everyone was filled with awe!”  Wouldn’t it be fun if a person visiting us today would leave this place thinking, “That church is awesome!”  That’s what it was like to be part of the first New Testament church, the first community of Christ-followers; it was awesome!

And here’s how it happened.  The members of this first church made at least three commitments.  First, they committed themselves to a common creed.  Notice how these verses begin:  “They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching.”  The first thing the early church shared in common was a creed, a statement of faith, a set of beliefs.  They shared the same values, and those values and those beliefs were what the apostles taught them.  By the way, we have that teaching available to us today in the New Testament.  It would be fair to refer to the New Testament as the apostles’ teaching.  And when you join this church, we will ask you to make a commitment to studying and understanding and, most importantly, living out the apostles’ teaching.  
Now let me add this.  To be committed to a common creed does not mean that we expect everyone to believe exactly the same way about everything.  There is a difference between unity and uniformity.  We don’t expect or even want uniformity.  We don’t give you a uniform when you join our church.  We don’t tell you what music you can like or which political party you have to belong to or which football team to cheer for, and we don’t demand that everyone believe exactly the same thing about every doctrine.  There are some doctrines that are non-negotiable.  For example, we believe that Jesus Christ is God in the flesh, that he died on the cross for our sins, that he rose literally and physically from the dead, and that he is the way, the truth and the life.  We believe you can only be saved from your sin and enter into a relationship with God through Jesus.  We think that’s a very clear creed, and we are committed to it.
But we also acknowledge that there are some doctrines that aren’t as clear. For example, we believe the Bible teaches that some day Jesus is going to return to earth.  There are lots of verses that make just that point, and that is part of our creed.  But there is room for quite a variety of beliefs within the heading of the return of Jesus.  If you’ve read the “Left Behind” books, you know that some Christians believe Jesus is going to return to earth in two stages – first to take the Christians out of the world, after which there will be seven years of tribulation, and then Jesus will come with his followers to bring history to an end.  That’s called the pretribulation view.  Other Christians believe based on their reading of the Bible that we as Christians are going to live through a period of intense tribulation before Jesus comes; that’s called the posttribulation view.  And my guess is that most people in our church don’t have a strong opinion on that issue one way or the other.  And that’s OK.  It’s OK to have different views on that topic.  We aren’t looking for “Stepford” Christians.  We aren’t trying to produce robots who can’t think for themselves.  But we do ask you to commit to a common creed, a common set of basic beliefs about who God is and who Jesus is and what the Bible is and what our mission is as the people of God.  And if you want to find out more about our common creed, I invite you to sign up for our membership class called “Discovering Cornerstone” that we will be offering next Sunday evening. 
The book and film series “Band of Brothers” chronicles how a group of very diverse individuals were transformed into the closest of companions and how that group of men called “Easy Company” helped save the world some 60 plus years ago.  Before the men of Easy Company parachuted behind enemy lines on the morning of D Day, they spent over two years together in training.  They began their training in Camp Toccoa, Georgia in the summer of 1942.  One of their training exercises was to run up nearby Mount Currahee.  From beginning to end the run was slightly more than six miles.  They ran Currahee in the hot Georgia sun.  They ran Currahee carrying full gear.  They ran Currahee in the middle of the night.  One day the men of Easy Company were told they were going to have the afternoon off, and that they were being given a special spaghetti lunch to enjoy.  As soon as they finished gorging themselves on lunch, their commanding officer burst into the lunchroom and told them their orders had changed – fall in for a run of Currahee.  They vomited spaghetti all the way up the mountain.  Those who dropped out because they were sick were shipped out of Easy Company.  

But Currahee was more than the name of a mountain that made them sick; Currahee became their creed.  Currahee is an Indian word that means, “We stand alone together.”  In the planes over occupied France, while being shot at by the Germans, unsure if they would survive the jump, the men of Easy Company encouraged each other by shouting one word – “Currahee!”  We stand alone … together.

As followers of Jesus Christ, we, too, stand alone together.  We stand alone for our values.  We stand alone for our beliefs.  We are a distinct minority in this world.  We share some radical beliefs with each other.  We believe in God, in a God who can’t be seen with our eyes or touched with our hands or heard with our ears, and yet we believe with all our hearts that this God exists.  We believe that we matter to God, that this God who created the heavens and earth actually cares about our lives.  We believe that this invisible God became visible and visited the earth as Jesus Christ.  We believe this Jesus lived a perfect life, performed incredible miracles, was executed for our sins, and then rose to life.  We believe that when we talk to Jesus, he actually listens to us.  We believe that this God we worship is a trinity – Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  Can we explain the Trinity to anyone?  Do we understand it ourselves?  Not really.  But do we believe it to be true?  With all our hearts.

Those beliefs, that creed, sets us apart from most of our world.  In terms of our creed, we stand alone.  But we stand alone together.  And it is our commitment to this common creed that makes us a family, that makes us a community.  

Committed To A Common Cost
Second, the first church was committed to a common cost.  Notice what the Bible says about the cost to the first Christians of becoming a community:  “All the believers were together and had everything in common.  Selling their possessions and goods, they gave to anyone as he had need.” (Acts 2:44-45)  Later in Acts 4 this same point is repeated: “All the believers were one in heart and mind.  No one claimed that any of his possessions was his own, but they shared everything they had.” (Acts 4:32)  

There was a cost to being part of that community.  If we want to experience life-changing, transformational community, we have to be willing to pay a price.  Now please understand this.  Nowhere does the Bible command us to sell all our possessions and live in communes.  These verses describe the practice of the early church, but no where does the Bible tell us that this is the only way to be a community of faith.  I’m not going to stand here today and tell you that if you want to be a part of Cornerstone you have to sell your Sharks’ tickets and your high definition TVs and your cars and bring the proceeds here.  However, if it would make you feel better, if you would like to put your season tickets in the offering and leave them in my care, I would be glad to handle them for you.  

But while the Bible doesn’t tell us we have to pay the same price the first church did to be a community, it does tell us that we have to pay a price.  There is a cost to community.  There is a cost in time.  Acts 2 tells us that the first Christians met together every day to worship and to study and to eat together.  Sitting next to someone for an hour on Sunday morning is not community, any more than a group of people piled into the latest theater to watch a movie together constitutes a community.  To establish a meaningful connection with our brothers and sisters in Christ involves a cost in time.  It means we make time we might otherwise spend watching “American Idol” and we spend it with each other, talking together, eating together and praying together.

And there is a financial cost.  I’m not saying we have to give all our stuff up for the sake of the community, but we do have to give to the community for us to be a community.  We have to share and we have to sacrifice.  
A church much like ours was having a fund raising campaign a few years ago.  One church member was complaining to his friend that the church was always asking for money, and that he was tired of hearing about it.  His wise friend made this response.  He explained that before his son was born he and his wife spent a great deal of money preparing a nursery in their home.  They spent money on prenatal doctor visits, and they spent more money on the delivery.  They got a bill from the hospital, and another bill from the doctor.  Through the years they spent quite a bit of money feeding and clothing their son.  When he became a teenager the costs went up – the cost of a car, insurance, sports and especially more food.  Then it came for the greatest expense of all – college.  All in all, their son cost them quite a large sum of money.  “Then,” said the friend, “our son died in a car accident.  Now he doesn’t cost us anything at all.  He only cost us money because he was alive.”  And then this wise man added this: “So is your church.”
Every Sunday at the offering time we tell our guests and visitors, “We didn’t invite you here to ask you for your money.”  We can say that because we have committed church members who do give, who give generously and eagerly and sacrificially.  And just so you don’t feel like I’m trying to trick you into joining our church, let me be frank about this – there is a cost to being a member of a church.  No, we don’t send you a bill.  We won’t call you on the phone or send Guido the local bouncer to your door to twist your arm.  But we are not ashamed to talk with our members about the cost of ministry, because it simply means that we’re still alive and that we’re still doing what Jesus asked us to do.  The first church was committed to a common cost.  

Committed To A Common Cause
Third, the first church was committed to a common cause.  Notice how that passage in Acts 2 ends:  “And the Lord added to their number daily those who were being saved.” (Acts 2:47)  The first Christians were very clear about their marching orders.  They understood exactly what their cause was.  As followers of Jesus, their cause was to save the world, one by one.  Their cause was to rescue lost people, to track down those people who lived far from God and to bring them back into a relationship with God.  What made them a force to be reckoned with was that they were committed heart and soul to a common cause.

Easy Company understood from day one of their training what their cause was.  Their job was to save the world.  Their job was to free the people of Holland from the oppression of the Germans.  Their job was to liberate the people of France from the hostility and brutality of the Nazis.  But the men of Easy Company didn’t fully appreciate the cause for which they had risked their lives until relatively late in the war when they stumbled across a camp encircled by barb wire.  Inside the barb wire were thousands of people who were barely alive, along with thousands of others who had already died.  Until Easy Company and other American forces pushed into Germany late in World War 2, the world had no idea of the magnitude of Hitler’s atrocities.  And when the men of Easy Company opened the gates of those death camps to set free starving, sick and dying men and women who had been imprisoned and starved and tortured by the Nazis, they fully understand the critical importance of their cause.  Until that time, many of them, though understanding intellectually why they were risking their lives for the sake of foreigners, didn’t really think it was worth all the sacrifices they had made.  But when they saw the death camps, when they set free those prisoners, they knew it was worth everything they had done or could do.  

We as followers of Jesus are committed to a common cause.  We are not here just for ourselves.  True, we are irrationally committed to the well-being of our members, but we are also irrationally committed to the well-being of those who aren’t yet followers of Jesus.  We do not exist as a church simply to have coffee and donuts with people we like and then to pat ourselves on the back because we went to church on Sunday.  We exist to save the world.  The Bible warns us that those who are far from God are destined to spend eternity in a death camp called hell – our belief in the existence of a real heaven and a real hell is part of our common creed.  We exist as a church to rescue lost people.  That’s our job; that’s our mission; that is our common cause.  

Many of us as Christians have gotten used to sitting on the sidelines spiritually.  We have all sorts of reasons for not signing up for anything, for not making a commitment to a church or a small group or a ministry.  But the hard truth is that we never grow.  Our hearts don’t get any bigger and our faith doesn’t get any stronger.  We keep struggling with the same temptations and we keep giving in to the same sins.  And when it comes to changing the world, well, we most certainly don’t do that.  And so let me challenge you today to get off the sidelines and to get in the game.  You can’t play a real game of football without a team, and you can’t live the life Jesus has called you to live without the church.  So let me challenge you to at least consider making a commitment to this community of fun-loving, generous, devout people we call Cornerstone Community Church.  It’s a commitment that will change your life, and it’s a commitment that will change the world.
PAGE  
5

