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“If you want your church to grow so its financial problems will be fixed, that's ungodly.” 


Today we celebrates Pentecost, sometimes known as the birthday of the Christian church. Probably the most prominent details of that first Pentecost is the tongues of fire on the disciples' heads and how they began to speak in other tongues. 


I must admit, though, I think today's reading from Acts ends way too soon. It ends right in the middle of Peter's sermon. It isn't until next week that we hear the second part of Peter's sermon and the story of Pentecost actually concludes. 


We all know how the story ends, and honestly, it is every church's dream and yes, by God's grace, every church's fervent prayer and hope to see it happen. So, let's skip to the real miracle of Pentecost, the real reason the Spirit was sent, the real reason the tongues of fire appear, the real reason the disciples talk in other languages. “Those who received his word were baptized, and there were added that day about THREE souls.” 


Right? No, not right is it? That would be a disappointing result, wouldn't it? We might say, “What? All that for three souls? Really?” All that pomp, all that flash and highfaluting razzle-dazzle, all that light-show dramatics for just three? Doesn't seem right, does it? Doesn't seem to be worth it. 


Well, we know what really happened. Three THOUSAND souls were added to the church,  inside of fifteen minutes. Mind you, with virtually no advance preparation, no years of planning, no nothing, the new church was born. One minute, the disciples were being accused of being drunks, the next, 3000 people are lining up at the baptismal font, begging to become members. With no adult instruction either. 


That's how you start things off, with a bang. That's what I'm talking about. Effective evangelism. In your face witnessing. God doing great things. By the way, St. Luke doesn't indicate how many were in attendance there. Luke does note: “Those who received his word were baptized.” Which we means we can rightly conclude not everyone believed. Some didn't. 


Hmm. Well, that's a bit troubling. Some weren't baptized, didn't join the church. So that means some rejected Peter's words. That means some rejected the Lord's love and the sacrifice of Jesus on the cross? After all that pomp and circumstance, after all that shock and awe, after Peter's excellent sermon, some walked away unimpressed and unmoved. You did like his sermon, right? Doesn't he end on such a high note, really touching hearts and leaving everyone with that warm, fuzzy feeling: “This Jesus whom you crucified.” 


Well, of course, we say, of course, not everyone believed. We could have told them that. Hundreds of hours spent on Easter egg hunts, Bring a friend Sundays, going door to door, standing in the fair booth. Hundreds, dare I say, thousands of dollars, your dollars, spent filling baskets and buying gifts and reaching out to needy families. Time, so much time, spent doing all kinds of outreach and so much energy expended to proclaim the love of God in Christ to others. And for what? Seven years of blood, sweat and tears, and here we are, in a condition I have heard variously described as declining, stagnating, stuck in a rut, going nowhere fast, depressing, a waste of time. 


Wanting the church to grow, wanting this congregation's membership to increase, is not a bad thing. It's not wrong to pray for and wish for and work for and dream about. But we need to ask ourselves: Why do you want the church to grow? If you want the church to grow so its financial problems will be fixed, that's an ungodly reason. If you want the church to grow so you can take a break from serving on a board or office like you have for years, that's ungodly. If you want the church to grow so you won't have to drive so far to church, that's selfish. If you want more members so you can give a little less, that's sinful. 


The only God-pleasing reason to desire church growth is if it is God's will. The church grows when people are brought to faith in Christ, which causes all kinds of whooping and shouting and mucho grande merriment in heaven, and hopefully on earth as well. 


It is wonderful to behold, as I'm sure you know, when a sinner comes to faith in Christ.  All of us have been brought to faith in Christ. All of us live with the daily assurance of sins forgiven because we were baptized into Christ. All of us walk each day in the sure and certain hope that one day, we'll be with the Lord in heaven, because as Jesus was raised from the dead, so shall we. All of us are statistics of church growth for some congregation out there. All of us are walking proof of the Gospel's power to change lives, convert hard hearts, raise the dead and the work of the Spirit. All of us are worthy of the celebration of heaven's angels.


And all of us, coming here, Sunday after Sunday, are wanting, desiring, yes, even begging and pleading with the Lord, for this church to grow. All of us, in our own way and in our own time, are attempting to do our part to spread the Good News of Christ and Him crucified. All of us are aching with one heart to see just one person come through these doors and confess and worship and pray and sing with us. 


  It was mentioned in Bible class last Sunday that the goal that was set for Trinity back in 2004 was a modest 10% growth. You dreamed big about a new mission and a new facility would be built that could comfortably seat 300 and seat 220 for a meal. Good goals, to be sure. Nothing wrong with setting goals as long as they are set with the prayer, as James says we ought to say, “If the Lord wills, we will do this or that.” 


Since 2007,  19 new members have joined Trinity. That's about 20% growth in four years. As always, though, you can live and die by numbers. Others have left, and the result is a slight decrease in Sunday worship attendance for the past five years. Which leaves many looking for reasons, casting blame, getting depressed, searching for answers. 


If you desire church growth because it is the Lord's will, that is a godly reason. A comment in the Lutheran Study Bible says it very well: The church grows where and when God Himself is at work. Numerical growth is attributable to no human endeavors; rather, as Acts records, “The Lord added to their number.” 


That's sometimes hard to swallow, that a church might do all kinds of outreach activities and do everything right and proper and godly and still not grow, if it is not the Lord's will. Lack of growth has us feeling like we have failed. It feels like the Lord is dissatisfied with us. It feels like we are unsuccessful. 


The biblical fact is there are no successful churches. There are only churches filled with sinners, gathered before God each week, confessing and being absolved, praying and praising, hearing and learning, being fed and strengthened, loving and being loved. Either a church is faithful or it is not. We are not to worry about success or failure. We are to obey his commands, to preach the Word. 


Is all the effort worth it if one soul comes to faith in Christ? If that is the reason we are here, so that God can take years working on just one person, and then that person walks through these doors and meets Jesus and is saved? Would you consider that one person worth all the years of work at Trinity that you have put forth? 


What if that person, that one person that God is patiently working on, in order to bring them to faith and save them by grace, is your friend? Your brother, sister, father, mother? What if it is your child or your spouse? What if it is you? 


It happened last week, in my office. A man came in to my office and as the discussion started, he revealed his confusion about salvation. He said that he thought that if he just tried hard enough, God would understand. In an hour's time, by the grace of God and with the working of the Spirit with the Word of God, he left confessing that he was 110% sure he was saved by Jesus, apart from his works. 


What if that man were the sole reason we are here? What if that was the mission God had for us and that was that? Is that one soul worth it? It was for God, for Jesus died for him.


However, it needs to be said, and it needs to be said and it needs to be said, so much so that you as a congregation never forget it and always celebrate it, without a doubt, scores of people have been brought to faith here. There have been baptisms and adult instruction, confirmations and VBS. Who but God knows how many have sat here, maybe next to you one Sunday, and though you may never see them again, at some point later in their life, they will come to faith because this church did its mission of preaching the Gospel?


Hear me on this. I am not advocating that we should sit back and wait for people to come here. I am not saying that we should not be out in the community, helping those in need, telling the Good News, feeding the hungry, clothing the naked, visiting the sick. 


What I am saying is that we are to leave all things to God's direction, and if He is pleased to bless this church with new members, praise God indeed. And if He deigns not to do that for one, ten, twenty years, a hundred years, our whole existence, praise God just as much. Whether we are large or small, is not the concern. Our task is to make sure that here the elect get what they need, the Word and the Sacraments, the Gospel dripping with Christ's blood of the new covenant. 


We can have a million programs and dozens of short, middle and long range goals and all kinds of grand and glorious plans, but if we are not praying, “Thy will be done,” then we are desiring growth for the wrong reasons. God never promises in Scripture that the church will grow. He commands us to remain faithful to Him and He will work through us according to his purposes.


Growth, real growth is caused by God and only God. Our mission is make sure that whoever enters these courts of praise will encounter Jesus. Our one goal, the goal God has given to us, has commanded us, is that every person, member or not, who comes here, will see Jesus in us, hear Jesus spoken by us, and meet Jesus in Word and Sacrament. We let God do the converting and control whether membership increases, decreases, or remains steady. 


What we are to be is the beacon of light in this dark world, so that the elect can find home, where God's word is preached and taught and believed and lived in truth and purity. We are the city on the hill, and those whom God has called by the Gospel will find forgiveness and salvation and eternal life freely given here. 


I was reminded at council last week of a question that was asked during Bible study last week. What do we have to offer here? The answer is: The Gospel. That's what we have and that's what we are to offer. That's why we are here, to give away the greatest treasure in all the universe, of all time, for free. There is nothing else that even comes close to this priceless treasure that only the church can offer. We may be tempted to think we should offer more, as if the Gospel were insufficient or incomplete or unfulfilling. What people need is Jesus. What you need is Jesus. He is the center of attention here. Anything else can be gotten from stores or the internet. Only Jesus is radically free of charge and cannot be purchased. 


Faithful is what we are called to be. And perhaps being faithful means for us here that we'll endure Satanic attacks and adversities and challenges to the truth of our doctrine. Perhaps being faithful may mean a few will be confronted with their confusion of doctrine and have to do some hard self-examination. Perhaps being faithful will mean growth, and perhaps it will not. To be the true church is to let the chips fall where they may, for God is the one tossing them. He controls where they land. 


Please pray with me: Lord, we come before you in humble repentance, and confess that we have not trusted in you for all things. For the sake of Christ, forgive us. Enlighten our minds to ask for that which is according to your good and gracious will. Empower us to serve you with glad and thankful hearts in whatever way you call us to serve. Unite us around your Word of truth and your blessed body and blood. Continue to love us, that we may likewise love one another. Give us grace to forgive as you have forgiven us, to encourage one another with compassion, and to commit all we do into your hands, trusting you to bring about the results in your time and your will. We beseech you for all these things, in the name that is above all names, the name by which we are saved, Jesus, our Lord. Amen. 
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