· Pastor Keith Madsen

           Sunday, 09/04/11
“A Church of Open Doors”

Revelation 3: 7-22

Locked doors—few things in life can cause greater frustration when you’re wanting to get somewhere.  Perhaps most frustrating is when you yourself lock a door, only to remember you have left the key inside.  I remember in a previous pastorate when I was driving toward another town, and I found myself running out of gas about five miles from the town to which I was going.  Well, this was really frustrating because I was in a hurry that day.  So I quickly got out of the car, locked the door so nobody could come along and mess with the car, and slammed the door shut.  It was just about the time that the slamming door made contact with the door jam that I looked through the window and saw them dangling there—my keys in the ignition!  Well, after hitchhiking to a station and making several calls, I reached Cathy and she was able to come out and unlock the door. However, this was not as bad as what happened when I was a Pastor in Portland, when I got out of my running car to check something on the outside of the car, only to come back to the driver’s side door to find it locked – with the car still running! This time the keys in the ignition included the key to my house – where no one else was home at the time. And my cell phone was lying on the seat of the car! I can then say that I am becoming a personal expert on the fact that there are few things more maddening than locking a door you yourself need opened. 

Sometimes churches can also have a way of shutting and locking doors which need to remain open. This is certainly true in the literal, physical sense. I suspect there are those of you who have come here for some purpose at one time or another, only to find the doors to the building locked when you didn’t have a key. Unfortunately I’d have to say that if it has happened to you, you are not alone! Wouldn’t it be nice if we never had to lock the doors to the church? Everyone could have access 24/7 to a building dedicated to proclaiming God’s constant presence with us. But we live in a world where that is not wise. There are people who would see coming in here as an opportunity to do damage to the building or even people who work here. Some doors cannot be left open. 

But I’m not wanting to talk about open doors to the building. I’m wanting to talk about open doors to ministry and spiritual growth. I’m talking about the opportunities that God places before us to minister in new, more powerful ways.  

I think there are a lot of people in the world who see today’s church as a place that wants to lock doors they need open. The church wants to even lock the doors to heaven and only let in who they want to let in. “Only those who believe what we believe may enter!” I still remember an episode of the old television series called Thirty-Something. I guess I remember it because it was on at a time when I was “thirty-something”! Anyway, one of the guys on the series confided to another, “I keep hungering for God, but religion keeps getting in my way.” Rock singer Bono said something similar: “I have this hunger in me…everywhere I look, I see the evidence of a Creator. But I don’t see it as religion, which has cut my people in two. I don’t see Jesus Christ as being any part of any religion. Religion to me is almost like when God leaves – and people devise a set of rules to fill the space.”

The church needs to start opening doors instead of closing them. Jesus one told Peter that he was giving him the keys to the kingdom of Heaven. For some they seem to think those keys were given to lock out all the people we don’t like. I think they were given to let in people who all their lives have felt locked out.
We see in our Scripture a contrast between two styles of churches.  We must choose which style we want our church to be.  One is the church at Philadelphia, not Pennsylvania of course, but in what was then Asia Minor. Of that church, the spirit of Christ says, “I have set before you an open door, which no one is able to shut.”  The other church is the church at Laodicea.  The picture there is much different.  There Christ sees a closed door which he is persistently trying to open—“Listen!  I am standing at the door, knocking; if you hear my voice and open the door, I will come into you and eat with you, and you with me.”

Open door or closed door? -- Each church must decide which it will be.  As we look at this Scripture, I see three main areas which define the difference between these two kinds of churches.

First of all, a church with an open door is a church which believes in God’s power to use them.  Notice I did not say, “believes in their own power.”  The spirit of Christ says to the church of Philadelphia in the second part of verse 8, “I know you have but little power, and you have kept my word and have not denied my name.”  They had little power in the worldly sense, but drew on the power of God’s promises.

The church of Philadelphia was the epitome of what a church like ours needs to be. We know we have a problem with limited resources in a worldly sense. We don’t have as much money as we need.  We are operating on a deficit budget. We don’t have as many people as we need to handle volunteer tasks.  Many of our people are older and don’t have the energy to do some of what needs to be done.  We don’t have power as the world knows it.  However, neither did the church at Philadelphia, and the witness of the church at Philadelphia rings out across time because they listened to God’s word and responded, relying on God’s power.  We don’t know what all of their challenges were, but we know Christ says of them in verse 10, that they have “kept his word of patient endurance.”  They didn’t let their lack of resources keep them from being God’s people.  They didn’t let the challenges of a hostile world keep them from being God’s people.  They knew their own power was inadequate, but they also knew God’s power was great, and they relied on that power.

In contrast, the church of Laodicea had tremendous worldly resources.  Laodicea was a banking center, and was also famous for its textile industry and for its medical school, which was known for making Phrygian powder, used in the making of eye salve.  The city was so proud of its financial independence that when it had an earthquake in 60 A.D., it refused the customary imperial aid to restore the damage.  The church in that city apparently took the same view of the resources God provides—“No thanks!  We can do it on our own!”  The spirit of Christ says of them in verse 17, “For you say, ‘I am rich, I have prospered, and I need nothing.’  You do not realize that you are wretched, pitiable, poor, blind and naked.”  It is significant that he is saying to a church in a city famous for eye salve that they are blind; and to a church famous for their textiles that they are naked.  This church was condemned not because of its size or wealth, but because of its arrogance.  The people there thought they didn’t need anyone.  If there is one thing the people of The Community Church of Issaquah are learning from its time of recent struggle, it is that we need God. We cannot face the challenges we face on our own. It is only when you recognize your need for God that God’s power can be released, and when God’s power is released, then there is no obstacle which cannot be overcome.

A church with an open door must also be a church that makes commitments, and sticks its neck out every now and then.  This was another problem with the church at Laodicea.  It wasn’t that this church was doing terrible things.  It was just that they were lukewarm.  They wouldn’t stick their neck out for anything.  Verses 15-16 say, “I know your works; you are neither cold nor hot. I wish that you were either cold or hot.  So, because you are lukewarm, and neither cold nor hot, I am about to spit you out of my mouth.”  People here in the northwest drink a lot of coffee.  Some like straight coffee and some like espressos.  Some swear by Starbucks, and some can’t stand it.  Some people drink it hot, and some people drink iced coffee or mochas.  But one way I have found very few people like coffee is lukewarm!  So it is with churches.  The lukewarm church is the church that says mediocre is good enough.  It’s the one that says it’s enough if we can get by and survive—it’s enough if we can hold worship each Sunday morning.  But the lukewarm church is destined to die.

To avoid being a lukewarm church, we must make commitments.  Let me talk of some of the specific commitments our church needs to make. We need to commit ourselves to be personal evangelists.  That means going up to people we see moving into our neighborhood and inviting them to church.  That means sharing our faith with the people we know at work and in the community.  That means taking the risk of reaching out to people when we know we could be rejected.  Most people who come to a church for the first time come because a layperson invited them, and that requires risk!

Another commitment we must make is to be sure we focus on our mission.  We have a mission here in this community!  The letters to the churches in Revelation speak of the churches’ “lampstands,” and by that is meant their witness, their light.  You remember Jesus’ saying, “You don’t light a lamp and put it under a bushel, but on a stand, and it gives light to all in the house”—that is what is meant by a church’s “lampstand.”  Jesus threatens to remove the lampstand from the church at Laodicea.  By that he means they will lose their witness in their community.  If a church is to be in a community it should make a difference in that community. At the Community Church of Issaquah, we have been doing that since our birth as a church. Our hosting of Tent City IV in October will follow in this tradition, as has our community speaker series.
God has given us open doors in these areas. And you know that the most important thing about having an open door is the doors that it allows us to open. And so that is the third difference between these two churches – churches which look for doors to open instead of looking for doors to close. Many people have closed the door to God in their life. The passage from Revelation 3:20 has been made famous by a painting of Jesus knocking at the heart’s door. An important detail of the painting is that there is no outside knob or handle on the door so that Jesus can open it from the outside. It can only be opened from the inside by one willing to let Christ come in. But a lot of people keep the door closed. Some have closed the door to coming into a Christian worship service. Can our hosting of Tent City IV open a door for some of them to reconnect to God? Some have had a hard life and they have closed the door to God because they can’t see how God can be real in such a tough world.  Some have closed the door to God because there is a trauma back there in their past. Maybe their loved one died when they shouldn’t have. And in anger and hurt they have closed doors, when in truth what they want more than anything else in the world is for someone to come through that door and touch them. Maybe that someone will be one of you. Maybe your sharing your love and faith is exactly what they need to open that door just a crack. 

Are we willing to help Christ knock at these closed doors? or do we simply want to get by?  Have a church to come to in order to hear some good music on Sunday morning.  Have someone to eat potlucks with.  Not doing anything terribly bad, but not straining ourselves too much to reach out either.  Being lukewarm. You know some churches are like that car of mine. Sure, the engine’s still running, but the door is locked and it’s not going anywhere. And soon it will just run out of gas. I am confident that won’t be true with The Community Church of Issaquah! We’re going to be about helping Christ open some doors that no one can close! 

