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People celebrate birthdays and anniversaries every day. Today is Bob B’s birthday. Happy Birthday, Bob! Today is Bill and Ruth K’s 51st Anniversary. Happy Anniversary, Bill and Ruth! Today is also the Birthday of Peace and the 20th Anniversary of the charter of Peace as a member church of the Lutheran Church Missouri Synod. So Happy Birthday, Peace!

Peace is the daughter of St. Paul Lutheran Church in downtown Ann Arbor. Peace was deliberately started by St. Paul to reach people on the West Side of Ann Arbor and the Dexter area with the Gospel of Jesus Christ. The first service was held 21 years ago this month with Pastor Tom Schoech, the Associate Pastor of St. Paul, leading the worship service. In a letter we received this week, Pastor Schoech describes the time he spent helping to start Peace as one of the highlights of his ministry. Over the course of the following year, the preaching station became a congregation. So 20 years ago this month Peace was officially chartered. 

All of us here today extend our thanks to St. Paul for having the vision to start a new church that we are part of today. We thank God for the faith and faithfulness of St. Paul. We also thank God for the charter members of Peace who are still part of the church today. Will any of the charter members who are here today please stand. We want to thank you for your part in starting Peace.

Since this is the birthday of Peace, let me ask you, “What is the Church?” The word “church” has a lot of different meanings for people today. You may think of this building at the church. But it wasn’t here 20 years ago or even 15 years ago. The church we are thinking about today is not a building. You may think of church as going to church, going to a worship service. Worshipping God is something that Christians do, but it is not the church. You may think of the church as a denomination, like Lutheran. But the church is not limited to Lutherans. 

The Church is the people of God. A children’s song puts it this way, “I am the church. You are the church. We are the church together! All who follow Jesus, all around the world! Yes, we're the church together!” The New Testament tells us that the church is the body of Christ, made up of people who believe in, trust and follow Jesus. God works through His people, the Church, to accomplish his purposes in our world today. 

The church is God’s idea, not ours. One day Jesus asked His disciples what people thought about him. They told Jesus the people respected him and looked up to him like one of the great prophets of the past. When Jesus asked the disciple who did they think he was, Peter answered, “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.” Then Jesus said he would build His Church on this confession of faith. The church is not built on Peter, but on Christ. (Matthew 16:13-19). 

God had the church in mind when he called Abraham and gave him this promise, “All peoples on earth will be blessed through you.” (Genesis 12:3) Abraham is the father of the nation of Israel. God used Israel to bring Jesus to the world. Jesus is the descendent of Abraham who brings God’s blessing to the world. God uses the church to take Jesus to the world. Before Jesus ascension, his return to heaven, he commissioned his followers to make disciples of all nations, of all people. (Matthew 28:18-20) He also promised that they would be empowered by the Holy Spirit to be witnesses for him beginning in Jerusalem and stretching to the ends of the earth. 

The Christian Church was born on Pentecost, the day the disciples received the gift of the Holy Spirit and began teaching people about Christ. 3,000 people believed their message and were baptized. Their lives were changed that day. The book of Acts (2:42) describes their new life together this way. “They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer.”  In other words they listened to God’s word together, they spent time with each other encouraging and praying for one another. They were people literally on a mission from God. The book of Acts tells us, “The Lord added to their number daily those who were being saved.” (Acts 2:47) They were fulfilling the Lord’s commission. The members of St. Paul were fulfilling God’s commission when they started Peace.

There is only one Christian Church. The Apostle Paul wrote, “There is one body and one Spirit, just as you were called to one hope when you were called; one Lord, one faith, one baptism; one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all.” (Ephesians 4:4-6) In the Apostle’s Creed we say we believe in “the Holy Christian Church.” Because the church on earth is made up of people who are loved and forgiven by Christ but still imperfect, the church on earth is divided. But God’s church is united under Christ. 

We shouldn’t try to divide God’s church. Paul also tells us, “Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace.” (Ephesians 4:3) This is good advice for a local church like Peace. I am thankful that even when we have had disagreements, we have been able to live in peace at Peace. It is good advice for denominations. We need to learn to live at peace with one another in our church bodies as we faithfully work to do God’s work on earth. 

And we need to live in peace with Christians of other denominations. I’m not talking about those who claim to be Christian but distort the message of God’s word (like the Mormons, the Jehovah Witnesses). I am thinking about other Christian Churches that share the same confession of faith in Jesus Christ as the only Lord and Savior. We need to learn to agree to disagree over the things we interpret differently so that we can be about the work of bringing Jesus Christ to the world around us. 

The Church is important because it is God’s Church. Jesus wants us to be part of His Church. One day the religious elite of Israel complained about the people Jesus associated with. Jesus answered their complaints by telling the story of the lost sheep (Luke 15:1-7). At the end of the day, after the shepherd brought his sheep into the safety of the fold, he discovered that one was missing. So the shepherd went looking for the lost sheep and didn’t return until he found it and invited his friends to celebrate with him. Then Jesus said there is rejoicing in heaven whenever a sinner repents. 

God wants us in his family, not apart from it. Why? It is good for us to be with other Christians who are trying to be faithful to God. We all know that we don’t and can’t lead a perfect life. Even though we are loved and forgiven by God, we are still sinful. We need to be with people who will help, encourage, support and forgive us. Younger Christians need the wisdom and encouragement of more mature Christians. Older Christians need the energy and enthusiasm of the young. It is hard to be a solo Christian.

God also wants us to be part of the His family, the Church, because we can do more together than we can alone. Peace was not started by one person or one family. It was started by the members of St. Paul with a core group of people who made their commitment. No one individual could do all of the things that we are doing at Peace. But collectively God can do greater things through us. God has filled us with the light of His love. Our goal should never be to make a name for ourselves. Jesus tells us, “Let your light shine before others, that they may see your good deeds and glorify your Father in heaven.” (Matthew 5:16)

I’m sure there is a lot more I could say about the church today. I’m also sure that some of you have already heard enough. So let me say one last thing, another quote from the Apostle Paul. “In all my prayers for all of you, I always pray with joy because of your partnership in the gospel from the first day until now, being confident of this, that he who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus.” (Philippians 1:4-6) Thank you for your partnership in the Gospel of Jesus Christ. 





