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 Second “Celebrate” Sermon:  “Nothing but Fire Kindles Fire”
Breathe on us, oh Breath of God, and fill us with that life anew.  Breathe on us, oh Breath of God, until our hearts are pure.  Breathe on us, oh Breath of God, until we are wholly Thine.  Now, Lord Jesus, let the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts and minds be acceptable in thy sight, O Lord, our Rock and Redeemer.  Amen.

Fifty days ago—50 days ago to the day—we were hearing a lesson about two men walking on their way to Emmaus.  Their lives were in the midst of chaos; their hearts were filled with discouragement and despair.  “Fifty days ago” for those two men, the flame of faith in their hearts was flickering and fading.  And in that journey, another one started to walk with them.  They walked the seven miles to Emmaus, and they engaged in a conversation, and when they recognized who it was, suddenly their hearts were burning within.  They sprinted back the seven miles to Jerusalem. . . .  
And now, 50 days later, the color is red.  Red hot.  Flaming red.  It is the color of Pentecost.  It is the color of fire.  What happened?  What happened to those two men?  What changed them from being discouraged and despairing to being flaming red hot?  What happened to those eleven in the room?  What happened to the early Christian Church, that no matter how they were threatened, they could not be stopped, they could not be shut up?  To understand exactly what happened, you’ve got to look beneath the surface.  It is more than just simply “recognizing Jesus” that caused red to be the color of this day.  If we don’t look beneath the surface, we’ll make the same mistake that a man once made with his young wife and new baby:

A man and woman were blessed with their first child.  As they brought the baby home and laid it in the crib, the man was found by the wife to be in the nursery, just looking at the crib and at the baby.  And as the wife came in, she looked at his face, and she saw disbelief.  She saw doubt.  She saw delight.  She saw amazement.  She saw enchantment.  She saw skepticism.  And the woman was so touched by all of this in her husband’s face.  With a tear in her own eye, she slipped her arm into his and said, “A penny for your thoughts?”  He looked at her, and he said, “I just don’t understand how anybody can build a crib for $46.50.”
Some people just don’t see beneath the surface.  You need to look beneath the surface at the real meaning.  What changed those disciples was more than just seeing the risen Christ.  Other people saw the risen Christ, and they weren’t changed.  What made the difference from discouragement and despair to being flaming red hot?  To understand the fire that was burning inside the disciples, will you just keep this quote by Phillips Brooks in mind for the rest of the message:  “Nothing but fire kindles fire.”  Say that with me:  “Nothing but fire kindles fire.”  You see, it is the Spirit of God that kindled fire within the hearts of those who went to Emmaus.  It is the Spirit of God that kindled fire within those who were within that locked room.  “Nothing but fire kindles fire.”  If we are to be “Ablaze”. . . if we here at St. Luke are to be “Ablaze,” igniting the world with the love of Christ, then we’ve got to remember—say it with me—“Nothing but fire kindles fire.”  
You see, the fire of the Spirit is kindled through the Word of God.  This is how the Spirit—the fire of God—brings fire anywhere . . . always and only through the Word of God. When that fire is burning within, there are certain things that will fuel the fire.  Anyone who has started a fire knows that once it is started, it needs constant fuel to keep it going.  Primarily, biblically speaking, I see three principle things that fuel the fire started by the Word of God. The first of those three things is faith.  Open your Bibles, please, to Acts 1:1-11.  I believe that once the Spirit had ignited the fire in them through the Word, it was fueled by faith, a deepening knowledge of what God had done and would yet reveal.
“In my former book, Theophilus, I wrote about all that Jesus began to do and to teach  until the day he was taken up to heaven, after giving instructions through the Holy Spirit to the apostles he had chosen.  After his suffering, he showed himself to these men and gave many convincing proofs that he was alive. He appeared to them over a period of forty days and spoke about the kingdom of God” (vv. 1-3).
See, they had faith that Jesus Christ was risen.  Their faith by the Spirit was that Jesus Christ was really risen.  It went deeper than head knowledge; it was a conviction in their hearts.  What difference does it make to know that Jesus Christ once dead, Jesus Christ once tortured, Jesus Christ once brutalized is now living?  He is alive, and he has never died again.  What difference does it make to our lives?  Our lives cannot be the same once we believe that he has really risen and that he is really alive.  Let’s pick it up at verse 4:
“On one occasion, while he was eating with them, he gave them this command: ‘Do not leave Jerusalem, but wait for the gift my Father promised, which you have heard me speak about.  For John baptized with water, but in a few days you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit.’  So when they met together, they asked him, ‘Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?’  He said to them: ‘It is not for you to know the times or dates the Father has set by his own authority.  But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth’” (vv. 4-8).

Those disciples had the faith to believe that Jesus Christ was risen, but they also had the faith to believe that Jesus Christ was ruling; that Jesus Christ was reigning; that Jesus Christ had all authority.  He said “I want you to go out to Jerusalem and Judea and Samaria and the outermost parts of the earth.”  The “a-ha” moment for me during these 50 Days is that when Jesus Christ said, “Go and make disciples of all nations,” he did not then say “go and make disciples because you love people” or “go and make disciples because they are going to hell.”  He said, “All authority is given to me. . . [It all belongs to me, including you; I have authority over you; I bought you with a price] . . . therefore get going.”  The early disciples had faith to believe that Jesus Christ was risen and that he was ruling at the right hand of God—that he had all power, all authority—and so, therefore, the Great Commission does not become an option.  Our mission is not only to South Butler County.  Our mission is to South Butler County and to Saltillo, Mexico.  It’s to “Jerusalem” and “Judea” and “Samaria” and the “outermost parts of the earth.”  It’s not “take your pick.”  It’s all of the above.  Those aren’t my words—it’s His command.  We go on from there, at verse 9:

“After he said this, he was taken up before their very eyes, and a cloud hid him from their sight.  They were looking intently up into the sky as he was going, when suddenly two men dressed in white stood beside them.  ‘Men of Galilee,’ they said, ‘why do you stand here looking into the sky? This same Jesus, who has been taken from you into heaven, will come back in the same way you have seen him go into heaven’" (vv. 9-11).
They believed that Jesus Christ was risen; they believed that Jesus Christ was ruling and reigning with all authority; and they believed that Jesus Christ would return.  What difference does it make to know that Jesus Christ is returning?  In the 50 Days Ablaze devotions, we read that Martin Luther had two days on his calendar—this day and that day.  That’s it, folks.  Those are the two days that matter.  What are you going to do with this day that impacts and effects that day of judgment?  For believers, Judgment Day has already been decided.  I know Jesus Christ.  I know I’m saved.  But what will I do this day to help others be ready for that day? . . . Because Jesus Christ is returning . . . And we sometimes live as if we don’t believe that.  Our faith is too often more of the head and not the heart . . . more of knowledge and less of conviction.
The early disciples lived believing that Jesus Christ would return in their lifetime.  It was only after they started getting old and starting getting committed to Concordia Home [local nursing home] that they thought, “You know what?  He might not come home while we’re living, but he is coming.”  They had faith.  Their faith was a conviction that had taken hold of them. Someone once said, “Belief is something that you hold onto and faith is a conviction that takes hold of you.” The work of the Spirit had taken hold of their hearts and now they could feel a burning deep within. This conviction, this burning within, was the work of the Spirit. The Word that was shared with them through Jesus’ teaching gave them the gift of faith which fueled the fire within their hearts.  The fire burning within is fueled by this work of the Spirit, because this principle is true:  “Nothing but fire kindles fire.”
The other thing that fueled the fire in them was not only faith—it was hope.  Look at Colossians 1:5:
“. . . the faith and love that spring from the hope that is stored up for you in heaven and that you have already heard about in the word of truth, the gospel. . .” (Colossians 1:5).

See what it says there?  Faith and love spring from hope.  And hope comes from the Spirit.  Look at Romans 5:5 sometime on your own and you will see it says that the Holy Spirit has been poured out into our hearts that we might have hope.  As the fire of His presence is kindled in your heart through the Word of God, it will be fueled by hope.  And hope is something that doesn’t disappoint.  Hope is something that will not know how to quit.  The disciples were filled with hope, and when they were told to stop, when they were told to quit, nothing could shut them up.  Hope always finds a way to express itself.  It never quits. 

 I am reminded of the story about a Salvation Army ringer with a red kettle at Christmas time [begin swinging a bell and continue ringing it], who stood outside of a story, ringing, and ringing, and ringing . . . and hoping that people would contribute.  A police officer came by and said, “You can’t do that.  There is a noise ordinance that won’t allow you to have the ringing of a bell in front of this store.  You’ve got to stop.”  [Stop ringing the bell.  Pause.]  But she was determined.  She wanted to continue.  She believed in the mission.  And so she came back the next day.  She came back the next day and stood in front of the store, obeying the ordinance that there be no ringing of the bell.  She stood there and went . . .  [pick up two cardboard signs that say “Ding” on them and raise and lower them with alternating hands.]  She received more contributions than ever. Hope does that.  

The fire of hope cannot be extinguished.  In the face of cancer, in the face of death, in the face of confusing times when you don’t understand the way God works, the fire of hope doesn’t fade.  The empty tomb stands as testimony that the darkness could not overcome the light.  In the most hopeless of situations, God fuels the fire within by giving us every reason to have hope in His promises. I love the John Maxwell quote that was in the 50 Days devotions about hope.  Let me share it with you again:
Hope shines brightest when the hour is darkest.  
Hope motivates when discouragement comes. 
Hope energizes when the body is tired.  
Hope sweetens while bitterness bites.  
Hope sings when all melodies are gone.  
Hope believes when evidence is eliminated.  
Hope listens for answers when no one is talking.  
Hope climbs over an obstacle when no one is helping.  
Hope endures hardship when no one is caring.  
Hope smiles confidently when no one is laughing.  
Hope reaches for answers when nobody is asking.  
Hope presses toward victory when no one is encouraging.  
Hope dares to give when no one is sharing.  
Hope brings the victory when no one is winning.  

As the Spirit has been given to us, hope is poured out into our hearts, and the fire ablaze within is kindled by hope, because “Nothing but fire kindles fire.”  Faith, hope and love.  We are told in 1 Corinthians 13 that there are three great attributes we carry in life:  Faith, hope and love.  That’s the trilogy that appears throughout the New Testament.  The greatest of the three to fuel the fire is love. . . Because without love, the fire within in quickly dampened and extinguished.  A. W. Tozer,wrote:
“To derail us, all Satan needs to do is minimize our passion for two things: The person of God and the place of God.”

If Satan wants to derail you, he just has to minimize your love for two things:  The person of God (who he is), and the place of God (where he fits into your life).

So many things can dampen the fire within my heart, but nothing greater than the lessening of my love for Him.  How often are we content to offer Him our worship, our service or our time in a less than passionate way?  Jesus is looking for Christians who are not satisfied with being lukewarm.  I pray that out of these 50 Days Ablaze we will never, ever be a lukewarm church, because Jesus tells us in the Book of Relevation what he does with lukewarm Christians:  He spits them out of his mouth.  Have you ever sipped lukewarm coffee?  It is a disgusting taste.  I just want to spit it out of my mouth.  Jesus Christ is looking (and he deserves) for Christians to be flaming hot, ablaze with his love.  “For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son. . .” and now he wants us to be ablaze in that same love.  We are told that as we abide in his love, so then will his love abide in us and we will love one another, because “Nothing but fire kindles fire.”  
We face a decision this day to either be a world Christian or a worldly Christian.  Take your pick; it’s one or the other.  Acts 2 models a world Christian.  See that global Church?  All the languages, all the cultures, everybody speaking in their own language.  That’s the kind of Church God is looking for today.  The Mission Fair—please, just take time to go through that—because this is your opportunity to engage globally in the work of the Church.  If you’ve wondered, “What can I do to be a global Christian?” the Mission Fair gives you that opportunity—maybe at one table just to sign up and say, “I’d like to hear more about this. . . how I can help spread the Word throughout the world.”

The world is ablaze with the fire of Christ.  I gave you some statistics a couple of weeks ago.  I said of those born before 1946, the average amount of people worshipping this weekend is about 65%.  Then I said of my generation, the average amount of people worshipping in church today: about 35%.  But then, of the younger generation, the average amount of people worshipping today:  4%.  That’s North America.  But don’t let that discourage you, because the world is truly ablaze with the love of Christ.  It just happens not to be in the United States.  
Consider, if you will, just a few statistics:  In one city in Brazil—just one city—there are 80,000 Christian home groups, and they are growing exponentially and rapidly.  In Korea, it was once 99% Buddhist.  Today, 100 years after that statistic, 20% of Korea is Christian.  In just 100 years 20% of Korea has become Christian.  The largest Christian church in the world is in Seoul—500,000 members.  And you think, “Well how does anybody know anybody?”  They’re all in small groups, like the Ablaze groups.  (Don’t ever let me hear, “We’re getting too big.”  When we get 500,000, we’ll talk.)  But 500,000 people who are on fire with the love of Christ!  The Spirit is alive in these places, because “Nothing but fire kindles fire.”
In one city in Tanzania recently, they baptized 3,140 adults into the Christian faith.  It took them a week to do all the baptisms.  This very day, throughout the world 63,000 people will be baptized into the Christian faith.  63,000 people!  There is a fire that is spreading throughout the world.  It just happens that we represent one of the larger mission fields where there is a dampening of that flame.  
My prayer is that Pentecost will be more than just a festival day on the calendar.  My prayer is that Pentecost will be for us the Spirit’s gift to us—that He will kindle His fire in us that we might be ablaze with the love of Christ, because “Nothing but fire kindles fire.”  

Look back over these 50 Days with me.  What have we learned?  If there was one thing you were going to pull away from the 50 Days, what is it?  Let me just stop here and take that risk of asking you to speak.  Anybody?  Where is it that God has ignited a flame in your heart and it burns?  (And burning is not always comfortable.)  Where is it for you?  
[Note:  the pastor told the congregation before the beginning of the worship service that later during the sermon he would invite anyone who had a witness story to share from the 50 Days Ablaze to come forward and share it. A testimony from a member was publicly shared.]

It is my prayer that from these 50 Days we will see a kindling of a fire within us that we might be ablaze together—light in the world together.  I would hold up to you two things in closing: Acts 1, verse 8:  “You will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria, and the outermost parts of the earth.”  That will frame our ministry in its next page, the next chapter, as well as these seven words. . .  if the next page, the next chapter has subtitles, these are the seven.  These seven words will help guide us as to where we go and what we do.  Read with me, please the concluding paragraph on the back of your bulletin.  It actually comes from the Devotions and the final paragraph there.  Let’s read it together:

“Let the celebration begin by rededicating ourselves to responding to His Great Commission, first by learning and praying.  Then, let us put our learning and prayers into action by telling and giving.  Pray on behalf of His bride that she might be disturbed out of her apathy and comfort zone and be known as a sending Church, where believers are missionaries as much as they are members, going wherever God sends them.  Then as the lost souls are saved and lives transformed, let His Holy Nation, the priesthood of believers, join with God and all the company of heaven, celebrating over each soul that returns home.  To God Alone be the Glory!”

In closing, I’d like to share this prayer.  It’s one of my favorite prayers of all time, by Sir Francis Drake.  I’ve used the analogy of a ship quite a bit, as you know, over the years.  This prayer captures that analogy, and I pray it would be our heartfelt prayer to the Lord as the Body of Christ here together.  We rise and pray:

Disturb us, Lord,

When we are too well pleased with ourselves;

When our dreams have come true because we dreamed too little;

When we arrive safely because we sailed too close to the shore.

Disturb us, Lord, when with the abundance of things we possess
we have lost our thirst for the Water of Life;

Having fallen in love with life, we have ceased to dream of eternity;

And in our efforts to build a new earth,

We have allowed our vision of the new heaven to dim.

Disturb us, Lord, to dare more boldly,

To venture on wider seas where storms will show your mastery;

Where losing sight of land, we shall find the stars.

We ask you to push back the horizons of our hopes,

And to push us in the future with strength, courage, hope and love.  Amen.
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