The Gutter

Where Life is Meant to be Lived

Week One:  What is the Gutter?

What does it Mean to be Christian? Video

So, my questions to you…It’s your turn…What does it mean to be a Christian?  What does it mean to be a Christian?  Why do you go to church?  Why are you here this morning?  Why do you go to church?  

For the next two weeks we will be digging deeper into these questions.  We are going to be exploring the subject of The Gutter.

A warning for this series…
This is not a feel-good series.  This is not one of those series where you’ll go, “Well, that’s nice.”  I should have probably borrowed Pastor Rick’s disclaimers from last week’s message.  I’m going to challenge you and I pray that this will cause you to challenge yourself and each other.
So, let’s take a look at The Gutter.  
You may think you know what The Gutter is.  It’s the place where perverts and prostitutes live.  You know…murderers, thieves, pornographers and pedophiles.  It is the place where the mentally ill…the riff raff live.  

But it just doesn’t end there.  That’s not the image of The Gutter I’m talking about. We’ve all been to The Gutter and today we’re going to introduce this concept to you.
The Gutter is the place where we all were before taking Jesus seriously.  The place we were before we came to know Jesus as our Lord and Savior.  Your Gutter will undoubtedly look different than my Gutter, but you can’t escape, both are The Gutter.
Watch the news any given night and you see murder, war, hate, etc.  All these stories share the same core…People, Problems and Pain.

This is The Gutter.  Hurting and broken people.  People seemingly without hope.  But these are the exact people God had in mind when He provided a solution through Jesus.
The Gutter is the one thing we all have in common.

We’ve all felt pain and brokenness.

The Gutter is the great equalizer.

Jesus was sent through The Gutter to become a bridge of hope for those there…regardless of how severe or how long they have been there, Jesus was their gift of hope.  
I grew up in a Christian home and went to church my whole life, but that upbringing taught me about a Jesus who was with children and cute little lambs.  It was a Jesus who wore a long, spotless robe, gracefully walking around with a smile on His face, speaking words of mysterious hope to the masses.  This was the perception of my Jesus as I grew up – a Jesus who stayed clean and vague and remote.  I never really understood the image of Jesus that was portrayed in the Bible…The Jesus that loved, embraced and hung out in The Gutter.
This is where this can get a little painful.  It was to me when I first read the book, The Gutter by Craig Gross last year.  Those most opposed to The Gutter are the ones that have been there the least.  Many times this describes the religious…the American Church.
To the religious, The Gutter may be where people are who don’t believe what we believe or where people do dirty things.  In other words…it’s where sinners are. 
We forget that in reality, when we accepted Jesus and we were lifted out of The Gutter we weren’t made better than anyone else left in The Gutter.  My sins are just as bad as the sins of those in The Gutter for all sin is equal in God’s eyes.
So, when I’m feeling overly smug about how strong my faith is and how I’m so much better than those poor souls in The Gutter I need to remind myself that whatever I do to them, in reality I’m doing to Him.
And I need to remember that instead of demanding that the lost come to the place where religion was being peddled, Jesus went to The Gutter and found them.  Then He mastered the unlikely: He learned things about them.  He found things in common with them.  He loved them.  

Jesus was and is our Savior, but we need to remember that He was and is also our model for reaching out to The Gutter.  

Let’s dig into some of the scripture that is the basis for this idea of The Gutter…

What is The Gutter?

Our first point is a simple one, but one that I think the church is notoriously bad at…

Get out!

Have you heard of the story of the church that decided that it was too inwardly focused so it decided to form a committee focused on evangelism…reaching the lost?  Sounds great, right?  Well, the committee met the first evening and came to the conclusion that they were ill-prepared to reach the lost.  After all, they didn’t know the best method of evangelism.  They wanted to be as effective as possible for God and His kingdom.  So, they embarked on weekly meetings to study evangelism techniques and to pray about what they were going to be doing for the lost.  Week, after week, they met and studied and prayed.  Fast forward a year and guess what?  They were still meeting, and studying, and praying.  They had never once gone out and shared the good news of Jesus with the lost.  They missed the point that to reach the lost they must first leave the church walls and talk to the lost…We must Get Out!
I love this part.  God in all His power and greatness chose to use us to share Jesus with The Gutter.  He doesn’t need us.  Never did.  He chose us.  Listen to this piece of scripture from 1 Peter..
But you are the ones chosen by God, chosen for the high calling of priestly work, chosen to be a holy people, God’s instruments to do his work and speak out for him, to tell others of the night-and-day difference he made for you—from nothing to something, from rejected to accepted.
1 Peter 2:9 (The Message)

Again, God chose us.  2000 years ago Jesus chose to use a bunch of nobodies (the disciples) to spread the news.  Can you imagine if after Jesus died, the disciples decided to form a committee and discuss how to share the news of Jesus instead of going out and sharing the news?  I can guarantee you that if they approached evangelism like many of us do now, the world would never have known about Jesus.
The first step then is to Get Out.  Put yourself outside these church walls.  Stop sitting inside the church waiting for the lost to come to you.  Follow Jesus’ lead and go to the lost.  
The next thing we need to know is to…
Understand that the difference between you and them is a small one.

Do you still remember when you came to the saving knowledge of Jesus?  Maybe you grew up in the church and you don’t remember a specific date that you were saved, but you do remember when you started taking your faith seriously and Jesus became someone you knew in your heart and head, not just your head.
Before that point you were lost.

Or have you forgotten?  Do you have the attitude that you are somehow better than the poor heathens out there that don’t know Jesus?  

I heard a story of a youth pastor that looked around his community and saw so many lost students.  He decided to focus the efforts of his ministry on those lost students around his church.  And after a few months he was starting to see the fruit of his efforts.  All kinds of young people were coming to the church youth ministry events.  

Great success story, right?  Up until this growing ministry started attracting the attention of some people that didn’t like students smoking outside the church building and maybe using words that weren’t acceptable.  What happened?  The youth pastor was fired.  Why?  Because he was reaching out to the wrong kind of students.  That’s odd, I always thought that the wrong kind of student was the right kind of student.
Listen to Romans and what Paul had to say about our condition…

We are made right in God’s sight when we trust in Jesus Christ to take away our sins. And we all can be saved in this same way, no matter who we are or what we have done.
     
Romans 3:22 (NLT)

Catch that last sentence again… “And we all can be saved in this same way, no matter who we are or what we have done.”

We need to remember that.  Those people that don’t know Jesus, are you, before you made the decision to trust and walk with Him.  That’s why I say that the difference between you and them is a small one.  
Next, we need to…

Trust that God will lead you.

We all trust God here, right?  That’s what walking this Jesus lifestyle is all about right?  Trusting God during the good times and bad…looking towards Him in faith…trusting that His is the right way.
Listen to this incredible nugget from James about prayer and trusting God…
If you need wisdom—if you want to know what God wants you to do—ask him, and he will gladly tell you. He will not resent your asking.  But when you ask him, be sure that you really expect him to answer, for a doubtful mind is as unsettled as a wave of the sea that is driven and tossed by the wind.  People like that should not expect to receive anything from the Lord.  They can’t make up their minds. They waver back and forth in everything they do.     
 James 1:5-8 (NLT)

Are you asking God to lead you on your way?  Do you truly believe He will lead your way or are you kind of just hoping He is hearing you and maybe if He feels like it, He will help?  Are you being driven and tossed by the wind?  Decide now that you will stop using God like a wishing well…Tossing a coin into the pond and hoping that your wish comes true.  
I know how difficult going to The Gutter is.  It’s scary speaking to others you don’t know…especially ones that are not like you.  We need to seek God before, during, and after we do this.  And, we need to trust that He will lead us.  

What other option is there?  Doing it on your own?  
Our next part of the Gutter is to understand that…
The only mistake in the Gutter is not going.

We can continue to second guess ourselves.  We can convince ourselves that by not going to The Gutter we can not do any harm…make a mistake.  I truly believe the biggest mistake of all is not going.
Are you praying for others to go out into the world but not going yourself?  You’re missing out.  Boy, are you missing out!  

Our church has an incredible focus on reaching the lost.  Our Missions Ministry is committed to reaching the world for Jesus.  And when I say the world, I don’t just mean Russia or Tanzania…I mean places in neighboring states, in neighboring cities, in our neighborhood.  That is mission.  Many of you have heard the Great Commission, but listen to The Message paraphrase of the Great Commission…
Go out and train everyone you meet, far and near, in this way of life, marking them by baptism in the threefold name: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Then instruct them in the practice of all I have commanded you. I’ll be with you as you do this, day after day after day, right up to the end of the age.

     

Matthew 18:19,20 (The Message)

A couple of weeks ago, 19 students and leaders from Renew, our High School Ministry, headed on their way to Indianapolis to spend time serving others…To spend time in The Gutter.  Their intent was to live out the Great Commission outlined in Matthew 18.  
I’ve asked that team to join us here this morning to share and celebrate with us.

I’ve also asked Cheryl Metko, our Missions Pastor and David Lewis, our Head of Missions to join us this morning.  

Please join me in welcoming our Renew Indianapolis Mission Team, Cheryl, and David.

Honor Mission Team.

I am so proud of these students.  They understood that the only mistake would be to ignore The Gutter and hope someone else would reach out to the lost.

Our next point is to…

Establish a need that can be met.

I have to laugh sometimes at the books I see in Christian bookstores.  All sorts of ideas are out there about church growth…some good, some marginal, and some just plain ridiculous.  
You know how to grow a church?  Minister to people where they hurt.  

xxxchurch.com has embraced this idea.  They realized that men outside and inside the church were struggling with porn addiction so they created an online church that ministered to a need.

Are you looking for an arena to serve?  Open your eyes and look around.  There are needs all over this community.  

I think the problem that non Christians have with Christians is that we talk a good talk but we shed a blind eye on the needs of those right outside our doors.  Isn’t this what is described in 1 John 3?
We know what real love is because Christ gave up his life for us. And so we also ought to give up our lives for our Christian brothers and sisters.  But if anyone has enough money to live well and sees a brother or sister in need and refuses to help—how can God’s love be in that person?
   
1 John 3:16,17 (NLT)

Talk about conviction…” how can God’s love be in that person?”  Ouch.  That convicts me.  So many times I focus on my own walk with God and forget about all the needs around me.  It is then I realize that I am not being a good example of Jesus to The Gutter.
Finally, our last part of The Gutter.  And, another one that the American church is good at forgetting…
Return to the Gutter again and again.

A few months back, Reggie McNeal joined us and shared his thoughts on blessing the community.  Reggie is one of my new heroes.  I love what he lifts up to the church.  Do you remember how he challenged us to bless the community?  And, how SCC decided to spend a Sunday blessing the community?  For those that spent that Sunday blessing, do you remember how great it felt?  And how natural it felt?
What have you done since then?  Did we, as a church, spend one Sunday in The Gutter only to forget about it on Monday?  

We have to return on Monday…and Tuesday…and Wednesday, etc, etc.  

The Gutter has needs every day of the week.  We, that have visited The Gutter, need to spend more of our time returning to The Gutter.
And merely praying for those in The Gutter is not enough.  Sure we need to pray for those individuals, but there is more.  Listen to James…
Dear friends, do you think you’ll get anywhere in this if you learn all the right words but never do anything? Does merely talking about faith indicate that a person really has it? For instance, you come upon an old friend dressed in rags and half-starved and say, “﻿Good morning, friend! Be clothed in Christ! Be filled with the Holy Spirit!” and walk off without providing so much as a coat or a cup of soup—where does that get you? Isn’t it obvious that God-talk without God-acts is outrageous nonsense?

James 2:14-17 (The Message)

God-talk without God-acts.  I am so tired of Christianity being portrayed as all talk and no action.  But, I’m even more tired of seeing Christianity being all talk and no action.  What would this world look like if churches all over this incredibly wealthy country decided they were tired of this as well and became focused on acting like Jesus.  Jesus spent His time talking and acting and wanted His followers to do the same.  I challenge you to do the same.  I challenge us, as a community of believers, to do the same.  

Please, please act.

I always like to finish my message with the students upstairs with a sermon in a sentence or a final thought.  Today’s last thought is this…
One Last Thought:

Don’t blame Darkness for being dark.  Blame Light for not shining in the dark.

So often we look at individuals in The Gutter and blame them for their behavior.  We look at them and say, “That individual is a bad person.”  Take a look at that “One Last Thought” again.  Is it really that person’s fault?  Or is it our fault?  As Christians, we are told to share the good news with everyone we meet.  How can we blame that lost person for their behavior if they don’t know any better?
To close our time together this morning I’d like to share with you a song from Todd Agnew titled My Jesus.  A warning, this song is rough in places.  Some of you may find it slightly offensive.  Along with the song, we’ve created a slide show of individuals our High School Ministry has encountered in The Gutter.  As you watch this slide show, and see these individuals, I ask you to see them through the eyes of Jesus.  After the slide show has completed, you’re excused, greet each other.  Then go out and greet people in The Gutter.

Let’s pray.

My Jesus Slide Show

8

