
Introduction

We are hitting the pause button for a while on our study through the Gospel of Luke as we move 
into the Summer, and today we start a 3 week series on some important issues that are before 
us and the choices we can make to move in the right direction - choices that can help us 
advance God’s Kingdom and agenda, choices that can set us apart by choosing to follow 
and obey God rather than our own desires.  Pastor Mike will return the next two weeks to talk 
with us about choices around living together before marriage and remaining civil during a hostile 
political environment.

Today I want to focus on a choice we can make to be a good neighbor and friend - and right 
now I am talking about your literal next door neighbors.  When pushed on the greatest 
commandment, Jesus responds by saying, “Love God and love your neighbors.”  Paul says the 
whole law can be fulfilled by loving our neighbor.  What I am asking today is that we consider 
what it looks like to follow God’s command to “love our neighbors”.

When you came in today you were given a handout that asks the question “who is my 
neighbor?”  There are 8 boxes that surround your house in the middle.  As we work through this 
together, I want you to be considering the 8 closest houses, apartments, rooms to 
your’s.  These are the people we are talking about today.

By the time we return to the Gospel of Luke it will be after the Fall Series.  If you have been a 
part of Christ Church for more than a year, you know that the Fall Sermon Series is a launching 
point for two things, getting you into small groups, and getting your friends, neighbors, 
coworkers and others into the Church, maybe for the first time.  This summer Pastor Mike will 
be releasing a book that is different from any of the others he has written in this important way.  
He wrote it for you to give to your friends to spark conversations about the future.  
Conversations that we hope and pray are part of leading them back to God.

Today I want to lay the groundwork for what we can be doing this summer as we prepare to 
invest and invite in our next door neighbors.

Pray with me before we continue.

Scripture Setup and Reading

Grab a bible, and turn with me to the book of Acts.  This morning we will be looking at chapter 
16 and 17, but our primary passage comes from chapter 17, verses 24-27.  I am going to read it 
for you in just a few minutes, but first let me set the stage for you.

Paul is on his second missionary journey, the man who once persecuted Christians before he 
had an encounter with Jesus that changed the course of his life forever.  During this 2nd journey 
he has a desire to take the gospel into Asia.  We see this play out in chapter 16, when Paul 
twice tries to go into Asia, and twice is stopped by the Holy Spirit.  I always found Paul’s 
experience fascinating.  He is wanting to go into Asia to proclaim the Gospel, why would the 
Spirit ever stop him?

That night Paul has a dream, it is a man from Macedonia standing and begging Paul to come 
and help.  Paul’s reaction is to immediately get up and head to Macedonia.  This set off an 
extraordinary stretch of travel and events in Paul’s life.
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• In Philippi he shares the Gospel with a group of women, and Lydia’s heart was open 
to respond to Paul’s message.  She would get baptized with other members of her 
household.

• Also in Philippi, Paul was thrown in jail and when he had a chance to escape he 
chose to stay.  This resulted in the prison guard, rather than killing himself for letting 
inmates escape, ask the question “what must I do to be saved.”  He and his 
household were baptized.

• They would go on to Thessalonica, where they would go to the Jewish synagogue 
and proclaim the Gospel.  The result this time….riots…and they were forced to flee 
the city.

• They fled to Berea, where once again they went to the local synagogue.  The 
result…Acts 17:11-12 says “they received the message with great eagerness and 
examined the Scriptures every day to see if what Paul said was true.  As a result, 
many of them believed, as did also a number of prominent Greek women and many 
Greek men.”

• The next stop is Athens, which brings us to our passage in verses 24-27.  Paul is 
walking around Athens, amazed at the spiritual curiosity of the people who even 
have an altar setup “to an unknown god”  This causes him to proclaim the Gospel 
and tell the people about the God they are worshipping.  He says, starting in verse 
24:

“The God who made the world and everything in it is the Lord of heaven and 
earth and does not live in temples built by human hands.  And he is not served 
by human hands, as if he needed anything. Rather, he himself gives everyone 
life and breath and everything else.  From one man he made all the nations, that 
they should inhabit the whole earth; and he marked out their appointed times in 
history and the boundaries of their lands.  God did this so that they would seek 
him and perhaps reach out for him and find him, though he is not far from any 
one of us.”

As Paul proclaims the Gospel to the people of Athens, he points out a remarkable truth that still 
stands today.  Look again at the end of verse 26, “”he marked out their appointed times in 
history and the boundaries of their lands.”

Paul is saying that God has marked out everyone’s specific time and place.  This is the first 
point I want to make today about neighboring.

Point #1 - God has placed you in this time and in this place.

Do you know why you live where you live?  My wife and I live at 880 Deerfield Road in Highland 
Park.  For us, the journey to our home makes sense.  We moved from NH to IL, so I could 
attend Trinity.  We found our first apartment on a Trinity website and spent our first 2 1/2 years 
living in an apartment on the second floor of a home in Lake Forest.  When I graduated from 
Trinity we wanted to look for a new home.  We had a preference to live in Highland Park 
because it would be closer to our campus (we attended CCHP) and our small group.  We also 
wanted a bigger apartment because we were in the adoption process and at the time we were 
hoping to have a child soon.
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We found our apartment on Craigslist, met with the landlord and just like that, we have been 
there for two years now.

Just about all of us know why we live where we do.  Maybe you grew up there, maybe you were 
transferred here for work, or chose to be here for other reasons.  Maybe your home was the 
most affordable, or had a great location.  You have a story that answers the questions, “why do I 
live where I do?”

But, have you ever recognized God’s role in placing you where He has.  Paul is saying that God 
has marked out your time and your place.  The story you have about where you live is God 
working it out to get you exactly where he wants you!

If this is true about you, this is also true about your neighbors.  Your literal, next door neighbors.

Paul not just tells that they are placed by God, but he tells us why.  Take a look again at verse 
27, “God did this so that they would seek him and perhaps reach out for him and find him” 

This verse was a game changer for me when I started to understand it.  Paul is saying that God 
has intentionally marked out everyone’s time and place so that they would seek him, reach out 
to him and find him.  It has caused me to draw this conclusion:

If God has placed my neighbors in this place, at this time, in hopes that they 
would reach out and find Him, then he has placed me in this place, at this time to 
be a witness of Jesus, so that God can reveal himself to my neighbors.

Recognizing God’s role in putting us in our home as well as putting out neighbors in their homes 
can cause us to think differently about neighboring.

Paul understood this.  As we saw earlier, he was redirected by God on his 2nd missionary 
journey, and every place he showed up he was proclaiming the Gospel.  Not everyone accepted 
his message, like in Thessalonica when he was run out of town.  But in many places, there was 
someone who found God because he was willing to be Jesus’ witness in those places.

When you came in today you were given a handout with what is called a block map…looks like 
a tic tac toe board.  In the middle is your home, and it is surrounded by 8 boxes.  These boxes 
represents your 8 closest neighbors, literally.  If in a house, the 8 closest houses, if in an 
apartment, the 8 closest apartments.  Or maybe you are like me, we live on a street of multi-unit 
houses, so our 8 closest neighbors are all within 3 houses of our own.  Whatever your setup, I 
want you to start thinking about your 8 closest neighbors.  You use this block map by writing the 
names of those neighbors.  We’ll come back to it later.

I was studying this topic earlier in the Spring with our small group.  One of our friends, Brenda, 
was part of the small group.  She lives in an apartment building in downtown Highland Park.   
She brought up the fact that in an apartment building she barely sees people because they are 
in the hallway for no more than seconds.  It was suggested that she host a meet and greet for 
everyone in the apartment.  She left that night intrigued, but not sure when or how to do it.

Just a few days later she showed up at Church so excited to share that she decided to host the 
party, and she scheduled it for that night!  In a matter of days she called friends to help her, put 
invitations on every door in her building, and even invited the landlords (they couldn’t come, but 
they sent food from Sunset Foods)!
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Brenda had 7 of the 18 apartments show up for their first “meet and greet”  She is choosing to 
love her neighbors and is beginning to see her neighbors who were once strangers now 
become friends.

I have some maps to help drive home this point.

Here is a picture of the North Shore, stretching from Evanston up to Waukegan.  We all have a 
reason for living somewhere on this map.

Here are our 3 campuses, Crossroads, Highland Park and Lake Forest.  We have moved from 
being one church in one building to being one church, multiple locations.  As the church has 
grown, we have refused to stay put, but rather we have seen the footprint of Christ Church grow 
around the North Shore.  It is uniting us and growing God’s kingdom in new ways.

This last map is you, every single one of you (expect for those who live outside the boundaries 
of what we could fit on a screen).  This picture is by far the most accurate picture of Christ 
Church.  You are the Church, and this doesn’t even include every other person who goes to a 
different church, other brothers and sisters in Christ who love Jesus.

Your place is marked on this map, and your place has been marked out by God.  You have 
neighbors whose place has been marked out by God.  This map looks very impressive zoomed 
out like this, it makes it look like we are on top of each other.  But that overlooks the truth of the 
matter,  If we were to zoom in to your street, you would see a lot of places where there is no 
marker.  Why?  You know why…many of your neighbors don’t know Jesus!  God has placed 
them in this time and this place, and if they want reach out to Him, they will find Him.  And if you 
are willing to love your neighbor, maybe God will use you to help your neighbors find God.

The first key to choosing to love your neighbor is to recognize that God has placed you in this 
time and this place.

To be a part of God’s plan for your neighbor and to be a witness of Jesus Christ requires some 
effort on your part.  This is my second point about neighboring.

Point #2 - Pray Like it Depends on God, Work Like it Depends on You.

I first came across this idea in a book called Circle Makers by Mark Batterson, a pastor in 
Washington D.C.

In his book, he talks about drawing circles around our requests and to pray for them until God 
answers.  He makes the call to pray with persistence, confidence, trust, humility and 
anticipation.

Paul understood the need to pray.  His journey away from Asia and into Philippi clearly began 
with prayer.  He wanted to go to Asia, but the Spirit was not letting him.  Paul listened well 
though, and when he heard the Spirit direct him toward Macedonia, he hit the road.

When he was thrown in jail in Philippi, its says in 16:25 that Paul and Silas were praying and 
singing hymns of Praise toward God.

In his letter to the Philippians he says,
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“Be anxious for nothing, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving 
let your requests be made known to God (Phil 4:6)”

Throughout his letters, listen to what else he writes about prayer:

Devote yourselves to prayer, being watchful and thankful (Col 4:2)

I urge, then, first of all, that petitions, prayers, intercession and thanksgiving be made for 
all people (1 Tim 2:1).

pray continually (1 Thess 5:17)

Prayer is a tricky thing, and for many of us it is not our first response.  For me, it has been an 
area for needed growth in my life for a long time.  I have often ignored prayer or didn’t 
understand it.  This year I have been seeking both to understand prayer and grow my own 
discipline of prayer.  As usual, it has been both a frustrating and exhilarating process as God 
teaches me about my prayer life.  We could spend all kinds of time on prayer, and Pastor Mike 
has done a wonderful job teaching us and challenging us to pray.  Here are two thing I have 
learned this year that has spurred on my own prayer life:

1. Prayer changes my own heart and keeps me focused
As I have committed to pray for my neighbors, I have noticed that God is doing a 
work in my own life that is growing my love for them. In addition, I am more 
focused than ever to know my neighbors, love them well and become friends with 
them.

2. God reserves some of his greatest acts for people that pray
This is a mystery to me, but I can’t deny it.  God answers prayers, and 
throughout Scripture we see God do some of his greatest work when people are 
willing to pray for it.

Jesus says we don’t have because we don’t ask.  Paul begged people to pray for 
him.  James implores people to pray when they need something, are sick or like 
in Elijah’s case, just need some rain.

I want to see my neighbors reach out to God and find him.  I know this depends 
on God, so I am asking him to do it.  When I walk my dog, I go up and down my 
street praying for the homes around me.  If I know their name, I pray for them by 
name.  If I don’t I pray I would know them soon.  I pray they would know Jesus.

For many of us, we need to get into the game and start praying.  We are asking something that 
only God can do, so pray like it depends on God.

It does not stop with prayer, neighboring also needs us to work like it depends on us.  It is no 
secret that this church is filled with incredibly hard and effective workers.  Many of you can look 
at all the work you have put into your business and can see the fruit of your efforts.

It is that same effort that can put toward neighboring.  Author Shaun Claiborne says that often 
we are the answer to our own prayers.



Go back to Acts 16 when Paul is praying to go into Asia.  He has the dream asking him to go to 
Macedonia.  What does he do…he immediately goes.  Acts 16 and 17 read like a high paced 
acton film.

Did you notice how his interaction with Lydia began?  He was going outside the town to do 
what?  Verse 13 says he was looking for a place to pray!  Instead he finds a group of women 
and gets to work proclaiming the Gospel.

Then he gets thrown in jail.  Once he gets out he heads to Thessalonica and starts proclaiming 
the Gospel only to see riots break out.  He flees to Berea and immediately starts preaching 
again.  People are accepting Christ, and the rioters from Thessalonica show up and run him out 
of town again.  He lands in Athens where he starts walking the city and seeing how spiritually 
curious they are, so he proclaims the Gospel some more!

Praying and working, Paul was committed to being a witness of Jesus to everyone he met!

No one gives us a greater example of this then Jesus.  His life if marked by two things…slipping 
way from the crowds to pray and coming back to the crowds to do the work of his Father.  Jesus 
did not just tell us to love our neighbors, he gave us the example to follow.

Pray like it depends on God, work like it depends on you.

As we recognize that we are exactly where God wants us, and we begin to both pray for our 
neighbors and work towards loving them we will see our neighboring take shape.  However, in 
all of this it is important to remember that motives matter.  This brings us to our third and final 
point about neighboring.  

Point #3 - Make New Friends, not New Projects

I have seen all to often the misnomer that our call to be witnesses and love our neighbors is to 
be turned into projects to convert people.  Maybe you feel this weight, the need to convert 
people into Christians.

Somewhere along the line, we have come to believe that it is our responsibility to convict people 
of their sins and make them believe in Jesus.  As a result, the perception of the Church has 
become a place that is unloving, intolerant and unaccepting.  It is a place where people feel 
judged, not loved,

We are being asked to love our neighbors, not judge them…not convert them.  The Holy Spirit 
does the converting, God does the judging.  Rather than be weighed down by the burden to 
judge and convert, God has freed us to simply love our neighbors.  We can become friends with 
our neighbor, whether they agree with us or not, whether they are like us or not.

Here is what living with this mindset has looked like in my own life.  Last Fall our small group 
was wrestling with how to remain intimate and vulnerable while at the same time wanting to be 
open and inviting, especially with those who do not come to church or are not yet connected 
within the church.  We landed on an idea of hosting a monthly dinner, we called it the Family 
Table.  

Every month we would take a break from our normal small group routine and everyone was 
encouraged to invite people they have a relationship with.  One of the first families to come to 
our Family Table was Jake and Koral, with their young boys, Brooks and Boyd.  Jake and Koral 
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love Jesus and they ended up coming a couple times, and eventually they also started attending 
the HP Campus.  By January they had joined our small group every week!  We were excited to 
have these new friends in our lives.  And we have been blessed by them over and over during 
the last 6 months.

Koral works for Gordon Aveda Salon in Highland Park.  One week she came to small group 
talking about a coworker who needed to get 10 clients who have never visited the salon before 
so she could start working her own station.  Koral was asking any of us if we could go in and 
ask for Marissa.  I happened to qualify for getting my haircut at Gordon Aveda as a first timer (of 
course I qualify for never getting my haircut at any salon).  I booked an appointment with 
Marissa, not because I needed a haircut, but because Marissa needed help.  I have seen 
Marissa a couple times since, and have had fun getting to know her.

In addition to meeting Marissa, I also met another friend and coworker of Koral’s.  At another 
one of our Family Table nights they invited Jason and Amy to join us.  Amy works with Koral and 
we had a chance to meet them and become friends.  Jason and Amy have come back a couple 
times, and we have struck up another friendship with them.  Jason and Amy visited here at 
CCLF and a couple weeks after visiting they received a loaf of bread from our bread ministry 
team.  Amy brought that loaf of bread into the Salon one day to share how nice it was to have 
someone drop it off at her home!  Inside that little Salon in downtown Highland Park the love of 
Christ was being felt by so many.

Jake, Koral, Marissa, Jason and Amy.  12 months ago I didn't know any of them.  Believe me 
when I tell you, it is much more fun making new friends.  If our motives to love people is to get 
them converted, then it is just a matter of time before we dump them for the next project, but 
that is not who we are.

We don’t love people to convert them, we love people because we are converted.  We have 
literally been given a new heart, one that loves like Jesus loves.  No expectation for return, an 
unconditional, selfless love.

When Paul found himself in prison in Philippi, he could have run for it when the doors opened 
and the shackles came off.  But he stayed, he waited and when the jailer was prepared to take 
his own life, Paul was there to lead him to Christ.

Let me say this again…

We don’t love people to convert them, we love people because we are converted.

I have a chart for you that looks at the relationship spectrum.  We start off as strangers.  For a 
lot of us, our next door neighbors are strangers.  We want to move from stranger to 
acquaintance.  The way to do this, is simply to know and use their names.

Get past a wave and generic hello, and move toward, Hi Bill…how are you today.  Or, Hey 
Michelle, great to see you this morning.  There is power in a name.  It automatically moves the 
needle in a relationship.

When I worked at Midtown Athletic Club, I was an employee at the front desk, responsible for 
greeting members as they came in.  One of the key habits we would develop is learning and 
using names as they check in.  When I knew someone’s name, the chances of me learning 
more about them grew.  I spent two years working the front desk at Midtown, and I knew way 
too many names.
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But you know what, many became friends.  Not “I see you every week” friends, but casual, 
“when I see you” we are friendly.  If I didn’t know their names, I would just be a stranger to them.   
I have been gone from Midtown for over a year now, and I miss people.  All because it started 
with knowing their name.

For many of you, the first step is getting to know your neighbor’s name.  Because, I guarantee, if 
you never know their name, you will always be a stranger to them.  You may even just become 
a story, like, “there is our crazy neighbor, whose dog always gets out and runs around the 
neighborhood.”

Let’s look at that spectrum again.  We go from stranger to acquaintance, and then from 
acquaintance to a relationship.  And to move toward a relationship, we need to invest and invite 
with our neighbors.  That is what is on the back of your block maps.  This is specific to each 
campus, but we are offering some suggestions on how to invest and invite with the people you 
know.

So, I live in Highland Park.  We have Ravinia, the Botanic Gardens, Rosewood Beach, parks 
and playgrounds.  Plenty of places to go to with our neighbors.  4th of July Parade, Port Clinton 
Art Festival.  We have farmers markets in HP on Wednesday mornings, Highwood on 
Wednesday nights, Glencoe on Saturday mornings.  So many opportunities to invite hang out 
with my neighbors.

Sometimes the easiest thing to do, is invite people into something you are already doing!  If you 
are going to walk up to Dairy Queen to get an ice cream cone, go knock on your neighbors door 
and invite them to go with you.

When Paul went to Thesalonnica and Berea, he went to where the people were going to be.  He 
intentionally sought out the people of the city.  You and I are not traveling missionaries.  We 
don’t have to go find the people, they are already right next to us.

Go make some friends.

Conclusion

I have been a part of church for a long time, and I know that most of us don’t remember what 
was preached two weeks ago.

As I have been preparing for this sermon, my goal was not to deliver a sermon that you would 
remember.  My hope today is that what you have heard would move the needle just a little bit.

When I have talked with people about neighboring, one of things I hear most is memories of 
how peoples neighborhoods used to be.

“I remember when I lived on a street where everyone knew everybody’s name.”

or

“I remember when people sat on front porches and talked to people when they walked 
by”

or
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“I remember when I used to go ask my neighbors for an egg, or a cup of sugar “

or

“I remember block parties”

Being a good neighbor was common in an American neighborhood.  But over the years we have 
been driven inside our homes or into our fenced in back yards.  There are lots of reasons for 
this,

Busyness
Television
Fear

They have all pushed us towards more isolation.

The truth is, someone who chooses to engage with their neighbors is going against the grain.  It 
may be considered weird, or invasive, it will most certainly be different and set us apart.  But 
there is a void in our neighborhoods, and it is one that God is calling us to fill just by making the 
choice to love our neighbors, out literal next door neighbors.

So, I hope the needle moves for you today.  I hope you walk out of Christ Church today with 
some motivation to invest and invite in your next door neighbors.  And if this trickles into your 
coworkers, families from your kid’s school, or other people you know - great, Praise the Lord.

Maybe it is time for you to go knock on your neighbors doors.  Say something like, hi, My name 
is Dan.  I’ve lived next to you for 2 years, and still don’t know your name.  I’m sorry about that, 
but we would love to have your family over for dinner so we can get to know each other.

Or maybe, you want to follow Brenda’s lead and go put invitations on all the doors in your 
apartment building and host a meet and greet.

Or maybe, it is time for your small group to take action and instead of being content with each 
other, go on mission together and invite people in who normally wouldn’t come to Church.

Whatever it is for you, take the next step.  Recognize that God has placed you in this time, in 
this place.  He has placed your neighbors next door to you, and has asked you to love them.

And then, when your neighbors do reach out and seek God, just maybe you will get to help 
them find Him.

I look forward to meeting your neighbors here at Christ Church.

Let’s pray.


