
Divine Expansion                                                                              Isaiah 54:2 

 

The dictionary defines a miracle as an extraordinary event manifesting divine intervention in human affairs. Theologian, 

Wayne Grudem (picture) defines it as “a less common kind of God’s activity in which He arouses people’s awe and 

wonder and bears witness to Himself.” In other words, a miracle is “a direct intervention of God in the world.” 

  We are sitting in a miracle. If God had not intervened for us, we wouldn’t be here. Our property, this building – are not 

a result of our effort or human wisdom. Our awesome God did it.  

  Next Sunday is our Building Dedication~Grand Opening. This Sunday though I wanted to talk about where we’ve 

come from and then where we’re going.  

 

Our building is a miracle of God’s grace. Though it had been a discussion for years, in 2003, we began planning, 

raising money and aggressively looking for new property. About a year prior to that, this property (the one we are 

currently on) had been for sale.  While it was “for sale,” a few of us had noticed it, checked it out and discussed that it 

would be a great location for our future church. But we had no money and it sold.  

  We began looking everywhere in the area. There was just nothing available. Either the plots were too small, wouldn’t 

meet our needs or weren’t available, or were far too expensive. Much of the available land was being developed as 

subdivisions and were out of our financial reach.  

  Finally, in desperation, I met a local realtor I knew, Art Naber, for coffee and to seek his advice. Art shared with me 

that there were several churches looking for property. There just wasn’t anything available. I then inquired about this 

property and Art replied, “I own it.” “Well, how much do you want for it?” “It’s not for sale.” “Well, if it were for sale, 

how much would you want for it?” “It’s not for sale at any price! That’s my retirement plan.” The subject was closed.  

  As you work through Scripture, you’ll observe a consistent pattern – birth of a vision, death of a vision – then finally, 

fulfillment of a vision. For example, God promised Abraham that He would make his family into a great nation, but 

Abraham was childless. Finally, he had a son, who had two sons. And God ultimately made the nation of Israel into a 

great nation.  

  Six months later, Art called me up and asked if we were still interested in this piece of property. The bypass was going 

in and other things had changed in his situation. He was willing to sell us 10 acres. Miraculously we raised a down 

payment with a plan to finance the remainder.  

  On Sunday night in December of 2005, our church membership met and after much discussion voted to buy this 

property. It was exciting! 

  Mark it down. When you make spiritual progress, Satan will always attack. Three days later, I received one of the worst 

phone calls that I’ve ever received in my life. Bob Page, a friend and pastor in Crystal Lake called first thing in the 

morning and said, “Scott, what I’m going to tell you is going to ruin your day.” Bob had been the pastor of our assistant 

pastor at the time. He had learned that our assistant had been having an ongoing sexual relationship with a teen in our 

youth group, who had now graduated from high school and while in college, confided in someone about this sin.  

  None of us saw it coming. This staff member was the last person in the world that we thought would do something like 

this. He was one of my best friends. But it all turned out to be true and worse. We immediately terminated him, turned 

him in to social services and began the process of the clean-up of the aftermath.  

  Some questioned whether we should go forward with the purchase of the land. It could have been the end not only of 

this land purchase but even our church. There were over 30 media stories and ultimately, he went to jail. It was a dark 

period for our church…but God is always good! 

  We forged ahead. By God’s grace, we even paid off the land in about six years. We had a parsonage that we were able 

to sell to help us pay down a chunk of the debt. Finally, we paid it all off and had a mortgage burning (picture). Then, 

we began raising money for the new building.  

  We knew that we needed a Capital Campaign. We interviewed three different companies. Pastor Chip Bernhard 

(picture) from Spring Creek Church, who will be preaching at our Dedication next Sunday, recommended Bill Walter 

(picture) from Church Growth Services. Bill had already assisted Spring Creek with four Capital Campaigns for four 

buildings. And Bill was perfect for us. He’s a godly man and errs on the side of being conservative. He held our hand 

through the whole process. Bill will be here next Sunday to celebrate with us.  

  Then, we began the process of determining our building plans. A group of led by our Building Committee Co-Chairs 

(they’d also been our Capital Campaign Co-Chairs), Dave Thompson and Jackie Strelow (pictures) led us through the 

process. The first big decision was which construction approach to take – we ultimately chose Design Build and went 

with MSI (picture). Then, our first cost estimate quote was double what we could afford, so we had to make a lot of cuts 

to get here.  



  And the Lord opened door after door. We were told we couldn’t meet the deadline for meeting with the Racine County 

planning commission, which would have set back our starting date. The Lord opened the doors and we met it. Then, we 

were told we couldn’t meet the deadline for meeting with the Township, which would have set us back again. Again, the 

Lord opened the doors and we met it. Some contractors, like Marriott Construction, gave us significant discounts. Spring 

Creek Church gave us $20,000 for our AV System. And you gave and gave and gave.  

  We had no money left for the furnishings of this building like chairs, the sign, coffee café and a thousand other details 

that you’re not aware of when you’re building a new building. And again, you gave and gave and gave.  

  Many have spent countless hours here painting, laying carpet, cleaning and another thousand details! You made treats 

and cookies each week for our contractors as a small way for us to say, “Thank you!” God protected the construction 

workers, and no one was injured during our construction.  

  It’s been so much fun and so exciting and so fulfilling, all wrapped together. We truly cry out with the Psalmist, “This 

is the Lord's doing; it is marvelous in our eyes” (Psalms 118:23). This morning you are sitting in a miracle. As you’ve 

given of your time, money and of your very lives – you are partners in this Kingdom adventure. God has given us a 

wonderful gift!  

  Each year at Grace, we determine a theme and a focus, and that’s what we want to talk about now.  

 

Our theme for 2018 is strategic expansion. Please turn in your Bible to Isaiah 54:1-4 (p.614). How many of you have 

ever spent the night in a tent? Raise your hand. I didn’t ask, “How many of you have ever SLEPT in a tent?” Because 

spending the night in a tent and sleeping in a tent are not necessarily the same thing.  

  The summer of 1973, my youth group in Atlanta had been involved in service projects for a few weeks helping families 

who were either very poor, disabled or elderly. At the end of that time, we went camping for a few days in the Smoky 

Mountains, near Bryson City, NC. There were two of us in a huge 10-man tent, but I’ll never forget the last night. I woke 

up in the middle of the night and heard some animal growling outside our tent. I think it was a bear. I whispered in the 

pitch black to the guy in the tent with me, “Do you hear that?” He whispered back, “Good, you’re awake. It was clawing 

on the tent above your head a few minutes ago.” We could hear some dog out there with this beast, barking at it, while it 

growls at the dog. Suddenly, the dog lets out a huge yelp and then silence. Needless to say, I am not a tent person.  

  In Bible times, God’s people spent their entire lives living in tents. Before the Jews built the Temple in Jerusalem, the 

worship and sacrifice of God was carried out in a tabernacle, which was a big fancy tent.  

  Our theme verse for 2018 is Isaiah 54:2, “Enlarge the place of your tent, and let the curtains of your habitations be 

stretched out; do not hold back; lengthen your cords and strengthen your stakes.” Jillian Cannon has put together a logo 

(picture) for us. Isn’t that wonderful!  

  Briefly though let’s work through this passage.  

  God wants more children in His Forever family. God says, “Sing, O barren woman, you who never bore a child; burst 

into song, shout for joy.” (Isaiah 54:1) When you read the Bible, there are always several layers of applications. First, 

there is always the immediate, historical application. In this case, God was speaking to Israel during a time when Israel 

was on the verge of occupation by Babylon. Jerusalem would become a barren, desolate city. God was saying, “Even 

though things look tough, don’t stop singing. Instead shout for joy because I’m going to give you children.”  

  In the Bible, barrenness was a reproach. It produced sadness and anguish. Remember the story of Sarah? She was 

barren and didn’t give Abraham any children for many years. God promised her that she would shout for joy and sing, 

because she’d have a child. By the time she received the promise she was so old and skeptical that she laughed out 

loud—but God fulfilled His promise. When God promises children, He keeps His promise!  

  There’s another layer of application for Isaiah 54—a prophetic application. God is predicting a time in the future when 

Israel will turn to the Messiah. The barren nation will give God true spiritual children.  

  But there is a third, and wider application to Isaiah 54. It’s the application for us. This is a prophecy about us—the 

Church. God opens His heart to reveal that He wants more children in His family, the Church. The Bible says when a 

person becomes a Christian; they become a child of God. The Bible says, “To all who received Him, to those who 

believed in His name, He gave the right to become children of God—children born not of natural descent nor of human 

decision or a husband’s will—but born of God.” (John 1:12-13) It’s why Jesus came—to add more children to God’s 

family. Hebrews 2:10 says Jesus came to “bring many sons into glory.”  

  My favorite picture of the New Testament Church is a family. The church isn’t a building, it isn’t an institution, or even 

an organization. We’re a family. We’re brothers and sisters in Christ, bought by the shed blood of our Elder Brother and 

now we all have the same Father.  

  A growing family needs a larger place. Even before the promised children were born God gave them these 

instructions, “Enlarge the place of your tent, stretch your tent curtains wide” (Isaiah 54:2). In the Old Testament, the 



Patriarchs – Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob and their descendants lived in tents, moving from place to place. We don’t live in 

tents and don’t worship in a tent, but God has enlarged our tent. We now have a much bigger tent to use for His glory.  

  But buildings aren’t our focus. Our focus is on people, and the ministry to people that will take place in these facilities. 

In other words, the tent isn’t nearly as important as the people who gather under the tent and what happens when they 

gather.  

  A family is a place where you should find love. The same is true of churches. The buildings aren’t what’s important. 

We’re in the people business, not the building business. Our only business is ministry to people.  

  A family is a place where you should find acceptance. Dysfunctional families may kick family members out on the 

street, but healthy families provide a place where a child can find acceptance even if they’re different. And we’re all 

different. If you haven’t read Brennan Manning’s book, The Ragamuffin Gospel (picture) please pick up a copy 

somewhere and read it. Manning points out that we’re all misfits in one way or another. We’re all bruised and battered 

by sin. But our Abba Father opens His arms wide and says, “Come to me, all you who are misfits, and I’ll give you rest.” 

When we fall into His arms, we finally discover the Father’s arms are a perfect fit for misfits. We can accept others 

because we’ve been accepted by God. 

  Divine Expansion means that we must reject smallness. Enlargement requires us to get out of our small boxes, our 

cliques and small circles, our small routines, our small thinking and our limited view of God.  

  Enlarging the place of your tent means making room for some new people in your life. People will s-t-r-e-t-c-h you! 

Relationships with people stretch your nerves, stretch your patience and stretch your prayer life. If you want more, if 

you’re tired of an unfulfilled, unfruitful, barren life, then God is saying, “enlarge and stretch.” We see miracles when we 

stretch our faith.  

  Finally, when God tells you to lengthen your cords, it means to lengthen your reach. Wider tents require longer cords to 

keep them securely held in place. Once you lengthen your cords you must also strengthen your stakes, driving them 

deeper into the bedrock of God’s truth. Life is like a huge tree. The more the branches spread, the deeper the roots must 

grow. 

 

3. To expand our ministry, we must understand the times. Early in World War II, broadcasters for baseball games 

were forbidden from sharing any information about weather conditions over the air for fear it might be of aid to enemy 

bombers. During one St. Louis broadcast, Dizzy Dean (picture), was trying to fill in the inactivity during a rain delay 

with about an hour of aimless talk, never mentioning why there was no action on the baseball field. Finally, he just ran 

out of words, and said, “If you folks don’t know what’s holding up this game just stick your heads out the window.” 

Sticking your head out the window is one sure way to determine the weather. But determining the signs of our time may 

be a bit harder. We need to understand how God is moving us. 

  A continual pattern in the New Testament for the church is that we’re called to reach out to the unreached and the 

disenfranchised. Let me share with you some of our focuses at this point in our history, and not just for this year but for 

coming years.  

  Millennials. One of the smallest groups in most churches are millennials. They’re essentially unreached. The main 

millennials that are in a church are those that grew up in the church. For the most part, we’re not reaching the unreached, 

particularly in the next generation.  

  In a world of unlimited choices, Millennials are forcing us to deal with them one-on-one. They’re not in to “big” like 

Baby boomers. Smaller churches like ours are poised for this. One-on-one is what we excel at.  

  How can we reach Millennials? We must lean away from the church-as-business model and into the church-as-

relational-community one. We love God and love others. It means that we must know their names. Before we can ever 

meet people’s needs, we need to know and remember their names. 

  We have a generation rich in material goods, but poor in relationships. That’s the need we should find and fill. 

Amazingly, things haven’t changed much since the early church. They had a term that you’ll find repeatedly in the New 

Testament, koinonia. It simply means communion, community, participation; the share which one has in anything. 

  That means too that we must connect intergenerationally. Boomers said, “Don’t trust anyone over 30!” (That was 

stupid!) Yet, that’s not true today. If we’ll engage Millennials in two-way conversation, not just one-way criticism or 

pontification, this generation is hungry for connection with the wisdom and friendship of previous generations. They 

may struggle to express it in a way that we understand, but the need is there. 

  And we must be authentic. God has not called us to be “cool.” Be who you are. (Unless you’re a cranky old coot.) This 

generation has their phoniness detectors set to 11. There’s nothing we can do to set them off faster than trying to be cool 

when we’re not or being fake.  

  Finally, we must allow the hard questions. According to Hadyn Shaw (picture), the single biggest reason Millennials 

who were raised in the church are leaving it is because they had questions no one would answer. The truth is, when 



sincere people ask hard questions, they’re often not requiring an answer as much as they need a sympathetic ear. People 

need to know it’s okay to ask hard questions. Even if the answer is “I don’t know the answer to that. But let’s see if we 

can find one together.”  

  Millennials are essentially unreached. Let me share the disenfranchised.  

  Families with autistic children. Many of you know that our son, Ben, was diagnosed with Asperger’s Syndrome when 

he entered high school. What you may not know is that one in every 68 children born in the U.S. will be diagnosed with 

what’s called Autism Spectrum Disorder or ASD. 

  ASD affects communication, processing abilities and social skills. It’s called a “spectrum disorder” because it includes 

a myriad of developmental disorders such as classic autism. Yet, as common as it is, autism remains mysterious to many 

people. Most churches don’t know how minister and include those with autism in their faith community. 

  We believe that God’s creative design for every human being is unique, right down to our fingerprints. Ephesians 2:10 

(NLT) reads, “For we are God’s masterpiece. He has created us anew in Christ Jesus, so we can do the good things He 

planned for us long ago.” Like all of God’s children, those with autism have much to offer the church. We want to be a 

safe place for them. Yet, instead of being valued at church, these families often feel left out. Typical church programs 

don’t always fit the needs of their children. And people with ASD can be challenging to get to know.  

  Parents often report visiting church after church, searching in vain for a community with the capacity to support their 

child’s differences. We want to be a church that ministers to families and children with special needs.  

  Hispanics. The immigrant population in the U.S. is growing. Our neighborhoods are changing. The world is 

increasingly at our doorstep and our church has an opportunity to respond. Some 10% of our population is Hispanic, but 

there’s not an evangelical Hispanic ministry within 30 miles. Sadly, they’re in our community but are virtually invisible.  

  Now I’m not sure how all of this is going to unpack. I’m just seeking to share a direction that we’re headed as a church. 

Currently, I’m reading the biography of John Wooden, They Call Me Coach (picture). Wooden said that he was taught 

by his mentor “that the team which made the most mistakes would probably win.” What he was saying was that you 

have to do something. And you usually must do a lot to make mistakes. But in basketball, the doer usually wins because 

he gets more shots and controls the game more. To help us know some steps “to do,” I’ve scheduled Pastor Ric Valadez 

(picture) to come preach at our church. Ric has been a Hispanic ministries pastor and he and his wife, Julie, have two 

special needs children. While Jane and I are in Taiwan for Aaron’s wedding in March, Ric will be preaching on both of 

those Sundays to help us have a vision for reaching both Hispanics and those diagnosed with ASD. 

  When Jesus began His earthly ministry, He read a passage from Isaiah: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because He 

has anointed Me to proclaim the good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim liberty to the captives 

and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty those who are oppressed, to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor” 

(Luke 4:18).  

  Most churches are concerned about the poor, yet few churches are concerned about “captives.”  

  Did you catch the latest life expectancy reports released a few weeks ago?  Life expectancy in the U.S. has fallen for the 

2nd year in a row because of a combination of drug/alcohol use and suicides. The drop was particularly large among 

middle-age white Americans and those living in rural communities. That’s us! So…. 

  We must minister to addicts. We have recovering addicts at Grace. Almost all of us have a family member who’s an 

addict. Many grew up in substance abuse families. Addiction is a major crisis in our community. The solution isn’t more 

prisons. Addiction is just another sin. But isn’t that what the cross is about? Isn’t it why Jesus came – to set us free?  

  We must minister to those formerly incarcerated. In President Trump’s recent State of the Union address (picture) 

there were two sentences tucked in the middle of that nearly 6,000-word speech, “As America regains its strength, 

opportunity must be extended to all citizens…That is why this year we will embark on reforming our prisons, to help 

former inmates who have served their time get a second chance at life.” 

  Most of those who have left prison aren’t violent offenders. When most people think of ministering to those who’ve 

been incarcerated, they envision confrontation with dangerous people. It might shock you to know how many people 

sitting here this morning have spent time in jail. In the Bible we find a whole book about a former jailbird, the book of 

Philemon.   

  One in five prisoners in the federal prison system is there for nonviolent drug offenses. At State and local levels, many 

of the incarcerated are there for infractions related to drugs. Wisconsin is one of the states where you can be arrested, not 

just for drug possession, but for drug paraphernalia.  

  Those being released from prison need a second chance. Isn’t that what the gospel is all about? Yet, two-thirds of 

released prisoners will be arrested again within just three years. I believe that the Church must get involved in helping 

ex-prisoners make the transition back into society. They need the gospel because the gospel is their greatest hope.   

 



4. To expand our ministry, we must grow in discipleship. At Grace, we’re committed to the gospel, but we have not 

done well when it comes to discipleship. Yet, it’s part of our God-given mission.  

  It’s thrilling to share in the joy of someone coming to Jesus. It’s wonderful to see God bring new life to someone. But 

what new Christians – and Christians who have been walking with Christ for years – need to realize is that becoming a 

Christian is only the first step. Being a Christian isn’t something you do one time – and then only give half-hearted 

allegiance afterwards. Being a Christian is a journey. It’s a lifestyle. And we must remember that Jesus established some 

principles of discipleship to help us on that journey.  

  God’s primary plan for us as the Church is for disciples of Jesus to develop other men and women into disciples! 

There’s probably no other more primary matter of negligence in the Church today than our failure to follow the Lord’s 

command to develop disciples. Because of this gross neglect, many Christians think of themselves as an audience to be 

entertained rather than an army ready to march. Discipleship must function as the heart of our church’s ministry.  

  That’s why this summer we’ll be offering both a new member’s track and a discipleship track. We want folk to take the 

discipleship track for one primary purpose…so they can then disciple someone else. The best way to learn something is 

to teach it to someone else.  

 

Conclusion: “Enlarge the place of your tent, and let the curtains of your habitations be stretched out; do not hold back; 

lengthen your cords and strengthen your stakes.” We’re part of a miracle. God has given us a great new tool that we 

must wisely use for His glory! If we do, it will revolutionize us and our church. The Christian life demands commitment. 

Jesus said, “to take up your cross.” It’s time for us to take up our cross and get serious about the Lord. We must be 

committed.  

  That was brought home to me this past week. I read a story about Texas Pastor Jim Denison (picture). When Jim was 

in college, he served as a summer missionary in East Malaysia. While there he attended a small church. One day during a 

service, Denison happened to notice some worn-out luggage leaning against the wall in a corner of the church.  

  When the pastor finished his sermon, he extended an invitation for people to receive Christ. A teenage Malaysian girl 

made her way down the aisle to announce her decision to follow Christ and be baptized. As was their tradition, they 

baptized the girl and a few others who had decided to trust Christ at the end of the service.  

  Jim remembered the luggage he’d seen earlier and asked the pastor about it as he was leaving the baptistry. The pastor 

pointed to the young teenage girl who had just been baptized and told Denison, “Her father said that if she was baptized 

as a Christian she could never go home again. So, she brought her luggage.” That’s commitment!  

  We are sitting in the midst of a miracle this morning. Let’s make this the beginning. Let’s commit and determine to be 

used by God to see many, many miracles of changed lives, families and even a difference in our community take place 

here. Let’s surrender and partner with God in His plan for Divine Expansion.  


