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“Unpack Your Bags: Central’s plans for gathering over the next year” 
Selected Texts 

Delivered during the COVID-19 crisis via Livestream at Central Baptist Church on September 13, 2020 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 (SHOW SLIDE 1) During normal times, this would be our kick off Sunday.  But, as we are 
all well aware, these are not normal times.   

o This morning I want talk to you about how we as a church are going to move 
forward over this next year and help you think about some key priorities in your 
life over this next year.   

 To do this I want to give you a metaphor to describe how Covid has 
disrupted normal life.  Alongside this metaphor, I also want to take you 
on a walk through the book of Acts to see how the early church dealt 
with a time when their normal life was disrupted. 

 The metaphor is that of being forced to live in a local hotel because while you were out 
of town for a few weeks a major plumbing leak happened in the upper floor of your 
house and water has poured all through the lower levels.  Mold is growing everywhere 
and you have to get out quickly. 

o In a sense, this is exactly what Covid has done.  It disrupted all of our lives so that 
we had to quickly leave the normal life we’ve always enjoyed and move into a 
temporary state of living.  Just as you don’t permanently move into a hotel, we 
won’t have to permanently stay in Covid Hotel.  But for now, we are all living in 
Covid Hotel.   

 So I am going to develop his metaphor in order to say three things about 
this next year and look at each of these three things in the book of Acts. 

 
WE’RE NOT GOING BACK HOME ANYTIME SOON 

 Here’s the first thing we all need to hear about where we currently sit as a culture and 
as a church.  It is this: (SHOW SLIDE 2) We’re not going back home anytime soon. 

o If you were forced to stay in a hotel because of major water damage at home 
you would assume it is a very temporary thing and that you would return home 
soon.  We thought Covid would last a few months and now it seems it will last at 
least another year.  I hope it’s not like Hotel California where once you check in 
you can never leave. 

 What we have all come to grips with is that we’re not going back home to 
our normal lives any time soon.   

 As a church this means we need to think about a few key issues.   
 (SHOW SLIDE 3) First, since we’re not going home anytime soon, we must plan and 

strategize accordingly.   
 (SHOW SLIDE 4) Second, since we are not going home anytime soon, we must work 

within the limit of 50. 
o We had hoped that phase 3 would allow us to get up to 100 or 150 but it seems 

clear that Bonnie Henry is not going to raise the number past 50 anytime soon.   
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 There are some who say we should defy the government and meet.  We 
disagree. The Scriptures call us to submit to the governing authorities and 
only disobey if they call us to disobey Christ.  Nowhere does Christ 
command us to meet with all 500 of us on Pnadora Ave.  Yes, we must 
meet but we can find other ways to meet within the regulations.   

 So even though we don’t like it, and even though many find the 
government’s rules to be applied inconsistently, we will submit 
out of reverence for God and to honour our government. 

 (SHOW SLIDE 5) Third, since we are not going home anytime soon, we must make 
plans that work within the wide range of people’s views about Covid.   

o Some do not think Covid is a big deal and think we should have fully reopened 
three months ago while others have think we are very unwise to even think 
about reopening. 

 I’m not here to debate this.  I am here to say that we need to try and 
work with this unique situation and let’s be patient with each other. 

 (SHOW SLIDE 6) Lastly, since we are not going home anytime soon, we must beware of 
a danger we all face while living in Covid Hotel. 

o Right now, two forces are coming together that I fear will create the perfect 
storm to ruin the faith of many.  The first force is the radical individualism of our 
culture and the second force is Covid, which is moving us further away from 
others. 

 According to the New Testament, a major key to Christian growth and 
perseverance is fellowship with other believers.  Everywhere the New 
Testament says you cannot do this alone.  We need each other.  

o So when our radical individualism meets Covid restrictions it has the potential to 
destroy the faith of many. 

 Each of us must watch out for this and find new ways to fellowship.   
 (SHOW TITLE SLIDE 7) So that’s the metaphor.  Covid caused a major disruption in our 

lives.  We thought it was going to be a quick stay at Covid Hotel but we’re now realizing 
that we aren’t going home anytime soon. 

 
THE EARLY CHURCH DISRUPTED 

 What is most encouraging to see is that such things are not new in the history of the 
Church.   

o Let’s think for a moment about a major disruption in the life of the early 
Christians. 

 After Jesus died and rose again he ascended back to his Father.  Before he did this, he 
said these words to his disciples in Acts 1:8: (SHOW SLIDE 8) You will receive power 
when the Holy Spirit has come upon you, and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem 
and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth. 

o In Acts 2 this promise was fulfilled.  The Holy Spirit was poured out during the 
feast of Pentecost.  Peter preached a sermon and we read that 3000 people 
became Christians that day.  Suddenly the small church of 120 disciples was a 
mega church.  These early believers greatly valued fellowship with each other.  
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They pursued this for we read these words in Acts 2:42: (SHOW SLIDE 9) And 
they devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and the fellowship, to the 
breaking of bread and the prayers. . . And day by day, attending the temple 
together and breaking bread in their homes, they received their food with glad 
and generous hearts, praising God and having favor with all the people.” 

 (SHOW TITLE SLIDE 10) Just like our pre-Covid days they had large gatherings—they met 
at the Temple—and, just like us, they met in Community Groups in their homes.   

o In Acts 4-6 we read that just like our Pre-Covid days they spent time praying, 
caring for each other, dealing with sin in their midst, and appointing leaders in 
the church.  We also read their numbers increased to around 5000. 

 But then one day, everything was disrupted.  Literally overnight, everything changed.  In 
their case it was not a virus; it was persecution.   

o In Acts 7 we read that one of the deacons named Stephen was dragged out of 
the city and stoned to death.  

 That single event changed everything overnight, like the single event of 
the virus passing from an animal to a human in Wuhan China changed 
everything overnight. 

 Acts 8 begins with these words: (SHOW SLIDE 11) And there arose on that day a great 
persecution against the church in Jerusalem, and they were all scattered throughout 
the regions of Judea and Samaria, except the apostles. 

o On one Sunday the early church had over 5000 people.  The next Sunday it was 
the apostles and a few others.   

 On Sunday March 8th, we had over 500 people gathered for worship.  On 
Sunday March 15th, it was just the staff and tech team doing a live 
stream.   

o While this persecution was a temporary, it changed everything.  While Covid is a 
temporary thing, it has changed everything.   

 So, that’s the first thing to say about how we want to move forward as a church.  Covid 
has disrupted everything.  We must come to grips with the fact that we’re not going 
home anytime soon.   

 
UNPACK YOUR BAGS 

 Here’s the second thing to say: (SHOW SLIDE 12) Unpack your bags! 
o Hotels always have dressers and closets. But if you’re only there for a few nights, 

most people don’t unpack their bags. But what if you find out that your stay in 
the local hotel is going to be far longer than expected?  Then you would unpack 
your bags in the literal sense but also in the figurative.   

 In other words, you would need to rethink how your whole life was going 
to work.   

 In the same way, the early church adjusted to the major disruption in their lives.  They 
did not say, “Let’s just put everything on pause, ride this out, and wait for life to go 
back to normal.”  No, we will see that they were proactive in sharing Christ and 
adjusted to their new normal.  They also did not respond by just retreating into their 
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own personal walk with God through Bible reading and prayer.  No, they pursued 
fellowship with others. 

o Acts 8 describes how they were scattered but then verse 4 goes on to say 
(SHOW SLIDE 13) Now those who were scattered went about preaching the 
word.  And although we don’t see any more moments in Acts where thousands 
gather in one place, we see them pursuing Christian fellowship in smaller groups, 
particularly in homes.  At first these gatherings were very organic with new 
believers.  Then we read that they appointed pastors or elders to give oversight 
to them.  There are many examples of this. 

 (SHOW SLIDE 14) In Acts 12:12 they are in Mary’s house.   
 (SHOW SLIDE 15) Then there is an amazing example of Lydia, who as a 

wealthy woman, wanted to use her large house as a ministry centre so 
that at the end of Acts 16 the small but growing church in Philippi met at 
her house.   

 (SHOW SLIDE 16) In Acts 20:20 Paul is in Ephesus and it says he taught 
them “in public and from house to house.”   

 (SHOW SLIDE 17) In Romans 16:5 and 1 Corinthians 16:19 the church is 
meeting in Prisca and Aquila’s house.   

 (SHOW SLIDE 18) In Colossians 4:15 they are at Nympha’s house.   
 (SHOW SLIDE 19) And in Philemon 1:2 they are at Philemon’s house. 

 So what we see through the early church is that they would meet in large groups when 
they were able but when that was not possible due to persecution, they didn’t just quit 
worshipping entirely.  No, they unpacked their bags.  They adjusted to their new normal. 
They simply went smaller and met house to house. 

o So what can that look like for us?  For this next year we want to provide three 
options for you to gather for worship on Sundays.    

 
OPTION 1: FAMILY GATHERINGS 

 Option 1 is what we are calling (SHOW SLIDE 20) Family Gatherings 
o (SHOW SLIDE 21) What is it?  A gathering of your family at home to participate 

in the livestream worship service on Sundays. 
o (SHOW SLIDE 22) Who are they for? Anyone who is not able to join with others. 

 There are of course many reasons why you may not be able to join with 
others.  You may have respiratory issues, have high risk people in your 
bubble, or you may need to keep your bubble small because you are a 
frontline worker.  Or you may simply not be comfortable with seeing 
others yet.   

 With that being said, you must not allow this to become your norm.  Staying at home 
watching the livestream is a temporary measure until we can meet again.  As we have so 
often said, the Christian life is meant to be lived out in relationship with each other.   

o Thank God for the livestream and lament that you are unable to gather.  Pursue 
fellowship with others through phone calls, Zoom calls, or socially distanced 
visits.  
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 Some of you might argue that this is first option is disobeying Heb 10:25 
which says we must not give up the habit of meeting together.  In context 
this verse is speaking to those who intentionally neglect worship because 
their hearts are drifting away from God into unbelief.  They don’t care.  
That is very different from wanting to gather for worship, but not being 
able to gather because someone in your house is high risk.  So, this first 
option is not ideal but it may be necessary for you until you can gather in 
a group again. 

 Make it a true time of worship with your family. Get out your Bibles.  Pray before it 
starts.  Discuss how God spoke to you afterwards.   

 
HOME GATHERINGS 

 Option 2 is what we are calling (SHOW SLIDE 23) Home Gatherings 
o (SHOW SLIDE 24) What are they? You and a small group of others meet in 

someone’s home on Sunday to worship and fellowship together through the 
livestream service.    

o (SHOW SLIDE 25) Who are they for? Anyone who is able and comfortable to 
meet in a small group. 

 How big can they be?  That depends.  If those you gather with are in each 
other’s bubble then there is no number.  You can hug and give a holy kiss 
to those in your bubble.  However, if those you gather with are not in 
each other’s bubble then the current rule is your household plus five 
others and you are socially distanced from each other.  We have made up 
some booklets on how to do this and will also help to support you.  You 
can organize these yourselves or you can sign up on our website and we 
will try to find a Home Gathering for you. 

 How is a Home Gathering different from a Community Group? A Community Group 
typically meets on a day other than Sunday. They do Bible study and serve together.   

o A Home Gathering will typically gather on Sunday and worship together through 
the livestream service.    

 Would you be willing to host a house church?  We have a short pamphlet outlining what 
this looks like.  It is not very complicated and simply involves things like setting up the 
largest space in your house with chairs that are socially distant from each other, getting 
a TV or computer ready to show the service, and wiping things down after people leave. 

o Lydia is our example here.  She had enough wealth to own a larger house and 
she used it to host the church in Philippi.   

 It is my hope that as you are able and comfortable we will move more 
and more in this direction.   

 
OPTION 3: UNDER 50 GATHERINGS 

 The final option is what we may simply call (SHOW SLIDE 26) Under 50 Gatherings 
o (SHOW SLIDE 27) What are they? Services of under 50 people at Central 

Baptist’s building. 
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o (SHOW SLIDE 28) Who are they for? Anyone who is comfortable meeting in a 
socially distanced larger gathering. 

 As you know our building is a bit of a maze. That is because it is actually three buildings 
built at three different times.  Normally this causes a lot of difficulties but right now it is 
a great asset.  We have three separate buildings with three separate entrances with 
three separate restrooms.  So here is what you need to know.  To start off… 

o (SHOW SLIDE 29) We will have two gathering spaces.  Gathering 1 is the Main 
Auditorium.  Gathering 2 is the Fellowship Hall.   

 The main auditorium can fit the 50.  The Fellowship Hall can only fit 25-
30.  If a lot of people want to attend we can look at opening more spaces. 

o (SHOW SLIDE 30) You will need to pre-register at our website to attend.   
 If you don’t use a computer then just call the church office. 

o (SHOW SLIDE 31) You will receive an email later in the week letting you know 
which gathering space you have been randomly assigned to.   

 The main auditorium will be a live service.  The Fellowship Hall will have 
one of the staff hosting and you will watch the service on the screen.   

 Some ask, “Why would I want to go to the building to watch the 
service on a screen when I can do that at home?”  I thought that 
too until I attended Bob Arnott’s memorial.  The chairs were all 
set up apart from each other but arrive early and you can sit in 
your chair and talk with those around you.  I was amazed how 
many people I connected with and what a joy it was. 

 We will also make sure that everyone rotates from Gathering 1 to 
Gathering 2 so it all evens out. 

o (SHOW SLIDE 32) Arrive early to check in with the host at the door. 
 Here is a map of our building.  (SHOW SLIDE 33) Those in Gathering 1 will 

be enter to the side of the main auditorium. Those in Gathering 2 will 
enter through the main doors.  Like when you go on BC Ferries or enter 
an office you will be required to do a quick health check.  Also, you will be 
required to wear a mask as you enter and exit but can take it off when 
you sit down.   

o (SHOW SLIDE 34) Maintain social distance. 
 As you walk into the Main Auditorium or the Fellowship you will notice 

that chairs are set up apart from each other.  Your seat will be assigned.  
As you sit down feel free to chat with those nearby but make sure to 
maintain social distance.  Don’t walk up to people and start chatting.  

 There will be ushers to help you with all of this.  Here’s the final 
thing to say. 

o (SHOW SLIDE 35) Rejoice that we can meet and be patient with the fact that it 
is not ideal. 

 This will not be like normal church.  There will be frustrations.  Please be 
patient with us as we have never done this before and so have a lot to 
learn.   



 7 

 So there you go.  We need to realize that we’re not going back home anytime soon.  And 
second we need to unpack our bags as we adjust to staying in Covid Hotel.  But let me 
close with one more thing we need to do. 

 
TRUST GOD’S LARGER PLAN FOR COVID HOTEL 

 (SHOW SLIDE 36) Trust God’s plans for Covid Hotel. 
o Imagine being in the early church in Jerusalem.  From outward appearances it 

looked like everything was falling apart.  The mega church was scattered.  But do 
you realize how important all this was in the big picture?  It seems the church 
was content to stay in Jerusalem but Jesus wanted his good news to move out 
from Jerusalem, to the surrounding Province of Judea, over into Samaria, which 
meant crossing ethnic and culture barriers, and to the very ends of the earth.  
Now listen to what resulted from the big disruption.   

 (SHOW SLIDE 37) And there arose on that day a great persecution 
against the church in Jerusalem, and they were all scattered throughout 
the regions of Judea and Samaria. (Acts 8:1) 

 Keep reading Acts and what do you find?  Right after this Philip preaches the good news 
in Samaria.  An Ethiopian man is saved.  By the end of chapter 9 we read that (SHOW 
SLIDE 38) “the church throughout all Judea and Galilee and Samaria had peace and 
was being built up. And walking in the fear of the Lord and in the comfort of the Holy 
Spirit, it multiplied.”  The gospel keeps spreading as it crosses over to what is now 
Modern Day Europe.  It moves to Italy and by the end of Acts it is well established in 
Rome and Paul is longing to go to Spain.   

o So do you see it?  I am sure God could have done it a different way but this big 
disruption in Acts 8 created a domino effect that spread the gospel outward, not 
just to Spain but to all of Europe and from Europe to North America, South 
America, Asia and Australia.  Listen, you would not be a Christian and there 
would be no Church in Victoria if that disruption had not taken place.   

 Imagine being part of that mega church in Jerusalem when this all 
happened.  It would have looked like everything is falling apart but God 
had bigger plans.  I have no idea what God is doing in Covid but we need 
to trust that he is doing his work. 

 (SHOW TITLE SLIDE 39) Here is what I do know.  My heart for us as a church family is 
that we will have grown stronger after this is over.  When we are finally told that our 
stay in Covid Hotel is over and we can return home, I long for us to say we have grown. 

o Families, that during this time you will work out marriage issues, that you will 
grow closer to your kids, and you will have been able to disciple them more 
toward Christ. 

 I pray and long that when we get back we will have a higher value on 
Christian community, that we will have learned how not to be only 
consumers but those who serve, that we would be more dependent on 
God, have grown in our prayer lives, and read more of the bible. 

 Let’s also make sure we stay united.  As your leadership we know that every decision we 
make during these days will be controversial.  I am sure you disagree with some things I 
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have said today.  When you talk about all I have just said may I plead with you not to 
focus on what you disagree with but to talk about all the things you agree with.  Like 
never before, we need to focus on our common faith in Christ, that fact that we are one 
body in Christ, and that we are brothers and sisters in Christ.    

o May God do a new and great thing in our midst through this time. 
 


