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	We Might Have Hope
“The gifts he gave were that some would be apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, some pastors and some teachers, to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ, until all of us come to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to maturity, to the measure of the full stature of Christ. We must no longer be children, tossed to and fro and blown about by every wind of doctrine, by people’s trickery, by their craftiness in deceitful scheming. But speaking the truth in love, we must grow up in every way into him who is the head, into Christ, from whom the whole body, joined and knit together by every ligament with which it is equipped, as each part is working properly, promotes the body’s growth in building itself up in love.”
—Ephesians 4:11-16
 
“Examine yourselves to see whether you are living in the faith. Test yourselves...”
—2 Corinthians 13:5

“Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you.”
—Matthew 28:19-20

“About this we have much to say that is hard to explain, since you have become dull in understanding. For though by this time you ought to be teachers, you need someone to teach you again the basic elements of the oracles of God. You need milk, not solid food; for everyone who lives on milk, being still an infant, is unskilled in the word of righteousness. But solid food is for the mature, for those whose faculties have been trained by practice to distinguish good from evil. Therefore let us grow on toward perfection, leaving behind the basic teaching about Christ....And we want each one of you to show the same diligence so as to realize the full assurance of hope to the very end. So that you may not become sluggish, but imitators of those who through faith and patience inherit the promises.”
—Hebrews 5:11-6:1,11-12

“All scripture is inspired by God and is useful for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, so that everyone who belongs to God may be proficient, equipped for every good work.”
—2 Timothy 3:16,17

“For whatever was written in former days was written for our instruction, so that by steadfastness and by the encouragement of scriptures we might have hope.”
—Romans 15:4

“As you therefore have received Christ Jesus the Lord, continue to live your lives in him, rooted and built up in him and established in the faith, just as you were taught, abounding in thanksgiving.”
—Colossians 2:6-7

“I appeal to you therefore, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship. Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you may discern what is the will of God–what is good and acceptable and perfect.”
—Romans 12:1-2

“According to the grace of God given to me, like a skilled master builder I laid a foundation, and someone else is building on it. Each builder must choose with care how to build on it. For no one can lay any foundation other than the one that has been laid; that foundation is Jesus Christ. Now if anyone builds on the foundation with gold, silver, precious stones, wood, hay, straw—the work of each builder will become visible, for the Day will disclose it, because it will be revealed with fire, and the fire will test what sort of work each has done. If what has been built on the foundation survives, the builder will receive a reward. If the work is burned up, the builder will suffer loss; the builder will be saved, but only as through fire.”
—1 Corinthians 3:10-15

“I planted, Apollos watered, but God gave the growth. So neither the one who plants nor the one who waters is anything, but only God who gives the growth. The one who plants and the one who waters have a common purpose, and each will receive wages according to the labor of each. For we are God’s servants, working together; you are God’s field, God’s building.”
—1 Corinthians 3:6-9

“You are living a brand new kind of life that is continually learning more and more of what is right, and trying constantly to be more and more like Christ.”
—Ephesians 4:13b (LB)
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The Call Of Discipleship
“Our Lord commands us to make disciples of all nations. As we reach out to new communities and the unchurched, we need to ground our members in the Bible and the most basic truths of our Lutheran heritage. In doing so, we can energize all of our members to share the news of Jesus Christ with neighbors and to live out their Christian calling to the world. We will seek to be energized by prayerful openness to the leading of the Holy Spirit. And we will use the insights of Lutheran theology as powerful tools for understanding and addressing the needs of society.”
- Seven Initiatives for a New Century, 1997 Evangelical Lutheran Church in America Churchwide Assembly 

We continue to respond to that call of discipleship. We are: 

marked with the cross of Christ forever, we are claimed, gathered and sent for the sake of the world.

What's it all about?
Use these resources to carry through on a plan that might:

· offer every opportunity for all ages to follow the teachings of Jesus;

· offer every help, support and encouragement for all persons to live out the practices of faith in daily life; and

move toward a continuing emphasis on discipleship in the life of the congregation and its members into the future.
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Gifts Of A Generous God
Who we are, all that we have, the world we live in are all gifts of a generous God. We can only respond in gratitude to these gifts. How we respond is also a gift from God. James shares a wonderful insight. A generous God gives the gift of generous giving! Just as we ask ourselves how we can be most open and accepting of God’s gifts of forgiveness or grace, we too must ask how can we be most open to God’s gift of generous giving? How can we fight the sinful temptations of greed and hording to open our hearts and lives to generously responding to Gods gracious gifts?
James points out that we have been reborn children of God and have become first fruits of God’s creatures. The rebirth is into the family and possession of God. We become God’s as did the first fruits of the harvest in the Old Testament. God never changes, has called us in his kingdom. We are a kind of first fruits for God and the first fruits were the best and were intended to be given to God. If first fruits are intended to be given to God – what does that call each of us to be and do?

James, of course, calls us to action. But for those who have been recipients of such a gracious God, there is no choice but to respond – in love and service – in generous giving of who we are and what God has given. How we live out our lives is in response to the gifts of God’s grace, forgiveness, love and generosity.
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Forgetting God
Someone in college recently asked me, “Why is it that so many young people seem to forget God when they go away to college or into the service?”
I think there are three major reasons. The first reason is the least honorable and most immature reason and that is when some young people leave home they look at it as freedom from authority - parents, teachers, church, etc. They like to think that now they can do and experiment with anything they want. I had a roommate who found it convenient to doubt the existence of God whenever he was involved in something he knew that God is opposed to. (Then a few years later when he faced a crisis in his life he suddenly wanted God to be there to help him.)
The second common reason is that when a lot of young people go to college or into the service it becomes a time (an opportunity?) for them to develop a faith of their own. For most of their lives they have been carried by the faith of their parents. They were always expected to be in church and living by certain values at home. But then in college, they need to develop their own personal relationship with Jesus Christ firsthand.
The third reason was developed by Dr. Fowler back in the 70's already. He found that people go through six stages of spiritual growth. For the purposes of this note I’m going to condense his ideas down to four. Stage one are people who have no real sense of God or faith and live chaotic lives. Stage two people see God as some sort of powerful being who is external to them. People in this stage often think of God as “the big cop in the sky...” This is not a bad stage to live a life in because many very honorable people are at stage two - it’s just that there are deeper spiritual truths out there. A large number of young people who go to college are in Stage two. But then they start to think, “Who needs all these silly myths, superstitions, rules and old institutions?” Sometimes people at this stage will start to live and act like agnostics or atheists. (Sometimes, they get carried away at this point because even though the questions are honest they may believe that these ideas make them look smart.)
Then there are stage three Christians. These people are often concerned about making the world and themselves better and are usually interested in finding truth. But when they do start to find the truths and some of the answers they are looking for they begin to appreciate the many mysteries of life. They may start to become comfortable with the fact that not all spiritual things are “cut-and-dried.” Stage four people begin to understand new meaning for the things they had believed in stage two. For example, when a stage two person reads Psalm 111 - “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.” they translate this in their minds to mean, “When you start fearing that big cop in the sky, you really wise up.” That’s true, but a person at Stage four is more likely to understand that passage as, “Grasping the wonder and awe of God shows you the way to growth, enlightenment and understanding.” Another example is the phrase, “Jesus is my savior.” Stage two people tend to think of it to mean that Jesus is a kind of fairy godfather who can rescue me whenever I get into trouble as long as I can remember to call on Him.” That’s true too, but the stage four person will take it to mean something like, “Jesus, through His life, death and resurrection has taken me with Him on a path into a life and eternity like His.”

Until next time, God bless you and your work.
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Friendship
The word “friendship” comes from the old Anglo-Saxon words, “to love.” The big problem with friendship is that we are under pressure to have friends. There is a premium placed on being popular and it becomes important for us to rate high with others. Too often, we feel good or bad on the inside depending on how we are doing in this. So, basically, the big problem is that many people want friends for their own prestige. This makes it so that friendship is more self-centered than love centered.

This kind of friendship makes it so that we feel that we have to constantly please or entertain our friends or else they won’t like us anymore - it becomes a kind of slavery. We become afraid to say or do the wrong thing because we may be rejected. Even when unjustly criticized we may just try to let it go. This makes us too dependant on the favor of others.

Only God deserves this kind of dependence. To straighten this out we need to understand that to have true friends we need to cultivate the most important friendship of all - the friendship of God. Because with God we are starting out with a good friend. We do not have to worry about whether God will like us or not. We can talk and listen to God at any time. Time spent in God’s presence can grow to be as pleasant as time spent with the closest human friend you can imagine.  When we have this friendship with God we are no longer desperate for friends. And oddly enough, we feel more satisfied inside.

To love someone as a friend does not mean that we must agree, or please, or do as he/she wishes. To love means we will do for them what we think is best for them. We can give this kind of love only when we are free from the slavery of needing their friendship. 

The friendship of God satisfies our need and so frees us to be ourselves around everybody. Our own potentials are allowed to come out. We can give love without demanding it in return. When we become independent of the need for others we become more attractive to them. We become strong instead of weak, lovable instead of pitiful, stimulating instead of mechanical.

It is this attitude of real love radiating from us that creates opportunities for real friendship.
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