
You Are Loved – Part 5
Victorious Living as Mature Christians

Note-Invite everyone to greet those around them.
(Communion today)
Note-Show the first minute and a half of the space shuttle launch video.

I think the space shuttles have been launched 118 times since 1981, but I am impressed each time by the powerful ascent into orbit.  I wanted to show this video clip for a couple of reasons, first, because our VBS theme this year involves spy kids in a space station, so we wanted to remind you that there is still time to help out with VBS, which starts 2 weeks from tonight.  You can see Patricia in the foyer after the service, I believe she still needs a couple more teachers and everyone is welcome to come the week of July 8 thru 14 to help decorate the church. 

I will get to the other reasons for showing the clip in a few minutes.
Review from the last four weeks.  Pastor Duane started on Pentecost Sunday by asking the question, “Are you hungry for the promise?” 

The last four weeks we have taught on the first two aspects of our Church Vision. Who can tell me what that first statement is? Loving God and Others! What about the second statement?


(put up bullet points one at a time-copy from last week’s show)

L oving God and Others


O utreach to our Community and World


V ictorious Living as Mature Christians


E quipping Everyone for Ministry


D eveloping Children and Youth

It seems logical as we talk about vision that we must begin with Loving God.  And as we explore our need to love others, it immediately becomes necessary that we be committed to Outreach to our community and world.  One of the benefits of doing Vacation Bible School together as a church is that it enables everyone in the church to participate in reaching children in our community for Christ.  For those of you who are new in the past year, we typically have about 200 children in VBS and a third of them come from unchurched families.  This brings an incredible potential harvest into our church every year.  I would really encourage you all to be in prayer for hearts to be open to the gospel as the children come to VBS and go home and talk to their parents about what they have learned.  Please pick up some flyers today and invite the children who live on your street to come.  
Now we have listed our third point as Victorious living as mature Christians.  How do we get from outreach to an internal focus of victorious living and maturity?  Well, either we change our vision to LaVEDO so we don’t get to outreach until we become, victorious, mature, equipped and developed or we get a little creative.
Actually, I think it is in our quest for effective ministry and outreach to our community and the world that we recognize and appreciate our own lack of understanding and preparedness.  It is my hunger to know God more and to be effective in outreach that drives my passion to grow in maturity.  

What are some marks of Maturity?   (just put up the whole list)
a. Good character – integrity, honesty, trustworthiness, morally pure, speak truth in love, not given to angry outburst

b. Good financial management, including tithing and Faith promise giving

c. Consistent daily devotions

d. Good time management

e. Good family relationships

f. Handling conflict well

g. Healthy relationships

h. Life long learner, teachable

i. Discerning (not tossed about by every wind/teaching)/ wisdom

There is obviously a lot that can be said about maturity and attributes of maturity, but what I want to focus on is that Victorious Living as Mature Christians is just another way of saying Discipleship.  Every one of us should live a victorious life as a mature Christian.  In fact one of the keys to victorious living is to become mature.  Just as in the natural, we find few 40 year olds who are still walking around sucking their thumbs, so it should be an anomaly for someone who has been a Christian for 40 years to not know how to pray or study the Bible or have godly relationships.
Let’s start looking at maturity by seeing what the author of Hebrews wrote

Hebrews 5:12-6:3

12In fact, though by this time you ought to be teachers, you need someone to teach you the elementary truths of God's word all over again. You need milk, not solid food! 13Anyone who lives on milk, being still an infant, is not acquainted with the teaching about righteousness. 14But solid food is for the mature, who by constant use have trained themselves to distinguish good from evil.

Hebrews 6

 1Therefore let us leave the elementary teachings about Christ and go on to maturity, not laying again the foundation of repentance from acts that lead to death, and of faith in God, 2instruction about baptisms, the laying on of hands, the resurrection of the dead, and eternal judgment. 3And God permitting, we will do so. 

These verses give us some things that are basic and some guidelines on maturity.  In some ways, you can look at this list of repentance, faith, baptism, laying on of hands, resurrection and eternal judgment and make a self evaluation, do I understand these things like I know my multiplication tables.  If so, then you could say you have a degree of maturity, if not, then you could investigate these things as a method to grow in your Christian maturity.
Going back to vs 14, Hebrews 5:14

14But solid food is for the mature, who by constant use have trained themselves to distinguish good from evil.

A sign of maturity is that we are constantly feeding off the word of God and we use what it says to make decision on what we do and how we act. 
I once heard an interview with a man who was successful in the business world.  He was asked how he became successful.  He said he made a lot of good decisions.  He was asked how he learned to make good decisions, he said he first made a lot of bad decisions.

In the same way, we can learn to make good decisions by reading the word of God.  However, God doesn’t want us to have to follow the business man’s example of having to go through all the bad decisions. In

1 Corinthians 10:11 , Paul tells us that
 11These things happened to them [the Israelites] as examples and were written down as warnings for us, on whom the fulfillment of the ages has come.

So if we are diligent in learning the scriptures, we can save ourselves from a lot of troubles.  This leads me to my first point

1. Mature Christians make Personal Devotion to the Lord a priority

The Bible is full of exhortations to know the word, to study the word, to show ourselves approved by studying the word.
You cannot live and teach what you do not know; you cannot give what you do not have.  The word of God is powerful and can show us how to live.

2 Timothy 2:15 

15Do your best to present yourself to God as one approved, a workman who does not need to be ashamed and who correctly handles the word of truth.

Do you want to be approved by God, then study the word.  Get to know what it says and what it means.  Get involved in a small group that really looks at the word and learns to apply it to your life.  We will be having our Small Group fair in September, we call it Rally week.  It provides an opportunity for everyone to check out the groups that are available and get connected with others in the study of the word of God.
Psalm 119:9-11

 9 How can a young man keep his way pure? 
       By living according to your word. 

 10 I seek you with all my heart; 
       do not let me stray from your commands. 

 11 I have hidden your word in my heart 
       that I might not sin against you. 

How do we go about hiding God’s word in our heart?  Well, it starts with simply reading it, then picking some key things God is saying to you and memorizing it.  We can learn a lot by meditating on the Word of God.  One method is to just keep re-reading a verse, emphasizing one word at a time.  I have…, not someone else, not my mother or father, I have chosen to do it.  I have…, it is something I have done and am continuing to do, I have hidden…, I have taken your word and done something different and special with it, ….
So if you have never heard how to meditate on the word, just start emphasizing one word at a time the next time you sit down to study the word.  And keep some paper, preferably a notebook near you where you can write down things that God is speaking to you.  But whatever method you use, whether you just read a devotional section each day, or meditate on the same passage all day, find a way to spend time in the word of God.

The word of God is different from any other book on the face of the earth.  It is divinely inspired.  Because it is energized and empowered by the Holy Spirit as we read it, it is possible for us to get more and more out of it every time we read it.  In fact, there is an old Rabbinic saying that you cannot compare a man who has read the Bible 101 times with a man who has read it only 100 times.  Every time we read it we can get new understanding.

Reading the word is a method of discipling ourself.  It is something that God says will never return empty, but will accomplish his desire.

At this time, I would like to have Jim Dippel come up and share a testimony with us.

Jim committed to read through the entire Bible.  Some times I think we pick up the Bible and think of it at a Norton Anthology, we think we can just pick and choose a couple of interesting stories and skip the rest.  But sometimes, we need to treat it like a math book or novel where we start with the first concepts and read through the whole thing.  If you have been one to pick and choose here a little, there a little, I would encourage you to read through the whole thing.  

One note that Jim said really stuck with me.  He said he had been a Christian for many years and figured he probably had read the whole thing over time.  But now that he had actually methodically read through the bible, he was amazed at how much he had never read before.  But he went on to say that he had gained a bigger and better understanding of who God is by some of the things that he read in the minor prophets and other books that he had never read before.  We have several guides at the information center to help you read thru the Bible.  If you have never read the entire Bible, please consider picking up one of these guides today.
Paul tells us in 2 Timothy 3:14-17 
14But as for you, continue in what you have learned and have become convinced of, because you know those from whom you learned it, 15and how from infancy you have known the holy Scriptures, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. 16All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, 17so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.
I really wanted to take a moment to look at this scripture.  Vs 15 says that we can begin to learn it even from infancy.  You are never too young to start looking into the word of truth to get light for your soul.  Vs 16 tells us that All Scripture is God-breathed and useful to us.  There are parts that I don’t understand and there are some sections that are more interesting to me than other parts, but I still take time every day to take in a steady diet of the word of God.
God tells us in 
Isaiah 55:11 (New International Version)

 11 so is my word that goes out from my mouth: 
       It will not return to me empty, 
       but will accomplish what I desire 
       and achieve the purpose for which I sent it.

What is the context in this passage, God is saying that his thoughts are not our thoughts, his ways are higher than our ways, but that his words have purpose and creative energy, the words of God are able to accomplish what he desires.
that is one thing that is unique about the word of God, Hebrews 4:12 tells us

Hebrews 4:12 (New International Version)

 12For the word of God is living and active. Sharper than any double-edged sword, it penetrates even to dividing soul and spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and attitudes of the heart.

God’s word is indeed living and active.  So, as you read, let the word of God operate on your heart, attitudes, thoughts and experiences.  It will accomplish God’s desire as we wash our hearts with the word of God.  Don’t deceive yourself, you can’t just read the word, you need to do what it says.
Ok, so I think I have made my first point well

1. Mature Christians make Personal Devotion to the Lord a priority

I beseech you then brothers and sisters to make time for God.  It will not return void.  If you are not in the habit of having daily devotions, start now.  Are you willing to make a life long commitment to study the word of God daily?  
This leads me to my second point

2. Mature Christians reproduce themselves

Let’s look at 2 Timothy

2 Timothy 2:2 
And the things you have heard me say in the presence of many witnesses entrust to reliable men who will also be qualified to teach others.
There are multiple levels of discipleship evident in this verse, in fact 4 generations of believers are evident.  Lets look at it again.

And the things you (2) have heard me (1) say in the presence of many witnesses entrust to reliable men (3) who will also be qualified to teach others (4).
1) Paul

2) Timothy

3) Reliable men

4) Teach others

What is this, this is a pattern of life on life discipleship.  As we are thinking about Victorious living as mature Christians, what is the end that God had in mind.  God intended that each of us learn the truth from others and teach people who can teach others.  

At this point, I want to ask an audience participation question.  Who here has been taught by someone else, yes go ahead and raise your hands.  I would expect every hand to go up, unless there are a few here that have been taught directly by angels.  

Ok, now the next question is how many people are teaching others.  
Some of you are teaching in Joyland, those with children should be teaching your children at home.  But here, Paul is trying to explain a principle of how God operates.  God wants us to be learning from others and teaching people who can teach others.  

Notice that in verse 2, Paul says to teach the things Timothy heard Paul say in the presence of many witnesses.  This reproduction of our lives does not have to be just one on one, it can be one to one, but it can be one of us training a group at a time.

Inherent in the challenge that Mature Christians reproduce themselves is a question, are you something that should be reproduced?  As we grow in maturity, we recognize the good and the bad in our lives.  At least hopefully we do develop some discernment.  In some ways, it is the fun of having children.  We have a nice group of babies right now.  It is fun to look at them and say you have your fathers eyes, your mothers chin, your brothers build.  Genetically, we don’t have much choice, it just happens and we are left guessing.  But with regard to our character and attitude, there are things that we would want to duplicate in our children and people we are mentoring.  And there are probably things that we would not want to see.  

For instance, my parents taught me about stewardship and tithing when I was little.  It was a practice that they had developed and they taught me.  It is in my brain somewhere with the laws of the universe, like gravity.  It is just one of the givens, when you get paid, the first thing we do is write out the tithes and offerings for missions.  Because it is something that my parents mastered, it is something that was easy for me to master.  And I hope it will be something easy for my children to master as well.
Likewise, with attitudes and the fruit of the spirit, as we take the time to learn about them and develop them into strengths in our lives, then we will be better able to pass them along to others.  We will be able to entrust them to reliable people who will be able to teach others also.  
Philippians 4:8-9

 8Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable—if anything is excellent or praiseworthy—think about such things. 9Whatever you have learned or received or heard from me, or seen in me—put it into practice. And the God of peace will be with you.

Paul is talking about living a life that you want to reproduce.  We need to spend time developing those characteristics that we want to duplicate and work on eliminating those habits that we want to get rid of before they get copied into our children and friends.
It is God’s will that we be in relationship with one another, teaching one another and learning from one another.  If you are not satisfied with the growth and development you have seen in your life spiritually, I would encourage you to talk to one of the leaders here in the church and ask them if they could start meeting with you.  Likewise, I would challenge every one of us here to consider that there are people that we can teach.  Ask God to direct you to someone, perhaps a little younger or a little newer in the Lord that you could come along side and help a bit.  Every one of us is to be in this 4 generation chain teaching people who can teach others.  And when we have been taught, we need to prove ourselves faithful by teaching others as well.
My challenges for you today are simply these, Do you have anything worth reproducing, and Are you reproducing yourself?

3. Mature Christians have their eyes on the prize
Let me start this point by asking a simple question.  Do you know where you are going?  
If we think back on the Space shuttle image that we saw at the beginning of this message, we could see that it was on the launch pad and it had a mission to accomplish.  Every one of us in this building today has a God ordained mission to accomplish.  We 

What is a win for your life in God’s eyes?  Does your definition of success include anything about become more like Christ?  Do you want to become an imitator of Christ in every thought, word and deed?

The followers of Christ were first called Christians at Antioch.  They were literally being called little Christ’s.  It was likely meant to be an insult, but it actually was probably one of the best compliments that they could have made to any follower of Christ.  Is it your desire to become more like Christ?  Are you working on your relationship with God so you can say, I only do those things that I see the Father doing?  

Mature Christians are looking for ways to infiltrate their culture with a life giving message, a transformed lifestyle and a burning desire to serve God with every ounce of capacity they possess.  God wants to transform our lives from focusing on ourselves, to focus exclusively on Him and his purposes.
In, Philippians 3:12-17, Paul tells us 
12Not that I have already obtained all this, or have already been made perfect, but I press on to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me. 13Brothers, I do not consider myself yet to have taken hold of it. But one thing I do: Forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is ahead, 14I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus. 

 15All of us who are mature should take such a view of things. And if on some point you think differently, that too God will make clear to you. 16Only let us live up to what we have already attained. 

 17Join with others in following my example, brothers, and take note of those who live according to the pattern we gave you.

As we grow in maturity, we are able to set aside the little offenses that come our way every day.  We are able to put them behind us and press on for the goal.  We each need to take time to understand what it is that God wants from our lives.  As I have already said, as a starting point, God wants to make us into little Christs.  He wants us to be little examples of love and forgiveness to this lost and dying world.  As we grow in maturity and learn to cleanse our lives by the washing of the word, that is when we are able to live in victory.  Jesus came that we might have abundant life.
Regardless of where you feel you are on the road to maturity, we all have a challenge today.  In many ways, spiritual maturity is more of a journey than a destination.  Mature believers never stop growing, they never stop reproducing themselves, and they never take their eyes off of the goal.

But we have a choice, we can call a rain delay and delay the work of God in our lives.  We can let the Holy Spirit identify a fatal flaw and take us off the launch pad and go back to the hangar for some rework of our character.  
But the reason the space shuttle is taken to the launch pad is so that it can accomplish a mission.  The reason God is working in our lives is to accomplish his purposes in our lives.  As we keep our eyes on the prize and strive to lay hold of that for which Christ laid hold of our lives, we are able to run the race with perseverance.  
Hebrews 12

1Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles, and let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us. 2Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy set before him endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God. 3Consider him who endured such opposition from sinful men, so that you will not grow weary and lose heart. 

I believe that God is speaking to many of us right now.  He wants hand out a few new assignments.  He wants to also identify some character issues that he wants us to work on.  And most importantly, God wants to form us into discipleship teams where we are learning and teaching others what we have learned.  As we close this service by taking part in communion, I ask that you would set yourself to grow in maturity and understanding of God’s purposes for your life.  That you would become like him and live in victory.  Amen.
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