
 

 

 

 

 

 

Wow, what a weekend! 
 

It is one of my greatest 

pleasures in life to serve 

on a Teens Encounter 

Christ weekend and see 

young people 

transformed by Jesus.   
 

Look at this great crew 

from St. Olaf’s!  My son, 

Tim, and Jordyn, went 

through as weekenders.  

If you were hear on 

Sunday you saw a 

majority of the 50 who 

participated in the 

weekend.  God does 

amazing things through a 

concentrated time 

together on a retreat. 

 

 

 

 

 

Acts 2:42-47 
42 

They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread 

and the prayers. 
43 

Awe came upon everyone, because many wonders and signs were being done 

by the apostles. 
44 

All who believed were together and had all things in common; 
45 

they would 

sell their possessions and goods and distribute the proceeds
[a]

 to all, as any had need. 
46 

Day by 

day, as they spent much time together in the temple, they broke bread at home
[b]

 and ate their 

food with glad and generous
[c]

 hearts, 
47 

praising God and having the goodwill of all the people. 

And day by day the Lord added to their number those who were being saved. 
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John 15:1-17  Jesus the True Vine 

15 “I am the true vine, and my Father is the vinegrower. 
2 
He removes every branch in me that 

bears no fruit. Every branch that bears fruit he prunes
[a]

 to make it bear more fruit. 
3 
You have 

already been cleansed
[b]

 by the word that I have spoken to you. 
4 
Abide in me as I abide in you. 

Just as the branch cannot bear fruit by itself unless it abides in the vine, neither can you unless 

you abide in me. 
5 
I am the vine, you are the branches. Those who abide in me and I in them 

bear much fruit, because apart from me you can do nothing. 
6 
Whoever does not abide in me is 

thrown away like a branch and withers; such branches are gathered, thrown into the fire, and 

burned. 
7 
If you abide in me, and my words abide in you, ask for whatever you wish, and it will 

be done for you. 
8 
My Father is glorified by this, that you bear much fruit and become

[c]
 my 

disciples. 
9 
As the Father has loved me, so I have loved you; abide in my love. 

10 
If you keep my 

commandments, you will abide in my love, just as I have kept my Father’s commandments and 

abide in his love. 
11 

I have said these things to you so that my joy may be in you, and that your 

joy may be complete. 
12 

“This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you. 
13 

No one has 

greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends. 
14 

You are my friends if you do 

what I command you. 
15 

I do not call you servants
[d]

 any longer, because the servant
[e]

 does not 

know what the master is doing; but I have called you friends, because I have made known to 

you everything that I have heard from my Father. 
16 

You did not choose me but I chose you. 

And I appointed you to go and bear fruit, fruit that will last, so that the Father will give you 

whatever you ask him in my name. 
17 

I am giving you these commands so that you may love 

one another. 
 

 

Grow up!    
 

Have you ever said to somebody, “Grow up!”  Or more 

crassly, “Just grow up.”  Guess what, we all need to grow 

up…that is, become more mature….in faith.  This doesn’t 

just automatically happen.  God has a variety of ways to 

help us mature in faith and life wholistically. 

 

My daughter Sally asked me on Monday, “Do you think I’m in a growth spurt?”  And I said, 

“Yes, you are growing up!”  Then she asked, “How many growth spurts do you think you had?”   

 

I said, “I don’t know.”  I should’ve said, “not enough!” right Jerry? 😊 

 

Yet spiritually speaking, have you had a growth spurt lately?  How have you been growing in 

your faith?  How do we even measure that, maturity or growth in our faith? 
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Biologically speaking, maturation is a process of becoming fully developed or ripe “such as the 

ripening of a seed or the attainment of full functional capacity by a cell, a tissue, or an organ.” 

The Greek word καταρτίζ means maturation, being “fit, sound, complete, to restore or be made 

whole.”
 
 Last week we heard from Ephesians 4:13,  which also refers to being “made 

complete, mature, or more perfect.”
 
 As disciples of Jesus, Christians seek maturity in character 

transformation and behavior that emulates Jesus in practical ways.  

 

In 2001-2005 our staff and leaders at First 

Lutheran church in Cedar Rapids, IA, wrestled 

with the idea of what a fully mature Christian may 

look like.  From our conversations and learnings 

we crafted this diagram to describe a balanced, 

wholistic understanding of what a mature Christian 

may look like.  We called it the Circle of Life 

because we believe these spiritual practices give us 

LIFE, life ABUNDANT that Jesus promised us, 

those who lived for and followed him.  We used C words to help us remember it.  I believe 

strongly this describes much of what we desire in forming our faith in the context of St. Olaf’s.  

So, let’s use this diagram and its components to guide our message for today. 

 

Christ is the central focus of a Christian’s life.  

Like our Children’s Message today, Jesus is the 

vine and we are the branches and without him, we 

can do nothing.  In fact, disconnected to the vine 

and the other branches we merely wither and die.  

First Lutheran put Jesus as the star, the bright light, 

the center of our lives and the one we seek to 

emulate.  That is, through the Holy Spirit’s power, 

we become more Christ-like.  

 

God does His holy, transformative work in us that matures and deepens our faith and character 

through the gospel, so we are to be deeply rooted in the good news of God’s love in Jesus Christ 

as recorded in the Bible:  

 

We treasure the Biblical message of God’s grace, his amazing love for undeserving people 

through the gift of his Son, Jesus Christ, and his death on the cross for us. (John 3:16) In fact, 

the Bible is central to, and the basis for, every aspect of our congregation’s ministry for the sole 

purpose that Jesus Christ might be exalted as Savior and Lord. For us, the Bible is the primary 

source of truth. (II Timothy 3:16-17)  

 

The star that is placed in the center t represents Jesus Christ as the light, shining brightly. This 

light is like the star of Bethlehem that leads individuals to Jesus. And so St. Olaf’s intends to be 

Christ-centered and biblically-based. As Christians, we are to reflect the light of Christ, and are 
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called to bring this light to the world. “Let your light so shine before people, that they may see 

your good works and praise your Father in heaven” (Matt 5:16). 

 

Transformation into Christ-likeness is what God intends for every believer. Being a follower of 

Christ means that you keep learning, and keep growing, and keep changing your whole life 

long. It’s a journey that will be complete only when you die or when Christ returns. Until that 

time, we’re all works in progress. As Paul wrote, even of himself: “I don’t mean to say that I 

have already achieved these things or that I have already reached perfection! But I keep 

working toward that day when I will finally be all that Christ Jesus saved me for and wants me 

to be. No, dear brothers and sisters, I am still not all I should be, but I am focusing all my 

energies on this one thing: Forgetting the past and looking forward to what lies ahead, I strain to 

reach the end of the race and receive the prize for which God, through Christ Jesus, is calling us 

up to heaven.” (Philippians 3:12-14, NLT) 

 

The agape unconditional love of Jesus transforms lives and is defined in terms of reconciled 

relationships, rest, relief, release, and redirection (refocus). In a world of chaotic change, people 

look for something dependable that provides hope, healing, and refreshment for mind, body, 

and soul now and long-term. 
 

Religion as a system of belief is incomplete without a personal relationship with God incarnated 

in Jesus (Rev 3:20). A relationship with God and relationships with other people are essential 

for the abundant life. Humanity was created with a “connection requirement”
 
for human touch, 

conversation, and care for one another. The incarnation of God in Jesus, demonstrates a God 

who moves toward His people and connects with them through relationship. A biblical example 

of reconciled relationships, rest, relief, release, and redirection is found in the story of the 

woman caught in adultery from John 8:1-11. The good news incarnate in Jesus is revealed as 

Jesus interacts with her and the Jewish temple leaders who were ready to condemn her to death. 

Her desire for relationships became distorted and expressed through sexual intimacy in 

adulterous relationships. But Jesus said: “If any one of you is without sin, let him be the first to 

throw a stone at her” (John 8:7). The woman’s suffering became sudden rest, relief, and release 

based on Jesus’ intervention and interaction 

 

The release and relational connection took place when Jesus straightened her up and asked: 

“Woman, where are they? Has no one condemned you?” (John 8:10). She realized she was not 

condemned, had been set free, and Jesus confirmed, “Then neither do I condemn you” (John 

8:11). Jesus then redirected her life when He said: “Go now and leave your life of sin” (John 

8:11). The good news is heard in a holy connection with God incarnate in Jesus: rest for her 

mind, body and spirit; relief from suffering; release from sin’s captivity; and a new, redirected 

life. Her reaction to the good news is temporary if she continues in her old life patterns of sin, 

but if she leaves her old way of life and connects with the community of believers, she is set 

free by the gospel of Jesus Christ. 
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So, we return to the diagram now and see that a mature 

Christian then CENTERS his life on Jesus Christ and the 

Word. 

 

 

 

Authentic worship takes place as we, as worshippers, 

center our lives on God. Borg writes:  

Faith is faithfulness to our relationship with God. It 

means what faithfulness does in a committed human 

relationship: we are faithful (or not) to our spouses or 

partners. Faith as fidelity means loyalty, allegiance, 

the commitment of the self at its deepest level, the 

commitment of the “heart.”… Fidelitas refers to a 

radical centering in God. 

 

Faith and worship go hand in hand; therefore, worship done in an attitude of praise honors and 

pleases God as a daily dying to self (Rom 6:6). Humanism honors or centers on self. 

Christianity is based on the loss of self so that God and others are honored and served. 

 

Like the early Christians in the book of Acts, their commitment was to stay centered on God 

through daily worship and prayer.  Worship is thus a personal and corporate encounter with the 

living God (Ps 84:1-4, 10-12; Eph 1:3-14). Centering on God occurs in solitude or community, 

and the spiritual disciplines facilitate it through worship, daily devotions, and prayer. These 

disciplines are exercised corporately like here today AND personally, like singing to God in our 

homes or in the car.  All of these expression so of worship ultimately enhance each believers’ 

focus on God. 

 

Mature disciples connect with other believers regularly and 

experience Christian community because discipleship 

includes belonging, not just believing (Matt 18:19-20). St. 

Olaf’s identifies connection as a commitment to live out 

Christian faith in authentic biblical community. The 

leadership here recognizes loving relationships are vital to 

the spiritual growth of the congregation and are best 

actualized in small groups. In the small group’s intimate context, concern for one another, 

specific prayer, and holding each other accountable are facilitated and realized.
 
 As we “do life 

deeply together” with others, like the early Christians, we immerse ourselves in the study of 

scriptures, while having a sabbath rhythm of life that slows down our lives to play together, 

rest, and renew ourselves, leading us to service together to bring forth God’s kingdom. 
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Christians grow in passionate spirituality through the 

cultivation of spiritual maturity and godly character in 

discipleship. We therefore commit to become fully 

devoted followers of Jesus Christ and the cultivation of an 

ongoing personal relationship with Christ (John 15:1-17). 

The more believers know Christ, the more they become 

like Christ through a growth process from spiritual 

infancy to maturity (Phil 3:3-14, Eph 4:12-14). The 

corporate and personal spiritual disciplines of study, 

Sabbath observance, and service strengthen the 

relationship with Christ. 
 

Mature disciples contribute through their gifts and talents 

in ministry. God has blessed us with everything we 

have…our time, talents, and treasures.  These are to be 

used to give glory to God and to expand the kingdom of 

God on earth.  St. Olaf’s will be concentrating on how we 

may “equip more people for the work of ministry, for 

building up the body of Christ” (Eph. 4:12).  Dave 

Johnston will preach on this in a few weeks.  Ultimately 

though, we as Christians are to “give our lives 

away”…God uses that contagious generosity to draw  

              people to Godself through us.   
 

The fifth dimension of spiritual maturity is the 

communication of God’s love and good news to others, 

which is mission. God is at work in the world and 

Christians join God in the task. As followers of Christ, 

Christians continue Jesus’ mission on earth through 

personal testimony of how Christ changed their lives. Our 

mindset shifts from self-centered thinking to other-centered 

thinking, from a narrow local view to a wider global view 

(Rom 6:6, Matt 28:19-20).  

 

In conclusion, St. Olaf’s exists to help develop mature 

followers of Christ who seek: (1) to center their lives on 

God, not on self; (2) to connect deeper with other 

believers in Christian community; (3) to cultivate spiritual 

maturity and godly character; (4) to contribute something 

back to God by using their gifts and talents in ministry; 

and (5) to communicate God’s love to others by 

developing a heart for the world.  Amen?  Amen!  
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