A PICTURE OF MATURITY

1 Thessalonians 4

A couple of months ago, I received an email from a friend back in Iowa.  It included a link to a website describing my 20 year high school reunion this summer.  “20 years!?” was my initial reaction.  I couldn’t believe that it’s been 20 years since I graduated.
It got me thinking.  Where was I 20 years ago?  What was I thinking about?  Who was I 20 years ago?  Sadly, I must admit, I was very much like the majority of those individuals we just heard from in that street interview video. “Purpose?  I never thought of that.  I guess it would be just to live life and have fun.”  
Do any of you relate?

Why do I bring this up?  On Graduation Sunday, we have approximately 15 seniors from this church that are leaving high school and entering a new chapter in their lives.  I wish 20 years ago someone would have sat me down and pushed me for an answer to the “what is your purpose” question.

There is an important question that I want to ask everyone in this room right now.  How would you answer that question?  If you were walking down the street tomorrow and someone approached you and asked that question, how would you answer it?  Would you stumble for words?  Would you give a canned answer?  

I’m here this morning to talk about purpose and our journey through life.  That word “journey” has been crossing my path a lot recently.  In books, magazines and in the media, I hear “journey.”  I really like it.  Don’t you?  Think about it…doesn’t it describe in an incredible way our walk with Jesus?  Being a Christian, you see, is not a destination, but a journey…a walk.
I ran across an incredible video a few months back by Rob Bell, the Pastor at a church called Mars Hill in Grand Rapids, MI.  The video series is titled Nooma.  We’ve actually shown one of these here before.  Anyway, this video, titled Dust, blew me away.  Let me describe it really quick…
It describes the childhood of a young Jewish male.  How a large part of there upbringing centered on God’s Word.  How they memorized large portions of the Old Testament at an early age.  But, there came a time where the boys were separated.  Where they either continued on with their ministry training or they didn’t make the cut and were encouraged to take up the family business.  Only the best of the best were chosen by a Rabbi to continue in training with him.  
The neat part of this training was that it happened while life was happening.  The Rabbi and the student lived life together.  Wherever the Rabbi went, the student followed.  And something happened as they walked down the dirt roads from town to town.  As the Rabbi walked and the student followed, the students would end up being covered with everything the Rabbi walked through on the road.  Everything he kicked up covered the students.  Out of this came a Jewish saying, “May you be covered in the dust of your Rabbi.”  Yes, that’s a compliment.  Only those that followed the Rabbi closely to catch what he was saying would truly be covered by his dust.
Isn’t that awesome.

Now, along comes Jesus.  And He comes across all these guys, the disciples, that weren’t following a Rabbi.  That meant they weren’t the best of the best.  They were all participating in their family business.  And what does He do?  He invites them to follow Him…a Rabbi.  They were invited to live life with their Rabbi and to follow Him wherever He went.  To be covered by the dust of Jesus.  
Isn’t that what we’re called to do?  To follow Jesus closely.  To live life with Him and to follow Him wherever He goes.  To be covered in His dust.
After all, we are the disciples aren’t we?  We aren’t the best of the best.  We were just living life when Jesus came by and said to each of us, “Come follow me.”  And our job now is to follow…to journey with Him.  And, that’s what I want to talk about.  Our journey with Jesus.  What we look like when we are committed to this idea.  What does a committed Jesus follower look like?
A committed Christian would have . . .
A life moving toward holiness



Key words SET APART
To follow Jesus is not just a one-time decision, but a series of day-to-day decisions.  We are called to follow and then in the language of Rob Bell…to be covered in His dust…To become more like Jesus as we walk with Him.  Check out the Message paraphrase of 1 Thessalonians…
One final word, friends. We ask you-urge is more like it-that you keep on doing what we told you to do to please God, not in a dogged religious plod, but in a living, spirited dance. You know the guidelines we laid out for you from the Master Jesus. God wants you to live a pure life. Keep yourselves from sexual promiscuity. Learn to appreciate and give dignity to your body, not abusing it, as is so common among those who know nothing of God. God hasn’t invited us into a disorderly, unkempt life but into something holy and beautiful—as beautiful on the inside as the outside. If you disregard this advice, you’re not offending your neighbors; you’re rejecting God, who is making you a gift of his Holy Spirit
(1 Thessalonians 4:1-5, 7-8).
We’re called to be set apart.  Are you set apart?  I just finished a terrific book titled Too Christian, Too Pagan by Dick Staub.  His premise is that if we’re doing this Christian walk thing right, to the Christian, we will appear too pagan and to the nonbeliever, we will appear to Christian.  He goes on to describe the life of a Jesus follower and how we need to be set apart yet, at the same time, be relevant to the nonbeliever.  This is always the balance.  How not to walk with a dogged religious plod but in a living, spirited dance.
It’s part of the journey.  It’s not really a journey if we just stay in the same place, is it?  But, that describes our lives sometimes.  We know He is inside us, but are we walking with Him.  He’s there beside us and we say, “Thanks God.”  But, we forget to say, “I will become set apart and follow you, Lord.”
What else does a committed Jesus follower look like?
A life moving toward loving others



Key word GENUINE
Last week, Pastor Steve spoke about reconciliation.  And we were so blessed to hear Beck Kolb’s story of reconciliation.  If you didn’t get a chance to hear it, you can check it out on our web site.  We have streaming audio available for all our Sunday messages.  I encourage you to listen to it.  
But reconciliation starts with the simple thought of moving towards loving others.  Again, from 1 Thessalonians…

Regarding life together and getting along with each other, you don’t need me to tell you what to do.  You’re God-taught in these matters.  Just love one another!  You’re already good at it . . . Keep it up; get better and better at it 
(1 Thessalonians 4: 9-10).
It really seems like a Sunday school answer doesn’t it?  We’re taught from the earliest ages to love others.  So, I guess I’m not really telling anyone in this room anything new here...am I?  
So, then, why do we have such a hard time implementing this thought?  Sure, it’s easy to love the loveable.  How are we at loving the unlovable?  
Are we genuine in our approach to all?  To be genuine is to be real, all the time.  To not just put on a happy face, but to approach everyone as God does…with love.  And when we start with that loving, genuine attitude, reconciliation starts moving from something we avoid to something that we look forward to.
A Jesus follower will also have…
A life moving toward hope




Key word GUARANTEE
For you graduates, this can be a scary time.  Even for you that are sure of what you want to do and you can’t wait for the independence of graduation and your life after high school, the unknown can bring anxiety.
The journey with Jesus is a call to walk forward with hope.  I don’t mean hope like, “Gee, I hope it doesn’t rain out today.” Or “I hope I get some big money for graduation gifts.”  I’m talking about a different kind of hope.  This hope means I have a reason to move forward.  Something to look forward to.  That’s what I mean when I say hope.  Listen to some more of 1 Thessalonians…
First off, you must not carry on over them like people who have nothing to look forward to, as if the grave were the last word. Since Jesus died and broke loose from the grave, God will most certainly bring back to life those who died in Jesus . . . Then the rest of us who are still alive at the time will be caught up with them into the clouds to meet the Master. Oh, we’ll be walking on air!  And then there will be one huge family reunion with the master. So reassure one another with these words 
(1 Thessalonians 4:13-14, 17-18).
We have a hope.  As followers of Jesus we should remind each other of this.  When we go at this life like it’s a journey not just a bunch of random events, we can start seeing that the bad things, even the good things are all part of the walk.  And in the end, they don’t change the incredible outcome we get to experience.

“So reassure one another.”  This is one of those famous “one another” quotes.  I love how the Bible is filled with these.  How we are wired to depend on others and to help others.  How when we are doing this we are doing life as God intended.  The journey is meant to be done with others.  So, I encourage you to move forward in hope with the guarantee of life with Jesus eternally.  
Lastly, this is…

A life moving toward respect



Key word EARNED
I have a little knick knack in my house that says, “If I take care of my character, my reputation will take care of itself.”  I’ve been guilty of trying to manage my reputation before.  I’m the classic people pleaser…worried about what others think of me.  That’s not how we should live our lives.
Our affirmation should come from the Lord alone.  When we start making decisions based on what others will think of us, or what impact the decision will have on our reputations, we start straying from the intended path.

In fact, we need to stop spending so much time worried about what others are or are not doing and listen to verses 11 and 12…

Stay calm; mind your own business; do your own job. You’ve heard all this from us before, but a reminder never hurts. We want you living in a way that will command the respect of outsiders, not lying around sponging off your friends 
(1 Thessalonians 4:11-12).
This is a life moving toward respect.  There have been certain people that have entered my life that have made lasting impressions.  One individual was my mentor when I first entered ministry.  Steve Packer is the type of guy that says and does what he wants.  Not out of selfish concern, but out of conviction.  You see, Steve’s goal is to focus on what God wants him to do…nothing else.  Sure, this has got him in trouble in the past, but he’s less concerned about the outcome of following God’s plan and more worried about just following God’s plan.
Steve has an incredible heart for others and is the epitome of St. Francis of Assisi’s statement, “Preach all the time and if you must use words.”  That attitude and approach to life has earned him respect from many people.  That earned respect is not why he acts that way.  He acts that way because, as he sees his journey with Jesus, it’s what he’s called to be.

I’ve given you a picture, if you will, of what a committed Christian looks like.  I’d also like to give you the practical “how” as well.  How do we move towards living life like this?
How do I do this?


What will be the result?
I read a terrific book about God’s will a year or two ago titled, Understanding God’s Will: How to Hack the Equation Without Formulas…written by Kyle Lake.  He challenged that at some point we became more interested in pursuing God’s will than in pursuing God.  He further stated that if, instead, we are focused on pursuing God, trying to understand God’s will becomes easier and easier.  Again, a simple idea that sometimes we overlook.  But, the reality is, as we pursue God, as we spend more time with Him, the more we develop His heart.  And, in turn, the easier it is to make those tough decisions.  This is why my first advice in how to do this is to…
Take the high road


This will result in CLEAR DECISIONS
Dan Gavrich mentioned this 2 weeks ago, but I would like to reiterate this idea.  The traditional view of evangelism in American churches is called the Roman Model.  It’s where someone comes to Christ, they enter into fellowship in a local church, their behaviors start to change, and once all the wrong behaviors have changed, then, and only then do they “belong.”  Now, there is also the Celtic Model.  In this model, people are welcomed and “belong” the moment they walk through the door…regardless of their beliefs.  As they are in community with Christians, their behaviors start to change and at some point they come to Christ.  I would like to challenge us to step up and embrace, more and more, the Celtic Model.  As uncomfortable as it is at times, it’s probably the most effective way to reach the lost.  When I think of this model, I think of 1 Corinthians 3:7.  It states…”So neither he who plants nor he who waters is anything, but only God, who makes things grow.”  Our job is to plant and water, let’s start trusting that God will do the growing.  So, let’s…
Be open to others


This will result in STRONGER FRIENDSHIPS
This next point really requires a gut check for you.  How do you view Jesus?  Do you view Him as someone that is actively involved in your life?  Someone that wants to be involved in all that you do?  Someone that wants to listen to you, but also truly wants to talk to you?  We need to stop putting Jesus in a box.  Start living life confidently with Jesus instead of just acknowledging it with it our voices.  My challenge to you, then, is to…
Be confident in Christ

This will result in a VIBRANT FAITH
We’ve come full circle with this last point.  Why are we here?  What is our purpose?  Is it to be happy?  To be successful?  I know this “purpose” idea has been hitting us over the head for a few years now with The Purpose Driven Life book and all.  But, seriously try this over the next week.  When you wake up and get ready for work, school, or whatever, ask God to reveal to you your purpose.  Not just for your future, but for that day.  Our purpose as Jesus followers is to glorify God with our lives.  Each morning ask God how you can glorify Him that day.  It may be something as simple as blessing someone as Reggie McNeal spoke of two weeks ago.  Or maybe making a stand against a behavior in your life that you know does not glorify God. 
Start each day, remembering that our All-Powerful Father has chosen to use us…each of us.  What a privilege!  Start asking Him how he wants to use that day and…

Have the end in mind

This will result in others COMING TO CHRIST
This is our journey.  Our job is to be covered in the dust of our Rabbi, Jesus.  I’ve asked some friends to come up here this morning and share with all of us about their journey.  Please welcome Kelly Major, Emily Keen, and Sandy Wisner.

Bring up Kelly, Sandy, and Emily to talk about journey.
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