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Intentional Faith Development
(Philippians 3:10-16; sermon 4 of 6 in series “Bearing Fruit”; Lent)

1. Bearing fruit.  We are in the season of Lent, a time of reflection and preparation for Easter when we will celebrate the resurrection of Christ. We began Lent with the traditional call of John the Baptist to “bear fruit worthy of repentance!” (Matthew 3:8)

Bearing fruit is something we do individually, and something we do as a community. To guide us along the path we are reading Bishop Robert Schnase’s book Five Practices of Fruitful Congregations: Revised and Updated. Congregation members are invited to read it on their own; our church council will be studying it together. You can order the book online or pick up copies in the office for $15.

In updating his book, Schnase recognized that our world is now so interconnected that churches can’t just expect people to “come and see,” but we must also “go and do” to reach people where they are at.

First, we talked about radical hospitality – that extending the love of Jesus Christ to strangers is something we do in our church, and something we do in everyday life.

Last week we celebrated passionate worship – we gather to praise God with everything we’ve got, and we also live out our praise in our daily lives.

Today, our focus is on intentional faith development – we come to church to grow and stretch our faith, and we take advantage of opportunities to grow the other six days of the week too.

2. Kicking back.  So why do we need to be intentional about our faith development? As Methodists, it is part of our DNA. You see, our founders John and Charles Wesley recognized a danger inherent in some forms of Christianity. 

What is the danger? Many people believe that “getting saved” is the goal of Christians. We know that we are saved by faith alone – that nothing we say or do or know gets us into heaven. Instead it is by the grace of Jesus Christ that we are saved. All we have to do is believe in Jesus.

The problem the Wesley brothers recognized is that this could easily lead to lazy Christians. If our salvation is up to Christ alone, and all we have to do is believe, then once we’ve made that leap of faith we’ve got it made, right? No need to do anything. We can kick back and know that we’ve got our golden ticket to heaven. We can come to church Sunday mornings and relax in the pews, knowing that nothing we do during the week really matters.

Except… scripture doesn’t really support the idea of lazy Christians. In Philippians 3, just before our reading today, Paul recites his credentials: “If anyone has reason to be confident, I have more… circumcised on the eighth day, an Israelite of good family, a righteous Pharisee, zealous and blameless” (Philippians 3:4-6). If anybody could kick back and be lazy, it would be Paul! Yet he counts all his credentials as sewer garbage (3:8) compared to knowing Christ.

3. Pressing forward.  Paul isn’t going to be a lazy Christian. He is going to be an active, energetic Christian, pressing on toward the goal! (3:12) As Christ has taken hold of Paul and claimed him for his own, Paul presses forward to hold tight to Christ and claim him.

This was the rocket fuel that powered the Wesleyan movement. John and Charles Wesley emphasized that although we may be saved by faith alone, this faith – this love of Jesus Christ – demands a response from us. We don’t share hospitality, we don’t worship, we don’t study, we don’t do good works to earn the love of God. Instead, the love of God for us inspires us to love others unconditionally, to praise passionately, to serve energetically, and to actively grow in our understanding.

The core of the Methodist movement was small group meetings. The Wesleys organized everyone into classes and bands, groups of fellow believers who met weekly to read and study scripture, and to nurture and encourage each other on the faith journey. They would ask each other a simple yet profound question: “How is it with your soul?” 

4. Growing together.  This is where we get into intentional faith development. You can read devotions and the bible on your own, and you should. You can pray at home on your own, and you should. But it is easy for our thoughts and our hearts to wander, left to our own. It is hard to ask ourselves the question, “How is it with my soul?” and get a straight answer. 

The Christian faith is not a solitary journey. We need each other. We need the stimulus of a small group or a Sunday School class or a bible study. When a brother or sister looks us in the eye and asks, “How are you?” – that is powerful. The question is not just whether you are having a good or bad day, but how is it with your soul? How are you, really?

One of the core values of Onalaska United Methodist Church is to “PREPARE our hearts, minds, and hands.” We believe the best way to do that is in groups. We believe it so strongly that we have two full-time staff people to help coordinate educational opportunities. Our Director of Children’s Ministry, Jessica Gobel, makes sure our kids all have great opportunities to learn and grow together in Sunday School, VBS, and children’s church. Our Director of Christian Discipleship, Paul Bratsch, spends most of his time organizing our small groups for youth and adults.

Intentional faith development is best done together. The Wesleys knew it 300 years ago. We know it now. If you aren’t active in a Sunday School class or a small group, you are missing out on an opportunity to grow your faith and press on toward the goal in Jesus Christ.
[small group testimonies?]

5. Named and claimed.  Friends, this is the great gift of our faith: We know that Jesus Christ loves us. Christ has claimed us. We are his children. We bear his name. We are Christians. 

Just like you are born into your family name, but spend a lifetime exploring and defining what it means to be a Huggett, a Kenyon, an Olson, a Page, or a Smith, we spend our lifetime growing and exploring the heights and depths and wonders of what it means to be a Christian, a part of Christ’s beloved family. We press on toward the goal.

And just as we ask each other, “How is it with your soul?”, you can bet that the world around us is looking at us and asking the same question. They want to know of Christians how our souls are. They want to know if our faith brings us peace, fills us with hope, strengthens us in love, encourages us in forgiveness and charity toward others. 

The answers we give are the answers we live. Spoken or unspoken, we wear our souls on our sleeves. Are we prepared? Do we continue to develop our faith intentionally? We claim Christ as our savior. Do we look saved? Can people tell that Christ has claimed us? I hope so!

- Amen.





