SLIDE 1: The four-letter word, Connecting our county to Christ, August 31, 2008. 

Welcome. Acknowledge Labor Day: a holiday which celebrates “work.”   For many of us Americans –and Christians-  “work” has become a bad thing, a four-letter word –something we don’t want to hear about, or have to do.  Yet hard work is a key to success.  You’ll never succeed in school, in a career, in your marriage and family, in this church,  if you don’t work hard.   
SLIDE 2: The bible teaches that work is a good thing, a God-thing.  It’s the first thing that God gave Adam after he created him: a job that required real effort. My goal in this message is to show you how important that working hard at following Jesus is, and to inspire you to commit to a greater spiritual effort in four key ways.  

SLIDE 3: We’re going to look at the importance of “work” by revisiting the verse that has driven this series on connecting our county to Christ. I’d like you to recite it together with me: You did not choose me, but I chose you and appointed you to go and bear fruit—fruit that will last.  John 15:16   
SLIDE 4: We’re going to study this verse in it’s context, which is found in John chapter 15, on page 764 in the bibles in the rack in front of you.  
SLIDE 5: John 15:1-7, 1“I am the true vine, and my Father is the gardener. 2He cuts off every branch in me that bears no fruit, while every branch that does bear fruit he prunes£ so that it will be even more fruitful. 3You are already clean because of the word I have spoken to you. 4Remain in me, and I will remain in you. No branch can bear fruit by itself; it must remain in the vine. Neither can you bear fruit unless you remain in me.
SLIDE 6:  5“I am the vine; you are the branches. If a man remains in me and I in him, he will bear much fruit; apart from me you can do nothing. 6If anyone does not remain in me, he is like a branch that is thrown away and withers; such branches are picked up, thrown into the fire and burned. 7If you remain in me and my words remain in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be given you. 
SLIDE 7:  Comments: “Easy Button” commercials. Don’t you wish there was an easy button to press in life?  In faith?  Well, there isn’t.   Success in life, and in spiritual life, and fruitfulness takes that four-letter word: “work.”  Give me a show of hands: who’s found out that spiritual growth takes work?  It’s dangerous to believe otherwise, isn’t it?  Following Jesus takes effort, takes work.  He said so right here in John 15 using this farming analogy.  

SLIDE  8: 1. Work hard to stay centered in Jesus.   Jesus here, in his parting speech to his followers, challenges them to remain in him; Need to be intentional about remaining vitally connected to God: prioritizing a relationship with, depending upon, and pursuing God’s purposes for your life.  Self-center is your default mode; everyone’s default mode.  Focusing on me, depending upon me, pursuing my agenda comes naturally, easily, doesn’t it?  Jesus knew this, which is why he challenged his followers, and us to “deny yourself, take up your cross, and follow me.” We don’t like to hear those words “deny yourself,” nor do we like the implications of taking up our cross (which symbolizes the plans and purposes of God for our lives).    Jesus says that, if you want to bear fruit; be productive in the ultimate sense –eternally- then you’ve got to make the effort to stay vitally connected to him.   You’ve got to hoe up those things in your life –those “weeds” that distract you from your passion for God and his plans & purposes for your life.  The upside is: if you do prioritize your relationship with Jesus, depend upon him and pursue his purposes for your life that you get to enjoy his incredible love, and everything that comes with it: forgiveness, guidance & wisdom, strength & power, and provision for successful living.

SLIDE 9:  That’s what Jesus is driving at when he tells his followers: I no longer call you servants, because a servant does not know his master’s business. Instead, I have called you friends, for everything that I learned from my Father I have made known to you.  
SLIDE 10 (blank) Friendships take work, don’t they, and your friendship with God through Jesus is no different, but he promises to work on you; work in you; work through you if you stay centered in him. The question I want you to ask yourself is: How hard am I working to connect to Jesus?   
 A second area for which there is no “easy button” is God’s purpose of discipleship: making you like Jesus in your character and conduct.   There is no easy button –but there is a power source!
SLIDE 11. 2. Work hard to become like Jesus.  Let’s revisit the partner of our theme verse which clarifies that “bearing fruit” is connecting people to Christ in a life-changing way. It’s found in chapter 1,v erses 4-11, of the letter to the Colossians and I’ve included it in our outline: 

SLIDE 12 (picture, vines) All over the world this gospel is bearing fruit and growing, just as it has been doing among you since the day you heard it and understood God’s grace in all its truth…  9For this reason, since the day we heard about you, we have not stopped praying for you and asking God to fill you with the knowledge of his will through all spiritual wisdom and understanding. That’s remaining in the vine; staying centered in Jesus, and here’s why: 10And we pray this in order that you may live a life worthy of the Lord and may please him in every way: bearing fruit in every good work, growing in the knowledge of God, 11being strengthened with all power according to his glorious might so that you may have great endurance and patience.  We need to become like Jesus so that we can point people to Jesus.  That’s our mission: to show God’s love and share God’s truth.  Spiritual growth takes effort, doesn’t it.  
SLIDE 13 It takes “work” as Paul notes: 7Do not waste time arguing over godless ideas and old wives’ tales. Instead, train yourself to be godly. 8“Physical training is good, but training for godliness is much better, promising benefits in this life and in the life to come.” 9This is a trustworthy saying, and everyone should accept it. 10This is why we work hard and continue to struggle,for our hope is in the living God, who is the Savior of all people and particularly of all believers.   There is no easy button, but there is a path.  That’s  following Jesus teachings & example and becoming like him in your character and conduct.   
SLIDE 14   3. Work hard to unite as followers of Jesus  Read in in John 15 verse 18: . 8This is to my Father’s glory, that you bear much fruit, showing yourselves to be my disciples. As the Father has loved me, so have I loved you. Now remain in my love…  To whom are we to show that we’re Christ’s followers?  To the world, to our christless culture.  How do we do that?  The key way is by loving God’s people, and loving God’s mission for His people (that’s God’s purpose of fellowship).  God has called us to “be church” so that we can show his love to our world.   Skip down to v:12: My command is this: Love each other as I have loved you. 13Greater love has no one than this, that he lay down his life for his friends.   Our love for each other, and our unity with each other is Jesus’ signature on our community –the church.  
Jesus’ command here is why our mission is to show God’s love and share God’s truth in relevant, appealing, and understandable ways.  
SLIDE 15   That is why –just after Jesus gives these “work orders” he prays for his followers, and for us in these words: My prayer is not for them alone. I pray also for those who will believe in me through their message, 21that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you. May they also be in us so that the world may believe that you have sent me. 22I have given them the glory that you gave me, that they may be one as we are one: 23I in them and you in me. May they be brought to complete unity to let the world know that you sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me.  

SLIDE 16 (blank) How many of you agree with me that it’s hard work to stay together and stay on track as Christian couples, and families, and as a church?  I wish that there was an easy button to maintain our purpose and unity, but there isn’t.  That’s why every letter that Paul wrote to the churches challenges them to stick together and to stick to the mission that Jesus has given us.  Self-centeredness and selfishness is our default mode, and if we’re going to succeed in connecting our county to Christ together as God’s team, we’re going to make the effort and sacrifice to lay our lives down for each other in God’s family; to “lay down our lives” for our friends and family in Christ.  We have no other option but to work through our conflicts with each other in the church, and put down our personal agendas for Jesus’ church. How do we do that?  
SLIDE 17.   God’s word says in Ephesians 4 (2-3, 31-31): Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one another in love. 3Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace.  [Circle those words: “make every effort”] 4There is one body and one Spirit— … 31Get rid of all bitterness, rage and anger, brawling and slander, along with every form of malice. 32Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you.  That kind of self-control, forgiveness, and patience takes the love of Jesus to live out, which is why we have to work hard to remain centered in Jesus.  We simply can’t do this without God’s supernatural power and love flowing through our lives; that is why we have to make a focused effort to remain in Jesus, become like Jesus, and love each other like Jesus.  There is no easy button, but there are partners.  
SLIDE 18    And the purpose of these efforts is so that the world may come to know Jesus as forgiver and leader in life as Jesus prayed in John 17:23: May they be brought to complete unity to let the world know that you sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me.  That’s the fourth thing we’ve been tasked to work hard at: 
SLIDE  19 4. Work to share Jesus’ message   as our theme verse shows:  You did not choose me, but I chose you and appointed you to go and bear fruit—fruit that will last.  John 15:16  Let me quiz you: what does it mean to bear fruit?  Answer: connect people to Christ in a life-changing way.  How does that happen?  When we show God’s love and share God’s truth in a relevant, appealing, and understandable way.  That’s hard work.  I have to resist the temptation not to care about others, and constantly work at being alert to the needs of others and opportunities to show God’s love and share God’s truth in everyday life.  I have to work to overcome my fears about sharing my faith (anybody else).  I have to work hard when I speak to translate our christianese into plain English (and sometimes I don’t succeed).  
SLIDE 20 (blank) When it comes to sharing Jesus message,  There is no easy button… but there is a purpose.   And that’s to bear fruit that will last forever; to change lives by connecting people to Jesus as he commanded his first followers: “God authorized and commanded me to commission you: 19Go out and train everyone you meet, far and near, in this way of life, marking them by baptism in the threefold name: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Then instruct them in the practice of all I have commanded you.
There is no easy button… but there is a purpose.   … and there is a promise!  I’ll be with you as you do this, day after day after day, right up to the end of the age.”   (Matthew 28:18-20 The Message)  “Go, train, instruct” that’s work.  Jesus doesn’t say that connecting our county to Christ will be easy, but he  promises us his presence, power, and provision as we pursue this purpose –his top purpose for our lives. 
Q: How hard am I working at showing God’s love and sharing God’s truth?  Let’s read together this command of St. Paul: Preach the word of God…  Work at telling others the Good News, and fully carry out the ministry God has given you. 2 Timothy  4:2a, 5  Circle those words: “work at”  God expects us to work hard at connecting others to Christ; to carry out the ministry that God has given each of us to connect others to Christ in a life-changing way.  God wants us to be strategic, courageous, and relentless, because Jesus was. 
SLIDE 21 CONCLUSION: Identify the #1 area you need to “work on”: 
Connecting to Christ

Becoming like Christ

Being united to Jesus’ church

Sharing Jesus’ message
CHALLENGE TO COMMIT TO EFFORT, PRAY, INVITE GOD’S PRESENCE AND POWER TO WORK IN AND THROUGH US.  

Wish all a happy Labor Day, look for opportunities to share Jesus’ message. 

