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Grace, mercy, and peace be unto you from God our Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.  Amen
As I studied our assigned readings for today—in particular our Epistle reading…….
· Which is a continuation from last week of Paul’s letter, from prison, to the people at Philippi (and to us)………..

I was driven into thinking……..

· What does the model church look like? ……..

· Or, said differently…….what is my vision for the model church here at Hope look like?

I quickly, however, had to alter that thought process…….

· What is a better question is not what I think, but…….

· What should the church, God calls us to be, here at Hope look like?

· A better, far more valid, question is not what I think but what does God say and desire for us to look like?

It is a good and proper time in the church year for us to be looking at all this.

· We are in the season of Pentecost, today the 18th Sunday after Pentecost, with only a few short weeks before Advent.

· This is a time when the Church focuses on the work of the Holy Spirit in extending the kingdom of God through the Church.
So, what should the church, God calls us to be, here at Hope look like?

· Praying and turning to God’s Word…..here is the picture I get.

I begin with the worship service.
· Ever increasing in numbers present, with all praising God, joined in prayer, listening as God speaks to us through His Word, and finding the joy and peace and strength in the forgiveness of sins and the Sacrament of the Altar.

· Members coming to church alive in spirit and joyful in how Christ will speak to us today.

· Psalm 100 speaks well to this.
· Shout for joy to the Lord, all the earth. Worship the Lord with gladness; come before him with joyful songs. Know that the Lord is God. It is he who made us, and we are His; we are His people, the sheep of his pasture. Enter his gates with thanksgiving and his courts with praise; give thanks to him and praise his name. For the Lord is good and His love endures forever; His faithfulness continues through all generations.
I move on to time in God’s Word.

· We must be steeped in God’s Word.  It must be the centerpiece of what we are all about.
· Daily devotions, numerous Bible studies.  Well attended and growing in numbers.

· Active, alive Bible studies.  Looking forward to the opportunities we have.  Adding opportunities for Bible study as needed.  

· It is God’s Word that created us.  It is His Word that recreates us.

Together growing in faith.  It is the Word of God the Holy Spirit works through.

· Treasuring God’s Word, what He has to say to us, applying it to our lives.  Even recognizing and listening to God speak to us.
· Second Timothy chapter 3 verses 16 and 17 tells us…..

· All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the servant of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.
From all this, a congregation in fellowship.

· Many activities and in joy together well attended.

· I’ve said this many times before, but the more cars we have in the parking lot, the more the evidence of things we have going on.

· Is there anything better than spending time together with your church family?

· Being together in a fellowship of believers.  

· Hebrews chapter 10, verses 24 and 25 tell us….

· And let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds, not giving up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but encouraging one another—and all the more as you see the Day approaching.
And related to this…….

· Love and care and encouragement one to another.

· We are in this wilderness journey together.  Supporting, helping, and even at times carrying one another.

· Forgiving one another.

· First Thessalonians chapter 5 verse 11 tells us…..

· Therefore encourage one another and build each other up as you are already doing.
And finally, we look to outreach.

· Going outside the walls of Hope.
· Being a beacon of light in the community and world.

· Bringing folks who do not know Christ into the community of believers.

· Jesus said in Mark chapter 16 verse 15, “Go into all the world and proclaim the gospel to the whole creation.

All of us being involved in all of this.

· Help big or small.  Faithfully using on the tools God has given us.

· Boards filled.  Everyone a part of the church and everyone contributing and involved.

· A church of joy, fellowship, forgiveness…..together in one direction, alive and growing.

· First Corinthians chapter 12 verse 27 tells us….
· Now you are the body of Christ, and each one of you is a part of it.

Is there evidence of all this at Hope?  Do we see this?

· I would say, yes in part.

· But I would also say we are growing and need to continue to grow more and more in this direction.

· Hebrews chapter 10 verse 24 tells us…..

· And let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds.

So how do we get there?  How do we speed up the process?

· Paul in our Epistle reading for today helps us with this.

· Paul lays out for the people of Philippi and for us here today, 4 ways, to help and allow for the church to be what God calls her to be.
· They are, from the very first verse of our Epistle reading for today……..
· Four short, powerful clauses.

They are……

· Encouraged by Christ.

· Comforted by the love of Christ.

· Made spiritually new and alive by the Holy Spirit’s work in our hearts.

· And blessed by the Holy Spirit with His gifts of tenderness and compassion.
Each of these will be briefly looked at.
· Encouragement, comforted, made spiritually new, and blessed with tenderness and compassion.

First, encouragement.  
· We all need encouragement.  

Larry Crabb, as a young man, had a stuttering problem and he was afraid of speaking before people.

· He was at church and he was asked to stand up and lead the prayer.

· It was such a challenge for him that he found his theology being confused to the point of heresy.  

· He ended up thanking God the Father for hanging on the cross and praising Christ for triumphantly bringing the Holy Spirit from the grave.

Larry Crabb remembers staring at the floor after he said “Amen.”

· He said silently to himself he vowed never to pray or speak aloud in public again.

When the service was over, Larry Crabb darted for the door not wishing to encounter any of the church leaders who might feel obligated to correct his twisted theology.

· But he was not quick enough.

· An older Christian man stopped him and put his arm on Larry’s shoulder.

· Larry thought, “Here it comes.”

The older Christian man spoke the words Larry Crabb says he can still speak verbatim today.

· He said, “There is one thing I want you to know.  Whatever you do for the Lord, I’m behind you 100 percent.”
· Since that time Larry Crabb has been led by God into full time ministry where He speaks and prays before crowds frequently.

We all need encouragement.
· And today in our Epistle reading Paul tells us that every time we hear or read God’s Word, Christ Himself comes to encourage us.

· We hear Jesus speak to us and encourage us in the Scripture readings, in the sermon message, and when we sing the hymns.

He not only encourages with His words, he also encourages and supports us as He promises to listen to us….…….

· When together we pray to Him, thanking God for His blessings and bringing our needs before His altar.

And it doesn’t end there.  And most tangibly, personally, Christ comes to encourage us and unite with us in the Sacraments.

· In Baptism, you were made Christ’s own brother or sister, a child of our heavenly Father.
· At Christ’s altar today, you will receive encouragement and strength when the very body and blood of Christ are placed into your mouth.  

· Christ dwells within you.

· Paul tells the faithful in Philippi, and us today as well, that unity in our worship life gives true encouragement in Christ.

Next Paul says we are comforted by the love of Christ.  

· The love of Christ is so clearly shown to us when we confess the words of the Nicene Creed which we will do in a few minutes.  
What comfort we have in the sacrificial love of Jesus.

· Jesus provides the ultimate comfort for our lives by His sacrifice on the cross and His victory over sin, death, and all that is evil in our lives and in this world.
· All that was done, out of love for you.

· Martin Luther said he found no peace of soul until he discovered that God is love in Christ.

Our God, who is infinite and indescribable, also gives in a manner immeasurable.

· For what He gives He does not give as a deserved and fair payment for services rendered but out of love.

· God is a Giver who gives from the heart and out of unfathomable and divine love.

Luther said, “God Himself is love and His being is nothing but pure love.”
· He continued on, “Therefore, if anyone wanted to draw and picture God in a telling way, he would have to draw a picture that showed nothing but Love”

· And God loves the unlovely into love-liness.

· And God loves the individual because He loves all.

For us sinful human beings God is Love in Christ.

· And that love encourages us.
· Each time as we enter this beautiful sanctuary we should be reminded of all this as we look and see the cross hanging above the altar.

The third way Paul tells us this morning that we are made to be the church God has called us to be is that we are made spiritually new and alive by the Spirit’s work in our hearts.

· By the work of the Holy Spirit we are changed people.

Have you ever looked back or reflected on your life and attitude before being a Christian or as a more immature Christian.

· I have.  And if you’re like me there are things that I have said and done that now I shake my head at.
· What was I thinking?  What was I doing?

The sanctified life, the holy life the Holy Spirit is more and more leading us to live.

· How we more and more each day walk in faith and obey God’s commands.

· How we more and more each day are bold to proclaim Christ and in our actions reflect Christ in our lives.

· The Holy Spirit works a renewal of our whole life—in spirit, will, attitude, and desires—so that we now strive to overcome sin and do good works.

Which, related to this, now brings us to the final way Paul tells us this morning that we are made to be the church God has called us to be.

· We are blessed by the Holy Spirit with His gifts of tenderness and compassion.

· We begin looking at each person as a precious child of God.

· We look on one another with kindness and mercy and caring and empathy.

The tendency of man is to love that which he delights in.

· In the work of the Holy Spirit, more and more Christ dwells in us and more and more we reflect His love that also carries over then to how we look at and act towards one another.

Paul speaks to this in our Epistle reading today.

· Verses 3 and 4. “Do nothing from rivalry or conceit, but in humility count others more significant than yourselves.  Let each of you look not only to his own interests, but also to the interest of others.”
Each of us know of brothers or sisters who are suffering through earthly ills or life’s troubles, who’ve lost loved ones, who are being hurt…….

· We must show care and compassion on them and help them as our Lord has shown us and taught us, and we are to do.

· Looking on one another in genuine love and care and concern.  Continue to grow in this in all we say and do.

· Disunity with the community of the Church only leads to failure in every part of the mission and ministry of the Christian congregation.
I bring this message to a close with an illustration.  A true account.
· It was the spring of 1940.  The German forces were mopping up French troops and preparing for the siege of Great Britain.  

· The Dutch had already surrendered, as had the Belgians.

· The British forces were floundering on the coast of France in the channel port of Dunkirk.

· There were a quarter of a million British troops and over 100,000 allied troops facing capture or death.

Hitler’s troops were only a few miles away in the hills of France, closing in on an easy kill.

· The British Navy had only enough ships to save barley 17,000 men and the House of Commons was told to brace itself for “hard and heavy tidings.”

Then, while a despairing world watched with fading hope, a bizarre fleet of ships appeared on the horizon of the English Channel.

· Trolls, tugs, fishing boats, lifeboats, sailboats, pleasure craft, an island ferry, and even the America’s Cup challenger Endeavor, all manned by civilian sailors, sped to the rescue. 
· The ragtag armada eventually rescued 338,682 men and returned them home to the shores of England, as pilots of the Royal and German Air Forces jockeyed in the skies above the channel.
· It was one of the most remarkable naval operations in history.
The church, likewise, is God’s ragtag armada. 
· The church is a mix of flawed individuals on a rescue operation commissioned by God.

· Let’s go forth together, in Christ, to be the church God has called us to be.
· To bring an ever increasing number into that eternal home we call paradise.
· Amen.

(Please stand) And now, may the peace of God, which passes all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.  Amen.  Having heard the Word of God we now prepare our hearts and minds to confess the words of the Nicene Creed as found on page 206 in your hymnal.
