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SENIOR PASTOR

In Mark’s gospel, Jesus tells an interesting story to describe the kingdom of God. He says, “The kingdom of
God is as if a man should scatter seed on the ground. He sleeps and rises night and day, and the seed sprouts
and grows; he knows not how. The earth produces by itself, first the blade, then the ear, then the full grain in
the ear. But when the grain is ripe, at once he puts in the sickle, because the harvest has come.” (Mark 4:26-
28; ESV, underline added)

When it comes to the kingdom of God there are some things that people can do and some things people
cannot do. | love that phrase, "he knows not how.” As God’s people we should sow and harvest, but we
cannot produce the fruit. We can sleep and rise, but we cannot make the harvest happen. The harvest
happens, but we know not how. It is the “all by itself” principle.

At First Free, our mission is to help individuals become Christ-centered and Christ-sent together. But when it
comes to how people grow as disciples of Christ, we have to admit, we don’t know how that is exactly
accomplished. Therefore, our focus continues to be on the environment of First Free. We focus on the quality
- inspiring worship; Biblical and engaging teaching, authentic community, and outward-facing service. We
seek to eliminate obstacles to spiritual growth by developing effective ministries for children, youth and their
families. We plan and strategize, while at the same time recognizing that growth - spiritually and numerically
- is God’s domain.

Last fall, our church council and staff felt lead by God to identify our church vision: By the year 2025 we will
see Christ put first in 500 homes within a 3-mile radius of the church. Personally, that is a very intimidating
vision. It means that we will have to have alignment within the church family. It means that we will have to
risk engaging and loving our neighbors. It means that we will have to meet people where they are at, with the
purpose of seeing lives transformed by the power of the Gospel. It means that we are on mission together as
God’s people at First Free.

Whenever a guest visits the church, we send out a “First Impressions” card with three simple questions: What
did you notice first? What did you like best? What did you like least? This past winter we received a card
back with this comment: “Thank you for being a light in our neighborhood!”

This past year, as a church, we have specifically focused the second half of Jesus’ greatest commandment,
loving our neighbors. In the fall as we went through the book of Joshua, we started building a memorial to
God. We took stones, representing people in our lives that we are praying for. Personally, | have three stones,
sitting on my desk. Each one reminds me to continue to ask God for his work in a friend’s life. When that
friend receives Christ, | will bring my stone, praise God - and drop my stone in our memorial - reminding us
that God is working.

In January, we launched our yearlong goal, “"High Five”, to love five specific neighbors. One hundred and fifty-
seven people took the High Five challenge. In the foyer of the church, we have our “High Five” prayer list.
That means we are loving on and praying for over 785 neighbors. Can you imagine the harvest God is going
to produce in the next seven years?

Let me conclude this report by thanking the great people that | have the privilege of ministering with here at
First Free. | thank my God with joy for Anne Peterson and Mary Quint in the office ... for Pastor Jay, Pastor
Jason, Beth Brown, Mike Graff, Maureen Juarez and Jeanine Bruen for their partnership in the gospel . . . for
Scott Beckett and his diligent work taking care of our church facilities and for David Kriesel-Koll and his
detailed work taking care of the business matters of the church.

1 Thessalonians 5:12-13 reminds us, “We ask you brothers, to respect those who labor among you and are over
you in the Lord and admonish you and to esteem them very highly in love because of their work.” So | want
to honor Jeff Dutton, the Chairman of our Council, and our whole church council. These individuals love Jesus
Christ and love First Free. Their wisdom and heart and leadership are invaluable.

Would you continue to pray with me for the upcoming year - for God to move and for us to be ready when
the harvest is ripe!

Joel Sutton, Senior Pastor



ASSOCIATE PASTOR

Though | am free and belong to no one, | have made myself a slave to everyone, to win as many as
possible. To the Jews | became like a Jew, to win the Jews. To those under the law | became like one
under the law (though | myself am not under the law), so as to win those under the law. To those not

having the law | became like one not having the law (though | am not free from God’s law but am
under Christ’s law), so as to win those not having the law. To the weak | became weak, to win the
weak. | have become all things to all people so that by all possible means | might save some. | do all
this for the sake of the gospel, that | may share in its blessing (1 Cor. 9.19-23, NIV)

As | look back over the past year, and when | think in particular about what | see God doing in and through
our church, | kept returning to this passage in 1 Corinthians 9.19-23. Here Paul delivers a passionate
explanation of the lengths to which he will go in order that some might be saved. In this declaration we see
evidence of Paul’s strategy and its cost, but we also encounter his contagious excitement for sharing the
gospel. Finally, we are reminded that while there is a cost in heeding God’s call, it is only in being obedient to
that call that we can fully share in the blessings of the gospel.

In order to reach Jews, Paul became like a Jew, in order to reach those without the law, he became as one
without the law, in order to reach the weak, he became weak. What exactly is Paul doing? Is he engaging in
play-acting or an elaborate charade? No. Paul has simply recognized that to reach a people, he has to be
willing to go to them, to meet them where they are and to genuinely seek to understand them. And Paul
does this, | suspect, because he believes that no matter who you are and where you come from, the gospel is
good news.

| am particularly struck by how closely Paul’s strategy and calling here mirrors our own. Over the past several
years, and this last year in particular, as we have embraced God'’s call to our church to reach our community,
we have also recognized the need for First Free to be a part of our community. To that end, we have
continued to build our relationship with the Farmer’'s Market. So, this past year, when they expressed interest
in having a party to kick-off the market season, we offered to do a joint event we called Marketfest. This gave
us the opportunity to work more closely with the organizers of the market and produced an event that
brought us into contact with more people from our neighborhood than in years past.

Later in the Fall, God brought another opportunity to our literal doorstep when a group putting together a
South Minneapolis Art Fair asked for permission to use our parking lots. Here too we saw an opportunity to
be a visible participant in the life of our community that was too good to ignore. So, in addition to giving
permission for them to use our parking lots, we thought about how we might participate in a way that made
our God look good. Anticipating that families might come to this fair, we offered to provide and supervise
some inflatables for kids. This again gave those volunteering from our church the opportunity to meet and
bless a tremendous number of people from the community.

It is worth noting that neither of these things came without costs of different kinds. When we made
Marketfest a partnership, we lost the latitude to conduct the event exactly as we would on our own - we now
had to compromise and work together with others. Both events of course had a financial cost. Both events
required us, at least in some small ways, to meet our community on their terms. In all of that, we see an echo
of Paul’'s own obedience to his call. And more importantly, we also share Paul’'s motivation. We didn’t do
these things, or anything, only because it was convenient for us, we did these things - and everything
because the gospel compels us. We do all these things in the hope that we might save some, and thereby
share fully in the blessings of the gospel.

This also ties in with some of the less visible projects | have been involved with this past year. As we engage
with and reach out to our community, | have the expectation that God will continue to add to our numbers at
First Free. And so with that in mind, | have been working to make sure that we are prepared for that to
happen by trying to improve a couple of our key transition points.

First, | have been working with a few others to reboot our Small Group ministry with the specific aim of
making it easier for people to find and join a small group. We believe that being connected in community is
essential for the growth and health of all believers, and critical if we are to fulfill our mission of helping



individuals live Christ-centered and Christ-sent together. As a result, | have been working with others to make
sure we are making small groups more accessible, and training new leaders to accommodate that growth.

Second, Pastor Joel and | have been working to improve our on-ramp for church membership. This has
included changes both to how and when we conduct the church membership class (formerly Class 101, now
Discovering First Free), and to the material we cover in that class. Again the goal is to remove the obstacles
to membership for those committed to First Free and in agreement with our doctrine and mission. We both
need and greatly value the wisdom and leadership provided by our members through our Council and
Commissions, and want to make the path to membership easy for those who would call First Free their
home.

| continue to be excited and energized by the work God is doing in and through our church. | cannot believe
that it is a coincidence that these new opportunities in our community emerged in the years immediately
following our adoption of our new vision. | have no doubt that as we continue to follow God'’s leading and
direction that He will continue to open up new doors for the ministry of the gospel in our community. | pray
that like Paul we might continue to do all we can in the hopes of reaching others for the sake of the gospel
and reputation of Jesus our Lord.

Jay Pound, Associate Pastor



CHURCH COUNCIL

How good and pleasant it is when God’s people live together in unity! - Psalm 133:1 NIV

Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one another in love. Make every effort to keep
the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace. - Ephesians 4:2-3 NIV

Finally, all of you, have unity of mind, sympathy, brotherly love, a tender heart, and a humble mind.
- 1 Peter 3:8 ESV

One of the priorities we anchor on as a Church Council is unity amongst the leadership of First Free and unity
in the church body. We pray for unity, we make decisions with unity in mind, and we seek a vision where
unity will dwell in the First Free family. As the church it is God’s desire for all believers to be unified in



