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There’s a 

world of 

difference 

between 

activity and 

progress.  

 
kay, folks, the party’s 

over.  The summer of 

2012 is now history.  

It’s back to school and back to 

work.  Fall hangs in the air.  

Redskins mania begins in earn-

est today.  Our messiah, RGIII, 

has now come. Everything 

you’ve been putting off comes 

back into play: losing weight, 

changing jobs, applying to 

colleges, addressing relation-

ship issues, getting married.     

 One of my pet peeves about 

living in the DC culture is our 

virtual obsession over busy-

ness. Just listen to the way we 

talk with each other.  We try to 

outdo one another with heroic 

feats of busyness.  The message 

is clear—busyness adds 

importance to people’s lives.    

 The story is told of an early 

explorer to the North Pole who 

charted his journey on an hour-

ly basis to stay on course.  It’s a 

challenge in arctic conditions to 

keep your bearings.  At one 

point, this explorer began to 

notice as he was traveling north 

toward the Pole, his instru-

ments registered that he was 

moving farther south. Regard-

less of his speed, every hour he 

continued to lose ground and 

move farther away from the 

Pole.  Finally, he discovered 

the problem.  He had ventured 

onto an enormous iceberg that 

 

that was drifting south as he 

walking north.   

 There’s a moral to the story. 

There’s a world of difference 

between activity and progress.  

Some of us are crazy busy, but 

this busyness isn’t leading any-

where.  It’s possible to be 

active in church without mak-

ing any real progress toward 

becoming a disciple.   

 We’ve been working with 

TAG Consulting this past year 

to evaluate our ministry to pre-

pare for the future.  Let me lift 

two sentences from the TAG 

report: “While VPC has a clear 

understanding of itself as a 

disciple-making church, it is 

not perceived as a vision or 

direction. Rather, it is seen as 

an identity.”  It’s like a football 

team talking incessantly about 

developing good football play-

ers when people want to know 

how this team is going to win 

on the field.     

Most of us can identify our 

disciple-making mission, but 

we don’t know how to become 

fully devoted followers of 

Jesus.  How can we move from 

identity to mission and direc-

tion?   

You’ll be hearing this 

phrase a lot this fall―“Becom-

ing like Christ Together for the 

World.”   Our mission, pure nd 

simple, is becoming like Christ.   
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It’s dangerous 

to try to live 

the Christian 

life on our 

own.  

Paul writes in his letter to the 

Ephesians, “The gifts he gave 

were that some would be 

apostles, some prophets, some 

evangelists, some pastors and 

teachers to equip the saints for 

the work of ministry, for build-

ing up the body of Christ, until 

all of us come to the unity of 

the faith and to the knowledge 

of the Son of God, to maturity, 

to the measure of the full 

stature of Christ” (4:11-13).  He 

writes something similar in 

verse 15: “We must grow up in 

every way into him who is the 

head, into Christ.”   Our goal is 

spiritual maturity.  We aspire to 

grow into the full stature of 

Christ.  Our central ambition is 

to “grow up in every way into 

Christ.”   

 Now, to be clear, we’re not 

trying to live Jesus’ life.  His 

life has already wonderfully 

been lived.  Rather, we’re seek-

ing to learn from Jesus how to 

live our lives.  We are asking 

Jesus to help us live our lives. I 

like the way Soren Kierkegaard 

expresses it: “And now with 

your help, O Lord, I shall 

become myself.”    

 There will be times when 

having Jesus around will make 

us feel uncomfortable.  Some of 

the things we’ll learn from 

Jesus about our lives won’t be 

pretty.  He will reveal less 

flattering character flaws we 

would rather avoid.   

You might wonder how it is 

possible to enter into relation-

ship with someone who is 

separated from us by heaven 

and earth and thousands of 

years.  It isn’t possible unless 

this someone wants to enter 

into relationship with us. God 

comes to us in Jesus Christ for 

precisely this reason.  That’s 

why we talk so much about 

opening your life to Christ.     

 Our mission is to become 

like Christ together.  Paul 

writes in Ephesians, “The gifts 

he gave were that some would 

be apostles, some prophets, 

some evangelists, some pastors 

and teachers, to equip the saints 

for the work of ministry for the 

building up of the body of 

Christ” (4:12).  The operative 

phrase is “the body of Christ.”  

Paul likens us to a body made 

up of many parts, with Jesus 

Christ functioning as head of 

the body.  Just as the different 

parts of the body are meant to 

work together, so we serve 

together in the body of Christ.    

 It’s dangerous to try to live 

the Christian life on our own.  

We’re so prone to distortion 

when we go it alone.  We need 

other people to support us and 

hold us accountable. 

Paul warns us in this pass-

age about the danger of deceit 

in the body of Christ.  He 

speaks disparagingly of people 

who sow seeds of deceit by 

cunning craftiness.  Paul 

challenges us, in verse 15, to 

“speak the truth in love.”  God 

calls us to speak loving truth to 

each other in the body of 

Christ.   

 Our mission is to become 

like Christ together for the 

world.  “The gifts he gave were  



 

 

 

 

 

“…81 percent 

of Americans 

who identify 

themselves as 

Christians 

have no real 

plan for 

spiritual 

growth.”  
Barna Research 

Group 

that some would be apostles, 

some prophets, some evangel-

ists, some pastors and teachers, 

to equip the saints for the work 

of ministry.”  Our becoming 

like Christ together is for the 

work of ministry.  We do not 

become like Christ together 

merely for our own sake.  We 

become like Christ together for 

the sake of others.  Who does 

God want you to reach in your 

sphere of influence?       

 The Barna Research Group 

specializes in studying Ameri-

can religion.  According to their 

research, 81 percent of Ameri-

cans who identify themselves 

as Christians have no real plan 

for spiritual growth. We may be 

participating in church activi-

ties but aren’t making progress 

toward becoming fully devoted 

followers of Jesus.   

This past summer, we 

shared with you five advancing 

goals and two sustaining goals 

for our consideration. Let me 

take you back to our first goal: 

“To help people become more 

like Christ for the sake of 

others by engaging them in the 

process of spiritual transform-

ation through personal spiritual 

disciplines, worship, growth 

groups and service.”  We want 

everyone to know where they 

are on the journey and imple-

ment a concrete personal plan 

for spiritual growth.     

You’re familiar with maps 

that identify your location with 

the words, “You are here.”  We 

want you to be able to identify 

where you are in your spiritual 

life.   We’ll never make 

progress toward the goal unless 

we know two things: where we 

are on the journey and where 

we want to go.   

Allow me to explain using a 

simple chart.  Some of you are 

new to church.  You don’t 

know where you stand with 

Jesus, but you are open to 

“Exploring Christ.”  We want 

to help you explore Christ. We 

have designed specific courses 

in this church with you in mind.   

Some of you have already 

made decisions to follow 

Christ.  You are ready and 

willing to grow in Christ, but 

you may not know what to do 

next.  We have put together 

several classes to help you 

grow in Christ.   

Others of you have been 

around awhile.  You decided 

long ago to follow Christ.  You 

aspire to be “Close to Christ” 

and “Christ-Centered.”  The 

programs listed are intended to 

fit your spiritual life stage.   

 Church programs are great, 

but let me issue a word of 

caution: programs alone won’t 

get it done.  Willow Creek, a 

mega-church in suburban 

Chicago that attracts 20,000 

weekly worshippers, conducted 

a major study a few years ago 

to evaluate their ministry.  This 

congregation scored high in 

their ability to introduce people 

to Christ and help new believ-

ers grow in faith.  But they 

scored low in helping seasoned 

Christians grow closer to 

Christ.  One fourth of those 

who identified themselves as 

“Close to Christ” or “Christ- 



 

 

 

 

 

Messy people 

are precisely 

the people 

Jesus comes 

to save.   

centered,” described themselves 

as stagnant and dissatisfied 

with church.  Willow Creek 

found that those who were 

stagnant and dissatisfied were 

not “self-feeders.”  They were 

not taking appropriate respon-

sibility for their spiritual lives.  

They had become overly 

dependent on church programs.  

Willow Creek found that 

spiritual growth does not 

happen through church pro-

grams.  It occurs most often 

through the time-tested prac-

tices of prayer, Scripture read-

ing and relationships.   

 I’m inviting you to incorpor-

ate prayer into your life this 

fall.  Center your day in prayer.  

Pray alone.  Pray with other 

people.  Pray when you are 

driving to work.  Talk to God 

when you walk in the park.  

Write your prayers in journal 

form.  Pray a Psalm each day.  

Pray when you are jogging or 

standing in line. Pray for some-

one you don’t like.    

 Decide once and for all this 

fall to read this book.  Meditate 

on a chapter of the Bible each 

day.  Access the Bible on your 

smart phone.  Listen to the 

Bible on CD.  Join a Bible 

study.  Use our devotional 

guide to help you.    

Pay close attention to your 

personality preference as you 

think about these practices.  If 

you are extrovert, you’ll want 

to seek out spiritual growth  

opportunities that involve other  

 

 

people.  If you’re an introvert, 

you’ll want to build silence and 

solitude into your routine.      

  Finally, in the area of rela-

tionships, seek out spiritual 

friends.  Facebook friends don’t 

cut it; I’m talking about friends 

of the heart.   Do you have a 

friend in your life that can 

connect you to God?  Seek out 

a trusted friend with whom you 

can share a struggle or 

reoccurring temptation that 

often traps you.    

 One of the ways we foster 

relationships is by committing 

ourselves to worship.  Our 

theme later this fall will be 

“Life is Messy.” Family 

dynamics are messy.  Broken 

relationships are messy.  Office 

politics are messy.  Anyone 

who tells you otherwise is a 

liar!   

We’re devoting 12 Sundays 

to an Old Testament character 

named Jacob.  Jacob makes a 

mess of his life.  He hustles the 

family birthright and blessing 

from his brother, tries to outwit 

his father-in-law and even 

wrestles an angel to get what he 

wants.  Yet God prevails.  God 

turns the mess in Jacob’s life 

into something redemptive.  

Jacob’s messes (and ours) don’t 

disqualify us from the life God 

intends for us.  We don’t have 

to have it all together when we 

come to church.  Messy people 

are precisely the people Jesus 

comes to save.   

 
 


