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“Challenged To Grow”
Matthew 5:17-20 and John 21:15-22

“Our vision is to be a congregation challenging one another to learn and grow in Christian 

discipleship.” 

I was excited. Maybe a little naive.  Maybe a little idealistic, but definitely excited.  A 

little over nine years ago, I was planning to lead my first ever youth mission trip.  I presented 

three possible trips to my new youth group.  Option 1 was Mountain T.O.P. – a week in the 

Tennessee mountains building wheelchair ramps, painting porches, sharing life with 

impoverished rural families. Option 2 was Appalachian Service Project, a similar ministry with 

more heavy-duty home repair in the mountains of Virginia, West Virginia, Kentucky, or 

Tennessee.  And finally, Option 3 was the big trip – a trip to Honduras, to visit and work in a 

whole different world.  

Any of these trips had great potential.  A good mission trip can change lives ... helping 

people get a much broader understanding of life, of community, of what kind of problems other 

people experience.  And so I was excited.  It was time for the youth to vote.  Which one of these 

great, life-changing trips would they choose?  Immediately, a hand shot up in the back ... a young 

man who was one of the key leaders.  Whatever he said, most of the youth would follow.  He 

cleared his throat, and then said:  “Um, are there any other options?”  “Like what?,” I asked him, 

a little bewildered.  “Well, um, like last year we went to the beach.”

 One of the constant challenges in youth ministry is the balance between entertainment 
and edification, between having fun and growing in faith.  Having fun is certainly an important 
part of youth ministry.  One of my favorite books on Sunday School is called: “It’s a Sin to bore 
a child.”  Jesus ate, drank, and partied with people.  He enjoyed life.  Learning can and should be 
fun.  Several purchases we have made during the last year have attempted to raise the quality of 
our education programs: a colorful felt board for telling stories from the Bible; musical 
instruments for children to use; hands on craft activities in the 3-D program.  But churches 
sometimes get so caught up in their props they forget they have a story to tell.  A summer trip can 
be a life changing experience or just another vacation.  The challenge in youth ministry is finding 
the balance between having fun and growing in faith.



What’s easy to see about youth ministry, the need for growing in faith, is sometimes lost 

in the rest of the church.  God gives us so many chances to grow in faith, so many windows 

opening to the divine spirit, so many opportunities to serve – but like the youth, sometimes we 

would just rather go to the beach. Churches can get so occupied with fellowship meals, softball 

teams, special events that we forget why we are here – to serve, to teach, to support each other as 

we grow closer to God.  You may have heard me talk about a book called: “The Vital Church,” 

saying that a church with inspiring worship, dedicated service, and warm fellowship will 

eventually lose it’s course if it doesn’t also have a fine education program, where people of all 

ages continue learning and growing in the faith. I had a conversation this week with a woman 

who hasn’t been going to church much recently.  She has a church, been a member for a long 

time, but she has kind of lost interest.   She said she’s finally taking responsibility for her own 

spirituality, said she had been attending church and just going through the motions   Her church 

had failed to challenge her, push her, encourage her questions. It’s fine and fun to do 

entertainment: golf tournaments, egg hunts, Superbowl parties ... but that’s not what church is 

about.  That’s not what THIS church wants to be about.  “Our vision is to be a congregation 

challenging one another to learn and grow in Christian discipleship.” 

Jesus came challenging people, challenging people to grow.  He challenged sinners.  He 

challenged Zaccheus the tax collector to treat people fairly, to pay back those he cheated.  He 

challenged the woman caught in adultery to “go and sin no more.”  But Jesus also challenged 

those people who didn’t think they were sinners – people who were religious, people who were 

his followers.  The Pharisees were the most righteous of people, yet Jesus said to his followers:  

“Truly I tell you, unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will 

never enter the kingdom of heaven.”  Following that statement Jesus gave 6 examples 

challenging his disciples to greater righteousness: “You have heard it said that ‘You shall not 

commit adultery.’  But I say to you that everyone who looks at a woman with lust has already 

committed adultery with her in his heart.”   “You have heard it said that ‘You shall not murder.’  

But I say to you that if you are angry with a brother or sister you will be liable to judgment.”  

Jesus upped the ante, challenging us to keep growing, growing in righteousness, growing closer 

to God.



By all accounts, Simon Peter was one of Jesus’ closest disciples.  Not necessarily the 

smartest, but one of the closest.  You might remember the time when Jesus first told his disciples 

he was going to Jerusalem and going to be killed.  Peter said: “No Jesus, don’t do it.  Go to the 

beach instead.”  Jesus said: “Get behind me Satan.”  Peter loved Jesus, and in spite of the triple 

denial Peter had always done his best to follow Jesus.  You might think of Peter as one of your 

very most dedicated, faithful members of the church.  Yet the scripture reading today tells the 

story of Jesus calling Peter aside and challenging him to grow a little more.  “Simon son of John, 

do you love me?”  “Then feed my lambs.”  And a second time.  And a third time.  By the third 

time, Peter’s feelings were hurt.  John tells us: “Peter felt hurt because Jesus said to him the third 

time: ‘Do you love me?’” I imagine there are some of us here in this room whose feelings would 

be hurt if Jesus came to us and asked: “Jay, do you love me?”  “Pat, do you love me?”  “Grace, 

do you love me?”  “Well, yes Lord, you know I love you.  Can’t you tell?”  There’s always room 

for growth.

Several of you have asked so I might as well tell everyone, “NO, I haven’t seen Mel 

Gibson’s movie yet.”  I’m looking forward to it -- I’ll be glad to discuss it once I’ve seen it.  I’m 

kind of hoping someone organizes a church trip to go see it.  But please don’t ask my opinion 

today, because I have this idea that you should really see a movie before you express your 

opinion about it.  Like many of you, though, I’ve read a lot about it, all kinds of opinions.  

Several lifelong churchgoers have said they had never felt more aware of their sin, of their latent 

hatred, self-centered-ness, temptation to violence.  That’s growth.  I read one person complaining 

that people were sobbing ... people who haven’t shed a tear over the deaths of people in Iraq or 

Haiti or the James Cayce Homes.  There is some truth in that.  I totally understand people 

sobbing when they see Jesus suffering, but it’s also true that we should cry about many things 

going on in our world.  One of the oldest definitions of Christian spirituality is to have your heart 

broken by the things that break the heart of God.  The anthem presented just such a challenge to 

grow: “Thou O Christ, who came to kindle, now ignite us with Thy fire... Overcome our sinful 

calmness, make us know our share of blame. ... Shame the smallness of our vision .... By thy 

sharpened word disturb us, from complacency release.  Save us from being satisfied when we are 

free yet are undisturbed by our brother’s misery.”  That’s no trip to the beach.



“Our vision is to be a congregation challenging one another to learn and grow in 

Christian discipleship.” It is my prayer that we find ways to challenge each other to truly grow ... 

to grow in our giving, to grow in our serving, to grow in our commitment and faith.  May our 

hearts be broken by the things that break the heart of God.  And may we truly become the body 

of Christ, bringing healing and hope to a hurting world. 

 Amen.


