11.23.25 ~ Pentecost 24

“Discipling Others to Grow the Church”
The United Baptist Church, Annandale, VA

Isaiah 35:1-6 MV
! The desert and the parched land will be glad;
the wilderness will rejoice and blossom.
Like the crocus, ? it will burst into bloom;
it will rejoice greatly and shout for joy.
The glory of Lebanon will be given to it,
the splendor of Carmel and Sharon;
they will see the glory of the Lord,
the splendor of our God.
3 Strengthen the feeble hands,
steady the knees that give way;
4 say to those with fearful hearts,
“Be strong, do not fear;
your God will come,
he will come with vengeance;
with divine retribution
he will come to save you.”
> Then will the eyes of the blind be opened
and the ears of the deaf unstopped.
6 Then will the lame leap like a deer,
and the mute tongue shout for joy.
Water will gush forth in the wilderness
and streams in the desert.
Leader: These Are God’s Words of Promise.
People: Thanks be to God!

Matthew 28:16-20 5V
16 Now the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to the mountain to which Jesus had
directed them. '7 And when they saw him they worshiped him, but some
doubted. '® And Jesus came and said to them, “All authority in heaven and on earth
has been given to me. ' Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing
them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 2 teaching
them to observe all that | have commanded you. And behold, I am with you always,
to the end of the age.”

Leader: These Are Jesus’ Words of Mission.

All: Thanks be to God!

Please pray with me:

Faithful God, we thank you for bringing us together again for worship today. We
feel your presence and guidance in the Scriptures, music, and prayers of your
people. As we have been praying and recalling your vision and results of spiritual



growth and flourishing, we invite you to embolden us to collaborate with you and
trust you for numerical growth as well. Give us a desire to welcome new people to
experience salvation, abundant blessings, and eternal life. Lord, help us to invite
others who don’t yet know you or used to attend; help us to pray daily alone and
together seeking divine spiritual and numerical growth. May you speak through this
message and messenger to focus our minds and hearts. In Jesus’ name we pray,
Amen.

Before we jump into the Isaiah millennial prophecy of the
Messiah’s return, the future impact of evangelism, Jesus’ charge to his
disciples or future disciples, we should reflect on our own blessings and
joys of this whole year, since it is Thanksgiving this coming Thursday.
Let us give thanks to God for his presence and direction in our lives so far
in 2025.

At this Thursday’s meal, like our breakfast discussion yesterday,
you, your family, and friends may go around the table to share your
gratitude, so I’ll give you some questions to ponder to get you prepared
for that traditional exercise. Please pull out the salmon Thanksgiving
picture insert, jot down your answers, and place it folded into the offering
plate as you leave or bring it up to the altar table during the postlude.
These questions were asked of the clergy participating in the ACCA
Community Thanksgiving service and were woven together into a liturgy
as we each spoke aloud our answers. Some things we thanked God for
yesterday were family, friends, good neighbors, our sturdy health, or
appropriate treatments for health challenges this year, supportive prayers
of the congregation, and resources well beyond expectation or budget to
help fill community members’ needs. You have my permission to think of

your own blessings and to write them down during my sermon!
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We also give thanks in faith and in advance for the future growth of
this congregation, as God directs and intervenes to restore our numbers.
We have been praying, hoping, and trusting God to help us grow in
numbers like we have grown in our spiritual understanding and member
engagement these several years. Perhaps it is the first time we have
specifically asked for this, so we must be patient and obedient to God’s
timing; or you still may doubt that this community could support such
growth, so you may have some confession and re-alignment of your heart
to do. Frustration and flash prayers are not consistent obedience. We must
continue this prayer effort as a community and individuals without a
deadline or a program. Prayer for numerical growth of this church will
slowly change your heart and open it to those who need what our
congregation can give—uvital hospitality, fellowship, caring, and love.

We are also good at discipling others. Think about your years of
teaching Bible stories, studying God’s word, sharing your testimonies,
serving various missions, and compassionately ministering to others.
Don’t you want to pass that wisdom on to the next generation? We must
be actively seeking those who need us, like the girl scout troupe that
helped yesterday at the New United Gospel Food Mission! It was a joy
working next to these young ladies! They learned about the joys and
frustrations of helping others by our adult example and instruction.
Growth begins with our mindset and continues as God provides people to
join us in his Kingdom work! This last Sunday before Advent encourages
us in faith what we cannot yet see and reminds us of Jesus’ instructions
about his and our mission—to tell all the nations about our Messiah,
baptizing and teaching them in the name of Jesus! This 1s the Great
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Commission! And as his disciples, we have been given divine authority to
do so!

In our first passage, Isaiah chapter 35, the prophet taught that God
would regather Israel, Abraham’s descendants, and establish his Kingdom
on earth. He promises on behalf of God that parched areas will be
quenched and deserts will re-bloom and become fruitful. People will see
God’s glory in that growth and beauty. Isaiah encouraged the people to
live within their covenant and by God’s instructions. They will eventually
believe when they see evidence on the land and through the miracles he
will perform! This will be the same for us and our church; if we keep our
faith in God’s vision strong and deeply in our prayers, we will see us
grow and be restored. The prophets of God do not lie! Why can’t we
believe? Because we know we can disobey or fail; if we doubt his
provision for growth in this church, it is because we doubt ourselves, and
perhaps we doubt him a little bit. Ouch! I should have called out this lack
of confidence much sooner, but it has taken time to prepare ourselves to
receive his miracles of growth and influence for our community and
larger region.

Although we are now more prepared to receive guests in our church
home, we must continue to pray for strength, direction, loving words and
actions, selfless attitudes, more compassion, and more commitment that
only God can provide in our lives. We cannot lose hope and must take the
actions we can take to tell our story and tell Christ’s story. The Kingdom
will eventually come; we must disciple ourselves first and then others

before that day of his return. Don’t you feel an urgency?
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The Matthew passage comes from one of Jesus’ post-resurrection
appearances; he attempts to conquer their doubts not about the
resurrection but about seeing him in person after they saw him crucified!
I chose the Great Commission verses for their discipling instruction and
power; however, after studying them beside the church calendar, I realize
it 1s fitting to place this reminder before Advent or any celebration of
Jesus’ birth again this year. One would think birth comes before
resurrection, and physically it does. BUT, after Christmas we will go into
our new theme of Roots and Branches, so it is appropriate to set the tone
not of an ending, but of new beginnings.

Ontologically, Christ’s resurrection, appearances, and instruction to
the disciples are also in preparation for the Advent of Jesus, the Savior
who will come before us in human form. He reminds them he will be with
them forever. This is an eternal message. So, as we move forward in
chronological time, let us move forward in Kairos time, pondering
Christ’s mandate to share our faith and his teachings with others, growing
in spirit and in number, welcoming the Holy Spirit as our Advocate, and
baptizing those who surrender to his love, mercy, and forgiveness. Christ
reminds his disciples that he has all authority from God and through him,
they have all authority to speak his truth. So do you, so do we. That is
how we grow a church by living authentically into our faith and sharing it
with others through invitation, fellowship, and teaching. But first through
prayer! “You shall be my witnesses in Jerusalem, all Judea, Samaria, and to the
ends of the earth.” This week as we pray at noon, may we ask for more

confidence to disciple and grow, becoming that beacon of hope in this
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region and neighborhood. “I will build you and plant you; you shall take root
again, and be the new foundation . . .” Amen? Amen! ||

Pray with me now: Creator God, we pray for ourselves again today;

give us consistency in our daily noon prayer, listening for your guidance
as we ask for church growth. Create in us a boldness to share your
blessings with others, as we invite strangers in and serve others beyond
our walls. Fill this sanctuary with those seeking you and your presence in
their lives. Fill us with your sweet, sweet spirit that draws others to you.
We thank you for all you provide, even that we cannot yet see. In the

name of Jesus, we pray, Amen.
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