When it comes to inclusion, 

or opening the circle to others in friendship, 


we don't have to look any further than our Lord and Savior.  

Jesus has 14 unique invitations in the gospels with “Follow me.”  


7 in Matthew, 


Mark copies 4 of Matthew's, 


Luke has a unique invitation in saying good bye to family and six repeats, 


and John has 6 more fresh invitations to follow him.  

There is no one who is not invited to follow Jesus.  


Other things may prevent them 



like not wanting to sell their possessions 



or wanting to bury their dead, 



or having to take up a cross, 


but the invitation is always open for everyone to be part of Jesus' circle.

As we move into the story of Acts, 


we see the Holy Spirit acting in ways 



that reaffirm this wideness to God's mercy and redemption.  

On the day of Pentecost, 


speaking in the tongues of all the nations, 

Peter discovering that no animal is any longer unclean, 

Paul proclaiming that there is no longer Greek or Jew.  


This theme runs throughout the New Testament, 



that there is no longer a “chosen nation” of the earth, 



but a chosen people who follow Jesus.

How did we make this jump?  

In Jesus' day, 


the notion that Israel was the chosen nation 



was as strong as it is today?  

When we look at the texts that tell of Israel's chosen ness, 


it is worth noting their status at the time.  



They were weak and powerless.  

The promises to Abraham were of a great nation 


when one child took a miracle of God to bring about.  

The promises to the Israelites and David 


all started as conditional promises.  



If you follow my commandments, 




keep my laws, 




keep the Torah, 



then I will make you into a great nation.  

Like my children often do, 


the Israelites ignored 


or skipped over the conditional statement 



and took the blessing as a given.  

God continually reminds them of what they were supposed to do 


and sends them to Exile 


or brings challenges



to get them back to following the law.  

But what they were supposed to be following 


was how to be God's people, 



so that everyone else would want to be God's people.  
That was often lost in the call to be God's people.

No greater example than in Nehemiah 13:1-3.  

The people hear the word of God read for the first time 


after returning from Exile. 

“On that day the Book of Moses was read aloud in the hearing of the people 


and there it was found written 



that no Ammonite or Moabite 




should ever be admitted into the assembly of God, 


2 because they had not met the Israelites with food and water 




but had hired Balaam to call a curse down on them. 



(Our God, however, 




turned the curse into a blessing.) 

3 When the people heard this law, 



they excluded from Israel all who were of foreign descent.”  

In this moment, 


people have forgotten how God originally called them.  

It was not because of the nation they came from, 


it is because their father Abraham trusted God.  


Moses followed God.  


David sought Yahweh's heart.  



Passports did not matter, 



hearts mattered.  


Israel was to be a nation that turned those hearts to God.  

In Revelation 18 we hear that Babylon, 


the city that led the people away from God 



will be no more.  

But anything that is leading people toward God is welcomed.  
Jesus made this clear when John asked in Luke 9:49, 


“Master,



we saw someone driving out demons in your name 



and we tried to stop him, 




because he is not one of us.”  

Jesus answered, 


“Do not stop him, 



for whoever is not against you 




is for you.”

Israel did what we often try to do with our friendships.  


They tried to become exclusive 


rather than inclusive.  

As they did this, 


they lost their purpose 


and ruined what they had.  

The same happens with our friendships and churches.  


When we try to keep who are our friends 



to only a select few, 


we are missing out on the whole benefit of having friends.  

Friends introduce us to new ideas, 


skills, 


cultures, 


habits, 




and most importantly people.  

My parents had a couple of friends 


who we collectively were known as the Babskyvilles.  



For the Babcock's, 



Bratsky's, 



and Mandeville's.  

While the core was there for Christmas Eve, 


New Year's, 


and camping trips in the summer.  

There were always new people showing up to the events. 


This brought new foods, 


new games, 


and new faces to the gatherings each year.  

They are a close knit group, but the group is always open to new comers.  


This group of friends has been gathering for close to 50 years now, 



with a couple hundred different people 




joining the core of 13 through the decades.

We have seen this play out in our worship this summer.  


In bringing Jeff Wildrik in this spring, 



we took our technology in a new way.  


Having Jo play the piano 



added a new element to our worship while she was here.  


Keith and Barb did something similar in seasons past.  


Amy and Steve Waisura have brought their children to Sunday School.  
New friends actually strengthen old friendships.

This is not what the world would tell you, 


because it runs on a different economy than God's kingdom.  

It would tell you, 


once you find a good thing, 



exclusive-vise  it 



and keep it to yourself.  

We will figure out how to be God's people 


while everyone else goes to hell 



is the thinking of some of God's church's.  


We are God's chosen, 



we will tell others about it, 



but from a place of superiority 




rather than walking side by side.  

Have you noticed that does not work in the United States or Canada?

If I were to tell you that tomorrow, 


we are going to meet up 


and evangelize Skagway, 



what picture comes into your mind?  

I am no psychic, 


but most of you have a picture of someone on a street corner.  


The rest of you have yourself knocking on doors 



and handing out tracts.  

Due to the place where our collective thinking is in America, 


we are no longer looking for truths.  


We are looking for how we feel.  

So both ways we imagine Evangelizing 


are going to be ineffective to most Americans.  
If we were going to meet tomorrow

to effectively Evangelize Skagway tomorrow, 


it would best be done 



by inviting people over to watch Monday Night Football, 




being great hosts, 




listening for places you can help 





or ask for help 




and over time, 





becoming someone's friend.  

Our culture today 


needs people to feel Jesus' love 


before they can understand Jesus' love.  

There is no better way to show that 


than through being their friends.  

In seeing the way you love and care for their family, 


in time they may ask, 



“Why do you do what you do?”

We had a great interaction with some friends one day this summer.  


That night, 



as part of our routine, 




the girls both named our interaction with them





as one of the things they were thankful to God for.  


I shared with the parents the next morning 



that we shared each night what we are thankful for 




and their family came up from both our girls.  

They heard the compliment, 


but they also heard a way that they could be healthier as a family 



and made plans to tell what they were thankful for each day.  


I don't think they were ready to give credit to God yet, 



but in time, 




that seed may spring up.  



They are moving in a good direction.

We know there are tons of people in the world, 


even in Skagway it is hard to know everyone 



because it is in flux.  

So don't hear me say you have to be friends with everyone.  

Hear me say 


you have to be open to being friends with everyone.  
We will get into time and geography in the coming weeks, 


but the reality is 



that you can't invite everyone to everything, 



have time to dive deep with everyone.  

But to have the gates locked 


and only allow those who already have the key into your life



will lead to death in time.  

Instead, 


we need to approach our friends 



knowing that our relationships are not exclusive.  

Anyone that they are engaging with 


can also enrich our lives.  

Hanging out with new people 


brings out different sides of people 



that we are not able to unlock.  

I know when we travel back to Montana and Washington for Thanksgiving, 


the girls will get to hear stories 



that we would not tell them ourselves.  


That is what friends do.  



They bring out new sides of us.

That is what the friendship in the Kingdom of God intends to do.  


It will bring out parts of us 



that others have no clue about.  


It will develop interests 



that we did not know we had.  


We will hear sides of stories 



we were unaware of 



and hear ways to address our brokenness




 that we would never have thought of.  

All because we were not threatened by new people, 


but instead welcomed them into our circles with open arms.  

Helping all of us to heed the call of Jesus 


and “Follow him,” into an ever growing circle of friends. 
