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We Grow Better Together

Good morning again! This is the third week in our 40 Days campaign. In case you are wondering (if you haven’t been here before) what’s wrong with my arm, I broke it playing softball. My mind said I could and my body said I couldn’t; that’s the dilemma of aging. I am still learning what I can and cannot do at age 44. I hope it doesn’t distract you too much. 
We are doing the DISCIPLES Bible Study series right now and during our study of the book of Acts we came across this statement about the church, repeatedly, that has caught my eye. If you want you can follow the sermon through the use of the outline that is in your bulletin. If not, if you prefer to listen, that’s fine as well. But the verses were these, just a sample of them and they repeat the same phrase. Acts 9 says, “The churches then had peace throughout Judea, Galilee and Samaria and it grew in strength and in numbers.  The same thing is said in Acts 16. In the passage the writer describes the church this way (And this is a general characterization of the church), “So the churches were strengthened” (and how were they strengthened?) 
…. “in their faith and grew daily in numbers.”

 What these verses say to me is, God has two goals for the church. Two focuses or two ends. The end result of the church’s ministry is it should grow and in two ways: in faith and in numbers. The Church, a healthy church needs to have a twin focus: to build the faith of those within the church and to bring the faith to those who are outside the church. We are to focus on the membership and the community. We are to care for those within the church and reach out to those who are yet to become members. Said another way, we need to be involved in spiritual growth/discipleship and outreach/evangelism. God wants us to build up the faith of those who already believe and bring them to maturity and share the good news with those who do not know him in order to bring to faith. Spiritual growth and numerical growth both need our attention.

Now does that sound familiar at all? That’s exactly what we have been focusing on and trying to do through 40 Days of Community? 40 Days of Community seeks to deepen the love within the church and extend that love outside the church. In the first week we talked about reaching out as a congregation and extending that love to others. If you have participated in an outreach, I would love to hear your story and see what God did through you. 
Last week the young people talked about how we can build stronger relationships within the church. That is focusing on building the faith within the church. Today I want to continue to strengthen that area of our ministry. Today I want to focus on building up the faith of the church. How? By teaching you what you can do to strengthen the faith of others. Again my experience is that I have experienced the greatest growth spiritually within the context of the local church, fellowship, or small group. I have grown a lot through my personal devotions:  bible study and prayer. But I have grown even more in worship by hearing the message, by being taught in Sunday school, and by studying the Bible with others in a small group setting. I have grown more when I grew with others than when I grew alone. We grow better together. Has that been your experience?

Let me qualify the statement, “We grow better together.” We do grow better together if we do certain things. This is what I want to talk about today, how we can grow together. What are some of the things that we can do to encourage each other to grow? These things apply in any relationship you have. They apply to marriage. If you do these things you can help your marriage to grow, your children to grow, your boyfriend to grow, your girlfriend to grow, your co-workers to grow. Any relationship you have, this applies. 
But before we get going let’s ask the Lord’s blessing on today and then we will get started. 

Heavenly Father, teach us again as a people. Lord, build the faith of your people and do that through 
your Word and through your Spirit as we break it open together. Lord, give us hearts that desire to 
know and to learn, to listen and to apply. Help us not to be hearers only but also doers. We pray this 
in Christ name. Amen.      
Well what are some of those things we can do to help each other grow? Well the first thing we can do is we can help each other grow by affirming each other’s worth. It’s not a secret. All of us love to be affirmed. I experienced this recently at the last special session meeting. We were interviewing a candidate and the candidate surprised me, surprised the Session too, when the person asked, “So what do you like about your pastor?” He made them go around the room and share what they liked about me. Now I was very uncomfortable because I was afraid they might say, “Nothing!”  I don’t know if this is true about you, but I feel uncomfortable hearing good things about me. Why is that? That is kind of a strange thing. Why is it hard to hear good things about your self? Why do we grab on to the one negative someone said about us instead of the 9 positive statements? Why do we want everyone to like us and if they don’t we want to know why as though we have been unjustly judged?

It is a wonderful experience to be affirmed and if you have ever have the chance to experience, what I call, “Love therapy,” I’d encourage you to try it (We do this in our DISCIPLES class). I would love as a church to, if we had the time, to bring you up here one at a time and let everyone say what they appreciate about you. Wouldn’t that be powerful? That is one way we can affirm the worth of each other. That is simply by sharing words of appreciation. Scripture says, “Brothers and sisters, appreciate those who work hard among you, who lead you in the Lord and teach you.” Now it applies to everyone, those who serve, and it especially applies to those who teach you. 
The word, “appreciate” means, “raise in value.” Every time you say something kind about a person it raises their value. Now I chose this verse not because I am looking for a hand out, but because I know school is near the end. Have you expressed to your Sunday school teacher or to your teachers your appreciation for him/her. I know we are at the half way point in our Host Home.  I encourage you, if you are in a Host Home to express your appreciation to your host for opening their home to you. Parents this is a wonderful thing you can do as a family around the dinner table. Once a night, take the time and choose one person and have everyone around the dinner table tell the honoree that night what you appreciate about them. I would love it if every small group, the choir, every committee as part of the committee meeting to take some time, choose one person among your selves, and let everyone else in the room tell them what they appreciate about them. Do you think it would be hard to get people to be on committees if that had happened? What a wonderful experience that would be.
 A second way we can affirm each other’s worth is through acceptance. Scripture says, “Accept one another as Christ accepted you.” I had an elder who said, “You know, I am struggling…. I was invited to my nephew’s baby shower. If I go I feel as though I am condoning or approving what they are doing. They aren’t married! How can I celebrate the birth of a child they have had out of wedlock? It would send the message that I approve of what they are doing and I don’t! What do I do? What I said to the elder was this: “You are mistaking acceptance for approval. Acceptance does not mean you approve of what they did and are doing. A good case in point is this scripture passage. When you became a Christian, when you invited Christ into your heart and into your life he accepted you, but did you live at that moment a perfect life or were there some things in your life that God would not have approved of? Maybe even now, are there some things that you know that are in your life that God would not approve of? Yes or no. (Assumed response, “Yes”) Yet does God accept you? (Answer) Yes! Why does God accept you?  Because God knows that acceptance is the beginning of growth. You never grow through criticism do you? Do you grow through the criticism of others or the leer of others? No, you grow first through acceptance and once you feel accepted then people are able to love on you, teach you, counsel you and encourage you to grow. 
A good test to know whether or not you have accepted someone is: You stop insisting that they be just like you. 

A third way we can affirm each other’s worth is by showing attention. Scripture says, “Give attention to those who are in the family of believers.” (Galatians 6:10) A great principle God has put in the very fabric of life is this, everything you show attention to, everything you give time to, grows. Some of you who are avid gardeners know that when you give attention to your garden it grows! Most of the time, it grows. What happens when you ignore your garden? Weeds appear. If you pay attention to your lawn what happens? It begins to shape up and look pretty good. If you ignore your lawn what happens? Well, the same thing is true about children and about marriage and about your workplace. If you pay attention to those things you will do well in them. If you ignore them, weeds will appear. 
There is something powerful about playing catch, what is it? Or scheduling a date with your spouse, what is it? Playing catch… scheduling a date… When you focus on one person and pay attention to them what you are saying is, “you are so valuable to me. There is nothing I would rather be doing right now than spending time with you.” So I encourage you to pay attention to each other. It is incredibly affirming. What is not affirming is, and have you experienced this, when you are talking to someone they keep looking over your shoulder or looking at their watch. How does that feel when someone does not pay attention to you or they are reading the paper over the breakfast table. They are hearing you but they are not pay attention to you. Paying attention is very affirming.

The fourth way we can affirm each other is by sharing affection with one another. “Love one another with brotherly affection as members of one family.” Affection is where we give each other what I call an “atta boy.” You know, a pat on the back, a word of encouragement, a hug. 

This past week we said “See you later” to one of our members who was a hugger, Audrey Hughes. In fact she made it her task in life to teach all her pastors how to hug, and it was infectious. Hugging is infectious and when a whole church begins to hug each other there is something that happens. It’s infectious.  It is contagious. There is a sense of family or warmth that is built when a church is full of huggers. Now a lot of us are fearful of it because we are uncomfortable with it. We are uncomfortable for a lot of reasons. One is, we fear  a law suit (just kidding). But you never know in this weird world we live in today. But that is probably not true for us, probably more due to the hurt a lot of us have experienced. We’ve been told that we are “stupid” or “ugly” or “wouldn’t amount to much and you’ve internalized what others have said about you. You feel as though you don’t deserve a hug or love. Our fear of contact is rooted in lack of self-worth. 
For some of us it is an issue of sensitivity. I don’t hug a lot of younger women because I don’t want to offend their husbands. Sometime husbands find it offensive to touch their wife and I am sensitive to this. When I was younger I felt this way a bit. Sometimes people don’t hug each other because they are strangers. You love people you know. If you don’t know someone you can not love them and will not give demonstrations of love. Now we shouldn’t be strangers in the church. We are called to be family. So, here is what I want you to do, in honor of Audrey Hughes I want you to stand up right now.  I want you to give someone who is not your family a hug right now….. (Time passes and people are hugging all over the place) Alright I said just one hug! Isn’t that contagious? Isn’t that wonderful? 
Now there is another option the scripture gives us, another way to show out love for each other but I thought you guys would be uncomfortable with this one. I Corinthians 16 says, “Greet one another with a holy kiss!” I thought we should settle on a hug.
A second way we can help each other grow is by praying for each others growth. You know so often when we think of prayer we think of praying for other people’s health, for their healing, for the times when they are lonely. We pray for the financial needs.  We pray for relationships. We pray for emotional needs, like people won’t be discouraged. We pray for others to be encouraged and to have hope. But we never think about praying for each others growth, and yet, all through scripture it tells us to pray for each others growth. Let me read you some scriptures, “I pray you will be able to feel and understand how long, wide deep and how high Christ’s love really is and to experience this love for yourselves.” Do you know anyone who needs the experience of the Love of Christ? Pray for them. Pray that they will experience it. 
“I pray you will also be eager to do what is right” Every parent prays this before their young people go out. Lord, I pray that they will do the right thing, don’t we? You know that is a good thing to pray for. 
“I pray God, who gives hope, will fill you with much joy and peace while you trust him.” Do you know someone who is going through a difficult time? Be praying for their hope, their joy and their peace! We can’t live without hope. 
“I pray God would give you a spirit of wisdom and revelation.” Do you know someone who is facing a tough decision? Pray that God will give them wisdom and revelation. 
“I pray the Lord will guide you to be as loving as God and as patience as Christ.” Do you need to be as loving and as patient as Christ or do you know someone who does? Don’t look at your spouse! Do you know someone who needs to be as loving and as patience as Christ? Well pray that way. Pray for that. 
“I pray that God may strengthen you with power through his Holy Spirit.” Do you know a person who is struggling in their faith? Maybe experiencing doubt or needs a touch of God’s power? Pray for the Holy Spirit to strengthen them. 
Pray for people’s physical needs, their financial needs, and their relational needs, but also pray for people’s growth. The test of growth or the goal of growth is this:  (God wants this to happen in all of our lives) “May God develop maturity in you so that you get along with each other as well as Jesus gets along with us.” The goal of growth is maturity and the test of maturity is not head knowledge. It is not that to get a perfect attendance pin that says I have been in church for 14 years without missing. It is not being able to quote a bible verse for every need that a person has or every difficulty that they experience. Scripture says the test of maturity is this: Do you get along in your relationships—your relationship with God, your relationship with others. Do you? Do you get along with people?

You know as a married couple, we know this intuitively. We know that getting along is a sign of maturity.  When you were younger and early in your marriage what did you do a lot of? You did a lot of fighting. Why? Because you kept trying to get your own way. As you get older you realize, man, it is not worth it! You learn that unity is so much sweeter and you just learn to get along. That is maturity and it’s the sign of spiritual maturity. So pray, pray for each others growth and for the sign of that growth, harmony-people getting along with each other. 
The third way that we help each other grow is by admitting our own mistakes.  Isn’t it refreshing to hear someone being honest about their life? Instead of telling you all that is going right in their life, though that is nice to hear as well, they tell the real things. They tell you what is really going on. Aren’t you kind of tired of going to church and hearing the same old fake response to the greeting…”How are you?” What do people say? “Fine!”  Aren’t you tired of the “Christian smile.” Isn’t it nice when talking to someone about their kids or grandkids that they not tell you all the glowing reports of all the achievements their kids/grandkids have made but they also with you their concerns, their struggles and failures. Isn’t it nice to hear of other people struggling with their work, faith, marriage, parenting, etc. It is refreshing and it is inviting. Why? Because it helps you discover that you are not alone. You connect with people who share your struggles and think your thoughts. When we are honest with each other we discover areas of commonality. We discover people are just like us, imperfect and it opens the door to real fellowship and trustworthy advise giving. By admitting our mistakes we are better able to help each other and share the things we’ve discovered that works in the areas we struggle in. We don’t have to reinvent the wheel. If someone has gone through something we are currently going through they can teach us what worked for them. It may work for us as well.

 We call this, “confession” – telling God and others what is really going on. Scripture says, “Tell each other the truth because we all belong to each other.” Telling each other the truth is what confession is. Confession isn’t just telling the deep dark secrets of our lives. Confession is simply being honest with God and with each other. It’s sharing with others honestly. It’s telling people exactly what’s going on in our lives. When you hear people share their struggles as well as their joys, again, you want to get to know them. You want to be around them because you have felt the way they feel. You have thought what they think. There is commonality and there is real fellowship, which is one of the benefits of confession or admitting our faults. 
One of the benefits of admitting our mistakes is deeper fellowship. “If we live in the light then we have fellowship with one another.” Another benefit is emotional healing. “Admit your faults to one another and pray for each other so that you may be healed.” (James 5:16) You can get forgiveness, you know, simply by telling God what you did, said, or thought. There is a difference between forgiveness and emotional healing. I know a lot of Christian people who have received God’s forgiveness but do not feel forgiven. For some reason they are unable to let go of the feeling of guilt. They feel guilty and get hung up— they just can’t get past this sin. They still feel the emotional scars of the mistake in their life or they just can’t believe that God actually accepts them. Why? I think it’s because we haven’t taken this last step and that is to tell someone else what we have done. You can get forgiveness simply by telling God but you experience emotional healing by telling someone else and experiencing their acceptance. There is something liberating when you hear someone say to you, “You know what, God forgives you!” I think it is exactly why written into our very structure of worship is time for confession and why after every time of confession there is also an “Assurance of Pardon” said by a human being. You know that God forgives you. It’s in scripture. But do you know that people forgive you? Again, there is something about hearing someone say… Everyone hear this now, look at me….  “God forgives you!” “God forgives you.” There is something that unlocks healing in our lives when we hear and we experience the acceptance and forgiveness of others. 

If you are struggling with a particular sin in your life and can’t get past it I encourage you to find one person or two whom you can trust and share with that person the sin you are struggling with or the issue you can’t get past. Maybe you have developed level with someone in your small group. Go to that person talk with him/her. See if they would like to be accountability partners. We can’t do this alone. We can’t successfully live out the Christian faith on our own. We need each other to grow. We need to hold each other accountable. It is how we experience emotional healing.

Another benefit of admitting our mistakes is a fresh start. Anyone who refuses to admit his/her mistakes can never be successful but if he confesses and forsakes them he or she gets another chance. Isn’t this true? Again a good illustration is marriage. When you have blown it, how do you get a fresh start? How do you get forgiveness? How do you restore the relationship? By humbling yourself and admitting your mistakes. How hard is it to live with someone who never admits they are wrong? What does it do to a relationship? Well, it destroys relationships doesn’t it? But when you humble yourself and you admit you are wrong, you get a fresh start, both in your marriage and in your relationship with God. 

The fourth benefit is you experience God’s power to change. “When you bow down before the Lord and admit your dependence on him God will lift you up and give you honor.” One of the favorite verses of mine is “God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble.” We will experience the power of God to change and transform and deal with a certain situation when we finally get to the end of ourselves and say, “God, I give up! I can’t do it. I need you. I need your strength.” And when you do that, He gives you the power to change. 

The last thing that we can do to help each other grow is to encourage each others commitments. Romans 12:1:  “I want us to help each other with the faith we have. Your faith will help me and my faith will help you.” Now I find this happens very naturally in churches. In fact everyone’s experience who joins a Sunday school or a small group experiences this. When you join a Sunday school or small group, what happens? Well the mere fact that you are in a group forces you to do your reading. Why? You don’t want to be embarrassed in front of others. You want to be prepared so if called upon, you have something to share or add to the discussion. It forces you to study, something that you may not have done alone. Private devotions are important but what happens to them? If we do it by ourselves, what is the tendency? The tendency is to let it slide, to forget. First it is one day, then it’s two days, then it’s a month and pretty soon one day you wake up and it’s been a year. When you study in a small group you have people who you will hold you accountable. Studying with others encourages your commitment to read the Bible and pray—to grow in your faith. 

That’s why it is important to join a local church. Inherently, being part of a church encourages you to be faithful in worship. You can worship alone but because there is no one to hold us accountable it doesn’t happen. Plus who wants to sing solo? When you join a church and begin to attend and then miss a few weeks, what happens? Hopefully, people notice you are gone and when they notice you are gone they make a friendly phone call: “Hey how are you doing? Is there anything wrong?”

You’ll experience this if you join this church because we love you. We are family. If one of our family members are missing we give them a call just to see how you are doing. It is not because we are being Big Brother. We don’t do it to guilt people into worship. We do it because we are being family. A lot of people have this misunderstanding of the church or this view of the church, that it is some kind of loose association. It is like a restaurant. I will go whenever I am of hungry. I’ll order what I want. If I don’t like the service maybe I won’t go back as often or not at all. I go to church to see what I can get out of it, instead of what I can give to it. That’s not what the church is or what the church is about!  And if you view church that way you will never get anything out of it. You will never grow! But if you see church as a family, a family who connects and holds each other accountable in our lives, you will grow, and exponentially so.
Now all of us are prone to wander and we need a group of people who say: “Hey hang in there! Keep coming! We love you. That’s how we grow. We do grow better together. 
Let’s pray, Lord, teach us. Teach us to become a church of people who affirm each other, who prays for each other’s growth, who is transparent enough to be real with each other, admitting our faults, who encourages each other to growth, who holds each other accountable, and  encourages each other to hang in there. We are all prone to wander. We need others to remind us what’s most is important in our lives. So instill in us these qualities, qualities that provide a healthy atmosphere for growth. We pray this in Christ’s name. Amen.       
