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     Epiphany 4
Four habits of highly effective Christians:
4) gathering
Introduction

It’s a bird.

It’s a plane.

No, it’s ___________ (Superman).

It’s a building – sometimes very ornate, sometimes very ordinary.
It’s a club – where good friends meet for a good time.

It’s a school – where children are sent to learn traditional values.
It’s a food shelf – where the needy get a handout.

It’s a business – where cost is minimized and customer satisfaction is emphasized.

No, it’s the __________ (church).

It’s the church in these United States of America…


at least, the church as many people – many of us? – see it.

But how does God see the church?
Does he see an architectural form?

…a social institution?

…a commercial corporation?

What do you think?

When God looks at the church, he sees people.
He calls these people his children…


and tells them to call him “Daddy”.

From the beginning, God designed us to live with him…and others.

That’s why he placed us in a human family.

But when sin came, that family went.

Today our human family – no matter how wonderful – is only temporary;


one day it will be terminated…

terminated by desertion, divorce or death.

I, in fact, am experiencing such family disintegration right now.
As my father’s health declines rapidly,


my siblings and I – slowly but sadly – are dismantling the family home.

Perhaps that explains why God created another family for us –

a family in which bonds are strong…

where relationships are permanent.
That pastor named Paul tells us:

 (God’s) unchanging plan has always been to adopt us into his family. 
[Ephesians 1:5 NLT]
It may unsettle a few of us to discover 
that most of us here in church today will spend eternity together.

But that is God’s plan.
Only his family lasts forever.

Most of us, I said, will spend eternity together –

but not necessarily all of us.

To think that everyone is a child of God is an American dream;

it is not a reality that God reveals.
Even though God longs to adopt all,


the response to his invitation is limited.

Only those who discover that life outside God’s family is hell…


only those who flee to the Father seeking forgiveness…



only those who find that forgiveness at the cross of the Father’s Son…




in other words, only those who make the “big turn”





-- only those who turn from sin to trust in a Savior --






only those people become members of God’s family.

God himself tells us:


You are children of God through faith in Christ Jesus [Galatians 3:26 NLT]
God’s son Jesus is even more specific:

Anyone who does the will of my Father in heaven 



-- that is, anyone who believes in me --




is my brother and sister. [Matthew 12:50 NLT]
No one – not even an American – is born into God’s family.
Every one has to be “born again” to become a child of God.

And when we experience that “second birth”,


we enter God’s family as a baby…

no matter how old we may look to others.

God, of course, loves babies,


but – like any devoted Father – loves to see his babies grow.

Throughout this month, we’ve been exploring behavior patterns…


healthy habits that help God’s babies grow.

We’ve discovered that there are four.

Like Steven Covey’s “seven habits of highly effective people”,

there are some that we can do by ourselves.

We can, for example, pray by ourselves.

There also are some for which we need other people.

The fourth and final habit of highly effective Christians is such a behavior pattern.

It’s the habit of gathering…


gathering together as God’s family. 

“Let us not give up the habit of meeting together”, says God.


“Instead let us encourage one another.” [Hebrews 10:25 TEV]
This morning, we’ll look briefly at how the family gathers.
We’ll spend more time, though, examining why we need these family gatherings.

Gathering

1) How the family gathers

How does the family get together?
From the beginning, God’s family has gathered in two different venues.

Listen to what a historian named Luke writes of God’s people 2000 years ago:
Every day they were in the Temple and homes, teaching and preaching…not letting up. [Acts 5:42 MSG]
In the Temple and homes…

at the church and in houses –



that’s where God’s family gathers.

Please note that these two gatherings are very different.

The family festival
When the family gathers at a church on the weekend, many people come.
That is good.

We could call this large gathering a “family festival”.

What’s the focus of this festival?

Surprisingly, it’s not the family…

it’s the family’s father.

We meet together at church to worship the Father.

As a pastor, I occasionally hear comments such as these:


“I really got a lot out of worship today.”


“I didn’t get anything out of the service this morning.”

Hello!

Worship isn’t for our benefit, is it?


It’s for God’s.

We don’t worship to please ourselves, do we?

We worship to please God.

Long ago a poet said,

“The Lord is pleased only with those who worship him.” [Psalm 147:11 CEV]
When you and I gather at the church on a weekend,

we come to honor our Father.

As a result, some of our individual needs may not be met.
And that is why God’s people – from the beginning – have also met in homes.

The holy huddle
When members of God’s family gather in a home 

-- or restaurant…or small room at the church – during the week,


few people come.

We could call this small group a “holy huddle”.
“Holy huddles” are also good.
For in such huddles, the focus is on the family.
In such small groups, members of the family can share their needs…
meet each other’s needs.

In the New Testament, God tells us – more than 50 times – 

what his children are to do for each other.

He tells us that we are to

confess to one another [James 5:16]


forgive one another [Colossians 3:13]



instruct one another [Romans 15:14]




serve one another [Galatians 5:13]





bear one another’s burdens [Galatians 6:2].
All of that is best done in the intimacy of a “holy huddle”…


with a few brothers and sisters in the family of God.

Does this help you understand 

why a church like ours needs to get larger and smaller at the same time?
As more people gather to worship our Father at church on the weekend,


we need more small groups that meet in homes…

small groups in which we can meet each other’s needs during the week.

Let me share with you, then, some of the benefits of meeting in small groups.
2) Why the family gathers (in small groups)
We often define ourselves by 

our role in the home, 

the activities we do at school, 

the position we hold at work.
God, however, wants us to see 
ourselves as his child…

and his church as our family.
Through a pastor named Paul, he tells us:
You are members of God’s very own family…and you belong in God’s household with every other Christian. [Ephesians 2:19 LB]
God also wants us to see how much we can do for each other.
For encouragement

It is easy to become discouraged on this journey called life.

We try hard, but still fail at school or lose our job at the company.
We invest a lot in a relationship, but still feel unloved.

We eat healthily and work out regularly, but still get seriously ill.

The Father understands.

That’s why he tells us.


Let us think of one another and how we can encourage each other. [Hebrews 10:24 PH]

We can meet in small groups to encourage each other.
For help
Many of us recently endured another annual appraisal.

Once again, we were reminded of our strengths…and weaknesses.

Whether we were formally appraised or not,

we still may feel that our strengths are not appreciated…


that our weaknesses limit us.
The Father understands.

That’s why he reminds us 

that he gives each of his children a strength – a special ability – 

to help others in the family.

A man called Peter tells us:


God has given you some special abilities; be sure to use them to help each other. 

[1 Peter 4:10 LB]
We can meet in small groups to help each other.
Some times, I will need your strength where I am weak;


at other times, you will need my strength where you are weak.

By the way, do you know what your strength – your special ability…your spiritual gift – is?
If you don’t, how can you ever help a brother or sister in need?

And if you don’t, why don’t you?

Why don’t you discover your gift – your God-given strength – 

at one of the spiritual gifts workshops we are offering during the next few weeks?

For accountability and recovery
In our culture, sin looks good…smells good…tastes good…until it goes down.

Then…gulp!
The Father understands the temptations we face…


the tests we fail and the times we fall.

That’s why he urges us:

If someone is trapped in some sin, you who are spiritual should restore him (or her) gently … Carry each other’s burdens, and in this way fulfill the law of Christ. 

[Galatians 6:1-2 NIV]
We can meet in small groups to hold each other accountable…


and to help each other recover

For Christ’s presence
Have you ever been desperate?
Wanted to know if Jesus is real…


if following him is worth it?

I admit I’ve been there…done that.
The Father understands.

That’s why he told his Son Jesus to make this promise:

Wherever two or three have come together in my name, I am there, right among them. [Matthew 18:20 TEV]
We can meet in small groups to experience Christ’s presence.
For power in prayer
Have you ever needed a miracle?
Have you ever encountered a problem you couldn’t handle?

Have you ever entrusted that problem to another brother or sister in the family of God…


only to discover that they, too, couldn’t solve it?
The Father understands.

That’s why he told his Son Jesus to make another promise:

Whenever two of you on earth agree about anything you pray for, it will be done for you by my Father in heaven. [Mathew 18:19 TEV]
We can meet in small groups to tap God’s power through prayer.
For effective witness
This year, we have resolved to “make a friend…be a friend…bring a friend”.
We have decided to “expose” 

at least one other person in our “circle of influence” 

to God’s transforming love.

 What do you think will impress a person in your “circle of influence” –


the love you declare…or the love you demonstrate?
Jesus said this:

This is how everyone will recognize you are my disciples – when they see the love you have for one another. [John 13:35 MSG]
Where can you show love that others can easily see?
in a large gathering at church…or a small group at home?

I think you know the answer.

We can meet – and share love for each other – in small groups for a more effective witness.

Look, folks, at the list.

Look at the value of meeting in a small group.

Last year, I read a book by Ray Ortlund.

He claimed 

that if a person claims to be a Christian 

but does not meet with other believers in a small group,


it is impossible to obey God.

After looking at the list, I can understand why he made such a claim.
It is very difficult – if not impossible – to do everything on the list by myself.

Last year, I also participated in a Via de Cristo weekend.  
During that weekend, one of the speakers claimed 

that “an isolated Christian is a paralyzed Christian”.
Again, looking at the list 

– looking at all the benefits for believers meeting in small groups –



I can understand why a Christian who tries to go it all alone

is “paralyzed”…or powerless.

I also wonder if any one of us 

who never becomes part of a small group 

will ever grow.
Look at the list again.

Doesn’t it reveal how we help our own children grow?

To help them become mature, don’t we…

encourage them? 

give them the help they need?


hold them accountable for their actions?



direct them to resources they can use? 

The habit of gathering as a congregation on the weekend honors God.

But the habit of gathering as small groups in homes during the week 

helps us become like God.

Conclusion

I would like to borrow a concept from Buddhism to conclude this message.

What is the difference between Buddhism and Christianity?

I have heard it explained simply…almost simplistically.
“A Christian follows the teachings of the Christ in this life 

and then goes home to heaven.
A Buddhist follows the teachings of the Buddha in this life

and then comes back to help another person get home to heaven.”

Now I know that there is no evidence for reincarnation.

I understand that you and I make only one journey through life.

But I like the Buddhist concept of helping another person get home.

After all, isn’t that one of the reasons why…

why God has made us his children and placed us in his family?


why God wants us to make it a habit of gathering together?
so that we could walk each other home?

Walking each other home.

God gave us His Son


-- God gave us each other --


for that reason:




to get us home.
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