February 22, 2009
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1 John 1:1-7
Better Together 40 Days Message Series with Pastor Mike Clark

(All Bible verses are New International Version unless otherwise noted.)

1 John 1:1-7, 1That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked at and our hands have touched— this we proclaim concerning the Word of life.  2The life appeared; we have seen it and testify to it, and we proclaim to you the eternal life, which was with the Father and has appeared to us.  3We proclaim to you what we have seen and heard, so that you also may have fellowship with us.  And our fellowship is with the Father and with his Son, Jesus Christ.  4We write this to make our joy complete.  5This is the message we have heard from Him and declare to you: God is light; in Him there is no darkness at all.

6If we claim to have fellowship with Him yet walk in the darkness, we lie and do not live by the truth.  7But if we walk in the light, as He is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus, his Son, purifies us from all sin.
Humans are “social animals.”  We connect with each other in groups through common bonds.  When I stand at a beach to capture a magnificent sunset picture, I can’t help but to talk to another camera carrying person also trying to take a great sunset picture.  We share the bond of a love for photography.  When I hop on my bicycle to ride on a backcountry road, I wave as I meet other bikers along the road, because, even though we are total strangers, we share the bond of the love of riding bicycles.
A fellowship shares a common bond that unites – the stronger the bond, the greater the unity.  Someone once described fellowship as “fellows on the same ship.”  Their bond is their common destination.  One of the great experiences of a trip we took to Alaska was hopping onto the bus that would carry us deep into the wilderness of Denali National Park.  We soon got to know everyone on board as we headed out together toward our mutual adventure.  Hop on board the fellowship (or in this case the fellowbus)!  You all know about the “Fellowship of the Ring” whose destination was the destruction of one evil ring in novel and movie “The Lord of the Rings.”  That was a deep bond that held them together through many great trials.
A fellowship also has benefits for its members.  My wife has a membership with one of those big warehouse stores.  Most of you probably belong there too.  You get a lot of benefits by joining that store: One, you get to enter the store.  Two, you save a lot of money.  Three, you buy more of something than you ever thought possible.  All you need to enter this great place is a membership card.  I don’t have one, so I can only go in with my wife.

All fellowships have a bond of commitment and all fellowships have benefits.  The deeper the bond, the stronger is the fellowship and the greater are the benefits.  God the Father through Jesus Christ the Son offers us the deepest bond that fully unites us into His eternal fellowship for life changing benefits.  “our fellowship is with the Father and with his Son Jesus Christ.”  Those who enter into this fellowship have immediate and eternal benefits.  In church fellowship, we experience the bond of love with God the Father.  We unite as genuine believers in this fellowship with the Father and the Son.
In this eternal fellowship, we experience a bond of love with each other.  1 John 1:7, But if we walk in the light, as He is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus, his Son, purifies us from all sin.  In other words, the moment we join with Christ in fellowship, we unite with all who follow Christ.  We are headed in the same direction toward eternal life of joy and glory in Christ.  Hop on board this fellowship!
The moment the first followers of Jesus began the first Church, they discovered the great benefits and deep bonds of this fellowship.  Acts 4:32, All the believers were one in heart and mind.  No one claimed that any of his possessions was his own, but they shared everything they had.  United as one with everyone sharing everything – that is the Bible’s definition of fellowship: one direction, one heart, one mind, one love for each other because they shared one Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

This also tells us that fellowship is not something the Church is; it's an action the Church does.  We do fellowship.  We live fellowship.  We work at fellowship.  Fellowship does not come easily.  Even in New Testament times, churches had a hard time understanding how to love each other in Christ and were not always so united.  The Apostle Paul took the Corinthians to task in 1 Corinthians 11:18, "I hear that when you come together as a church there are divisions among you."  Sounds like a lot of the churches I know.  When they get together there are divisions.  It is no fun to go to a meeting where members fight with each other.  There are many Bible verses that teach that those who cause conflict in the Church are sinning deeply against God.  They are tearing apart those the Lord shed His blood to unite.  They will have heavy millstones tied around their necks and sent off swimming to suffer for the anguish they caused to the brothers and sisters in Christ.  There is no greater work in the church than to be united in the bond of love.  The direction of the church is not toward unity in the way we dress, the way we vote, the way we sing, the times when we worship or the places where we worship.  The direction of this fellowship is toward our unity in the love of Christ for each other and for eternity.
For fellowship to be deep and meaningful, we need to work at it.  We share the bond of love in Christ, but we need to exercise that bond.  Ephesians 4:3, "Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace."  Make every effort – work at the unity of the Spirit!  What efforts do we make?  What commitments do we need to share to deepen our unity in the fellowship of Christ?  Look at Acts 2:42, They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer.  These are the efforts we make – let me define them as the commitments we take
  to be part of the fellowship of Christ with each other:  We join together through being devoted to the Word of God, to each other, to sharing Communion together, and through praying together.  These efforts encourage the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace.  Then the benefits flow freely in that fellowship.
When we don’t make the effort to join together, we lose!  Did you know that the first symptom of spiritual decline is usually inconsistent attendance at worship and other events at church?  When we fail to make the effort to join together, we start sliding down the slippery slope away from the fellowship of Christ and away from healthy life in Christ.  Yet, when we make the effort to join together in prayer, worship, Bible study, Communion and fellowship, we discover amazing benefits.  Let me list them: 

Benefit: In the true fellowship of Christ, people experience mercy without condemnation.  In our society, a failure or a mistake can lead to the loss of everything at worse, or being branded a loser at best.  There is no second place in our society, only champions.  I am glad the Steelers won the Super Bowl, but I think it is great that any team even makes it to the Super Bowl like the Cardinals did.  They are not losers, but winners in my book.  We all make mistakes and experience failures.  In fellowship with Christ, He forgives and restores us.  In the fellowship of His Church, we losers become experienced and wiser for the next time, so we can be a success.  Failures cease being traps to nowhere and become learning experiences for a better tomorrow.  It all begins with the Lord’s mercy to us that we share with each other.  Colossians 3:13, Bear with each other and forgive whatever grievances you may have against one another.  Forgive as the Lord forgave you.

In Church we learn to change from condemning people to consoling people, from fierce to forgiving, from tough to tender-hearted.  Yet it is still an effort we must practice with each other.  Ephesians 4:31-32, Get rid of all bitterness, rage and anger, brawling and slander, along with every form of malice.  Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you.
In our society, we carry the labels of our past failures and set-backs: unemployed, laid off, divorced, widowed, handicapped, etc.  Those words don’t exist in the vocabulary of the fellowship of Christ the merciful.  You don’t have to be alone in this fellowship.  You don’t have to remain in your set-back or failure.  You are not known for your mistakes or suffering.  You are known as a companion in following Christ.  Here you and I can discover the mercy that forgives and restores in the grace we know from Christ.  This forgiveness, like a magic elixir, removes the stigma from our past.  This forgiveness is the blood of Christ shed for the cleansing of our lives so that we can be healed and renewed.
The mercy of Christ leads us to our second great benefit of the fellowship of Christ.  2)  In the fellowship of Christ, people experience healing and restoration.  Galatians 6:2, Brothers and sisters, if someone is caught in a sin, you who are spiritual should restore him gently.  But watch yourself, or you also may be tempted.  Carry each other’s burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ.  In the fellowship of Christ, people experience sympathy and encouragement.  We do not shun those who have fallen in sin.  We gently and humbly help them to get back up again.
In the fellowship of Christ, people experience healing.  True fellowship helps you face life’s problems by providing support and encouragement from other Christians who are go through the situations right with you.  Most people feel they are alone in their sufferings.  Many feel no one experiences the same trials and temptations they experience.  No, you are not so strange.  No, you are not weird, unusual or a freak.  No, everyone else does not have it together.  We need each other to gently and humbly help us back onto the right path.  We need each other to share our troubles, problems, joys and concerns in the fellowship of Christ.
Only in the real fellowship of Christ do people experience authenticity.  A bar does not provide a place for real fellowship as portrayed on TV.  Their conversation rarely gets beyond the latest joke, sports score, gossip or chit-chat.  In the fellowship of Christ, we share about our real life experiences.  I wish you could listen in to the conversations of some of the small groups that meet here at Church of the Valley.  Better yet, I urge you to become part of one yourself to experience this fellowship in Christ.  I met with one group for 8 years.  At first, we did not share deeply.  It always takes a while to learn to trust each other to share our deeper concerns.  Then, we were not afraid to talk about our temptations, trials, troubles, hurts, fears, and to console each other, offer wisdom, and laugh at our follies.  It takes a lot of encouragement to enjoy the freedom to laugh at yourself.  That is not unique to that small group.  That authenticity is found in any true fellowship in Christ that has the bond of His love and mercy for each other.  But you have to show up and you have to practice that love and mercy.
Here is another benefit of the fellowship of Christ.  3) In real fellowship, people experience mutuality – depending on each other.  No one has to do it all by themselves.  We learn to do it together with the strengths and weaknesses we each have in complementary fashion.  We will talk more about this in a few Sundays when we examine the Church as the Body of Christ where we each play a part.
The greatest benefit to being in the fellowship of Christ together is this; Jesus meets with two or more believers gathered in His name.  Matthew 18:20 (Message), And when two or three of you are together because of me, you can be sure that I’ll be there.”  I love that translation of this verse.  It reminds me of a great song from the sixties by the Four Tops (which fewer of you are able to remember with me) entitled “Reach Out, I’ll Be There.”  
Now if you feel that you can't go on

Because all your hope is gone

And your life is filled with confusion

And happiness is just an illusion

And your world around is tumblin' down

Darling, reach out, reach out, for me.

I'll be there to love and comfort you...

I'll be there with the love I'll see you through.

(They just don’t sing them like they used too.)
Now, here is the promise of Christ, whenever we meet in His name, Jesus says, “I’ll be there.”  No matter what situation we face together, Jesus says, “I’ll be there.”  And that makes 1 plus 1 much greater than 3.  The power of the true fellowship of the cross and of Christ is infinite because we have Christ among us.  Meeting together in Christ unlocks the power that created the universe, a force greater than the atomic bomb, deeper than the magma that erupts from a volcano as lava, stronger than the tectonic plates of the earth’s crust that quake the earth, larger than the force of an exploding super-nova.  The power of the true fellowship in Christ does not destroy, it heals, rebuilds and restores God’s family grows in new healthy lives, deep forgiving love, and strong bonds that nothing can tear apart.
Mark Twain said, “To get the full value of a joy you must have somebody to divide it with.”  Let us make a commitment to work at loving each other, so that we will have lots of joy to divide among ourselves and share with others too.  Christ made us right with God so we can become God’s children.  Galatians 3:26,  HYPERLINK "QVB://0/anchor/28" 

 HYPERLINK "QVB://0/anchor/29" You are all children of God through faith in Christ Jesus.
Rick Warren said, “…some people say, “Well, I’m a Christian, but I don't want to belong to any church.”  That just doesn't make sense.  The church is where you live out what it means to be a Christian.  That's like saying, “I’m a football player, but I don't want to be a part of any team.”  It doesn't work.  That's like saying, “I’m a tuba player, but I don't want to be a part of an orchestra.”  A tuba player without an orchestra sounds pretty funny.  That's like saying, “I’m a bee, but I don't want to be a part of a hive”; or a soldier trying to fight without a platoon.  A Christian without a church family is an orphan.  God meant us to be a part of a family.”

In Christ, we are made right with God and enter into His family.  We are reconciled to each other as brothers and sisters in Christ.  We have been set free in Christ’s sacrificial love to love each other.  Galatians 5:13-14, (NLT)  HYPERLINK "QVB://0/anchor/14" For you have been called to live in freedom— But don’t use your freedom to satisfy your sinful nature.  Instead, use your freedom to serve one another in love.   HYPERLINK "QVB://0/anchor/15" For the whole law can be summed up in this one command: “Love your neighbor as yourself.”
Hop on board the fellowship of Christ!  We journey together on this ship called COV to the Kingdom of our Lord.  Unleash the power of Christ to transform our lives together in His presence among us!  Devote yourselves to keep the bond of unity we share in Christ!  Enjoy the great benefits of being united in the fellowship of Jesus Christ for now and for all eternity!
PAGE  
4

