Talk Title: Shoulder to shoulder
Series: WE vs ME, part 3 of 3

Big Idea: Christ makes us and keeps us one!

Doctrinal emphasis: Christ’s mission and incarnation.

Scripture: Phil 1:27 and 2:1-8

Watch Gladiator clip.
Intro…

Hello. Today is the third and last talk of our We vs Me series. In this series God is calling all the Christfollowers in Common Ground to genuinely love one another. And he is calling those of you who are not yet convinced by the claims of Christ to seriously consider the possible impact Christ could have in your life if you would trust in him. Perhaps even today you would sense that call in your hearts.

What is meant by the title We vs Me? Practically speaking, it means two things:

1) It means we say no to ‘ME’. This includes rejecting our culture’s seductive yet toxic invitation to selfism, consumerism, super-individualism and convenience-based styles of relating – all of which undermine God’s plan for our lives and ultimately hurt us and our families more than we can imagine. Devastatingly, individualism has got into the heart of Christians everywhere in the West. A recent survey in the US revealed that the vast majority of Christians there believe you can be a vibrant Christian without being part of a spiritual community. The sad truth is that they are totally wrong – as we have seen in the last two weeks 1) Community is central in God’s purposes, and 2) God is a Communal being. That’s why we can say with certainty: Christ-following is meant to be done in the context of community….

2) It means we say yes to ‘WE’. This includes opening up our lives, calendars, homes and fridges to one another. It means putting in the time and energy to develop and deepen authentic relationships with more and more people in Common Ground, some who’re very similar to ourselves and some very different, some inside and some outside of our small groups, some a little less than perfect but most a lot less. Obviously we can’t be very close to many – but we can get closer to a few, and we can be friendly to everyone else. 

Standing together shoulder to shoulder.

The gladiator, played by Russell Crowe, said it best: ‘No matter comes out that gate, we have better chance of survival if we stand together.’ What a picture of the power of standing shoulder to shoulder – which is the title of today’s talk. Pity the person who believes our culture’s lie that that we’re meant to be self-reliant and stand alone. Life will throw things at that person, and they will fall. 

And pity the Christian who believes the devil’s lie that being a Christian is only about your relationship with Christ – and not your relationship with one another, with fellow-believers standing shoulder to shoulder with you. Life and the devil will throw things at that person, and they are doomed to fall spiritually. One verse says it like this: ‘Encourage each other daily so that your hearts will not be hardened by sin’s deceitfulness.’ 

For example, I think of the many Christian marriages I have seen fail – the most common reason: the couple drifted away from being vibrantly involved in a spiritual community. Isolated, they lost the sharpness of their spiritual discernment. Isolated, they could not see the cracks forming in their marriage. Isolated, they lacked the conviction to care about the break-down of intimacy. Isolated, there was no one close enough to help salvage their dying marriage. Oh, following Christ must be done in community! 

Today, I share a single big idea to deepen your resolve to move from ME to WE. It is this: Christ makes it possible for us to become one, and to stay as one. Said another way, ‘Christ makes us one. Christ keeps us one.’ 

I have 4 points in this message… 

1) Christ’s mission makes us one.

2) Christ’s presence makes us one.

3) Christ’s humility keeps us one.

4) Christ’s sacrificial love keeps us one. 

Turn to Philippians 1. The book of Philippians is written to a church that was being tempted to give in to a ME-mentality. And it was written to keep them on the straight and narrow of a WE-mentality. 
First point: Christ’s mission makes us one.

Let’s read Phil 1: 4-5…

In all my prayers for all of you, I always pray with joy because of your partnership in the gospel from the first day until now …

As far as I can tell there is no one word that actually means "community" in the Bible. The word we use comes from the Latin communitas, which is derived from the root word communis or "common". The closest word in the New Testament stems from the Greek root word koinonia.

That word ‘koinonia’ is used in this verse. Here it is translated ‘partnership’. It is usually translated ‘fellowship’. Fellowship is such a misunderstood word! In many traditional churches there is a hall called ‘the fellowship hall’ where everyone has tea and scones after the service. They’re having fellowship – sweet banter about nothing. But of course that is not fellowship.

Real fellowship, real koinonia, is a partnership. It is relationships brought together around a single purpose, a single mission. Think of the Lord of the Rings. Think of ‘the fellowship of the ring’ – Here the word ‘fellowship’ is used right. The motley crew of men, hobbits, and a wizard, dwarf and elf who, though starting out as strangers and enemies, are made into a band of brothers (with some conflicts thrown in) as they join together in a common mission. Now that’s ‘koinonia’ - that’s partnership – ordinary people banding around a grand mission. 

And what mission makes us one? Paul speaks of ‘a partnership in the gospel’. The mission of living out and proclaiming to our city and the world the gospel is what brings us together.

Let’s skip down to verse 27… 

I will know that you stand firm in the one Spirit, striving together with one accord for the faith of the gospel

Notice how Paul understands that as long as everyone is focused on the same mission – the mission of living out and proclaiming the gospel – that they will ‘stand firm in one Spirit, striving together as one’. Paul is using a military picture of a bunch of soldiers that stand shoulder-to-shoulder, so united by this common mission that they stand as one man! 

The gospel of Jesus is what makes us a community! We interact with a number of different communities every day. Our kids go to an educational community called school. Many people are involved in commerce communities called work. We live in communities we call neighbourhoods. These pockets of individuals are marked with characteristics and interests as diverse as the people that form them, but what makes each of these communities exist is the purpose for which they gather. Remove the purpose and suddenly the community has no point or no substance. The community in our church is no different, and if those essential elements are removed, we might as well disband. Therefore, it is important to state that our goal as a church—as a distinct community of people—is to be about one thing: the gospel of Jesus Christ.

Please hear this. All this talk about community in the WE vs ME series may make you think that our mission is community. But it is not. Our mission is the gospel. Community, as wonderful and important as it is, is a by-product of focusing on this common mission. 

Let me summarize my point like this: Our mission is not community. Rather we’re a community on a mission, and the more we give ourselves to mission, the tighter becomes our community - much like a group of soldiers who go into a battle as strangers, but in the trenches become a band of brothers whose bond is unimaginably deep. 

To the degree that you and everyone in this room signs up for Christ’s mission, to that degree deep spiritual community is possible. Christ’s mission makes us one.

Second point: Christ’s presence makes us one.

Turn next to Phil 2:1…

1 Therefore if you have any encouragement from being united with Christ, if any comfort from his love, if any common sharing in the Spirit, if any tenderness and compassion, 2 then make my joy complete by being like-minded, having the same love, being one in spirit and of one mind.

I’m sure you’ve seen it – or heard about it. At Oprah’s 50th birthday party, 20000 people in the city of Chicago threw a party for her. They had a little surprise for her. Black Eyed Peas were playing, ‘I’ve got a feeling that tonight’s going to be a good-good night.’ But the crowd stood totally still – except for one crazy girl dancing in the front. Then the entire crowd started to dance in unison! Wow – what a sight to see 20000 people who were meant to be strangers – moving as one! Of course they had practiced beforehand. Weeks later, Oprah invited some of those fans onto her show to speak of what they experienced. One fan said this: ‘I’ve never felt anything like that. This is what I experienced that day – passion unleashed, unity expressed, joy rising.’ What a nice description.

Just think if uniting around Oprah’s presence can have that unifying effect on people, how much more uniting around Christ’s presence! And this verse says just that. Christfollowers have a glorious privilege – we get to access the very presence and nearness of Jesus. We’re united to him by faith – and because of that we experience encouragement flowing into our souls. We have access to his love and affection – and what comfort that brings us! He has given us his own Spirit, the Spirit through which love and strength drip-feed into our hearts. 

Drawing close to Christ together strengthens our community. Whenever we gather to pray together, or worship together we experience Christ, his encouragement, his comfort, his love, his Spirit together. Although it is more intense as times, overall it would be fair to say that to worship and pray with fellow-Christfollowers is to experience ‘passion unleashed, unity expressed, joy rising’. Experiencing the closeness of Christ together makes us ‘like-minded, having the same love, being one in spirit and of one mind’ (v2). So as we worship together and pray together there is the possibility of deep community. 

Drawing close to Christ on our own also strengthens community. This verse speaks of more than just drawing close to Christ while we’re together. It is as we walk with Christ closely throughout the days of our lives that we are able to experience community. Let me illustrate: imagine a choir singing a song together. It is not enough to merely sing together. Everyone must be singing with the same key. If one person is out of key we don’t have a euphony, but a cacophony. In the same way, if we as Christ-followers drift away from Christ in our hearts we lose key. We may sing together, but the fact that some of our hearts are far from Christ means that, in a spiritual sense, we are out of key – and it’s just a matter of time before that will show up in our relationships. To be out of key with Christ is to be out of key with one another. Tragically, this is something that so many Christ-followers are blind to – that our walk with Christ impacts upon the community of Christ directly! If we give in to sin, we damage the community more than we realize. When we trust and obey Christ we bless the community more than we can realize. So much of what God has for us hinges not just on whether we’re seeking Christ with all our hearts, but whether people around us are doing so too! How sobering! Oh, Common Ground, walk with Christ – get in key with him. If we all do that, we will all be in key with each other. Christ’s presence makes us one! 

Third point: Christ’s humility keeps us one.

Let’s read verse 3-4…

3 Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit. Rather, in humility value others above yourselves, 4 not looking to your own interests but each of you to the interests of the others.

In this verse God challenges us to be humble – and to relate to others in a humble way. What is humility? Simply, it means to see ourselves like God sees us. It is to have a proper self-perspective, neither inflated in pride nor deflated in false humility. And when we have a proper self-perspective we don’t think less of ourselves, we think of ourselves less. We’re more interested in others. 

Most of us assume we are humble, but we forget that pride grows like weeds in our hearts. Just when we think we have got rid of it, it is back. Here are seven litmus tests to see how humble you really are…

· First litmus test: When you meet people for the first time, do you make more of an effort to be interesting or interested? Think about how many times you’re with a group of people. And so begins this unspoken jostling competition for who the most interesting, clever, sharp, witty person is. What’s behind it all? We’re jostling for social position. Christ calls us instead to ‘not look to our own interests but to the interests of others’. We should be interested in people, asking them questions about their life, listening more than we talk. That’s humility.

· Second litmus test: When you spot pride in another person what effect does it have on you? Do you feel loving concern? Or do you feel offended? If you’re offended that’s a sign of pride. 

· Third litmus test: When you’re overlooked, do you take offence, thinking to yourself, ‘I deserve better treatment than that. How dare they speak to me like that?’ Or is it water off a duck’s back. Humility makes us a duck. 

· Fourth litmus test: In the various roles of your life, do you invite constructive feedback for how you’re doing. That means asking your spouse, ‘How am I doing as a husband or wife?’ It means asking your teacher, ‘How am I doing in my work?’ It means asking your captain, ‘How am I doing at my game?’ It means asking your employer, ‘How am I doing in my work?’ It means asking your small group leader, ‘How am I doing in my contribution in this group?’ It means asking friends who see how you parent your kids, ‘How am I doing at parenting?’ And when they share negative feedback are you immediately defensive?

· Fifth litmus test: Do you ever spend time with people of lower social status than yourself, or are your group of friends carefully chosen to boost your own sense of importance? 

· Sixth litmus test: Can you rejoice in the potential, the gifting and the success of other people – or are you threatened by it? 

· Seventh litmus test: When you make a mistake, do you sincerely apologize? – and give a good apology that doesn’t spend 80% of the time excusing why what you did wasn’t that wrong after all. 

I guess that all of us fail in all seven litmus tests! We all struggle with pride more than we realize. We’re all full of ourselves in some way. And to the degree that we are full of ourselves to that degree we undermine the kind of relationships Christ wants us to have! The big question is, ‘How on earth do we overcome this tendency?’

Listen to how Paul answers this question in verses 5-7…

5 In your relationships with one another, have the same attitude of mind Christ Jesus had:

    6 Who, being in very nature God,

       did not consider equality with God something to be used to his own advantage;

    7 rather, he made himself nothing

       by taking the very nature of a servant,

       being made in human likeness.    

Paul is telling us that the secret to relating humbly to others by is to be undone by Christ’s humility toward us! 

This verse tells us that Jesus is God. If you want to see what God is like, just look at Jesus. Said another way, ‘God is Christ-like’. The reason it tells us that he was ‘made in human likeness’ means that though he was fully human, he was still fully divine. He did not stop being fully divine though he was fully human. 

Verse 6 is often misunderstood. We tend to think it means, ‘Despite the fact that Jesus is God, he humbled himself.’ This makes it sound like he is doing something contrary to his nature. But actually it is saying the opposite. It is saying, ‘Precisely because Jesus is God, he humbled himself.’ This means that he is doing something that is totally congruous with his nature. Wow! We all knew that God is great, but who would have guessed that God is humble! 

And if there is any doubt that God is humble, just look to Jesus, the Son of God. The Son of God pre-existed the world that he created. Though he ruled the world from a heavenly palace, yet he humbled himself in becoming a human. That’s humble enough but the kind of human he became takes his humility to the next level…

Jesus was not a human with great privileges and powers. Jesus was born in a manger to a poor family, in a remote corner of the Roman empire. Interestingly, people at that time believed that if God had incarnated in anyone, it was in Caesar. Just think: while Caesar, in the great city of Rome was claiming to be the Son of God and showing off his pomp and fame, his military power and his great wealth, Jesus, brought up in the tiny town of Nazareth, was fixing things with his carpenter father.

If you’re a Christ-follower, ponder Christ’s humility and you will be humbler. Doesn’t it blow you away? As we come undone at the thought of it, we’re changed. But more than the thought of it, this humble Christ lives in us – we have access to his presence, remember? – he empowers us to humble ourselves too.

If you’re not a Christ-follower, let me ask you to seriously consider this question: 

Have you ever seen anything like this? Who else in the entire world, other than Jesus, has the power to produce true humility in us to the degree that Christ can?’ Answer: nobody!

Fourth point: Christ’s sacrificial love keeps us one.

What is love? We tend to describe it as a strong feeling. But the moment that feeling runs out, it is over. True love is so much more than a feeling. It is a sustained commitment to extend one’s self for the well-being of others. It is honestly wanting the very best for another – and being willing to give and sacrifice one’s self to see that person become all God wants them to become. That’s real love. And that’s the kind of love Christ demonstrates.

Listen to how Paul describes the full expression of Christ’s love… 

8 And being found in appearance as a human being,

       he humbled himself

       by becoming obedient to death— 

  even death on a cross! 

It is too scandalous to comprehend: God, in Jesus, first becomes human, and then God, in Jesus, dies the most humiliating death: death by crucifixion. The crucifixion was reserved for insurrectionists and for slaves alone. In that day to die on the cross was not just painful, but a sign to all that you were the lowest of all life. The Jews even believed that if you were crucified that, not just humanity at large, but God himself had abandoned you. And yet this is what God was willing to go through as he demonstrated his love! 

Jesus, on the cross, revealed to us God’s willingness to humbly sacrifice himself for fallen humanity. The very people who were crucifying him were amongst the people who he was courageously dying to save. On the cross Jesus literally loved the world to death. He answered our fists of hostility with the kiss of grace. The very wounds that our sins were inflicting upon his body and soul were the wounds through which salvation and love were flowing to us! What courage. What mercy. What sacrifice. What love!

Scott Peck, author of best-selling, ‘The Road Less Travelled’ tells his own story of converting to Christianity in a subsequent book. He said that he spent decades exploring every religion there was, but through his work as a psychologist became convinced that what people needed more than anything else was to learn how to love, to learn to see beyond themselves, to learn how to give of themselves, to learn how to extend themselves for the genuine well-being of other people around them. 

And he said that, of all religions, Christianity alone heralded this as a supreme value, and promised to give people the power to actually do. Because at the heart of Christianity is God on a cross. 

Only the gospel of God crucified can so ennoble self-sacrifice! How different the values of the world are: instead of loving self-sacrifice we’re taught to pursue self-promotion and self-preservation. And only the gospel of God crucified can so empower self-sacrifice! This is because the Spirit of the crucified Christ indwells us and seeks to energize in us a life of loving self-sacrifice, joyfully serving even our enemies if need be. The Spirit of the crucified helps us overcome the temptation to look out for ourselves first, to step on the people around us in our quest to get to the top, to shy away from any sacrifice and pain in our attempts to serve and love people around us! The Spirit empowers loving sacrifice.

You might know John 3:16 but do you know 1 John 3:16? John 3:16 says, ‘For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son.’ 1 John 3:16 says, ‘This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us. And we ought to lay down our lives for one another’. 

You want to know something interesting? If we’re all in a community where everyone is looking out for each other, we’re the happiest people in all the world. For two reasons. First, the very act of giving produces joy in us. Jesus said, ‘It is more blessed to give than receive’ (Acts 20:35). Second, experiencing love from another makes us happy too. 

Let me land this point with a picture. A Chinese Proverb tells us that heaven and hell are exactly the same. In both there is a feast of food. In both there is a circle of people around that food. In both they have been given sticks with which to eat the food, but here’s the thing about the sticks – they’re six foot long. So what’s the difference? In hell, everyone is emaciated and miserable – as they try feed themselves without success. But in heaven everyone is healthy and happy – because they feed one another. Now that’s community with sacrificial love at the centre of it – it’s the happiest, healthiest thing there is on the entire planet! 

So let me wrap it up my talk:  1) Christ’s mission makes us one. 2) Christ’s presence makes us one. 3) Christ’s humility keeps us one. 4) Christ’s sacrificial love keeps us one. Said in summary form, ‘Christ makes and keeps us one.’

To the degree that you and everyone in this room signs up for Christ’s mission, to that degree deep spiritual community is possible. To the degree that you and everyone in this room seeks Christ’s presence and closeness, to that degree deep spiritual community is possible. To the degree you and everyone in this room are moved by Christ’s humility to be humble yourself, to that degree deep spiritual community is possible. And to the degree that you and everyone in this room are moved by Christ’s sacrificial love to sacrificially love others, to that degree deep spiritual community is possible.

To those of you who are not sure you’re Christian, or are sure you’re not a Christian, Christ comes to you now in humility and loving sacrifice. Will you receive his humility? Will you receive his love? Will you let Christ conquer your resistance? 




