Where Nobody Stands Alone



Have you ever given much thought to what the scripture means when it says, (Genesis 1:26 NLT)“Let us make people in our image, to be like ourselves.” What do you think of when you hear that, (Genesis 1:27 NLT) “God created people in his own image; God patterned them after himself; male and female he created them”?


Many times our thinking on this subject is just too linear. We think in terms of who we are and therefore God must be like us. Instead of seeking to understand the ways in which we are like God. 



Genesis is the first of many references throughout the Bible to God’s unique nature. Did you notice the references to “us” and “our”, which proclaim the core doctrine of the Trinity? When we talk about the Trinity we are talking about a God who is at the same time three persons and yet one. God’s singularity is a core doctrine of the church world wide. As It says in Dueteronomy 6:4, “Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is one.” In other words from the foundations of the Biblical story God has woven in the theological idea of plurality within oneness. 



The creation account provides us an amazing window into the nature of the community of God, in whose image we are created. This plurality of beings comes to consensus to create humans in their image. They create in their collective image, which, in part, is a community-bearing image. It is not enough to say that God is interested in community or even obsessed with community. God, rightly defined and understood, is community.



Christians have, since the first century, believed in the complex doctrine of the Trinity. We have all talked about, had lengthy discussions about the awesome notion of God who is three and one. But the doctrine of the Trinity has massive implications for the way we live our lives. 



Gilbert Bilezikian, author of Community 101 has written this, “Whatever community exists as a result of God’s creation, it is only a reflection of an eternal reality that is intrinsic to the being of God. Because God is eternally one, when he created in his image, he created oneness.” God created us to be one, unified, even though we are each very different.



I, and many others in the Christian Community, believe that the only way to make this kind of oneness a reality in the church is through the small group. Gareth Icenogle author of “Biblical Foundations For Small Group Ministry” explains, “The small group is a generic form of human community that is transcultural, transgenerational and even transcendant. The call to human gathering in groups is a God-created and God-directed ministry, birthed out of the very nature and purpose of God’s being. God as being exists in community. The natural and simple demonstration of God’s communal image for humanity is the gathering of the small group.”


Did you hear that? “God’s communal image for humanity is the gathering of the small group.” The Bible proclaims that God expressed singularly exists for all time in community and that when God created us in their image we became creatures that thrive only in community. 



This makes a lot of sense to me. Throughout my life I have been a person who has longed for community but I have also found it very hard to come by even in the church.



When I was growing up in church we stood around and talked to people a lot but most of the conversation was very guarded. There were certain topics that you talked about and there were other topics that you just left alone. I would hear grownups get together and talk like this: ‘So how’s it going at work Jake,’ one of them would ask. ‘Fine, Phil. Say, you driving a new pickup?’ ‘Used,’ Phil would reply. ‘What do you have going this week?’ ‘Not much.’ ‘Want to do some fishin Saturday?’ ‘Sure why not’ ‘Well, great fellowshipping with you, Jake.’ ‘Same here.’


In many churches it just didn’t seem legal to tell anyone you were having a problem. Families that sat in the same pew for years would suddenly disappear, because the husband and wife were in turmoil over marriage problems. Instead of coming to the church for help and prayer and support, they fled the other way, because they didn’t feel the freedom to say, ‘We love Jesus, but we’re not doing very well. Our lives feel like they’re unraveling. We need some help!’



The implicit understanding was that you shouldn’t have a problem, and if you did you’d better not talk about it around the church.



I learned that lesson well. When I got old enough to stand around and talk after services, someone would say, ‘So, Ed, how are things in high school?’ I learned pretty fast that you didn’t let out any difficult things in that setting. So when people asked me how were things going, I would say, “just great”. They would say, how are the grades and I would say, No problems. I would stear clear of sharing that I never felt like I fit in High School. That I struggled and agonized over my speech class because I was just too shy to stand up in front of people and give a speech. I didn’t share that I was angry at my new band teacher because she made me start at fourth chair when she knew I was much more talented that most of the other players. I didn’t share that I was worried because my older brother was running around and drinking a lot. Or that he showed up to a basketball game totally drunk and had to be taken out by the cops. That I was embarrassed and scared. My parents never mentioned that at church either. 



It just seems crazy to believe that God is a plurality of oneness and yet when we get together as the body of Christ we are so separated. So isolated, so alone. This is not what God created us for my friends. We are created and called to community. 



I have said this before and I will likely say is a few hundred more times in the years that I am here with you, John Wesley the founder of Methodism is really the modern father of small groups. I don’t think he really planned it that way but he fell into the idea because of a Bible Study that he belonged to while attending school. These young men were enthusiastic Christians but as they studied the Bible they soon found that they needed each other if they were going to grow more like Jesus. 



In our day and time I think sometimes we just need a group in order to survive. I was part of a small group in seminary. It was very important to me. Because when I first got to seminary I felt like a fish out of water. I was a long way from home and people there believed things that I had never even heard of. But then a friend invited me to join their retreat group. All of the sudden I understood why small groups have been a powerful part of the church for a long, long time. I found a place where I belonged, where people cared about me, where I was challenged to grow and hang in there when it was hard, where I began to see myself in a more realistic light. It became obvious that this was what the church should really be like. The church should not be a place where we come together to worship and we greet one another in passing because it is only polite to do so. The church, of all institutions, should be a place where nobody stands alone. 



The implications of the doctrine of the Trinity are that a belief in God means that we believe in community. Following God means that we must live so that we are intimately connected with other people. Following God means that we should never have to use the word Christian and unity in the same sentence because they mean the same thing. As Jesus prays for his people in the Gospel of John 17:22, “that they may be one as we are one.” John 17:23 “May they be brought to complete unity.”
Many Christians have been infected with the most virulent disease of modern American life, what sociologist Robert Bellah calls "radical individualism."They concentrate on personal obedience to God as if all that matters is "Jesus and me," but in doing so, they miss God all together. Because Christianity is not a solitary belief system.” Chuck Colson has says in his book “The Body”, “Any genuine resurgence of Christianity, as history demonstrates, depends on a reawakening and renewal of that which is the essence of the faith—that is, the people of God, the new society, the body of Christ, which is made manifest in the world—the church.”

For several years I have heard people equate the church to the theme song for a popular 90’s T.V. show Cheers. Chuck Swindoll has something to say about that but comes from a different angle. 

He says, “An old Marine Corps buddy of mine, to my pleasant surprise, came to know Christ after he was discharged. 

I say surprise because he cursed loudly, fought hard, chased women, drank heavily, loved war and weapons, and hated chapel services. 

A number of months ago, I ran into this fellow, and after we’d talked awhile, he put his hand on my shoulder and said, "You know, Chuck, the only thing I still miss is that old fellowship I used to have with all the guys down at the tavern. I remember how we used to sit around and let our hair down. I can’t find anything like that for Christians. I no longer have a place to admit my faults and talk about my battles--where somebody won’t preach at me and frown and quote me a verse." 

It wasn’t one month later that in my reading I came across this profound paragraph: "The neighborhood bar is possibly the best counterfeit that there is to the fellowship Christ wants to give his church. It’s an imitation, dispensing liquor instead of grace, escape rather than reality--but it is a permissive, accepting, and inclusive fellowship. It is unshockable. You can tell people secrets, and they usually don’t tell others or even want to.” 

The bar flourishes not because most people are alcoholics, but because God has put into the human heart the desire to know and be known, to love and be loved, and so many seek a counterfeit at the price of a few beers.” 

Now before you take up arms to shoot me because I compared your church to the corner bar, stop and ask yourself some tough questions. Make a list of some possible embarrassing situations people may not know how to handle. And ask yourself if your church would be able to help with them or at least hear them without casting you out. Here are some that I have experienced first hand.

A woman discovers her husband is a practicing homosexual. Where in the church can she find help where she’s secure with her secret? 

Your spouse talks about separation or divorce. Whom do you tell? 

Your daughter is pregnant and she’s run away--for the third time.  She’s no longer listening to you. Who do you tell? 

You lost your job, and it was your fault. You blew it, so there’s shame mixed with unemployment. Who do you tell that to? 

Financially, you were unwise, and you’re in deep trouble. Or a man’s wife is an alcoholic. Or you had an emotional breakdown. Whom do you tell? As Chuck Swindoll says, “We’re the only outfit I know that shoots its wounded.” We can become the most severe, condemning, judgmental, guilt-giving people on the face of planet Earth, and we claim it’s in the name of Jesus Christ. 

But that is not how God planned it. The Bible says true fellowship has the power to revolutionize lives. Masks come off, conversations get deep, hearts get vulnerable, lives are shared, accountability is invited, and tenderness flows. People really do become like brothers and sisters. They shoulder each other’s burdens. The church becomes a place where nobody stands alone.

For the next six weeks we are going to be talking about Christian Community and small groups. I pray that each of you will consider joining a small group during that time. If nothing else just try it for a few weeks. If after that you can’t stand it well, OK. But at least give it a try. I am also praying that several people will come forward to be trained as small group leaders. If you feel moved about that come talk to me on the way out and I can help you get started. 

Let’s make this church a place where God’s unity reigns, a place where nobody stands alone. 
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