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{intro – female voice}
Every life tells a story. Every day is a snapshot of where you come from and where you are going. It is what connects us and what sets us apart. It allows us to know and truly be known. Your story is living proof of an idea, the conversion of idea to action. The worse day of your life becomes the first day of your testimony. Your weakness gives way to God’s glory.  Your tragedy makes way for triumph. People are searching. What will they find when they look to you? You have a story and someone desperately needs to hear it. You have a story worth sharing with and for one another.

Mark

Can we express our thanks to Dawn and Barb for sharing their story with us?  Here is the crazy thing, you didn’t even get to see the best part. Dawn baptism at Baptism by the Bay, I remember the moment when she came up out of that water and just shot her arms into the air! You could tell that Jesus had totally transformed her life! I didn’t even know though at that point on that July day the story behind the story. But everybody has a story behind the story. That’s why I’m so excited about this series. For us to be able to share our stories with one another. The next seven weeks are going to be incredible.  We are launching into a series called ‘One Another.’  There are 30 one another verses in the New Testament: love one another, honor one another, serve one another, spur one another on to good deeds, live in harmony with one another, bear one another’s burdens, submit to one another, pray for one another, and even greet one another with a holy kiss!  My favorite verse when I was dating Lora!  We are going to have some fun in this series but I think we are also going to touch on some things that are pretty significant.

Here’s a way to think about the importance of this series – if we are going to be great at anything, let’s be great at the Great Commandment.  Love God with all your heart, soul, mind and strength; love your neighbor as yourself. It is both vertical and horizontal.  Think about this center beam as loving God, this vertical relationship, loving God with all your heart, soul, mind and strength, but what about loving your neighbor as yourself? Well, that’s the crossbeam. What does that look like? What does that even mean? I think these 30 one another verses are a way for us to think about what it means to love our neighbor as ourselves.
Turn over to I Thessalonians Chapter 5, verse 11, or you can follow along on the screen. This is not a series where there are these long flowing verses or chunks of Scripture that we are going to break down. Really, they are just these one-liners but they are so important and so significant.

I Thessalonians 5:11

11 Therefore encourage one another and build each other up, just as in fact you are doing.

This one another is actually found in two places. Hebrews 3:13 says the same thing in slightly different words.

Encourage one another daily.

I like this word ‘daily.’   You should make it a goal to say something encouraging to someone every single day because the Bible says so. Here’s what is great about this – you can’t really misinterpret this!  This is not rocket science. This series is going to focus on how we practically put this into practice.

This week, Summer officially started her volleyball season. She is on the JV team at St. John’s and I love going to the games because I love Summer and I love volleyball.  It is a ton of fun! I didn’t play growing up but it’s really a cool sport for a lot of different reasons, but one thing I’ve noticed that makes it unique is that, if you’ve ever watched competitive volleyball, you know that after every point, these is this huddle. I don’t know if they call it a huddle but I’m going to call it a huddle. It doesn’t matter whether they missed the serve or served an ace, it doesn’t matter if they won the point or lost the point, doesn’t matter if it was in or out, the girls are going to huddle up. I love the way they do it, it’s like regrouping after every single play. Sometimes, it is cheering each other because of a good play. Sometimes it is just encouraging each other because of a bad play. But when they all come together and huddle up, it is like this moment where it is all for one and one for all.  I wonder if that is the picture Paul is painting here in I Thessalonians?

The church in Thessalonica was going through tremendous persecution. I think part of what Paul was saying was, ‘You guys better stick together.’  ‘You better huddle up and encourage one another if you are going to make it through.’

I want to share three ways that we can encourage one another this weekend, but before I do, let me drill down just a little bit because each of these words overlap slightly but there are some nuances that are significant and I want to make sure we understand what this word ‘encourage’ means. It comes from the Greek word that means to fan into flame. Think about a blacksmith with his billow and there is this fire and he does this thing and I don’t know how it works but it makes that fire get a little bit hotter, the perfect temperature, so that blacksmith can forge something significant out of some raw iron. In the same way, I think encouragement is like a billow in your life. The quickest way to literally inspire someone is to give them a word of encouragement.  

The word also could refer to a military speech prior to battle. Think Braveheart and we’ll just leave it at that!

It’s one of these words that is two dimensional. You’ve heard me say before that my job as a pastor is to comfort the afflicted and afflict the comfortable. It is this idea that it is both/and.  There is a range of encouragement that goes from confronting to comforting.  And this is where we need the sensitivity of the Holy Spirit to know what to say and when to say it. 

So Paul says encourage one another. Then he says to build each other up. I’ll just touch on this. This word is a construction term. It could literally refer to building a house or building a temple or building a pyramid.  It is the idea that encouragement is laying the foundation of any healthy relationship.
This week, I came across a fascinating study. It really challenged me. Let me share it with you. The University of Nebraska did a study on 17,000 families in 27 different countries and it found that in healthy families, the ratio of positive to negative interaction was 10 to 1. And in some instances, it was 20 to 1. So for every comment about the meal that you don’t necessarily like or a chore that was left undone or an attitude that needs changing, there were 10 compliments for every one of those negative assessments. I find that fascinating. It doesn’t matter whether it is a church culture or the atmosphere of your family or even a work place, that positivity is so critical and so biblical. I think you can keep it positive even when you are dealing with something negative. In fact, God sets the example. Let me offer a little teaching right here and then we are going to jump into these three points.

If you read the book of Revelation, there are some scathing rebukes! These are some messed up churches. You talk about dysfunction! Heresy! Idolatry! Sexual immorality! They are obviously trying God’s patience and God, in each one of those instances, comes down pretty hard on them, but not before He compliments them. This is so interesting to me. Before God levels the confrontation, there is always a compliment. It is almost comical. You have all this heretical teaching going on but then He starts out with some kind of compliment that seems rather minor compared to the major issue that is going on. But something is modeled there. I think before we would level criticism, you better pay a compliment. You’ve got to focus on that positive before you deal with some of the challenges you are dealing with. God does that. Before He rebukes them, He compliments them.  

We are not called to tear each other down.  I think that’s what I’m saying. We are called to build each other up. Criticism is not a spiritual gift! I’m my experience, those who can, do; and those who can’t, criticize.  Let’s keep it real. I think it is so easy to point the finger but there are a few fingers pointing back at you, aren’t there? I want to make sure that in this church and in my family that there is a culture of positivity. There are some things we can put into practice that will make a radical difference, so let’s talk about them.
Number one – I think this is where the art of encouragement begins, it begins with our focus and our mindset. Number one – catch people doing things right!  Most of us are pretty good at catching people doing things wrong. Parents, it is hard not to. And employers, it is easy to notice when someone is messing up and not doing the job the way it is supposed to be done. It is so easy to catch people doing things wrong. But catching people doing things right, that takes a little bit of focus and a little bit of effort. Here is what’s interesting.  By the way, welcome back to all of our college students. Let me say that before I say this, I kid you not, I think I forgot at least 99.9 percent of what I learned in college! In fact, there is really only one thing I can remember, and it wasn’t even said by one of my professors, it was a visiting lecture. A youth pastor just happened to come into class that day and he shared one thing and I’ll never forget it. Catch people doing things right. He said, ‘That’s my entire philosophy. When I’m working with kids, my MO as a youth pastor is I want to catch kids doing things right and I’m going to compliment them and encourage them.’  I have never forgotten that. We’ve tried to create that kind of culture here at NCC. I think it starts with our staff. Every Tuesday morning, our week begins with a team meeting and the very first thing we do every week, and we’ve been doing this for 7 or 8 years and we’ll do it until Jesus returns, we share wins. It is another way of saying we share testimonies. It is another way of saying, ‘What is God doing that we can celebrate?’ ‘What can we get excited about?’  I know we’ve got things to work on and I know there are problems because there are people who attend this church! I know we’ve got problems and I know there are issues, but why don’t we start out by sharing some wins and giving some credit where credit is due and say Praise God! So, let’s catch people doing things right.  So I try to notice little things, not the big things that everybody notices, but some of those little things. When you right a little note of encouragement or someone just says a thank you, it is a billows! It fills the sails and helps you keep on moving forward.

We have a value in our family, if you want it, take it and use it as one of your values. Your focus determines your reality.  Your focus determines your reality. I’m not preaching on it but if anything is good, right, pure, just, think about such things. In other words, focus on some of the positives on what God is and what God is doing and who God is and it will change your perspective. I think the flip side is true as well. I think there are two kinds of people in the world. People that, no matter how good things are, they will find something bad. And those people that no matter how bad things are, they will find something good.  I know we have different personalities and some of us have that gift of encouragement. Romans 12. But there is still a baseline of obedience. All of us are called to encourage one another and I think it starts by catching people doing things right.

You’ve got to break the habit of criticizing and build the habit of complimenting. You’ve got to make it a habit to notice when your spouse or your kids or your colleagues do something that you appreciate.  Then you say thank you. You write a note. I have a file in my office filled with thank you notes. I have the hardest time throwing away a note that says thank you. I hang onto those. I think it was Mark Twain who said, ‘I can live two months on one good compliment.’  I can live longer than that! Jesus was so good at this. This is not How To Win Friends And Influence People! I love that book. I think what Dale Carnegie did is he basically took the Bible and took those principles and played them out in that book, but listen, this is about living our lives in a way that Jesus modeled. The people that were so criticized and ostracized in that culture, people that had probably gone months, maybe years, without someone saying a kind word, an encouraging word, we are talking about tax collectors and prostitutes. The ones that the Pharisees would level their criticism and accusations at, what did Jesus do?  He caught them doing things right. So this prostitute comes and anoints Jesus feet, at a party at a Pharisees house, can you say awkward?  Jesus said, ‘What you’ve done will be spoken of you forever.’  Here we are, 2012, Washington D.C. and we are still talking about it because Jesus found something to compliment. He even took people like Peter, Simon, whose name meant unstable, Jesus said, ‘I’m going to call you Peter, you are the rock on which this church is going to be build, so I’m not just going to compliment, we are going to make your nickname a compliment.’  Jesus was so good at seeing the potential at people, at seeing who He had created them to be.
A few months ago, someone came up to me after a service and thanked me for buying them lunch after church.  Here’s the thing, it was 10 years ago. I was like, ‘What?’ I don’t even remember that. You’ve got to be kidding me! 10 years ago I bought you lunch?  And you remembered? You are telling me that little thing was a big deal to you? See, this is an encouraging word today. It is not about doing big things, it is about catching people doing things right and then offering little words of encouragement. 

That can make a huge difference and that brings us to number two – compliment like crazy. Compliment like crazy! It has to be a genuine compliment, but you need to pay those compliments. On Labor Day, our family went out to the in-laws and there is a little tennis tournament going on, the US Open, so we wanted to get out on the courts. I’ve played all of one time in the last six years, but I got out there with my brother-in-law, Matt, and we were hitting the tennis ball around and it got a little competitive. That’s the way it works in our family. We were out there and forget the US Open, this is the Labor Day family open! We were playing for the championship! We ended up splitting sets. Matt is an interesting guy because he is so competitive yet has the ability to defuse a competitive situation with a compliment.  I find that interesting. I don’t care where you work or what you do, I don’t care which convention you were at, there is something about the ability to compliment that can defuse things so quickly. After the tournament, Matt said something, I don’t know if this is exactly right but this is what I heard, he said, ‘There aren’t too many people your age that are that quick!’  I could have taken that one of two ways. I should have been insulted! Am I that old? But he really, genuinely meant it and as someone who played basketball in college, I’d like to think I can still take you in one-on-one, that I still have a little bit of leap and some quickness left, and it was the craziest thing. We were driving home after our Labor Day weekend with the family and talking about the highlights of the weekend, and Parker and cousins went camping and it rained and that was a highlight, and there were different things that happened. And I was like, ‘the highlight of the weekend was Matt saying I’m quick!’  It was the weirdest thing but that one little compliment, isn’t it amazing the way one criticism can ruin your day and one compliment can make it? It is the power of the tongue. And the Bible speaks to that.

Ephesians 4:29

Don’t let any unwholesome talk come out of your mouth, but only what is helpful for building others up according to their needs that it may benefit those who listen.

That’s some good truth! Inspired by the Spirit of God!  

Let’s try this on.  If you don’t have something nice to say, don’t say anything at all.  That’s not a bad translation of this but I think it is only half the translation. The word ‘unwholesome’ is terminology that would refer to fruit that was over-ripe, rotten. In other words, don’t let words come out of your mouth that are going to turn someone else’s stomach. Out of the overflow of the heart, the mouth speaks.  Let’s be very careful about not poisoning other people with our words. But then the flip side and I love this, but only what may benefit others. The Greek word there is the same word that can be translated as gift. I’ve always loved that because it is the idea that your words can be a gift to someone that is far more valued than something they could unwrap or some material thing. There are a few people who have said a few things to me over the years that I will never forget as long as I live. Some of the greatest gifts that have been given to me and that is the power that is within our potential to make that kind of difference in people’s lives.

Maybe here is the way I want to say it, compliment people behind their backs. The Bible speaks about malice, bitterness, gossip, they are all the same thing but here is a rule of thumb that I’ve tried to employ, and failed at more than once, but if you wouldn’t say it to their face, don’t say it behind their back! I want to be talking behind people’s backs all the time complimenting them. Here’s my reaction whenever anybody criticizes someone behind their back to me, ‘Are you going to do the same thing to me?’  How can we complement one another like crazy?
A couple of thoughts, jot them down. These are hard-learned lessons. One – if you have a problem with someone, pray for them.  It is all I know to do.  When someone has done something or said something that hurts me, the only thing I know to do to keep my heart in the right place is to pray for them. Somehow, when I begin to pray for them, it changes my heart towards that person.
Secondly, look in the mirror first. Let’s not criticize in others what we don’t like about ourselves. In elementary school, I had just started the 5th grade and at that stage, kids say mean and hurtful things, but one thing I’ve tried to remind our kids of is that people who say mean things or bad things to you, it is because they don’t like something about themselves. There is something in them that is not quite right and that’ why that comes out. So try not to take it too personally. In fact, pray for them. I think Jesus said it this way, before you point out the speck in another person’s eye, let’s pull the plank out of your own eye. While you are at it, ask the question – is this really coming out of pride or jealousy in my life? It is probably one of those two things. If you have a genuine heart, there are moments that you need to give a word of exhortation. You are probably going to compliment them first so that they aren’t defensive. Then here’s the other recommendation I’m going to make – criticize something about yourself. I don’t know if that’s the right way to say it, but here’s another way of thinking about it. I think the happiest, healthiest, holiest people on the planet are the people who laugh at themselves the most. 

This weekend, I had to apologize to one of our children and one of the things I’ve tried to do is I want to be the first person to confess my sins when I’ve fallen short in a particular area of my life. That gives someone else the permission to confess. I think it is so important that we are vulnerable and I have found that complimenting other people keeps you humble too. It helps you think of others more highly than yourself and that’s what the Bible teaches us to do.

One last deal, when we want to change someone, we sometimes criticize or nag, but I love Romans 2:10! It is like a crowning jewel in my theology. It says that his kindness leads us towards repentance. The word ‘repentance’ means to change. So in other words, when God wants us to change, He shows us kindness. And when we don’t change, He shows us more kindness. I’m not saying that there aren’t moments when Jesus would just let the Pharisees have it, but 9 times out of 10, you see the kindness of Jesus towards people and it is that kindness that leads us to repentance.
Number three – share your testimony. I think this may be one of the greatest ways you can encourage another person Share your testimony. Revelation 12 says they triumphed over him by the blood of the Lamb and by the word of their testimony.

Let me give a little bit of backdrop. The word ‘testimony’ in the Greek can be translated ‘martyr.’  It also means testimony or witness. This Revelation is recorded by John, the Beloved, one of Jesus’ disciples. In fact, he is the only disciple to die of natural causes. All of the rest of them were martyred but that’s simply because John survived his execution. In Acts 4:20, Peter and John said, ‘We can’t help speaking about what we have seen and heard.’  What you would find is that six decades later, you still couldn’t shut John up. He was still testifying. He couldn’t help but speak about what he had seen and heard. Emperor Diocletian tried to get John to shut up by throwing him into a cauldron of burning oil, but according to tradition, almost like Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego, they couldn’t kill him. He was preaching from the pot. He was literally testifying while he was boiling! And he survived, so Diocletian exiled him to the islands of Patmos where he has this revelation that is recorded for us.

Over the next seven weeks, we are going to share testimonies in the form of documentaries. You saw Dawn and Barb share their story this weekend and we are going to share other stories. It takes some courage to share those stories. I want to say thanks to them and I want to challenge you to share your testimony. You’ve got family and friends and colleagues who need to know how Jesus has changed your life.  You don’t have to create those opportunities, that is God’s job, but when those opportunities present themselves, it is your responsibility to share your testimony. What if they laugh at you or mock you or lose respect for you? C’mon! If John was preaching from a cauldron of burning oil, can we take a little heat? They aren’t rejecting you, they are rejecting Jesus, and that is their prerogative.  You can’t make that decision for another person but it is your responsibility and your privilege to be able to share the testimony of what God has done in your life.  I’m not just talking about the success stories. They need to hear about the pain and the disappointment and the doubt and the frustration.  I have so appreciated so many NCCers are so courageous in sharing some of their deepest hurts and that is often what has brought healing to another person. In fact, I would say that your hurt is someone else’s healing. You need to steward the pain in your life. Otherwise, the pain is just pain. But that pain can be someone else’s gain if you have the courage to share it.  So, when we do grace and truth where a bunch of NCCers have struggled with same-sex attraction get up and they share their story in a very raw way, that takes some courage, but in that testimony, a lot of people find some help and some hope and some healing.  So many of you have had the courage to share the pain of a miscarriage. That is so hard to go through, but because you’ve had the courage to share that, some people have found someone who has been there and walk with them through it. Those of you who have been through a difficult divorce, through the doubt or even depression, if we share those testimonies, that is where others can find some hope and some healing.
Let me just tell you my kind of philosophy or definition of a testimony. It is us loaning our faith to someone else and allowing them to borrow from our experience, and they don’t have to pay it back. The way the pay it back is by sharing their testimony with someone else.  I find it so interesting that we overcome the enemy by the blood of the Lamb and by the word of our testimony, should these two things even be in the same sentence? We are talking about the precious blood of Christ that was shed on Calvary’s cross and you are putting that in the same sentence with my testimony? But if you don’t testify about the victory that Jesus has won in your life, then no one knows! It is both/and. We’ve got to take that literally and take it seriously. Again, you don’t have to create those opportunities, you just share your testimony in your words when the opportunity presents itself.

Here is why our testimony is so important, because you are the only Bible that some people will ever read.  And you are a unique translation of the gospel.  You have a circle of influence, there are people in your life that I will never meet and it is your responsibility to share your testimony with them.

I don’t think it is that complicated. Let me give you an example. How do we greet each other? There are lots of ways but our general greeting in our culture is ‘How are you doing?’  What if we gave it a little twist and said, ‘What is God doing in your life?’ ‘What are you learning?’  ‘What are you struggling with?’  What if we took it even one layer deeper? Instead of this superficial ‘how’s the weather’ but gave each other the opportunity to say what they are struggling with or where they have victories or where they are getting revelation?  First of all, we’ve got to allow God to be doing something in our life, but then once He is doing something in our life, we need to share that with each other.

I love what St. Francis said, ‘Preach the gospel every day, and if necessary, use words.’  I believe that you’ve got to walk the talk before you talk the walk, but let’s not make excuses and say that we never have to talk. There are times when you need to give a verbal witness. People need to hear it from your mouth. You need to seize that opportunity and share with them.  I promise you, the enemy is the accuser of the brethren and he is going to remind you of your past all the time but you need to take the witness stand and remind him of his future and you need to share your testimony with the people in your life in a way that is authentic to you. Just be yourself and share what God has done in your life.

Here is what I want to say, there is no 5th Amendment if you are a follower of Jesus. You need to verbally share when opportunities arise what Jesus means to you.

I’m going to close with this. There is one line from Barb and Dawn’s story that hit me. Dawn said if Barb had never invited me to church, I would have never come to church.  It floored me. Barb had to ask a few times but I thought to myself, what a little thing and what a big thing.  Can I remind us that this church exists primarily for the people who aren’t here? Friends and family who need to have a word of hope or need to know about the grace of God or need to know that there is a God who loves them enough that He went to a cross for them and that He has a plan and purpose for their life, to be transformed by God’s grace?  I don’t know, this little invite card that is in your bulletin, it’s just a piece of paper, but I think about Dawn and how one little invitation changed an eternal destiny.  

It doesn’t take something big, it takes something small. I hope that is an encouragement to you. You don’t have to change the world but you can make a difference in one person’s life.  

I’ve always loved what a former Secretary General said of the United Nations. He said, ‘It is more noble to give yourself completely to one individual than to labor diligently for the salvation of the masses.’  
Let’s not worry about what we can’t do and let’s do what we can.  Does your heart break for people who have never heard the name of Jesus?  I hope it does. I hope we can be part of making a difference. But God knows what He is doing. He has brought people into your life and you have to opportunity to give them a word of encouragement.

Encourage one another daily! Can we do that? I think it is very doable. So, forget everything I’ve said if you need to and remember this one thing – encourage one another daily. This week, don’t let a day go by that you don’t pay a genuine compliment, that you don’t encourage someone in your life. If you get in the habit of doing that, it will change their life and it will change your life.

Father, we come before You and pray that You would help us to put your Word into practice. We do not want to be hearers of the Word, we want to be doers of the Word. To that end, we pray, in Jesus’ name, Amen. 
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