Church Membership Series No 3 - 5

Church Membership – Sharing life together.
Introduction
  PS 133:1 How good and pleasant it is when brothers live together in unity!
How good are you at sharing?

When God placed us upon this earth, he didn’t want us all to be recluses, on our own. No! He made us to share our lives with one another.

Go back 30 – 40 years and villages like Cranfield would have been real communities where people knew each other and looked after one another. Today, we have lost that community spirit. OAP’s during the winter months die of cold and sometimes alone, because no-one cares for them or looks in on them.
When I was a boy in Cotton End, there was a time when I knew the names of every family in the entire Village, we spoke often with our neighbours.

How often do you speak to your neighbour? Or see your neighbour?

We have lost that part of our culture, we have lost community.

But God intends that we – the Church, experience life together.

The Bible calls this shared experience ‘fellowship’, but even that has lost some of its Biblical meaning in our Churches.

‘Fellowship’ now usually refers to casual conversation, socializing, food and fun.

The question “Where do you fellowship” usually means “Where do you go to Church”.

“Stay after for fellowship” usually means “wait for refreshments”

REAL fellowship is so much more than just turning up for services. It is experiencing life together.

Experiencing life together includes unselfish loving, honest sharing, practical serving, sacrificial giving, sympathetic comforting and all the other “one another” commands found in the NT.

When it comes to fellowship, size matters. Smaller is better. You can worship with a crowd, but you can’t fellowship with one.

When it comes to fellowship, once a group becomes larger than about 10 people, someone stops participating – usually the quietest – and a few people will dominate the group.
Have you ever wondered why Jesus only had 12 disciples, because he knew that 12 was the maximum size for a small group in order that everyone participates.

The body of Christ, like your own body, is a collection of cells. The life of the body of Christ is contained in the cells, the small groups.

There are those Christians who always want to be part of a large Church, they say its because they want the experience of worship, they want to feel the presence of God, but really its usually because they don’t want to be part of a small group where they are called upon to share.

Real community takes place in the small groups and small Churches.

God has made an incredible promise about small groups of believers –

MATT 18:20 For where two or three come together in my name, there am I with them."

Unfortunately, even being in a small group does not guarantee you will experience real community. So many come to the Church with a superficial face on.

One that when you say “Hello… how are you today?” they smile sweetly back and say “I’m fine thanks”
When they really mean “I’m having a bad day and no I don’t feel well at all”

We come to Church with a Fake fellowship, and that is not fellowship at all.

So what is the difference between real and fake fellowship?

1. In real fellowship people experience authenticity.

Authentic fellowship is not superficial, surface level chit-chat. It is genuine heart to heart, sometime gut-level sharing. It happens when people get honest about who they are and what is happening in their lives.

They share their hurts, reveal their feelings, confess their failures, disclose their doubts, admit their fears, acknowledge their weaknesses and ask for help and prayer.

Yet so often we see people wearing masks, keeping their guard up, and acting as though everything is rosy in the garden. They pretend, they role-play, they take part in shallow conversation.

It is only as we become open with each other, that we experience real fellowship

1JN 1:7-9 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.

If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us. If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.
The world says that intimacy occurs in the dark, but God says it occurs in the light. Darkness hides but light uncovers.
It takes both courage and humility in order to be authentic. It means facing our fear of exposure, rejection and being hurt again.

JAM 5:16 Therefore confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be healed.
2. In real fellowship people experience mutuality
Mutuality is the art of giving and receiving.
1COR12:25-26 so that there should be no division in the body, but that its parts should have equal concern for each other. If one part suffers, every part suffers with it; if one part is honored, every part rejoices with it.
Its depending on each other. Mutuality is the heart of fellowship, building reciprocal relationships, sharing responsibilities and helping each other.

Paul said 

RO 1:11-12 I long to see you so that I may impart to you some spiritual gift to make you strong-- that is, that you and I may be mutually encouraged by each other's faith.

We are all more consistent in our faith when others walk with us and encourage us. The Bible commands mutual accountability and encouragement, serving and honouring.

Over 50 times in the NT we are commanded to do different tasks to “one another” and “each other”

RO 14:19 Let us therefore make every effort to do what leads to peace and to mutual edification.

You are not responsible for everyone in the body of Christ, but you are responsible to them. God expects you and I to do what ever we can to help them.

3. In real fellowship people experience sympathy.

Sympathy is not giving advice or offering quick, cosmetic help; sympathy is entering in and sharing the pain of others. Sympathy says “I understand what you’re going through, and what you feel is neither strange or crazy”

Today we call that empathy, but the Bible uses the word sympathy or as its translated in the NIV – compassion.

COL 3:12 Therefore, as God's chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience.

Sympathy meets two fundamental human needs: the need to be understood, and the need to have your feelings validated. Every time you understand and affirm someone’s feelings, you build fellowship.

One of the problems we have today is that we are in such a hurry to fix things that we don’t sympathise with people, or we’re preoccupied with our own hurts.

GAL 6:2 Carry each other's burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ.

It is in the times of deep crisis, grief and doubt that we need each other the most. We need a small group of friends to have faith in God for us and pull us through.
JOB 6:14 "A despairing man should have the devotion of his friends, even though he forsakes the fear of the Almighty.

4. In real fellowship people experience mercy.

Fellowship is a place of grace, where mistakes are not rubbed in, but rubbed out. Fellowship happens when mercy wins over justice.

We all need mercy, because we all stumble and need help getting back on track. We need to offer mercy to each other and receive it from each other.

Paul says

  2CO 2:5-8 If anyone has caused grief, he has not so much grieved me as he has grieved all of you, to some extent--not to put it too severely. The punishment inflicted on him by the majority is sufficient for him. Now instead, you ought to forgive and comfort him, so that he will not be overwhelmed by excessive sorrow. I urge you, therefore, to reaffirm your love for him.

You can’t have fellowship without forgiveness. God warns us not to hold grudges, because bitterness and resentment always destroy fellowship.

We are all imperfect, sinful people, we will inevitably hurt each other over time.

It takes mercy and grace in massive amounts to create and maintain fellowship.

COL 3:12-14 Therefore, as God's chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience. Bear with each other and forgive whatever grievances you may have against one another. Forgive as the Lord forgave you. And over all these virtues put on love, which binds them all together in perfect unity.

God’s mercy towards us should be our motivation for showing mercy to others.

Remember you will never be asked to forgive someone else more than God has already forgiven you.

Whenever you are hurt by someone, you have a choice to make. Will I use my energy and emotions for retaliation or resolution. You can’t do both.

Conclusion
The Church is a fellowship of believers, who are called by God to share with each other. It is not a new thing, but something that is as old as the Church itself
ACTS 2:44-47 All the believers were together and had everything in common. Selling their possessions and goods, they gave to anyone as he had need. Every day they continued to meet together in the temple courts. They broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad and sincere hearts, praising God and enjoying the favor of all the people. And the Lord added to their number daily those who were being saved.

The Church could not have been like this unless they had real, authentic fellowship.

Church membership is all about fellowship, learning to share, to depend on each other, to show grace and mercy to each other.

Many people are reluctant to show mercy because they don’t understand the difference between trust and forgiveness.

Forgiveness is letting go of the past, with all its baggage.

Trust has to do with future behaviour.

Forgiveness must be immediate, whether or not the person asks for it, trust must be rebuilt over time.

God calls us to fellowship, to be part of a group.

Are you hungry to experience authentic, mutual sharing, sympathy and mercy of real fellowship?

If so, the challenge to you is are you willing to let go of the hurts of the past, to forgive those who have hurt you and open yourself in honesty to each other.
Shall we pray.

