 Series:                                                                                                                   Lesson

  “What Makes a Church Great”                                                                              #3

“A Great Church is Unified”

Lesson Text: John 17: 20, 21
INTRODUCTION:


It is the first Sunday of the month, thus a sermon on our theme for the year, “Strive to be GREAT in 2008.” As I mentioned last month I want us to look at some characteristics of a Great Church. It is my prayer that by looking at these characteristics we will be encouraged to emulate them or continue to emulate them and remain a Great Church. Of course, our best source of information on this topic is the Bible. 
There were several Great Churches in the Bible. Churches like the seven churches of Asia, Corinth, Antioch, Troas, Philippi, so on and so forth. But the church I would like for us to look at this morning is the church in Jerusalem, often referred to as the “mother church.”
We read of this church in Acts 2 - 8, and 15. The one characteristic I would like to emphasis which I believe made the Jerusalem church great is their unity.
Listen to these scriptures which speak of the church in Jerusalem’s unity. 

· “Now all who believed were together, and had all things in common, and sold their possessions and goods, and divided them among all, as anyone had need. So continuing daily with one accord in the temple, …” (Acts 2: 44, 45)

· “Now the multitude of those who believed were of one heart and one soul; neither did anyone say that any of the things he possessed was his own, but they had all things in common.” (Acts 4: 32)
So from these two references we learn of the unity which existed in the Jerusalem church. In this morning’s sermon I would like for us to explore several facets of congregational unity.

I. The Importance of Congregational Unity 

A. Unity is defined as “oneness, a condition of harmony; accord … being in agreement, joint action …!”
B. Jesus prayed for unity (John 17).
C. Paul condemned disunity (I Corinthians 1: 10 – 17).
D. Congregational unity produces strength. 

ILLUSTRASTION: One strand of yarn vs. a ball of yarn.

1. Look at the tower of Babel in Genesis 11

2. Sports teams
3. USA – 
a.) Patrick Henry’s quote: “United we stand, divided we fall.”
b.) Benjamin Franklin’s quote (at the signing of the Declaration of Independence): “Gentlemen, now we must all hang together, or surely we shall all hang separately.”

c.)  Jesus said something very similar in Matthew 12: 25, “Every kingdom divided against itself will be ruined, and every city or household divided against itself will not stand.”

E. Jesus spelled out clearly in His intercessory prayer, UNITY HELPS US TO ACCOMPLISH THE TASK OF EVANGELIZING EVERY CREATURE     (v. 21).

1. A lot of people stay in bed on Sunday morning because of the way Christians have talked about the church on the job site, grocery store, etc. during the week.
2. Do not be one way at the church building another way at home, work, school, etc.

II. What Does Congregational Unity Look Like?
A. It does not mean an absence of problems.

1. Where there are people there are conflicts.

2. Even the apostles had their spats (

3. Look at the church in Jerusalem again; did they not have dissension among themselves? (cf. Acts 6)

4. How a congregation handles conflicts, disagreements, etc. is paramount. (Another lesson in and of itself.)

B. It is characterized by LOVE (I Corinthians 13: 4 – 8).
1. Love covers a multitude of sins (James 5: 20).
2. Church discipline is predicated on love (I Corinthians 5).

3. “Love one another” is mentioned at least 13times in the New Testament. This love is the hallmark of a disciple of Christ (John 13: 34, 35; II John 5, 6). The church is supposed to be known for its love, not feuding and fighting.
C. It does not mean everybody must have the same opinions, likes or dislikes, etc.
1. I Corinthians 12 teach us about diversity in the body.

2. Diversity of talents, perspective, temperaments, etc. is acceptable             (Matthew 25: 14 – 30; Acts 15: 36 – 41).
a.) Note the apostles as examples of diversity, Matthew, a tax-collector; Simon the Canaanite, a Zealot.
b.) Note Paul and Timothy as an example of diversity

1.) Paul and Timothy were united in service for Christ (cf. Philippians 1: 1).

2.) Paul and Timothy were different: in nationality, age, background, vocation, education, experience, etc., but they were united in Christ.

3. We must be on guard against a Pharisaical attitude (Luke 18: 9 – 14). There is such a thing as a Stronger/Weaker brother syndrome (Romans 14, 15).

D. It means trying to control our tongues.
1. I say trying, because without the aid of the Holy Spirit this is an impossible task (James 3: 2, 8).

2. Nothing destroys congregational unity like a loose tongue (cf. James 4: 11, 12).

3. We must let all our words past through three gates: Is it true? Is it necessary? Is it edifying? (cf. James 3)

E. It means doing what ever is possible to live peaceably with the  

brethren. 

1. I know Romans 12: 18 is talking about everyone, but we need to especially try to maintain unity of Spirit in the bond of peace within the church family (Ephesians 4: 3).

2. The Hebrew writer exhorts, “Pursue peace with all people …”         (12: 14).

3. Paul taught in Romans 14: 19, “Therefore let us pursue the things which make for peace and the things by which one may edify another.”

F. It means respecting each others position or roles.
1. The ground is level around the cross (cf. Galatians 3: 26 - 28).

2. However, there are different roles within the church, for example, elders (cf. Hebrews 13: 7).

3. How about our elderly? How about women? How about _______?
4. I like how the apostle Paul put it in Romans 12: 10, “Be kindly affectionate to one another with brotherly love, IN HONOR GIVING PREFERENCE TO ONE ANOTHER.” 

ILLUSTRATION: I heard it said through the years by those who are prejudice in their views of others, “They are not our class of people.” What about the song, “Jesus Loves the Little Children. All the Children of the World – Red, Yellow, Black, and White. They are precious in His sight.”?

G. It means complying with the teachings of Christ.

1. This is what unites us … our commonality in Christ.

2. In Jesus’ prayer for unity in John 17 He says in verse 17, “Sanctify them by Your truth. Your word is truth.”
3. In Ephesians 4: 4 – 6 we read of the platform for unity based on the Word of God.

a.) One body – the church (Ephesians 1: 22, 23)
b.) One Spirit – the Holy Spirit
c.) One hope – expectation of future good (i.e., Heaven)
d.) One Lord – Christ Jesus (cf. Matthew 28: 18)
e.) One faith – system of beliefs (cf. Jude 3)
f.) One baptism – water baptism (cf. Matthew 28: 19, 20;                  Acts 19: 1 - 7)
g.) One God – Jehovah (cf. Deuteronomy 6: 4; II Samuel 7: 22)
III. What Attitudes Must Be Present to Have Congregational Unity? – Ephesians 4: 2; Philippians 2: 1 - 5
A. Lowliness (Humility) (cf. Philippians 2: 3, 4; Romans 12: 3, 10; Proverbs 11: 2; 13: 10)

B. Gentleness (Meekness) - definition: “strength under control; smoothing medicine) (cf. Proverbs 25: 28; Galatians 5: 23; I Peter 3: 15)

C. Patience (Longsuffering) – definition: “long tempered”; the ability to endure discomfort without fighting back (cf. Proverbs 14: 17; 16: 32; Galatians 5: 22; II Corinthians 12: 12)
D. Love (This has been covered.)

[Would you agree with this statement, “If we all were more like Christ things would go a whole lot smoother and there would be greater unity in the church’?]

CONCLUSION:

Brethren, I do not intend to discourage you in anyway, but I think it is important to tell you in closing that congregational unity require work. It is a gift from God (cf. John 17), but it can not be obtain without effort on our part. Satan knows of the unity we enjoy here at Orlinda and he is pleased. The verb in the Greek in Ephesians 4: 3 is present tense, meaning that the work of congregational unity is ongoing/ a never ending process.
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