Why Am I Here? #16

“Home…Where You Belong”

selected Scriptures

Membership has its benefits. 

So went a series of old American Express commercials years ago, trying to lure customers into obtaining the most expensive credit card on the market that many retailers refuse to accept.

I recall even then thinking of that phrase with regard to the local church. There are very definite benefits to not only joining a local fellowship of Christians but also being actively involved with them. At that time church membership had begun to decline as a new generation matured and moved away from organized religion.

The situation hasn’t changed, except to get worse.


Our society hungers for a sense of connectedness as forces within our country drive us apart. Government and politics, the free market system, a multi-billion dollar entertainment industry—even the disintegration of the family pushes us away from each other.
A generation ago Vance Packard wrote A Nation of Strangers, describing the trend in American culture, in which he describes the problem well:

Personal isolation is becoming a major social fact of our time. A great many people are disturbed by the feeling that they are rootless or increasingly anonymous, that they are living in a continually changing environment where there is little sense of community. The phrase “home town” may well fade from our language in this century.… Great numbers of inhabitants feel unconnected to either people and places, and throughout much of the nation there is a breakdown in community living.… We are confronted with a society that is coming apart at the seams. And in the process we appear to be breeding a legacy of coldness in many of the coming generation.

Technology has only heightened this disconnection between people, as one can hide behind a computer monitor and anonymous screen names, even “chatting” without words with someone in the same room by texting. We can do everything from the safety and convenience of our home, so why venture out into the cold, cruel world? 

Yet in today’s world, feelings of loneliness and alienation are everywhere to be found, leaving a flood of depression and despair.
 Why? Because we have a built-in need for a sense of belonging which only increases as our cultural and community values fall apart.
 


In contrast, the Christian church stands as a bright, warm, glimmer of hope to our isolated, disconnected world. The same God who created mankind to be His people, who fashioned the family as a place of nurture, protection, and mutual love, this same God established the local church as a family of believers to enjoy Him and to encourage one another. The heart and core of God’s message to man through the Scriptures is that He desires a people—a community—to share in His life. And this is the most thrilling “good news” lost and lonely people could ever hear!


You see, as Christians, we are called to belong, not just believe. While our relationship to Christ is personal, God never intends it to be private.
 As we read earlier from 1 Corinthians 12:27, “Now you are the body of Christ, and each one of you is a part of it.” There is no hint of a doubt, nor even the suggestion that such a relationship is optional! If you are a Christian, you are a member of God’s family. John writes in 1 John 3:1, “How great is the love the Father has lavished on us, that we should be called children of God! And that is what we are!” Again, not even a trace of a hesitation as to our position in Christ. We are the children of God, and as His children, we are members of the family.


And in the family of God, membership has its benefits.

The Basis of Belonging


Let’s begin with the basis of belonging by asking and answering the question, “Whose idea is this, anyway?” Recently social experts are calling into question in origin of such concepts as marriage and family, claiming these to be merely human inventions. If this is so, if man created these social institutions, then man can also redefine them or do away with them altogether.


The Bible teaches, however, that marriage, family, and church are all part of God’s design—therefore mankind does not have the right to alter or abolish the nature of these establishments. God chose to create human beings and to place them in relationship with other human beings as well as with Himself. Charles Stanley writes,

Of one thing we can be absolutely certain in the Scriptures is that God wants us. He created us, He desires us, He longs to be in close relationship with us. He seeks us out. He invites us to spend time with Him. God’s purpose in saving us is so that we will live forever with Him in heaven.

We see this spelled out in Paul’s letter to the Ephesians. Paul begins in Ephesians 1:4-5, “For he chose us in him before the creation of the world to be holy and blameless in his sight. In love he predestined us to be adopted as his sons through Jesus Christ, in accordance with his pleasure and will…” Here we see those scary theological terms, “election” and “predestination.” Instead of tripping over the debates surrounding those words, look beyond them to see what God’s was choosing and designing: that we be adopted as His children! Before Genesis 1:1 ever took place—before the universe was created—God had in mind to create humans that would be adopted into His family!

Ephesians chapter two shows how God overcame the obstacle of sin to offer mankind salvation by grace through faith, in order to bring us into fellowship with Him. The latter half of chapter two displays how God is bringing all believers—Jews and Gentiles—as one into His chosen people. Then Paul turns his attention to the unity of the family of God as well as the family unit of husbands and wives, parents and children, masters and servants. Clearly God’s design is that we live in relationship to Him and to one another!

God’s plan has always been for the local church to be a community that lived with a sense of belonging. Every believer was expected to be linked to every other believer in “one body” and “one faith.” Within the church, every believer should be made to feel at “home” and part of the family—no believer should be excluded.

Not only was this God’s design, but it was also Christ’s desire. Listen to His prayer prayed moments before His arrest that would culminate in His crucifixion:

I pray also for those who will believe in me through their message, that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you. May they also be in us so that the world may believe that you have sent me. I have given them the glory that you gave me, that they may be one as we are one: I in them and you in me. May they be brought to complete unity to let the world know that you sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me (John 17:20-23).

Jesus knew that the key to the church’s witness would be their fellowship with each other. “By this all men will know that you are my disciples,” He said in John 13:35, “if you love one another.”
The third basis of belonging in the family of God is the Spirit’s doing. He gives us that sense of “belonging.” We love God’s people and we want to be with them. Isn’t it wonderful to know that the ultimate health and well-being of the Church is not in our hands? The spiritual unity of God’s people is not something that we must bring about ourselves; it is already an accomplished fact. Paul wrote in Ephesians 4:4, “There is one body,” not “There ought to be one body.”
 We are told not to make the unity but to maintain the unity between us.

The basis of belonging, then, is completely centered on God and His plan. The church—just like marriage and the family—are creations of God’s mind, not man’s. We cannot reject or redesign His designs to fit our own desires.

The Barriers to Belonging


Yet not everyone finds that home where they belong, even in the family of God. Why is that? What are the barriers to belonging? I find that some belong to the individual while others belong to the church family.


The first barrier is inferiority, represented by those believers who have no sense of belonging. Because they are not as spiritually smart or strong as some other Christians they know, they feel as thought they have nothing to offer or contribute to the family.


Paul wrote to such in 1 Corinthians 12:14-19,

Now the body is not made up of one part but of many. If the foot should say, “Because I am not a hand, I do not belong to the body,” it would not for that reason cease to be part of the body. And if the ear should say, “Because I am not an eye, I do not belong to the body,” it would not for that reason cease to be part of the body. If the whole body were an eye, where would the sense of hearing be? If the whole body were an ear, where would the sense of smell be? But in fact God has arranged the parts in the body, every one of them, just as he wanted them to be. If they were all one part, where would the body be? As it is, there are many parts, but one body.

A few verses later he adds,

On the contrary, those parts of the body that seem to be weaker are indispensable, and the parts that we think are less honorable we treat with special honor. And the parts that are unpresentable are treated with special modesty, while our presentable parts need no special treatment. But God has combined the members of the body and has given greater honor to the parts that lacked it, so that there should be no division in the body, but that its parts should have equal concern for each other (1 Corinthians 12:22-25).

There is no such thing as an inferior or insignificant Christian!


The second I would call invincibility. These are the “Lone Rangers” who think they can walk the Christian life alone. (They forget that even the Lone Ranger had Tonto!) These are whom Paul wrote about in 1 Corinthians 12:21, “The eye cannot say to the hand, ‘I don’t need you!’ And the head cannot say to the feet, ‘I don’t need you!’” We do need each other. The person who says, “I don’t need the church,” is either arrogant or ignorant.
 

Eugene Peterson hits it right on the head when he writes,
Scripture knows nothing of the solitary Christian. People of faith are always members of a community. Creation itself was not complete until there was community, Adam needing Eve before humanity was whole. God never works with individuals in isolation, but always with people in community…. We are a family in Christ. When we become Christians, we are among brothers and sisters in faith. No Christian is an only child.

We are not invincible. We need one another.


A third barrier comes from the church family itself, and is what I call inflexibility. Rather than the unity of the Spirit, this mindset calls for the uniformity of the saints. Uniformity insists that all members look alike and act alike, and those who dare stray from the prescribed norm will pay the consequences!

The anthem of uniformity sounds like this:
Believe as I believe—no more, no less

That I am right, and no one else confess.
Feel as I feel; think only as I think;

Eat what I eat, and drink but what I drink.
Look as I look, do always as I do;
Then—and only then—I’ll have fellowship with you.

Seriously, who wants to be a part of that? It’s like the door-to-door salesman who says, “You don’t want to buy this, do ya?” Yet so many local churches act like this. They bring in new folks through the front door only to chase them out the back door!

I agree with Chuck Swindoll as he writes,
As long as our knowledge is imperfect and our preferences vary and opinions differ, let’s leave a lot of room in areas that don’t really matter. Diversity and variety provide the Body with a beautiful blend of balance ... but a squint-eyed, severe spirit is a killer, strangling its victims with a noose of caustic criticism.

The final barrier to belonging is what I call indifference. This may be the most difficult barrier to overcome. These folks agree with the teachings of the Bible and the church. They enjoy the warmth of the family atmosphere. But they are content to be a church attender rather than a church member. The difference between being a church attender and a church member is commitment. Attenders are spectators from the sidelines; members get involved in the ministry. Attenders are consumers; members are contributors. Attenders want the benefits of a church without sharing the responsibility. They are like couples who want to live together without committing to a marriage.

We need to overcome these barriers to belonging. Many of these require a shift in our thinking. We must accept God’s truth about ourselves—we are neither inferior nor invincible, and we should not be inflexible or indifferent. 
The Benefits of Belonging 


I do not want to leave this message on a negative note, however. Let’s conclude by considering the benefits of belonging to the family of God. 


The first benefit is that belonging to a church provides us with spiritual identity. A church family identifies you as a genuine believer. In our world that is becoming more and more impersonal, people are longing for an identity. 

As parents one of the greatest gifts we can ever give to a child is a strong sense of belonging, letting that child know that he or she is wanted. This includes feelings of being cared for, of being appreciated for his or her uniqueness and potential. A child who does not have a sense of belonging grows up feeling rejected and alienated from others.

The same is true in the family of God. When a new Christian has not built any friendships with members in the church and has not become part of any group where there is a sense of belonging, they will usually not stick around for very long.

A second, related benefit is that is protects us from spiritual isolation and impediments. A church family moves us out of self-centered isolation. The local church is the classroom for learning how to get along in God’s family. It is a lab for practicing unselfish, sympathetic love. As a participating member you learn to care about others and share the experiences of others. Only in regular contact with ordinary, imperfect believers can we learn real fellowship and experience the New Testament truth of being connected and dependent on each other.

Over fifty times in the New Testament the phrase “one another” or “each other” is used. We are commanded to love each other, pray for each other, encourage each other, admonish each other, greet each other, serve each other, teach each other, accept each other, honor each other, bear each other’s burdens, forgive each other, submit to each other, be devoted to each other, and many other mutual tasks. This is true membership! These are our “family responsibilities” that God expects us to fulfill through a local fellowship. If we do not belong to a church family, who are we doing these with?

A church family can also help keep us from backsliding. None of us are immune to temptation. Given the right situation, we are capable of any sin. God knows this, so he has assigned us as individuals the responsibility of keeping each other on track. The Bible says, “Encourage one another daily…so that none of you may be hardened by sin’s deceitfulness” [Heb. 3:13 niv]. “Mind your own business” is not a Christian phrase. We are called and commanded to be involved in each other’s lives. If you know someone who is wavering spiritually right now, it is your responsibility to go after them and bring them back into the fellowship. James tells us, “If you know people who have wandered off from God’s truth, don’t write them off. Go after them. Get them back” [James 5:19 msg].

The fourth benefit of belonging to a local church family is that it presents us with spiritual implementation. In other words, a church family helps us develop spiritual muscle. We will never grow to maturity just by attending worship services and being a passive spectator. Only participation in the full life of a local church builds spiritual muscle.

We speak about “church membership” as though it were only a matter of “joining church” and “supporting” the church with our money, attendance, and occasional work. But “membership” means that we are part of a living body and have the responsibility and privilege of contributing to the strength and growth of that body. If the body is to grow and serve, it must be “joined and held together by every supporting ligament…as each part does its work” (Ephesians 4:16).
 None of us can fulfill God’s purposes by ourselves,
 we all need one another.
In all of society, the church has the greatest potential for being a caring and healing community. Local bodies of believers can bring a sense of belonging to the members, opportunities to develop skills, support to those who feel weak, healing to troubled individuals, and guidance as people make decisions and move toward maturity. It is sad that many churches are not caring communities. They are more like social clubs where everybody smiles, nobody ever admits to having problems, and congregations are far from the dynamic growth-producing fellowship that Christ intended them to be.﻿

Let’s not be like that here at Texas Christian Church. We are a family—brothers and sisters in Christ who worship our Heavenly Father. Sure, we have our quirks, as does every family. But we need each other. We need to love each other. We need to build each other up. And we do that as members of His family.

Membership does have its privileges…and not just when we get to Heaven. Those privileges begin right here, right now. Let’s show the world what it really means to be a family, where love and acceptance and assistance allows us to grow into whom God designed us to be. Let’s show the world that they can come home.

Home…where you belong.
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