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Preface
Almost thirty years ago, I did a word study of the Greek word koinnia, as it occurs in various grammatical forms in the New Testament. Though it is translated into several English words and has a rich and varied meaning, koinnia is most often understood as meaning fellowship. But in the mid-1980s, fellowship had come to mean little more than various forms of Christian social activity.
I was so impressed with the wide divergence between our concept of fellowship and the biblical meaning of it that I felt constrained to write a book on the subject, which was titled True Fellowship, to explain what koinonia, as it is referred to in the New Testament, is all about.
Later, in an effort to attract greater readership, the book was retitled The Crisis of Caring in order to relate the message of the book to the all-too-often superficial friendliness and empty relationships characteristic of our Christian community at the time. The book was available under that title for a number of years.
More recently, there has been an increasing interest in the subject of Christian community, and some felt that my book in many ways spoke to that subject. So my publisher, NavPress, asked that I update and revise the book where needed to show more clearly how the whole concept of New Testament koinonia is necessary to our understanding of biblical community. As I worked on the revision, I was pleasantly surprised at how often I had used not only the word but also the concept of community almost thirty years ago. So there truly is a close relationship between community and fellowship, provided we give a biblical meaning to both words.
I am aware that others have written some excellent work on the subject of community, so this book is not intended to say all there is to say on the subject. Rather, I have attempted to show that an understanding and application of biblical koinonia will help all of us practice true community.
The work of revision has been both joyous and challenging. Joyous as I again focused on the rich and varied meaning of koinonia. Challenging because I was confronted by how much growing I still need to do in applying it to my life. So I do not submit this book as one who has mastered its teaching but rather as a fellow pilgrim inviting you to pursue true community with me.



CHAPTER ONE
Sharing a Common Life
What we have seen and heard we declare to you, so that you
and we together may share in a common life, that life which
we share with the father and his son Jesus Christ.
1 JOHN 1:3 (NEB)
The word community is used for a variety of purposes to denote groups of people who have something in common. For example, we may speak of a farming community or of the academic community at a university or of an ethnic group, such as the Italian community in a large city.
In recent years, many Christian leaders and pastors have begun to emphasize the importance of community among believers. This is a much-needed corrective to our tendency toward an individualistic approach to the Christian life, but it does raise the question What is biblical community? And is there a biblical basis for using the word community in our Christian context?
To answer that question, we need to explore the meaning of the Greek word koinnia and its most common English translation, the word fellowship. Koinnia, in its different grammatical forms, is actually translated several ways in the New Testament: for example, participation, partnership, sharing, and of course fellowship. In our Christian circles, the word fellowship has come to mean little more than Christian social activity. It may mean the exchange of pleasantries over coffee and cookies at church, or the social functions of our high school or campus ministry groups. This is not the meaning of fellowship in the New Testament.
The first occurrence of the word fellowship in the New Testament occurs in Luke’s account of the beginning of the New Testament church on the Day of Pentecost. As a result of Peter’s sermon, about three thousand people believed in Christ. Luke says of them that “they devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer” (Acts 2:42).
We’re not surprised that these new believers devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to prayer. But to fellowship? It would seem strange to include fellowship along with teaching and prayer if fellowship meant no more than Christian social activity. Or consider the words of the apostle John in 1 John 1:3: “What we have seen and heard we proclaim to you also, so that you too may have fellowship with us; and indeed our fellowship is with the Father, and with His Son Jesus Christ” (NASB). In both Acts 2:42 and 1 John 1:3, the New English Bible translates koinnia as “sharing a common life.” This is the most basic meaning of koinonia, or fellowship. It is sharing a common life with other believers — a life that, as John says, we share with God the Father and God the Son. It is a relationship, not an activity.
RELATIONSHIP
Those first Christians of Acts 2 were not devoting themselves to social activities but to a relationship — a relationship that consisted of sharing together the very life of God through the indwelling of the Holy Spirit. They understood that they had entered this relationship by faith in Jesus Christ, not by joining an organization. And they realized that their fellowship with God logically brought them into fellowship with one another. Through their union with Christ, they were formed into a spiritually organic community. They were living stones being built into a spiritual house (see 1 Peter 2:5), fellow members of the body of Christ. As William Hendriksen said, “Koinonia, then, is basically a community-relationship.”1 It is not primarily an activity; it is a relationship.
It is this spiritually organic relationship that forms the basis of true Christian community. It is not the fact that we are united in common goals or purposes that makes us a community. Rather, it is the fact that we share a common life in Christ. There are many organizations, both secular and Christian, whose members work together to pursue common goals. Some of these groups may call themselves communities. But biblical community goes much deeper than sharing common goals, though it ultimately involves that. Biblical community is first of all the sharing of a common life in Christ. It is when we grasp this truth that we are in a position to begin to understand true community.
PARTNERSHIP
Koinonia also means sharing together in the sense of partnership. Both classical Greek writers and New Testament writers used koinnia to refer to a business partnership. Plato spoke of the dissolution of a koinnia — a business partnership.2 Luke used a form of koinnia to refer to the partnership of Peter with James and John in the fishing business (see Luke 5:10).
In the spiritual realm, Paul regarded himself as a partner with his dear friend Philemon, and he thanked God for the Philippian believers’ partnership in the gospel (see Philemon 17; Philippians 1:5). And when Paul went to Jerusalem to dispute with the legalists over the necessity of circumcision, he said, “James, Cephas, and John … accepted Barnabas and myself as partners” (Galatians 2:9, NEB). The concept of fellowship as a spiritual partnership is firmly embedded in the New Testament use of koinonia.
Whereas relationship describes believers as a community, partnership describes them as a community in action. A business partnership is always formed in order to attain an objective, such as providing a service to the public at a profit for the partners. In the same way, the concept of a spiritual partnership implies that it is created with the objective of glorifying God. Just as all believers are united together in a community relationship, so we are all united together in a partnership formed to glorify God. God is glorified when Christians grow in Christlikeness and when unbelievers are brought into His kingdom. Biblical community, then, incorporates this idea of an active partnership in the promotion of the gospel and the building up of believers.
COMMUNION WITH OTHERS
A second primary meaning of New Testament koinonia is sharing with others what we have. Just as sharing together has two sub-meanings (relationship and partnership), so sharing with has two sub-meanings. The first of these can be called communion with one another. Although we usually use the word communion as a term for the Lord’s Supper, it is here used to mean communicating intimately, or sharing with one another on a close personal and spiritual level. It may be the mutual sharing among believers of what God has taught them from the Scriptures, or it may be a word of encouragement from one believer to another. The key element is that the subject matter is focused on God as well as on His Word and His works. As J. I. Packer said, “It is, first, a sharing with our fellow-believers the things that God has made known to us about himself, in hope that we may thus help them to know him better and so enrich their fellowship with him.”3
According to Acts 2:5, the first believers who were gathered into the church on the Day of Pentecost came from “every nation under heaven.” Prior to their conversion, they would have related to one another like billiard balls, constantly colliding and bouncing off one another. But immediately after coming into the community relationship of the body of Christ, they began to experience koinonia and to value its effect in their lives. As we have already seen, the New English Bible says in Acts 2:42, “They met constantly to hear the apostles teach, and to share the common life.” The New International Version says, “They devoted themselves … to the fellowship.” They couldn’t get enough teaching, fellowship, and prayer.
Those first Christians from the Day of Pentecost were all Jews. They were steeped in the Old Testament Scriptures, but as they listened to the apostles’ teaching and were enlightened by the Holy Spirit, they began to see those Scriptures in a new way. They were daily gaining a new understanding of them. And as they individually learned from the apostles’ teaching, they shared with one another what they were learning. This is fellowship: sharing with one another what God is teaching through the Scriptures, and this is an important part of true community.
How different is our present-day concept of fellowship? Take those typical times of “coffee fellowship.” We discuss everything else except the Scriptures. We talk about our jobs, our studies, our favorite sports teams, the weather — almost anything except what God is teaching us from His Word and through His workings in our lives. If we are to regain the New Testament concept of fellowship within the community, we must learn to get beyond the temporal issues of the day and begin to share with each other on a level that will enhance our spiritual relationships with one another and with God.
SHARING MATERIAL POSSESSIONS
As we examine the account of these early believers’ attitudes, however, we see that they did not limit their concept of koinonia to sharing with one another only spiritual things. They also shared their material possessions with those in need (see Acts 2:44-45).
One of the most common usages of koinonia in the New Testament is this sense of sharing material resources with others. For example, Paul urges us to “share with God’s people who are in need” (Romans 12:13). In 2 Corinthians 9:13, he speaks of “your generosity in sharing with [others].” The writer of Hebrews urges us to “not forget to do good and to share with others” (13:16). The word share in these passages is a translation of koinnia in either its noun or verb form. A willingness to share our possessions with one another is a very important aspect of true biblical community.
Sharing our possessions with others should be a natural consequence of our realization that biblical fellowship denotes both a relationship and a partnership. Paul said that all parts of the body should have concern for one another (see 1 Corinthians 12:25-26). We will be concerned for the needs of others in the body only to the extent that we see community as primarily a mutual relationship in Christ among members of the same spiritual organism. The fellowship of sharing with those in need is more than just showing compassion or benevolence to them. Even unbelievers do that. The fellowship of sharing possessions within the body is a tangible recognition that we are in a community relationship with one another and that when one member of the community suffers, we all suffer together. When a parent meets a need of one of his children, we do not think of that act as an expression of benevolence but as an expression of relationship. It is both his privilege and his duty to meet that need because he is the parent. In the same manner, believers have both a privilege and a duty to share with each other as fellow members of the same body.
Similarly, in a partnership, the partners share in both the income and the expenses, both the assets and the liabilities of the partnership. No one ever establishes a business partnership where one partner takes all the income and another pays all the bills. They share alike in both the positive and the negative. It should be the same way in the community of the church. Because we are partners in the gospel, we need to share with one another, realizing that we are not owners but only stewards of the possessions God has entrusted (not given, but entrusted) to us.
We see the application of this principle of partnership in 2 Corinthians 8:13-14: “Our desire is not that others might be relieved while you are hard pressed, but that there might be equality. At the present time your plenty will supply what they need, so that in turn their plenty will supply what you need.” Paul envisioned a continual flow of believers’ possessions toward those who have needs. This is an outworking of koinonia, an important expression of true community.
Paul was urging the Corinthian believers to have fellowship with Christians they had never even met and never would meet: the poor among the believers in Jerusalem. They were not going to have coffee and doughnuts together with these people in need; they were going to dig down into their pockets to help meet the needs of these believers who shared together with them a common life in Christ.
We can see, then, that the concepts of community and fellowship are so closely linked that we cannot have true community unless we practice true fellowship. In fact, the concepts of biblical community and biblical fellowship are so closely tied that I may sometimes use the words community and fellowship interchangeably. That is because what the community does in terms of fellowship determines the character and face of the community. So, in this first chapter, we have seen that koinonia is used in the New Testament to express four different but related dimensions of fellowship:
•  Community relationship
•  Partnership
•  Communion
•  Sharing material possessions
The first two are dimensions of koinonia as sharing together, the second two as sharing with one another. It is because we share together a common life in Christ that we are called on to share with one another whatever we have, both spiritual and material resources.
We will explore the implications of these four expressions of koinonia in subsequent chapters. Before we do, however, we will look at the foundation for our koinonia with one another: fellowship with God. It is important that we take time to lay this foundation because we cannot have meaningful fellowship with one another unless we are individually experiencing vital fellowship with God.
FOR GROUP DISCUSSION
1.  What does it mean to you to “share in a common life” concerning your relationships with God and other believers?

2.  How does New Testament koinonia differ from the way it is often represented today? What does it mean that koinonia is a relationship, not an activity?

3.  How realistic is it to share in a common life in our culture? Does sharing material possessions seem too radical? Is it biblical?




CHAPTER TWO
Union with God
God, who has called you into fellowship with his son
Jesus Christ our Lord, is faithful.
1 CORINTHIANS 1:9
We have seen that true community involves, first, a spiritually organic relationship with all other members of the community. We share a common life, we are partners in a common pursuit, and we share with one another both spiritually and materially. But there is something more fundamental to true community than our relationship with one another: our relationship with God. Without this relationship with God, there can be no spiritual relationship with one another.
But what does the word relationship mean? Does it indicate an objective fact or a subjective experience? For example, if I say, “I have a good relationship with my son,” what do I mean? Obviously, I am referring to a positive state of affairs that exists between us; I am speaking of our subjective experience. We use relationship this way all the time. We speak of the importance of relationships in our campus ministry groups, local churches, and home Bible studies. In such cases, we are emphasizing the importance of getting to know one another, loving and accepting one another, and encouraging one another. All these relational actions speak of our experience with each other in our day-to-day lives.
But the most basic meaning of relationship has to do with an objective fact. The dictionary defines relationship as the condition or fact of being related, as in a marriage relationship. When a man and woman marry, they enter into a relationship. As the years pass, their relationship may be good or bad. But whatever their experience, the fact remains that they do have an objective relationship with one another.
In chapter 1, we saw that koinonia expresses, first of all, the meaning of relationship in this objective manner. All believers are related to one another in the sense that we all share together a common life in Christ. Our experiential relationships with one another grow out of our objective relationship. Only those who are in fellowship with one another (objective fact) can have fellowship with one another (subjective experience).
Now, just as this objective fact of relationship is the most basic concept of fellowship among believers, so it is also the most basic concept of fellowship with God. We must first have an objective, living relationship with God before we can enjoy an experiential relationship with Him. We must be united to Christ by saving faith before we can have fellowship with Him on a daily basis.
True fellowship embraces both the objective and the experiential aspects of our relationship with God. The old writers of several generations ago referred to these two aspects of fellowship as union and communion with God. When we consider the subject of fellowship with God, we should look at both aspects: the objective and the experiential. Only as we understand our objective union with Christ will we be able to enter fully into the experiential joys of communion with Him.
SHARING CHRIST’S LIFE
Paul states in 1 Corinthians 1:9, “God, who has called you into fellowship with his Son Jesus Christ our Lord, is faithful.” Many of us have used this verse as a biblical basis for a morning quiet time, a time when believers might have regular communion with God. We point out to new believers this fantastic privilege of being called by God to have such special communion with His Son Jesus Christ. While this is indeed part of what Paul is saying, it is not the main thrust of his statement. In this verse, Paul is actually grounding the assurance of the Corinthians’ salvation at the coming day of Christ in the faithfulness of God, who called them into a relationship with Christ.
Regarding this passage, F. W. Grosheide wrote, “The word fellowship … is the clue to the understanding of unreprovable [“blameless” in the NIV] in verse 8. How is it possible that the Corinthians will be unreprovable in the day of Christ? Because they stand in relation to Him and share in the fruits of His work.”1 Or as Matthew Henry put it, “He who hath brought us into near and dear relation to Christ, into sweet and intimate communion with Christ, is faithful; he may be trusted with our dearest concerns.”2 Similarly, Charles Hodge wrote on this passage, “Fellowship includes union and communion. The original word (koinonia) signifies participation…. We are called to be partakers of Christ; partakers of his life, as members of his body.”3
Thus, while the word fellowship as used in 1 Corinthians 1:9 includes both union and communion with Christ, it is the union, the objective relation with Him, that is primarily in view. Through faith in Christ, we are members of His body. The term His body does not signify merely ownership, as we might say in the expression his house or his car. Rather, it signifies union or an actual attachment, as in the expression his hand or his heart.
Your hand and your heart do not merely belong to you in the sense of ownership; they are an integral part of you. In the same way, we, the members of Christ’s body, not only belong to Him (though that in itself is certainly true) but also are spiritually a part of Him, “for we are members of his body” (Ephesians 5:30). He is our life and we are His body, receiving every iota of our spiritual lives from Him.
The apostle John also sees fellowship with God primarily in terms of an objective relationship. He states,
What we have seen and heard we declare to you, so that you and we together may share in a common life, that life which we share with the Father and his Son Jesus Christ…. If we claim to be sharing in his life while we walk in the dark, our words and our lives are a lie; but if we walk in the light as he himself is in the light, then we share together a common life, and we are being cleansed from every sin by the blood of Jesus his Son. (1 John 1:3,6-7, NEB, emphasis added)

The four italicized phrases in this quotation are all translations of the Greek word koinnia. It is apparent that John is focusing on the relationship he has with God and wants his readers to have the same kind of vital relationship.
Many of us are accustomed to thinking of the concept of fellowship used in 1 Corinthians 1:9 and 1 John 1:3,6-7 only in terms of communion with Christ through a daily quiet time, Scripture meditation, and prayer. Therefore, at the risk of belaboring my point, I want to emphasize again that the primary idea in these passages is that of union with Christ. And so I quote again from other authorities.
W. E. Vine, author of the well-known Vine’s Expository Dictionary of New Testament Words, says on 1 John 1:3, “The life [of Christ] was manifested not merely to reveal God but to bring the redeemed into relationship with Him.” Commenting on verse 6, Vine says, “To walk in the light we must be partakers of His nature.” And then on verse 7, he says, “There is first union and then communion. There cannot be the latter without the former” (emphasis added).4
New Testament scholar Donald W. Burdick says, “The breadth of [koinonia’s] usage is to be seen in the fact that New Testament koinonia is first of all fellowship with God. To be a Christian is the same as being in fellowship with Him” (emphasis added).5 It is obvious that Burdick is speaking of an objective relationship with God that is true of all Christians.
I. Howard Marshall of the University of Aberdeen, Scotland, says on 1 John 1:3, “Here the thought of union with God is uppermost.”6
Now, what is the point of all this? Why belabor the fact that koinonia denotes first of all relationship with God in these passages of Scripture? Because it is important for us to realize that, by God’s grace, all believers share in the very life of Christ Himself! As wonderful as it is to realize that God calls us to have communion with Him each day, it is far more wonderful to know that He has called us to actually share in the life of His Son, Jesus Christ.
One of the apostle Paul’s favorite expressions in his letters was the phrase “in Christ,” by which he referred to that vital union that exists between the believer and Christ. It is this union that is symbolized by Jesus’ analogy of the vine and the branches and by Paul’s analogy of the head and the body. Both of these illustrations are intended to teach that the believer is united to Christ in such a way that he participates in all the virtue and power residing in the risen and glorified Christ. Just as the branch shares the life of the vine and just as the body shares the life of the head, so the believer shares the life of Christ because he is “in Him.”
Robert Haldane, an early-nineteenth-century writer of a classic commentary on Romans, put it this way:
He [the believer] is now united to Him who has the inexhaustible fulness of the Spirit, and he cannot fail to participate in the spirit of holiness which dwells without measure in his glorious Head. It is impossible that the streams can be dried up when the fountain continues to flow; and it is equally impossible for the members not to share in the same holiness which dwells so abundantly in the Head. As the branch, when united to the living vine, necessarily partakes of its life and fatness, so the sinner, when united to Christ, must receive an abundant supply of sanctifying grace out of His immeasurable fulness.7

Where do we Christians get the power we need to live the Christian life? All of us will acknowledge that the power comes from the Lord Jesus Christ. We are to “be strong in the Lord and in his mighty power” (Ephesians 6:10). But how do we obtain this power? The answer is through our union with Him. We have been called to share in His very life. God did not call us into association with Christ but into union with Him, into an actual sharing of His all-powerful life.
It was several years after I became a Christian that I began to understand the significance of our union with Christ and consciously experience the reality of that union in my daily life. I knew Christ as my Savior, and I also knew how to practice the basic essentials of the Christian life. I had a regular quiet time, led a Bible study, memorized Scripture, shared the gospel with others, and sought to live an obedient Christian life. I even memorized many verses of Scripture that contained the phrase “in Christ,” yet I did not realize the significance of that marvelous expression. My concept of praying for the power to live the Christian life was somewhat akin to a college student writing home for more money: I might get it and I might not. I felt destitute, like a spiritual pauper.
Then one day I grasped the significance of what Paul meant when he said that we are in Christ. The Holy Spirit helped me realize that I was a branch intimately and vitally joined to the vine — not just tacked to the vine but actually a part of it. I understood that just as the life of that vine flows naturally into the branch, so the life of Jesus Christ flows naturally into me.
I later realized that every expression of the Christian life in and through me since the day of my conversion was the result of my union with Christ and, consequently, of His life at work in me. Every desire to read the Bible and to do God’s will, every manifestation of the fruit of the Spirit, be it ever so small, was the living result of my being in Christ.
Our union with Christ is an objective fact that is true whether we realize it or not. It is also true that, to a degree, we experience the fruit of that union apart from any conscious effort on our part. For example, at conversion we begin to experience a degree of spiritual enlightenment and understanding of the Scriptures, a degree of change in our desires and affections, and some inclination of our wills to live lives pleasing to God. It is true that just as the life of the vine flows naturally into the branch, so the life of Jesus Christ flows naturally into you and me, causing these changes in our lives.
ABIDING IN CHRIST
But the analogies of the branch on the vine and the members of the body should not be pressed so far as to give the impression that we are passive in our union with Christ. Jesus told us in the analogy of the vine and the branches to remain, or to abide, in Him (see John 15:4-5). Paul likewise said, “Continue to live in him, rooted and built up in him, strengthened in the faith” (Colossians 2:6-7). We are to remain in Christ, continuing to live in Him. Clearly this act of continuing to abide is something we are commanded to do.
We must renounce all confidence in our own wisdom, power, and merit, instead looking entirely to Christ for what we need to live the Christian life. But what makes the looking to Him effective and fruitful is the fundamental fact that we are in Him. To use an imaginary illustration, a branch can draw no life from the vine unless it is an integral part of that vine. It does no good to nail an unattached branch to the vine; there is no life-giving connection. But those branches that are an integral part of the vine share in the life of the vine.
This is what God has done in calling us into fellowship with His Son, Jesus Christ. He has brought us into a vital relationship with Christ that is as intimate as the relationship of the branch to the vine and the body to the head. He has made us to share in the very life of Christ Himself. In doing so, God has made us to be partakers (koinnoi) of the divine nature (see 2 Peter 1:4, NASB).
However, although we are partakers of the divine nature, we partake of the power of that nature through abiding in Christ. Jesus said, “As the branch cannot bear fruit of itself unless it abides in the vine, so neither can you unless you abide in Me” (John 15:4, NASB).But what does it mean to abide? So often we teach that abiding in Christ means spending time with Him in His Word and prayer. In so doing, we may tend to neglect a proper emphasis on Christ Himself. It is not the Word of God itself or even prayer that supplies the power and grace to live the Christian life. It is Christ who is our life (see Colossians 3:4). The Word of God and prayer are the primary means by which the Holy Spirit mediates Christ’s life to us. But we must never so emphasize the Word and prayer, which are God’s instruments of grace, that we lose sight of Christ, who is the source of our life.
We must actively “abide in Christ”; that is, we must look to Him by faith to sustain us, nurture us, and provide all that we need to live a life pleasing to God and worthy of Him. When we come to Christ for salvation, we renounce any confidence in ourselves, placing our trust entirely in Him. In the same way, as we live the Christian life, we should continue to renounce any confidence in ourselves, placing our trust entirely in Him. But this does not mean we should become passive in a “let go and let God” approach to the Christian life. Rather, we are called to a dependence on Christ, as well as a dependence on the Holy Spirit, whose work it is to mediate the life of Christ to us, enabling us to live the kind of lives that are pleasing to God.
FOUR WAYS TO LIVE
There are basically four ways to live the Christian life. The first way is to attempt to do it entirely on our own, by our own effort and willpower. This way is doomed to failure. Jesus stated very plainly, “Apart from me you can do nothing” (John 15:5). If we attempt such a solo effort, some meager expressions of the life of Christ will remain in us, for, after all, we are still in union with Him. But in our daily spiritual life, we will experience mostly failure, frustration, and, very likely, unsatisfactory relationships with other people. The fruit of the Spirit — love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, and so on — will hardly be visible. Instead of growing vigorously in our lives, those gracious qualities will be stunted and withered. We may have lots of Christian activity and even apparent Christian success, but we will possess little genuine Spirit-produced fruit. Most of us have probably tried this solo approach to the Christian life and found it wanting.
The second way to live the Christian life is frequently a reaction to the first. Having experienced the futility of the self-effort way, we go to the other extreme, deciding to do nothing at all. We just “turn it all over to the Lord” and allow Him to live His life through us. We decide, perhaps because we have heard or read it someplace, that any effort on our part to live the Christian life is “of the flesh.” We conclude that we should not work at living the Christian life but simply trust God, who does the work for us. Many of us have tried this approach and, if we are honest with ourselves, have discovered that this, too, is not God’s way.
A third way is the “Lord, help me” approach. The chief characteristic of this way is a partial dependence on the Lord: the unconscious but nevertheless real attitude that I can of my own self live the Christian life up to a point but that I need the Lord’s help after that point. It is the assumption — unconscious, perhaps, but still very real — that there is a certain reservoir of goodness, wisdom, and spiritual strength within my own character that I should draw on for the ordinary duties of life but that beyond that, I need the Lord’s help. This may be the attitude of some people who like to quote the saying, “Lord, help me remember that nothing is going to happen to me today that You and I together can’t handle.” Sadly enough, this is probably the most common approach among sincere Christians today. It is the approach used by thousands of Christians who pray a prayer for God’s help at the beginning of the day but who proceed from that point onward as if it all depended on them — unless they meet a crisis situation. It is the attitude most of us fall into at various times if we are not watchful. As the great Puritan scholar John Owen wrote,
We do not have the ability in ourselves to accomplish the least of God’s tasks. This is a law of grace. When we recognize it is impossible for us to perform a duty in our own strength, we will discover the secret of its accomplishment. But alas, this is a secret we often fail to discover.8

The fourth approach to the Christian life is the abiding-in-Christ way. The believer who practices this approach knows that the self-effort approach and the “let go and let God” approach are both futile. He has also learned that he needs God’s help not just beyond a certain point but in every aspect of life. He doesn’t pray for help just during crises or stressful times. Rather, his prayer is, “Lord, enable me all day long, for without You I can do nothing.” To illustrate, let’s imagine that God has asked him to lift a heavy log (perhaps the log symbolizes a difficult circumstance he must go through or just the day-to-day demands of the Christian life). This believer doesn’t say, “Lord, I’ve got a log that’s too heavy for me to lift. If You will take one end, I will take the other end and together we will lift this log.” Instead, he says, “Lord, You must enable me to lift this log if I am to do it. To all appearances it will seem as if I am lifting this log, and I truly am, but I am doing so only because You have given me all the strength to do it.” This is what Paul was saying in Philippians 4:13: “I can do everything through him who gives me strength.” The log in that instance was the challenge of contentment in the midst of changing circumstances. Paul was able to meet that challenge, not with God’s help (God and Paul sharing the load) but with God’s total enabling.
John Owen again expressed this attitude of total reliance on Christ when he paraphrased Galatians 2:20: “The spiritual life which I have is not my own. I did not induce it, and I cannot maintain it. It is only and solely the work of Christ. It is not I who live, but Christ lives in me. My whole life is His alone.”9
So the difference between “Lord, help me” and “Lord, enable me” is a matter of partial trust in our self-effort versus total reliance on Christ. When I emphasize this distinction, I am talking about heart attitude, not the words we use. God knows our hearts. If we say or think, “Lord, help me,” but our attitude is one of total dependence, God certainly knows what we mean.
The abiding-in-Christ approach (“Lord, enable me”) differs greatly from the “let go and let God” approach in its recognition that as renewed human beings we are called to use all the faculties of our being — our minds, our affections, and our wills — in order to live out the Christian life but to do so in total dependence on the Holy Spirit’s working in our minds, our affections, and our wills, empowering us with the power of the risen Christ. “Abiding in Christ” does not denote an absence of conscious effort on our part; rather, it indicates an all-out effort on our part, but an effort made in total dependence on the Holy Spirit to mediate the life of Christ to us.
In Colossians 1:28-29, Paul gives us a beautiful illustration of this all-out effort made in total dependence on Christ: “We proclaim him, admonishing and teaching everyone with all wisdom, so that we may present everyone perfect in Christ. To this end I labor, struggling with all his energy, which so powerfully works in me.” In Paul’s gospel work, he labored; in fact, he struggled. Struggling in this passage means “agonizing.” Paul is saying that he labored to the point of agonizing in his effort to present everyone perfect in Christ. There is no doubt that he was conscious of sustained, intense personal effort. Yet he said that he did this “with all [Christ’s] energy, which so powerfully works in me.” Paul was conscious of personal effort — vigorous effort, in fact — but he was also conscious of his union with Christ and of the life and power of Christ at work in him.
The awareness that we are in Christ and that through abiding in Him we will “bear much fruit” (John 15:5) should not promote passivity on our part. Rather, it should promote vigorous activity, but activity that is combined with total dependence on Him for the wisdom and strength to carry it through to completion. It is an awareness that all the conscious, visible things we do in the Christian life amount to nothing without His divine enablement. It is an awareness that “unless the LORD builds the house, its builders labor in vain. Unless the LORD watches over the city, the watchmen stand guard in vain” (Psalm 127:1). The person who understands what it means to abide in Christ knows that the builder must work and the watchmen must guard and that both must do so in dependence on Jesus Christ.
In this chapter, we have looked at fellowship with God as union with Christ. This union is an objective fact, a reality for every Christian, whether we realize it or not. But God intends that we do realize it and that we appropriate the reality of it in our lives through an abiding relationship with Jesus Christ.
In the next chapter, we will consider fellowship with God in our daily experience through communion with Him. We need to keep in mind that our understanding and appropriation of our union with Christ will determine to a large degree the fruitfulness of our communion with Him. I frequently talk to sincere, committed Christians who admit to a dry and mechanical aspect in their quiet times, for example. This is often a result of a subtle dependence on their own discipline rather than a dependence on Christ. We ought to begin our quiet time with the heartfelt prayer, “Lord, You must enable me to worship You and commune with You today. Without You, my mind is dead and my heart is stone.”
An understanding and appropriation of our union with Christ will also enhance our community relationship with one another. Fellowship is, after all, not a mere sharing of biblical truth with each other or just having a good social time together; fellowship is sharing a common life in Christ. Only to the extent that we understand and appropriate the life we have in Christ will we be able to share that life with others.
We will see in later chapters of this book that the full-orbed practice of true community involves responsibilities and actions that do not come naturally to us. We cannot rely on our own innate or perhaps culturally induced “goodness” for our practice of koinonia; we must continually abide in Christ, looking to Him for the grace and power to fulfill the responsibilities of true fellowship. But in order to abide in Him, we must know that we are in Him. Only as we realize in the deepest levels of our understanding that we are branches of the true Vine, Jesus Christ, will we be able to confidently look to Him for all the resources we need to practice fellowship as it is meant to be practiced.
FOR GROUP DISCUSSION
1.  What does it mean to be in union and communion? Why must union come before communion?

2.  What is the difference between having an objective (factual) relationship and a subjective (experiential) relationship as it relates to God? To other people?

3.  Where do we Christians get the power we need to live the Christian life? How do we obtain this power?




CHAPTER THREE
Communion with God
One thing I ask of the LORD, this is what I seek: that I may
dwell in the house of the LORD all the days of my life, to gaze
upon the beauty of the LORD and to seek him in his temple.
PSALM 27:4
It was the fall of 1951, and I was a young naval officer serving aboard an amphibious warship in the Far East. The United States was at war with North Korea, and many reservists who had served in the armed forces during World War II had been recalled to active duty during this new conflict. To my knowledge, I was the only Christian aboard our ship, which had a complement of some three hundred men. I was a fairly new Christian and had quickly discovered that I did not have the spiritual stamina to live the Christian life alone in that rather ungodly atmosphere.
It was in this setting that I was introduced to The Navigators by a fellow naval officer from another ship. We had just returned to the United States from the Far East, and he invited me to go along with him to a Friday night Bible study at The Navigators’ home in San Diego. That evening turned out to be the beginning of a life-changing experience for me.
To be perfectly honest, I do not recall anything about the content of the study that evening. I don’t remember any of the songs we sang or anything from the testimonies that were shared. The one thing I do remember as I write these words many years later is the atmosphere. To me, it was almost electric.
It was very obvious that the men attending that Bible study knew God in a personal way that I had never experienced. Most of those men were recalled reservists who had met the Lord or had begun to walk with Him through the ministry of The Navigators during World War II. Even though their lives had now been interrupted by war a second time, they were joyous and victorious in their circumstances because they had a personal relationship with Jesus Christ that sustained them in those circumstances. I soon discovered that “to know Christ and to make Him known” was their motto and that Philippians 3:10, “I want to know Christ” was one of their key Scripture verses.
Although I knew Christ as my Savior, these men knew Him in a personal, intimate way. They fellowshipped with Him each day through their quiet time, their prayers, their continual meditation on Scriptures they had memorized, and their sharing with others what God had done for them. To me, Jesus Christ was indeed my Savior, but an impersonal one. He had, according to my understanding, come down from heaven to die for my sins and had returned to heaven. I knew I could pray to Him — and I did sometimes — but there certainly was no sense of a personal relationship with Him on a daily, experiential basis. Even though I knew Christ as Savior and desired to live for Him aboard ship, I knew nothing about a daily relationship with Him that would sustain and nurture that desire.
These men from World War II, a few years older than I, had that personal relationship with Christ, and I wanted what they had. I began to spend as much time as I could around them in order to learn how I, too, could have such a daily personal relationship with Christ. It was through fellowship with these more mature Christians that I learned to have fellowship with God. But it is important to note that it was their fellowship with God that attracted me to them and enabled them to teach me how to have fellowship with Him.
In the previous chapter, we saw that the New Testament concept of fellowship with God includes both an objective relationship (union with Christ) and an experiential relationship (communion with Him). We call these two aspects of fellowship with Christ union and communion. In actuality, however, when we speak of having fellowship with the Lord, we are usually referring to the experiential relationship: our communion with Him.
The semantic distinction between fellowship and communion is not important as long as we understand the reality of both union and communion with Christ. It is the believer’s union with Christ, the sharing of His life, that makes possible his communion with Him. When union with Christ is properly understood and embraced, it leads to communion with Him. And communion with Him in turn leads to a greater understanding and appropriation of the blessings of that union. Just as we have looked at the union aspect of fellowship with God, so we must now look at the communion aspect.
AN ALL-DAY AFFAIR
In his book Directions for Daily Communion with God, famed Bible commentator Matthew Henry has written three sections: How to Begin the Day with God, How to Spend the Day with God, and How to Close the Day with God.1 These three sections point out a very important point regarding communion with God: Our communion should be more than just having a quiet time in the morning; it should be an all-day affair. In fact, Isaiah and David take us one step further. They talk about having communion with the Lord even in the night. Isaiah said, “My soul yearns for you in the night; in the morning my spirit longs for you” (Isaiah 26:9). David said, “On my bed I remember you; I think of you through the watches of the night” (Psalm 63:6).
There is a classic little booklet in circulation written by Brother Lawrence, the cook of a medieval monastery, titled The Practice of the Presence of God. In it, Brother Lawrence described how he enjoyed the presence of God as much amid the clatter of his pots and pans in the kitchen as he did in the chapel service each morning.
This is undoubtedly the ideal we should aim for: living continually in the presence of God, whether we are in the classroom, at the office, in the shop, or driving down a busy freeway. Most of us have a problem with this ideal, however. How, we are inclined to ask, can I have communion with God when I’m sitting in a university classroom listening to a lecture on economics, or writing a computer program at my job, or checking out groceries in a supermarket? Where am I to find time to think about God and have communion with Him when I have to think about what I’m doing on my job or have to pay attention to what that economics professor is saying? It’s all very well for Brother Lawrence to think about God while he washes pots and pans, but I have to use my mind to think about what I’m doing. I can’t stop and have communion with God during the day.
These are very legitimate questions, ones for which I have no easy answers, although I will have some suggestions in a few pages. But the real issue is, what is the major thrust of my mind and heart? What do I think about when I do have discretionary thinking time? What do I do when I climb in the car each evening after a busy day? Do I turn on the radio, or do I use that time to have communion with God? I’m not suggesting we should never listen to the car radio. I’m just asking, how do we use our discretionary thinking time? I am personally challenged by the question Dallas Willard asked: “Does our mind spontaneously return to God when not intensely occupied, as the needle of the compass turns to the North Pole when removed from nearer magnetic sources?”2 If we are serious about communion with God, we must honestly face that question.
THE MORNING QUIET TIME
Just as a house must have a foundation and a framework to hold it together, so our all-day communion with God must have a foundation and a framework to hold it together. The foundation of our communion with God is the morning quiet time.3
There is ample evidence, both from Scripture and from the lives of men and women of God of all ages, of the importance of a special time of communing with God first thing in the morning. David said, “In the morning, O LORD, you hear my voice; in the morning I lay my requests before you and wait in expectation” (Psalm 5:3). It was recorded that “very early in the morning, while it was still dark, Jesus got up, left the house and went off to a solitary place, where he prayed” (Mark 1:35).
The morning quiet time lays the foundation for our all-day communion with God because it tunes our hearts to commune with Him for the rest of the day. It is a time when we can concentrate all our faculties on worshipping Him in reverent adoration. It is a time when we can give undivided attention to His Word and talk to Him in prayer. It is significant that the Lord Jesus, who was the only one to ever experience unbroken fellowship with the Father, deemed it important to begin His day in prayer. If He felt the need of it, how much more should we!
God calls us to seek His face. Psalm 27:8 says, “When You said, ‘Seek My face,’ my heart said to You, ‘Your face, O LORD,
I shall seek’” (NASB). To the Jewish exiles in Babylonia, God said through Jeremiah, “You will seek me and find me when you seek me with all your heart” (Jeremiah 29:13). There are a dozen or more references in the Bible where we are either encouraged or·commanded to seek God’s face. The morning quiet time is especially suitable for seeking His face. We may have communion with God throughout the entire day, but seeking His face connotes an intensity of mind and heart that is usually possible only during our time alone with God.
Intense, organized prayer alone with God in the morning prepares us to breathe those quick, silent prayers that are needed so often throughout the day. When Nehemiah heard that the walls of Jerusalem were broken down, he said, “Some days I mourned and fasted and prayed before the God of heaven” (Nehemiah 1:4). God answered his prayers, and one day Nehemiah unexpectedly found himself in a position to make known to the king his desire to return to Jerusalem to rebuild its walls. When King Artaxerxes asked Nehemiah, “What is it you want?” Nehemiah “prayed to the God of heaven, and [then he] answered the king” (2:4-5). Nehemiah breathed a quick, silent prayer to God even as he spoke to the king. But it was those days of praying alone with God that made that quick, silent prayer effective. We all need those quick words of prayer frequently throughout the day, but God will not be satisfied with those alone. All of us have to go to the convenience store once in a while, but most of us don’t do our major grocery shopping there. Likewise, we all need those “quickie” prayers throughout the day, but that is not the time to do major business with God.
COMMUNION THROUGHOUT THE DAY
Although the morning time with God should lay the foundation for our communion with Him, that communion should not cease at the end of our morning quiet time. Having had time with God in the morning, we are surely not done with Him for the rest of the day. Rather, our entire day is to be spent in devotion to Him, in dependence on Him, in delighting in His fellowship, and in an attitude of doing all that is necessary to please Him.
David, who in Psalm 5:3 said that he waited on God morning by morning, also waited on Him throughout the course of the day. In Psalm 25:5, he said, “You are God my Savior, and my hope is in you all day long.” To hope in God, or to wait on Him, is an expression of expectant dependence on Him. It is the Old Testament equivalent of abiding in Christ. In chapter 2, we talked about the necessity of abiding in Christ in order to experience His wisdom and power in our lives. This attitude of dependence on Him needs to be so cultivated that it becomes a continuous attitude throughout the day, not just at moments of need as they arise. If it really is true that without Him we can do nothing — and it surely is true — then the habit of depending on Him only at irregularly occurring pressure points during the day leaves much of our lives as a great big zero in God’s record book. We need to develop the practice of waiting on God, as David did, all day long. Only then will we bear much fruit.
Along with an attitude of waiting on God all day long, we need to learn to walk with Him throughout the day. Enoch found a place in “Faith’s Hall of Fame” in Hebrews 11. Yet the Bible tells us only two things about him: He walked with God, and he pleased God (see Genesis 5:22,24; Hebrews 11:5). The Dutch commentator G. C. Aalders says, “[‘Walking with God’] portrays a life lived in spiritual communion with God and which [is] well-pleasing to God.”4
Matthew Henry says that to walk with God is “to set God always before us, and to act as those that are always under his eye. It is to live a life of communion with God both in ordinances and providences. It is to make God’s word our rule and his glory our end in all our actions.”5
G. C. Aalders and Matthew Henry are saying essentially the same thing. Walking with God signifies a continual communion with Him and a life that is pleasing to Him. The life that is well-pleasing to God results from continual communion with Him. The one flows out of the other.
But there is yet one more reason to enjoy communion with God all day long: to find our delight in Him. David expressed this delight when he said, “Because your love is better than life, my lips will glorify you” (Psalm 63:3). Paul expressed it in those famous words, “To me, to live is Christ” (Philippians 1:21). I believe that the ultimate purpose of continual communion with God is simply to enjoy Him. Because godly Samuel Rutherford found this delight in Him, he could write from his bleak prison cell, “One smile of Christ’s face is now to me as a kingdom.”
Most of us do not experience this continual communion and corresponding delight in God that the Bible talks about. Worse yet, we do not even long for it. We are content to use God — to seek His help in our jobs, our studies, our marriages, and, yes, even our ministries. Because these are all legitimate needs, we surely do need God’s help in all of them, but God is pleased when we find our delight in Him alone. And to those who sincerely delight in Him, not just in His blessings, He promises, “Delight yourself in the LORD and he will give you the desires of your heart” (Psalm 37:4). Our prayer ought to be that God will enable us to so commune with Him throughout the day that we will truly find our delight in Him.
How do we, then, practice communion with God throughout the day? If the morning quiet time is the foundation of that communion, Scripture meditation and prayer are the framework of it. Meditation on the Word of God “day and night” is both commanded and commended (see Joshua 1:8; Psalm 1:2). And we are to “pray continually” (1 Thessalonians 5:17). Few Christians take these instructions seriously. We have tacitly written them off as impractical in today’s busy world.
But it can be done. It takes serious commitment and mental discipline, but we can practice communion with God throughout the day. It begins with Scripture memorization. We can meditate on Scripture — think about it and reflect on it — throughout the day only if we have it in our minds. And we have Scripture in our minds only if we have made the effort to just plain memorize it. There is no shortcut to meditation that bypasses Scripture memorization.
Dawson Trotman, founder of The Navigators, was used by God to help the twentieth-century evangelical church recover the scriptural emphasis of discipleship. Today, discipleship is a common concept and well-used term in many Christian organizations and hundreds of churches. To Dawson Trotman, Scripture memorization was absolutely essential to discipleship, yet few churches and organizations seriously promote it. I wonder, Can we truly have discipleship without a serious emphasis on Scripture memorization? I doubt it.
But assuming we have begun to memorize Scripture, how do we use it to have communion with God? We need to develop the habit throughout the day of continually turning our minds to the Word of God, reflecting on it each time opportunity permits. This means that every time we can choose what we will think about, we choose to think about the Word of God. But we don’t just think about the bare words of Scripture; we think beyond the words to the God of Scripture, for we realize that through the words of those Scriptures, God is speaking to us. As we listen to Him speak through this meditation, we can then speak back to Him, acknowledging what He is saying to us and, as appropriate, thanking Him, praising Him, responding to His will, or perhaps confessing our failures to respond to His will. Whatever response to a particular Scripture is appropriate for us at a given time should become the subject of immediate prayer along with our meditation.
To “pray continually,” however, should not be understood only in terms of our responses to Scripture meditation. As we go through the day and find those discretionary thinking times, there will be other subjects we will want to bring to God in prayer. There are friends and loved ones who have needs, and there is a continual need for guidance, wisdom, and strength for ourselves. There are certain problems and situations we face that can be resolved only by God. All of these matters are valid subjects for our communion with God throughout the course of the day. But with all of this, let us not just “conduct business” with God. Let us take time to simply enjoy Him and let Him enjoy us. Any relationship — whether it is a marriage, a friendship, or even a supervisor-employee relationship — soon deteriorates if it is simply built on “conducting business.”
People must truly like one another and enjoy one another if they are to establish and maintain solid relationships. So it is in our relationship with God. We must get beyond merely “conducting business” with God and further establish the reality of the Father-child relationship we already have with Him.
But the Scriptures portray another relationship with God that is even more intimate than that suggested by the Father-child bond. The Father-child relationship suggests to us such concepts as dependency and care, need and provision. But the Scriptures also set forth a relationship between God and His people of love, intimacy, and sweet communion. This relationship is that of Christ and His church, the Bridegroom and His bride. And while the bride of Christ is the entire body of believers, the individual Christian has the privilege of enjoying that intimate relationship with Christ as if he or she were the sole object of His affections.
Many Bible commentators agree that the little-known Bible book known as the Song of Songs — or as it is more commonly called, the Song of Solomon — depicts by analogy the love and communion between Christ and His church. It is a book rich in terms of endearment, affection, and tenderness between the Lover (Christ) and His beloved (the church).
For example, the Lover says, “How beautiful you are, my darling! Oh, how beautiful! Your eyes are doves” (Song of Songs 1:15). In 2:2, the Lover says, “Like a lily among thorns is my darling among the maidens.” To this the beloved replies, “Like an apple tree among the trees of the forest is my lover among the young men. I delight to sit in his shade, and his fruit is sweet to my taste. He has taken me to the banquet hall, and his banner over me is love” (verses 3-4).
These words of affection and love are intended to illustrate the love between Christ and His church — the expression of intimate communion we have with Him. Yet how many Christians ever profit from meditating on the Song of Songs? Is it not because there are so few of us who can identify to any degree with the love relationship and intimate communion between Christ and His people that is depicted in that little book?
Our emphasis today is on doing things for God, or on believing the right doctrines about Him. But few believers take time to commune with God simply for the sake of enjoying Him and adoring Him. In the church today, there seems to be very little of that thirst for God described in Psalm 42:1: “As the deer pants for streams of water, so my soul pants for you, O God.”
Some have even suggested that such intimate communion with Christ is reserved for only a select few: the so-called mystics within the church of Jesus Christ. But if all Scripture is indeed profitable for all believers, then the examples of Enoch and Abraham, of Moses and David, and of the apostles John and Paul, all men who experienced intimate communion with God, are given to all of us to follow. I well remember a number of years ago thinking about Paul’s intense desire to know Christ, to experience a deeper and more intimate communion with Him. As I thought over that verse, Philippians 3:10, I said, “Lord, I cannot identify with Paul’s desire, but I would like to.” Over the years, God has gradually answered that prayer. I am certainly no mystic, but I do thank God for the privilege of personal communion with Him throughout the course of my day.
There is a well-known hymn, “Jesus, Thou Joy of Loving Hearts,” which appears in most traditional hymnals, that sets forth so beautifully the emotion that should well up in the heart of every believer every day. The following stanza especially captures this emotion:
We taste Thee, O Thou living Bread,
And long to feast upon Thee still:
We drink of Thee, the Fountainhead,
And thirst our souls from Thee to fill.6



It was this desire for intimate communion with Christ that set apart those World War II navy men I met in San Diego. They were common, ordinary men fulfilling common, ordinary duties every day aboard their ships and stations. But they longed to know Christ more intimately, and their longing was contagious. They passed it on to me.
SHARING WITH GOD
There is yet one further aspect of communion with God that we must consider. In chapter 1, we saw that one of the meanings of koinonia is to share what we have with one another, whether what we share is spiritual truth or material possessions. We call the sharing of spiritual truth communion; we often refer to it as fellowship.
As we think of communion with God, one question that might arise as a result of our definition is What can I share with God? We readily see what God can share with us. We think of such things as enlightenment from His Word, answers to prayer, peace in the midst of anxious circumstances, and power to live a godly life and witness to others. But what can I share with God? Is communion with Him a one-way street in which He shares His blessings with me and I only receive them?
One of the amazing privileges believers have is to share with God in communion, actually giving something to Him. God is entirely self-sufficient and complete in Himself. Although He needs nothing from us, He has given us the privilege of sharing with Him. Revelation 4:6-9 speaks of four living creatures around God’s throne who give glory, honor, and thanks to Him. This provides us one clue as to what we can give to God. We can give worship and thanksgiving, worshipping Him for who He is and thanking Him for all He has done for us. David’s prayer of worship and thanksgiving recorded in 1 Chronicles 29:10-14 and the songs of worship recorded in Revelation 4:11, 5:9-10, and 5:12-13 are models for us of sharing with God.
Something else we can give to God is our love through our obedience. Jesus said that those who obey Him are the ones who truly love Him. Now, obedience is carried out in the course of daily living, but it is in our time of communion with God that we see His moral will for us. It is at that time that we set our wills to obey Him. The Bible indicates that God is pleased when our hearts are humbled before His Word and responsive to its commands. We give to God when we respond to His Word with a commitment of loving obedience.
Even our confessions of sin can be a time of sharing with God if we have the right attitude. If our confessions are God-centered rather than self-centered, they can be a time of worship. Two excellent examples of worship in the midst of confession are found in Ezra 9:5-15 and Nehemiah 9:5-35. Both of these prayers acknowledge not only the sins of the Jews but also the righteousness, justice, and graciousness of God in His dealings with them. Verses such as these — “You have punished us less than our sins have deserved” (Ezra 9:13) and “In all that has happened to us, you have been just; you have acted faithfully, while we did wrong” (Nehemiah 9:33) — are expressions of worship in the midst of confession.
All too often, however, our prayers of confession are self-centered. We are not so much interested in giving glory to God as we are in getting rid of our own sense of guilt. We lightly acknowledge our sins, boldly rather than humbly claiming the forgiveness and cleansing promised in 1 John 1:9. We fail to deal with the fundamental fact that we have not only been impatient with someone, for example, but that we have also sinned against an infinitely holy God. But if we decide to make our times of confession God-centered, we can turn even confession into an expression of worship to Him.
As we give to God, He in turn gives to us. In fact, His giving precedes ours, for it is through the ministry of His Spirit in our hearts that we are prompted to give Him worship, thanksgiving, and obedience. God gives us a sense of His presence, and through that a fullness of joy. He enlightens our minds to understand the Scriptures so that we say along with the Emmaus Road disciples, “Were not our hearts burning within us while he talked with us on the road and opened the Scriptures to us?” (Luke 24:32). He calms our anxieties and assures us of His faithfulness through the precious promises in His Word. He gives us the privilege of entering the sanctuary of His own heart, and there we gain a burden for the sin and misery of this world that so grieves our Lord. These and many more expressions of His love await the person who will take time to seriously enter into communion with God.
The Bible indicates from its earliest chapters that God prizes our communion. In Genesis 3, we find God walking in the garden, calling out for Adam so that He might have fellowship with him. We read in Genesis 5 of Enoch walking, or communing, with God. We learn of God speaking with Moses face-to-face, as a man speaks with his friend. We hear David’s intense desire for communion with God as he cries out, “O God, you are my God, earnestly I seek you; my soul thirsts for you, my body longs for you, in a dry and weary land where there is no water” (Psalm 63:1).
Turning to the New Testament, we read Jesus’ promise to the one who obeys Him that He and the Father “will come to him and make our home with him” (John 14:23), which is communion between God and man. We see Paul’s intense desire to know Christ better in Philippians 3:10 and read of Jesus’ knocking at our heart’s door so that He may come in and eat with us, symbolic of His strong desire to fellowship with us. What a glorious truth that the infinite and eternal God in the persons of both the Father and the Son desires to have fellowship with us through the Holy Spirit. God has called us into the fellowship of His Son, Jesus Christ. He has called us into a living relationship with Him by placing us in Christ, and He has called us to experience the joy and power of that relationship by having daily communion with Him.
This vertical aspect of fellowship (union and communion with God) provides both the foundation and the pattern for the horizontal aspect (fellowship among believers). A community relationship among believers presupposes a living relationship with God and is, in fact, dependent on it. Where there is no vital union with Christ, there can be no sharing of the common life that believers have in Him. In the same manner, if believers are to share with one another in communion, they must first have something to share, something obtained only through communion with God. As we now turn our attention to the horizontal aspects of community — the sharing of the common life and the sharing with one another that flows out of that life — let us keep in mind that it is all made possible by our vertical fellowship with God.
FOR GROUP DISCUSSION
1.  What do you spend your discretionary time thinking about? What do your thoughts return to at the end of the day? Do they return to God as the needle of a compass returns to the North Pole? Or do they turn toward something else?

2.  In this chapter, it was noted that the morning quiet time can set the stage for all-day communion with God. Do you have a regular quiet time? Why or why not?

3.  What place does Scripture memorization and meditation play in our communion with God throughout the day?




CHAPTER FOUR
Fellowship and Community
In Christ we who are many form one body,
and each member belongs to all the others.
ROMANS 12:5
God does not save groups; He saves individual people. Each of us must respond individually in repentance and faith to the gospel invitation. But although God saves us as individuals, He immediately incorporates us into the body of Christ. As Paul said in 1 Corinthians 12:13, “We were all baptized by one Spirit into one body — whether Jews or Greeks, slaves or free.” Every believer of every nation, race, or station in life is a member of that body. From all over the world, God has drawn together a spiritual community whose members share a common life in Christ. Koinonia expresses, first of all, the relationship that the members of this Christ-centered community have with God and with each other.
This community does not refer to a geographical location. Neither does it refer to a group of believers who have chosen to live in a close physical setting to accomplish certain spiritual and physical objectives. Though such groups may rightfully call themselves a “community,” this is not the sense in which we use the word to describe the communal sense of koinonia. Rather, koinonia expresses a relationship all believers have together in Christ without regard to their geographical location.
It is also true that koinonia expresses more than membership in a local congregation. As important as membership in a local congregation is, koinonia expresses even more than that. The relationship expressed by koinonia does not describe a membership but a common life that we share together in Christ. When Paul uses the metaphor of a human body to describe the family of God, he uses it to express the spiritually organic relationship we have with Christ and with all fellow believers all over the world.
AN OBJECTIVE FACT
All believers share a common life in Christ, whether or not we recognize it. We are in fellowship with literally thousands of believers from every nation of the world. Although we have never met most of them, we are in fellowship with them. We disagree with many of them over various issues of faith and practice, yet we are still members of the same body. Even though we struggle to like some of them, that does not alter the fact that we share together a common life in Christ. Neither our attitudes nor our actions affect this objective sense of koinonia. We are in community with all other believers, whether or not we like it or even recognize the fact.
This objective truth of koinonia is meant to provide the foundation for the experiential aspects of fellowship. The realization that we do in fact share a common life with other believers should stimulate within us a desire to share experientially with one another. This is the whole thrust of the New Testament teaching on koinonia.
To be objectively in fellowship with other believers while we experientially deny that very fellowship is to contradict the clear teaching of the Bible and to live in disobedience to the revealed will of God. Paul tells us in Romans 12:5 that “each member [of the body] belongs to all the others.” There is a mutual ownership of one another: I belong to you and you belong to me, and we each belong to all the other members of the body. This is an objective statement of fact. But because we do belong to one another, we are to express this belonging in acts of mutual concern and caring for one another.
Just after telling us that we belong to one another, Paul applies this truth in some very practical admonitions: “Be devoted to one another…. Honor one another…. Share with God’s people who are in need…. Rejoice with those who rejoice; mourn with those who mourn” (Romans 12:10,13,15). This is experiential fellowship, the biblical practice of koinonia. But it can occur only when the members of the body recognize that they are in objective fellowship — that they do share a common life in Christ with one another.
CARING FOR ONE ANOTHER
The truth that we belong to one another should work itself out in our lives in a number of mutually helpful ways. Paul says that all the parts of the body “should have equal concern for each other” (1 Corinthians 12:25). What is our response, for example, when we hear of a fellow believer who has fallen before some temptation? Is it a response of criticism and condemnation, of gossip and a holier-than-thou shaking of our heads? If so, we are not practicing biblical koinonia. Instead of criticism and condemnation, there should be concern and prayer for our fellow member of the body and, if it is appropriate, attempts on our part to gently restore the erring brother or sister.
Let me illustrate the utter ridiculousness of some of our attitudes and actions toward other believers with a somewhat silly idea. Can you imagine the ear making the following comment to the eye? “Say, did you hear about the serious trouble the foot is having? My, my, isn’t it too bad? That foot surely ought to get his act together.” No, no, our bodies don’t behave that way at all! Instead the entire body cries out, “My foot hurts! I feel awful!”
Why does the whole body hurt when only one part is injured? It is because all the parts of the body make up one indivisible whole. And when one part hurts, no matter what the reason, the restorative powers of the entire body are brought to bear on that hurting member. Rather than attacking that suffering part or ignoring the problem, the rest of the body demonstrates concern for the part that hurts. This is the way the body of Christ should function.
So often we find ourselves saying something like, “Say, did you hear about Harry and Sue? It seems they’re really having some problems. They’re even thinking about a divorce. It’s too bad. Why can’t people get along with each other anymore?” Just as the parts of the physical body never communicate with such negativity and indifference, neither should we. Rather, we should rush the restorative powers of the body to those hurting members. Basically, this means that the ministry of the Holy Spirit needs to be applied by the loving and concerned prayer of other members. Even in this area, though, we need to be careful that we do not gossip under the guise of sharing a prayer request. Every word we say about the hurting of another believer should be motivated strictly by a sincere concern for that person’s welfare and a desire to see the restorative power of the Holy Spirit at work in his or her life.
One of the real scandals of the church is the way believers so often slander one another with gossip and criticism. We have divided sins into acceptable and unacceptable categories. We condemn sexual immorality while we tolerate slander in the body. Paul says, however, that neither the sexually immoral nor slanderers shall inherit the kingdom of God (see 1 Corinthians 6:9-10). The solution to this scandalous activity in the body is a keener awareness of the biblical meaning of fellowship. Only as we become acutely aware of the truth that we are in fellowship with every other believer — like it or not — will we seek to work out the implications of that fellowship in loving concern and care for each other. This is a major expression of true community.
HONORING ONE ANOTHER
Yes, our fellowship should be characterized by concern and care instead of condemnation and criticism, but we should go even a step further. Paul tells us to “honor one another above yourselves” (Romans 12:10). Just as the practice of true fellowship tends to eliminate condemnation and criticism, so it should also tend to eliminate competition among believers. When another part of the body is honored, we should rejoice because that part of the body belongs to us and we belong to it. Here again we characteristically fall woefully short of the biblical ideal because we do not recognize the objective nature of biblical fellowship. We tend to think of ourselves individually or as members of a particular group of Christians rather than as members of the body of Christ.
When we think individualistically rather than corporately, we foster competition rather than cooperation and honor. Moses is a good example of the spirit of cooperation and honor. On one occasion during the Israelites’ journey in the wilderness, God took the Spirit He had given Moses and put Him on seventy of the elders who were with Moses at the Tent of Meeting. When the Spirit rested on them, they began to prophesy; that is, they began to speak the word of the Lord as did Moses. Two of the elders, however, had remained in the camp. They had failed for some reason to go out to be with Moses, yet the Spirit rested on them and they, too, began to prophesy.
Joshua, who was Moses’ aide at the time, wanted Moses to stop the two elders back in the camp. After all, they were not part of the group, at least at that particular moment; they were not at the tent with the other elders supporting Moses. Joshua was jealous for Moses’ authority; he didn’t like the idea of someone not closely involved with Moses sharing that authority. But Moses was not concerned. In a classic statement of humility and largeness of heart, Moses replied to Joshua, “Are you jealous for my sake? I wish that all the LORD’S people were prophets and that the LORD would put his Spirit on them!” (Numbers 11:29). Moses was not concerned for his own authority; he was concerned for the people of God. He was thinking corporately rather than competitively.
How do we respond when God blesses some other individual or another church or another Christian organization? Are we jealous for our own sake, or even for the sake of our church, or for our particular Christian group? How should the Christian student on campus react when God seems to bless another Christian campus organization more than the one in which he is involved? If that student has a concept of biblical fellowship, he will recognize that we all belong to one another and he will rejoice in the fact that God is blessing the body, even though it is a different part of the body than the part he is involved in. To the extent that he recognizes Christian fellowship as primarily a community of all believers in Christ, he will be able to respond to Paul’s admonition to “honor one another above yourselves.” In fact, the recognition that true fellowship reflects a sense of community among all believers goes a long way toward resolving any number of interpersonal, interchurch (as well as intra-church), and interorganizational problems. It is difficult to be critical or jealous of someone who belongs to you.
REPROVING ONE ANOTHER
Such a concept of community does not require us to compromise our convictions, but it does require us to express them in a loving and caring manner. We may be concerned for the purity of the church or for the testimony of Christ on our campus. But we must also be concerned for those members of the body whose actions are causing us concern. If they are true believers, they, too, are God’s special people just as we are. God will not reject them and neither should we. He may admonish and discipline them, but He does so out of a spirit of love, not rejection. Even to that proud and lukewarm church at Laodicea, God said, “Those whom I love I rebuke and discipline” (Revelation 3:19). Amazingly enough, He invited those proud, lukewarm people to repent and open their hearts to Him so that He could come in and have fellowship with them! Instead of rejection, God offered loving rebuke and an appeal for fellowship.
God did not compromise His standards with the Christians at Laodicea. He rebuked them and called for repentance, yet He did it in a loving, caring manner. Instead of rejecting them, He sought a restoration of fellowship. Even though they were the offending party, He took the initiative. He did so because those proud, lukewarm believers at Laodicea belonged to Him.
It is just as true today that believers who offend us by their words and actions, and who we may feel are a reproach to the name of Christ, still belong to God. And because they belong to Him, they belong to us as well. If God does not reject them but instead seeks their restoration, we should do the same.
PRAYING FOR ONE ANOTHER
An understanding of biblical fellowship as a community of believers will deeply affect our prayer lives. For many years, I took an individualistic approach to the Christian life. I was concerned about my growth as a Christian, my progress in holiness, my acquisition of ministry skills. I prayed that God would enable me to be more holy in my personal life and more effective in my evangelism. I asked for God’s blessing on my church and the Christian organization I worked for. But as I learned more about true fellowship, I began to pray that we as the body of Christ would grow in holiness, that we would be more effective witnesses to the saving grace of Christ. It is the entire body — not just me — that needs to grow.
Of course, we cannot ignore our individual, personal responsibility to grow in the Christian life. The body grows as each member grows. But the ultimate focus of our concern should be the same as God’s: growth of the whole body. I should be as concerned about the other members’ growth as I am about my own. There is no room for self-absorbed individualism in the New Testament concept of fellowship. There has to be, of course, recognition of personal responsibility by every believer to grow and fulfill his or her function in the body. This is decidedly different, however, from an individualistic attitude focusing primarily on one’s own growth, or the growth of one’s own group, to the exclusion of the interests of the body as a whole.
Today there is a renewed emphasis on discipleship of the individual. This is good and healthy because the body can only grow as its individual members grow. Amid his concern for all the churches, Paul could say, “You know that we dealt with each of you as a father deals with his own children” (1 Thessalonians 2:11, emphasis added). Paul discipled individuals, but he related them to the body because at their salvation they had become members of the body.
In Ephesians 4:16, Paul struck a beautiful balance between his concern for the individual and his concern for the body. He said, “From [Christ] the whole body, joined and held together by every supporting ligament, grows and builds itself up in love, as each part does its work.” Paul recognized that the body does not grow unless each member grows and does his work. He was concerned for the individual believer. But he also recognized that the larger purpose of each member’s growing and working is the building up of the entire body in love. God is uniquely concerned for each individual, but He is ultimately concerned about the body. As we recognize that biblical fellowship is, first of all, a community relationship of all believers, then we, too, will be concerned about the growth and health of Christ’s body.
FOR GROUP DISCUSSION
1.  In what way is the body of Christ like a human body? How should the rest of the body of Christ react when one of its members falls before some temptation?

2.  Biblically, what measure are we to use in the way we should honor one another?

3.  What is your response to the statement that we should be as concerned about other members’ growth as we are about our own?




CHAPTER FIVE
Spiritual Fellowship
Encourage one another daily, as long as it is called Today,
so that none of you may be hardened by sin’s deceitfulness.
HEBREWS 3:13
One day I received an urgent phone call from a Christian friend asking if we could have lunch together that day. We met periodically over lunch or breakfast to share what God was doing in our lives, encourage and counsel one another, and share prayer requests. I was not discipling him, nor was he discipling me.
That day, however, wasn’t just an ordinary time together. My friend was hurting. Over lunch he poured out his heart to me concerning some difficult problems he was facing at work. I listened, offered a suggestion or two from the Scriptures as to how he should respond, and committed myself to praying for him. As I drove back to my office, I did pray for him, and when I arrived home that evening, I jotted down his need on my “emergency” prayer list.
His situation did not improve suddenly and dramatically, but over a period of several months, God did answer our prayers. During that time, I continued to encourage him, pray for him, and explore various alternatives with him until we saw God work.
This incident illustrates the importance and vital necessity of spiritual fellowship, or what I called in chapter 1 “communion” with one another.1 God has created us to be dependent both on Him and on one another. His judgment that “it is not good for the man to be alone” (Genesis 2:18) is a principle that speaks not only to the marriage relationship but also to the necessity of spiritual fellowship among all believers. None of us has the spiritual wherewithal to “go it alone” in our Christian lives.
Spiritual fellowship is not a luxury but a necessity, vital to our spiritual growth and health. We have seen that biblical fellowship involves both a sharing together of our common life in Christ and a sharing with one another what God has given us. One of the most important things we can share with one another is the spiritual truth God has been teaching us that might be of great help to fellow believers.
J. I. Packer has an interesting insight about this type of fellowship:
We should not … think of our fellowship with other Christians as a spiritual luxury, an optional addition to the exercises of private devotion. We should recognize rather that such fellowship is a spiritual necessity; for God has made us in such a way that our fellowship with himself is fed by our fellowship with fellow-Christians, and requires to be so fed constantly for its own deepening and enrichment.2

Scripture contains a number of exhortations and examples on this subject. For example, Solomon says in Proverbs 27:17, “As iron sharpens iron, so one man sharpens another.” It is in the exchange with each other of that which God is teaching us that our minds and hearts are whetted and stimulated. We learn from one another as together we learn from God.
Solomon, writing in Ecclesiastes, said, “Two are better than one, because they have a good return for their work: If one falls down, his friend can help him up. But pity the man who falls and has no one to help him up!” (4:9-10). Solomon intended more than simply a literal application of these truths to physical situations. In his rather picturesque way, he was emphasizing the importance of fellowship. Two are better than one, first, because of the synergistic effect: Two together can produce more than each of them working alone. Two Christians sharing the Word together can learn more than the two of them studying individually. They stimulate one another. Second, two people together can help each other up when they fall or even when they are in danger of falling. One of the many advantages of fellowship is the mutual admonishing or encouraging of one another in the face of a temptation or an attack of Satan.
The writer of Hebrews was rather emphatic about the importance of this aspect of fellowship. In 3:13, he said, “Encourage one another daily, as long as it is called Today, so that none of you may be hardened by sin’s deceitfulness.” Then in 10:24-25, he said, “Let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds. Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another — and all the more as you see the Day approaching.” Note the emphasis on encouraging one another in the face of temptation and spurring one another on toward love and good deeds. We need to be kept from temptation, and we need to be stimulated when our zeal for Christian duty is flagging.
The admonition of Hebrews 10:24-25 — “Let us not give up meeting together” — is not fulfilled merely by attending church on Sunday morning, as is so often supposed. Rather, it is fulfilled only when we follow through with the instruction to encourage, spur on, or stimulate one another. This cannot be done sitting in pews, row upon row, listening to the pastor teach. It can be done only through the mutual interchange of admonishment and encouragement. This is not to diminish the importance of the teaching ministry of our pastors; the Bible makes it quite clear that their ministry holds a vital place in our lives (see, for example, Ephesians 4:11-12; 1 Thessalonians 4:1; 1 Timothy 3:2; 5:17; 2 Timothy 4:2). But we need both the public teaching of our pastors and the mutual encouragement and admonishing of one another. It is the latter that seems to be the main thrust of Hebrews 10:24-25.
We also need this type of fellowship in order to keep us laboring in our respective areas of ministry. Because Jesus emphasized that “the harvest is plentiful but the workers are few” (Matthew 9:37), the aim of The Navigators (the ministry I serve with) is to train dedicated laborers for the harvest fields of the world. But what is it that keeps a person laboring once he has “graduated” from our training environment and is out on his own in the community? Although a number of things are important, high on the list is this type of fellowship: the encouragement and accountability of another person of like mind. The demands of family and job and other legitimate responsibilities may distract us from the ministry to which God has called us unless we are encouraged and spurred on by other believers who share our vision.
Even the apostle Paul, spiritual giant that he was, recognized his need for fellowship with other believers. Writing to the church in Rome, he expressed the desire “that you and I may be mutually encouraged by each other’s faith” (Romans 1:12). He wanted to strengthen the faith of the Roman Christians, but he also wanted them to strengthen his. He constantly acknowledged his need for other believers.
Historically, the church’s Apostles’ Creed speaks of “the communion of saints,” referring no doubt to both the objective community relationship and the experiential sharing of spiritual fellowship with one another. Packer tells us, “The Puritans used to ask God for one ‘bosom friend,’ with whom they could share absolutely everything and maintain a full-scale prayer-partner relationship; and with that they craved, and regularly set up, group conversations about divine things.”3
We see, then, that the Bible teaches us the importance of spiritual fellowship and that church history affirms it. But how do we go about it? How can we have the kind of spiritual fellowship the Bible talks about?
First, spiritual fellowship with one another presupposes fellowship with God. If we are not having communion with God and learning from Him, we will have nothing to share with others. In addition, if we are not learning directly from God, we will not be alert and perceptive enough to learn from others. We will be dull of hearing.
Packer says, “Fellowship with God, then, is the source from which fellowship among Christians springs; and fellowship with God is the end to which Christian fellowship is a means.”4 Fellowship with God is indeed both the foundation and the objective of our fellowship with one another.
Second, spiritual fellowship involves mutual commitment and responsibility. We must commit ourselves to faithfulness in getting together, openness and honesty with one another, and confidentiality in what is shared. We must assume the responsibility to encourage, admonish, and pray for one another. Spiritual fellowship means that we “watch out” for one another, feeling a mutual responsibility for each other’s welfare. This does not mean that we transfer the responsibility for our Christian walk to another person or that we assume his but rather that we help each other through encouragement and accountability.
Such a high level of commitment is normally made with just one person or a few select people. Such a depth of fellowship simply cannot be maintained with every Christian, nor does God intend it. Though objectively we are in fellowship with every other believer throughout the world, in our subjective personal experience, such fellowship can be maintained with only a few. We must look to God to lead us to the few special people with whom we can develop such a commitment and sense of responsibility.
As we accept the fact that spiritual fellowship with one another implies a personal fellowship with God and a mutual commitment to one another, we can then look at some practical suggestions and specific activities that will help us experience vital fellowship with one another.
SHARING BIBLICAL TRUTH
First, we must share the dynamic truth of Scripture with one another. Spiritual fellowship should always be centered around the teaching of the Bible. The apostle John made the truth concerning Jesus Christ the basis of his call to fellowship (see 1 John 1:1-3). I have already mentioned the synergistic effect that occurs when two or more believers share together what God is teaching them.
The psalmist said to God, “With my lips I recount all the laws that come from your mouth” (Psalm 119:13). He declared to others what God was teaching him. Through this exercise, he not only edified others but also strengthened his own understanding of God’s truth. There is an old adage that says, “Words disentangle themselves when passing over the lips or through the pencil tips.” As we share our thoughts with others, we learn because we are forced to organize and develop our ideas.
Some Christians feel threatened by this kind of fellowship. They feel that they have nothing to share. They are terrified by the question “What has God been teaching you recently?” A practical way to overcome this fear of sharing is to record daily the most important truth you get from your Bible-reading that day. You may want to write a sentence or a paragraph, depending on the fullness of your thinking on that particular truth. Then arrange to get together weekly with an understanding Christian friend — perhaps someone who shares your fear of sharing openly — and pass on to each other what you have learned from the Scriptures that week.
Another way to begin to share with someone is to memorize Scripture together. Although you must work on memorizing the verses as individuals, you can get together once a week to quote your verses to each other and share what God has taught you from those verses. As you do this on a regular basis, you will experience the iron-sharpening-iron effect described in Proverbs 27:17.
Whether it comes from reading, study, or memorization of the Bible, the sharing of biblical truth with one another should be done in a way that makes it relevant to your daily life. It is not enough to tell someone what fresh insight you have gained from the Scriptures. What do those insights mean to you in a practical way? How have you grown through them? How have you applied them or how do you plan to apply them? It is the application of Scripture, not just the academic knowledge of it, that makes it fruitful in our lives.
Here a word of warning is needed. Those who have learned to share easily with others what they are learning from God face the danger of failing to listen to what another Christian is saying. Too often we are so eager to share what we have learned that we fail to hear what God is saying to us through another believer. In such a case, we are not really interested in fellowship but rather in displaying our own knowledge of Scripture. We are playing spiritual one-upmanship. For those who have this temptation, it would be well to remember the words of Jesus when He prayed, “I praise you, Father … because you have hidden these things from the wise and learned, and revealed them to little children” (Luke 10:21). God may very well have something to say to us through one who speaks with stammering lips and a halting tongue.
OPENNESS WITH ONE ANOTHER
Spiritual fellowship, however, involves more than the mutual sharing of scriptural truths. It also involves the sharing of our sins, failures, and discouragements, as well as our blessings and joys. And throughout all our spiritual fellowship, we need to have a view to mutual exhortation, encouragement, and prayer. James told us, “Confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be healed” (James 5:16).
This aspect of fellowship is threatening to most of us. We hesitate to expose our sins, or even our doubts and discouragements. Our problem, of course, is the fear of what another person will think of us if he knows how we have sinned. We forget that “no temptation has seized [us] except what is common to man” (1 Corinthians 10:13). Very likely, the friend with whom you are seeking to have fellowship is struggling with the same temptation, or at least with another one that he or she is equally embarrassed about.
We cannot encourage, motivate, or pray for one another if we do not know the struggles the other person is facing. Remember Packer’s statement about the Puritans? They asked God for a friend with whom they could share absolutely everything. We need to ask God for such a close friend. And then, after we find that friend, we need to be willing to open our lives to him or her.
ACCOUNTABILITY
Spiritual fellowship involves more than openness with one another; it also calls for mutual accountability. The ideas of admonishing one another (see Colossians 3:16) and submitting to one another (see Ephesians 5:21) suggest the concept of mutual accountability. Accountability is the willingness to be both checked on and challenged in agreed-on areas of one’s life. For example, if you and I have committed ourselves to spiritual fellowship, we might agree to be accountable to each other in certain disciplines: a regular quiet time, Bible study, Scripture memorization, and meditation. As we meet together regularly, we give account to one another regarding our progress in those areas.
Another area of accountability is the area of so-called weaknesses. These weaknesses may be due to frailties of the temperament (such as lack of discipline in time management or lack of self-control), or they may be due to “besetting sins,” those temptations to which we are particularly vulnerable. If you are struggling with a temperament weakness or a particularly compelling temptation, you need to be willing to share those problems with someone you are close to in the Lord. Asking for that person’s prayer support and voluntarily becoming accountable to him will provide you with great strength in overcoming that weakness or resisting that temptation.
Accountability is especially important in a discipleship training context and in a one-to-one relationship. This book does not focus on discipleship training as such, but the concept of spiritual fellowship must be an integral part of any one-to-one building in another’s life. Successful teaching and training cannot occur on such a close personal level unless there is a mutual trust, openness, concern, and accountability. The person being discipled must be accountable to the discipler; otherwise the whole discipling process is futile. But the discipler must also be willing to open his life to the other person in order to build rapport and gain confidence. My own experience has been that as I am open about my own failures and weaknesses with the person I am discipling, he is encouraged to be open with me.
PRAYING TOGETHER
An important ingredient of fellowship is praying with and for one another. The Puritans wanted not only someone with whom they could share absolutely everything but also a person with whom they could maintain a full-scale prayer-partner relationship.
Oftentimes we have prayer needs that are not appropriate for sharing in our local congregations or campus ministry groups or even in our small-group Bible studies. But we can share these needs with our “bosom friends.” No prayer request should seem so insignificant or embarrassing that we would not feel free to mention it to the friends with whom we have intimate spiritual fellowship.
I have already mentioned the twofold concept of commitment and responsibility. If I have made a mutual commitment with and assumed a spiritual responsibility for someone else, that responsibility cannot be fulfilled without the mutual dedication to prayer. God works in another person’s life largely as a result of prayer. He may use my sharing from the Scriptures and my words of admonishment and encouragement, but He does so as a result of my prayers. My own study of the Scriptures, verified by personal experience, has convinced me that prayer is the most important ministry I can have in the life of another individual. So if I truly want to have a close spiritual relationship with another believer, I must commit myself to praying for him.
QUALIFICATIONS FOR FELLOWSHIP
As you become convinced of the importance and necessity of spiritual fellowship with other believers on a close personal level, you will begin to ask, Who can I have this kind of fellowship with? It is obvious from what we have considered about mutual commitment, openness of sharing, and willingness to give and receive both encouragement and admonishment that you are not going to enter into this kind of relationship with just anyone in the body of Christ. There are certain qualifications that both of you must meet. Here are some qualities to look for as you ask God for a bosom friend and then begin to look about to see whom He brings your way:
•  A desire, backed up by action, to grow in the Lord, both in personal character and in ministry to others
•  An ability to understand and identify with your needs, frustrations, and temptations, but in an objective way (we need understanding but not pity)
•  An ability to absolutely keep confidences so that you can share your inmost heart
•  A willingness to make a commitment toward your spiritual welfare
•  A mature recognition that he or she does not have all the answers for your life; a willingness to agonize, pray, and search the Scriptures with you for those answers
•  A willingness to be honest with you, not allowing you to continue unchallenged in a wrong attitude or action
Those who are just beginning to grow in their Christian faith should look first for this kind of fellowship from someone who can disciple them on a one-to-one basis. A peer-level fellowship can be helpful to a young Christian for encouragement and prayer, but it should be accompanied by a fellowship environment that can provide a strong commitment to growth in understanding and application of the Scriptures. Christians who are more mature in the Lord will likely find their spiritual fellowship on a peer level with others of similar spiritual maturity.
FELLOWSHIP IN SMALL GROUPS
Thus far our discussion of spiritual fellowship has focused primarily on a one-to-one relationship. This, of course, is the most basic unit of spiritual fellowship, but not the only one. Another common fellowship unit is the small group. Most small groups today are organized around Bible study, with the members of the group seeking to learn together what a particular passage of Scripture teaches. Other small groups are called “care groups,” where the objective is to share needs and pray for one another. Still other groups focus on accountability, keeping each other sharp in different areas of need. Ideally, fellowship groups should seek to incorporate all of these aspects: Bible study, sharing of needs, accountability, and prayer for one another.
I have already referred to the synergistic effect of two people sharing together what they have learned from Scripture. In a small group, this can be greatly multiplied as more ideas are brought to bear on a passage. This assumes, of course, that each group member is depending on the Holy Spirit to open his understanding. Certainly we are going to gain no true insights into the Scriptures apart from His ministry, regardless of how we may stimulate one another’s thinking.
There is a great deal of material in print about small groups; it is not the purpose of this book to go into detailed instruction about that material. However, my own experience compels me to include this one word of caution: Great care should be taken to ensure that small groups do indeed accomplish the objective of spiritual fellowship — that is, of mutually enhancing our relationship with God. The dangers of spiritual pride over the knowledge we have gleaned from our Bible study and of playing one-upmanship are far greater in the small group than in a one-to-one relationship. There is also the danger of sharing strictly on an intellectual level rather than on the deeper heart level where God’s Word is made applicable to our daily lives.
Spiritual fellowship becomes more and more difficult as a group becomes larger. There is obviously less intimacy and consequently less freedom to share with others what is really happening in our lives. An old Puritan adage addresses the importance of seeking to maintain fellowship with only a few in this manner: “Have communion with few, be intimate with one. Deal justly with all, speak evil of none.”
The godly Puritans, who changed the face of English history amid unusual difficulties, realized the importance of genuine spiritual fellowship, the type mentioned by the writer of Hebrews. Most of the Puritan era was characterized by persecution of godly ministers and their ejection from their churches. They often ministered to their flocks in the woods outside the towns so as to avoid harassment from their enemies. It was vitally necessary in such difficult times for them to encourage each other and spur each other on. Fellowship to them was no luxury; it was an urgent necessity.
We need to consider carefully, then, their advice about the breadth of fellowship. They realized that for fellowship to have depth in its meaning, it must be limited in its breadth: communion with a few, intimacy with one. Fellowship beyond the few tends to take on superficial characteristics, leading to little more than Christian social relationships that have erroneously become characterized as fellowship. Perhaps we need to take more literally the small number indicated by Jesus in that well-known passage “Where two or three come together in my name, there am I with them” (Matthew 18:20). It is not, of course, that Christ is absent from us in our larger assemblies, yet He does particularly emphasize in this statement the importance of the small fellowship group.
YOUR LOCAL BODY
It is obvious from Acts 2:42 that the early church considered fellowship among the believers an important ingredient in their spiritual health, right along with hearing the Word of God and corporate prayer. Yet little attention seems to be given to this dimension of fellowship in our churches or other ministries today. We have meetings that emphasize the teaching of the Word and we sometimes have prayer meetings, but very little seems to be done to stimulate true spiritual fellowship. What often goes by the name of fellowship is simply social activity within the body, an important activity but hardly answering the need of mutual spiritual stimulation.
The leaders of local churches and other Christian groups need to give careful attention to the stimulation of true spiritual fellowship within their congregations and groups. The pattern of such fellowship may vary, but the objective of mutual spiritual uplifting and the principle of depth instead of breadth should be kept uppermost in mind. It is likely that most Christians neither appreciate the importance of spiritual fellowship nor know how to go about it. They need both instruction and encouragement in the true biblical practice of koinonia.
One of the marks of a truly good church or Christian group on a campus or a military base should be the warmth of its spiritual fellowship. This aspect is just as important as the soundness of its teaching and the vitality of its outreach. Paul commended the believers at Rome because they were “full of goodness, complete in knowledge and competent to instruct one another” (Romans 15:14). They obviously engaged in spiritual fellowship, mutually building up and caring for one another.
GOD’S DELIGHT IN FELLOWSHIP
Right at the end of the Old Testament, we get a glimpse into the heart of God and His value of spiritual fellowship among believers. The setting is the nation of Israel in the process of being restored to its land by the Persian king but falling again into a corrupt religious formality, neither worshipping nor obeying God. In fact, many people of Israel were even saying that it was futile to serve God (see Malachi 3:14-15).
Yet in the midst of that spiritual declension, there was a group who feared the Lord and had fellowship together: “Those who feared the LORD talked with each other, and the LORD listened and heard. A scroll of remembrance was written in his presence concerning those who feared the LORD and honored his name” (Malachi 3:16). Two things are apparent from this passage concerning fellowship: (1) The godly Jews considered fellowship important. No doubt they had learned the vital necessity of encouraging one another in those difficult days of national backsliding. (2) But just as important is the clear indication of God’s delight in their fellowship. He listened in on their times of fellowship, took special note of it, and even had a “scroll of remembrance” written in His presence concerning these godly people who sought to encourage one another and build each other up in the fear of the Lord.
The infinite, eternal mind of God obviously does not need a scroll of remembrance to remind Him of the gracious acts of His people. The allusion to such a scroll is for our benefit, that we might see the importance God places on true spiritual fellowship among His people and the delight it brings to His heart.
FOR GROUP DISCUSSION
1.  Do you consider spiritual fellowship — interaction with one another on a close personal and spiritual level — to be vital to your spiritual growth and health? Why or why not?

2.  Hebrews 10:24-25 urges us to “consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds.” How do you — or how could you — actively pursue this pattern with others?

3.  Ecclesiastes 4:9-10 says, “Two are better than one…. If one falls down, his friend can help him up. But pity the man who falls and has no one to help him up!” If you were to fall, do you have a friend who would rush to help you up? If not, how could you find one?




CHAPTER SIX
Partnership in the Gospel
I thank my God every time I remember you. In all my prayers
for all of you, I always pray with joy because of your
partnership in the gospel from the first day until now.
PHILIPPIANS 1:3-5
The apostle Paul wrote to the Philippian believers, “I thank my God … because of your partnership in the gospel from the first day until now.” He considered those dear friends in Philippi to be actively engaged with him in the spreading of the gospel to other cities, even though most of them never left Philippi. As we saw in chapter 1, the Greek word koinonia is here translated as partnership, the same as in a commercial business association.
When the word koinonia is translated as fellowship, we tend to think of a mutual enjoyment and building up of one another within the body of Christ. It has an inward connotation that is very legitimate and necessary. Believers do need to be concerned for one another, build up each other in the faith, and enjoy each other’s company. But we also recognize that the Christian must look outward to a chaotic world filled with sinners in need of a Savior. As we build up and enjoy one another, we are in fellowship,
but as we join together to spread the gospel, we are in partnership and our objectives are focused outside ourselves on those who need to be brought into the fellowship of God’s people. It is in this sense that Paul regarded the Philippian believers as partners with him in the gospel.
PARTNERSHIP IN GIVING
Why did Paul rejoice so exuberantly in the partnership of the Philippians? How had they participated with him in his missionary enterprise when they had never even left home to go with him? A significant part of the answer to these questions is found in the fourth chapter of Philippians. Beginning at verse 10, Paul expresses heartfelt gratitude for the material gifts the Philippians had sent to him in Rome. Then, in verse 15, he says, “When I set out from Macedonia, not one church shared with me in the matter of giving and receiving, except you only.” Paul is emphasizing in this statement that the Philippian church was the only one that entered into partnership with him. That is actually what Paul is saying in this verse.
The Philippian believers had entered into partnership with Paul through their material assistance to him. They had done this from the earliest days of their acquaintance with the gospel. The Philippians had apparently been taught that koinonia within the Christian community involved a working relationship. They recognized that they had a missionary responsibility to those cities beyond them and that one major way they could fulfill that responsibility was to give to the ministry of the missionary Paul. They teamed up with Paul through their gifts to him.
Paul recognized their status as partners with him through their giving. He not only thanked God for their partnership but also assured them of a return on their investment. In verse 17, he says, “Not that I am looking for a gift, but I am looking for what may be credited to your account.” He was confident that just as he would receive a reward for his labors, so the Philippians would share with him in that reward. Just as they had invested in his missionary enterprise as partners, so they would participate in the rewards of that enterprise as partners. Paul and the Philippians were truly partners in the gospel.
Every Christian today has the same privilege as did the believers at Philippi of being a partner in the gospel enterprise. Each of us has the opportunity to participate in ministries far beyond our own personal endeavors, both in cities at home and in countries overseas. Every time we give to a mission, either at home or overseas, we are joining in partnership with that particular ministry, and we will share in the fruit of that ministry in proportion to our sharing in its costs.
For many years, I had a deep concern for the peoples of Russia and China, primarily because of the anti-Christian regimes under which they lived. Even now, despite there being much more freedom for the gospel in both countries, my wife and I still have an interest in those people. Although we are not called to go to either country, we can still be involved in ministry in both as we partner financially and through prayer with some who have gone, and we expect to share in the fruit of their labor.
We have not only a privilege of partnership in the ministry but also a responsibility. Becoming partners in the gospel enterprise is not just an option for the committed Christian. Jesus said, “Go into all the world and preach the good news to all creation” (Mark 16:15). This is a command, not a suggestion or a request, that is repeated in all four gospels and in the book of Acts. Our individual responsibility in fulfilling this command varies with the opportunities God gives us. But as we have opportunity, we should participate in the widest possible way in the spreading of the gospel to all the world.
Giving to missionary causes often seems to be presented as simply an option to Christians. Missionaries and prospective missionaries travel around to various churches presenting their ministries and requesting support. Each local church’s missionary committee or individual members consider whether or not to give toward a missionary’s support. The option is strictly with the giver, be it the church or its individual members. We tend to think we are being bighearted if we decide to give. In actuality, we are not so much bighearted as we are obedient. Christ commands us to go into all the world, and the only way most of us can do that is by participating in the ministries of those who physically go through financial support and prayer.
Fellowship in this sense of partnership in the gospel is not so much an activity to be enjoyed as a responsibility to be fulfilled. Of course we will enjoy it as we share in the fruits of the partnership, but this enjoyment is secondary to our obedience to Christ’s command to take the gospel to all creation. Partnership in the gospel through our giving is both a privilege and a duty.
PARTNERSHIP IN PRAYER
A second significant way in which we can enter into partnership in the gospel is through regular, meaningful prayer for those who are taking the gospel message beyond our own local church or fellowship. Again, the Philippian believers are a beautiful example to us. They not only gave but they also prayed for Paul. And just as Paul expected results from their giving, so he also expected results from their prayers. He said, “I know that through your prayers and the help given by the Spirit of Jesus Christ, what has happened to me will turn out for my deliverance” (Philippians 1:19). Paul very much depended on the contribution to his ministry that these partners back in Philippi provided through their prayers.
On seven different occasions in his letters to the various churches, Paul either requested prayer for his ministry or acknowledged that his readers were praying for him. To Paul, their prayers were more important than their gifts. He could get along without their gifts (see Philippians 4:11-13), but he could not get along without their prayers. His succinct request “Brothers, pray for us” (1 Thessalonians 5:25) sums up his sense of urgency for believers to join him in his ministry by praying for him.
It is very likely that Christians in the historic missionary-sending countries have neglected the prayer aspect of partnership in the gospel even more than they have neglected participation by giving. Too often the missionary is “out of sight, out of mind.” We may set up a giving program, either through our church or an independent agency, so that we do give regularly to the missionary enterprise. This is a positive step that should be taken. But are we as faithful to praying as we are to giving? If we are truly to be partners in the gospel, we must commit ourselves to pray for missionaries — as well as for pastors and evangelists in our own country — in a consistent, meaningful way.
Every missionary, either at home or abroad, and every mission agency our family gives to are listed on my personal prayer list and prayed for on a regular basis. We cannot leave this part of our responsibility to chance. In order to be true partners in prayer, we must structure our schedules and prayer lives in a way that fulfills our responsibility in the partnership. And again, as in our responsibility to participate through giving, this responsibility is not an option. If we intend to be obedient to Christ’s command to go into all the world, the issue is not whether to pray but simply where our particular responsibility lies. What missionaries or agencies has God assigned to us as our responsibility in partnership through our prayers?
Our partnership in prayer should be not only consistent but also meaningful; that is, our prayers should get beyond the general by addressing specific needs and opportunities that our missionary partners are facing. Paul was very specific in his request for prayer help from the church at Rome. He wrote to them, “I urge you, brothers, by our Lord Jesus Christ and by the love of the Spirit, to join me in my struggle by praying to God for me. Pray that I may be rescued from the unbelievers in Judea and that my service in Jerusalem may be acceptable to the saints there” (Romans 15:30-31).
Paul requested prayer for his own personal protection (that he might be rescued from unbelievers) and for success in a specific ministry (that his service might be acceptable to the saints). He made a similar request for prayer to the Thessalonian Christians: “Pray for us that the message of the Lord may spread rapidly…. And pray that we may be delivered from wicked and evil men” (2 Thessalonians 3:1-2).
A brief look at Paul’s appeals for prayer shows an approximately equal division between requests for his personal needs and requests for his ministry. This should give us a general sense of balance as we pray for missionaries today. Missionaries and their families have personal needs — loneliness, cultural adjustment, protection from harm, health care — but they also have ministry needs. I have observed in prayer meetings that when we pray for missionaries, we tend to focus on their personal needs. The reason, of course, is that we can more easily identify with those particular needs. But if we truly want to be partners with them in their ministries, we must also join with them in praying for their ministry needs.
Paul requested prayer for such things as boldness in sharing Christ, for the right words to speak, for open doors to proclaim the gospel, and for the rapid spread of the gospel (see Ephesians 6:19; Colossians 4:3-4; 2 Thessalonians 3:1). Today’s missionaries have the same ministry needs as did Paul. They also need boldness in sharing Christ, wisdom for the best way to do it, and open doors of opportunity.
One of the most critical needs, however, is found in the instruction of Jesus, who told His disciples to pray for workers to go into the harvest field (see Matthew 9:38). Perhaps the most pressing need on the mission field today is for God to raise up workers from within the ranks of each country’s own people. Consequently, the most urgent task of the missionary today is training workers from the country where he is working. We ought to pray to this end. In fact, this particular prayer request — for God to raise up national workers — is my number one prayer request as I pray for missions and missionaries around the world.
While writing this chapter, I received a prayer letter from a missionary friend who quoted S. D. Gordon on the importance of prayer for missions. Here is what Gordon said:
The greatest thing each one of us can do is to pray. If we can go personally to some distant land, still we have gone to only one place.

Prayer puts us into direct dynamic touch with a world. A man may go aside today, and shut the door, and as really spend a half-hour of his life in India for God as though he were there in person. Surely you and I must get more half hours for this secret service.

My missionary friend continued in his letter to emphasize that it is not only the half hours that count. He says, “The few-minute sessions that you invest for people and needs overseas can also have a large impact. A half-dozen such sessions during the day add up and mean much in other parts of the world, opening hearts and thwarting Satan’s attacks.”
As a former missionary, I can personally testify to the importance of prayer partners back home. I still remember a particular weekend when I was struggling desperately with discouragement and depression. On Sunday evening, the depression suddenly lifted. Several weeks later, I learned that friends back home had specially prayed for me that day and that at that precise time, God answered their prayer.
William Carey of England, who has been called “the father of modern missions,” went to India in 1793. At that time, there were no organized missionary societies, but as Carey prayed over the needs of an unreached world, God laid India on his heart. At a “commissioning” service for Carey and his colleague in March 1793, one of Carey’s friends exclaimed, “There is a gold mine in India but it seems almost as deep as the centre of the earth!” to which Carey replied, “I will venture down but remember that you must hold the ropes.”1
How did Carey expect his friends to “hold the ropes”? It was to be through a partnership in prayer and in giving. Those who hold the ropes are just as important in the partnership as those who go down into the mine. Holding the ropes for others is a significant part of biblical fellowship; it is essential for the spread of the gospel.
FOR GROUP DISCUSSION
1.  In Philippians 1:3-5, what was Paul especially thankful for concerning the Philippian believers as he prayed for them with joy?

2.  Think about this statement: “Fellowship in this sense of partnership in the gospel is not so much an activity to be enjoyed as a responsibility to be fulfilled.” Do you agree or disagree? Why?

3.  There is both an inward and an outward connotation to koinonia, depending on the word’s usage. Where are you in your practice of this discipline?




CHAPTER SEVEN
Spiritual Gifts Within the Community
Each one should use whatever gift he has received
to serve others, faithfully administering
God’s grace in its various forms.
1 PETER 4:10
At the time of our conversion, God incorporates us into the body of Christ. He places us in a community relationship with all other believers in which we together share a common life in Christ. This is an objective fact; we are in fellowship with all other believers. This objective aspect of fellowship, however, is intended to provide a basis for experiential fellowship. We are not meant to be passive participants or, to use a business metaphor, silent partners in the partnership of the gospel. Rather, God intends for all Christians to be active participants in the body, working partners in the enterprise of the gospel.
To this end, God has assigned to every Christian a function in the body of Christ. There are no exceptions to this; every member has a function within the body that God has assigned him to fulfill. Warren Myers, in his book Pray: How to Be Effective
in Prayer, tells of two remarkable people: William Carey, missionary to India, and Carey’s bedridden, almost totally paralyzed sister. William Carey accomplished a Bible translation work unequaled in missionary history and, as we saw in the previous chapter, he has been called “the father of modern missions.” We don’t even know his sister’s name. She is mentioned only as Carey’s sister. But while Carey labored in India translating and printing parts or all of the Bible into forty languages, his sister lay on her back in London and prayed hour after hour, month after month, for all the details, problems, and struggles of her brother’s work. In telling this story of Carey and his sister, Myers asks, “To whose account will God credit the victories won through this remarkable man?”1 We all know that Carey’s sister shared in his ministry. In fact, she was a very vital part. Without her ministry of intercession on her brother’s behalf, the work would not have gone forward.
FUNCTION IN THE BODY
The point of the story about William Carey and his sister is to emphasize that God assigns to every believer an important function in the body. He assigned Carey to do Bible translation work in India, and He assigned his sister to pray for that work as she lay paralyzed in her bed in London. William Carey’s function was highly visible, at least to us today; his sister’s function was probably unknown except to a few people. Yet both had a vital part to play in the missionary enterprise in India. God assigned each of them a specific function and enabled them by His grace to fulfill it.
Just as God assigns to each of us a function in the body of Christ, so He equips each of us to fulfill that function. In the New Testament, this equipping is called a “gift.” A spiritual gift is an ability given by God and empowered by the Holy Spirit to perform the specific function within the body that God has assigned to each of us. Spiritual gifts are distinct from natural abilities, although the gifts frequently incorporate some natural ability. While both gifts and abilities are endowments from God, gifts are related specifically to the function God has assigned to us in the body.
In his discourse on spiritual gifts in Romans 12:3-8, Paul, using the analogy of the physical body, said, “Just as each of us has one body with many members, and these members do not all have the same function, so in Christ we who are many form one body…. We have different gifts, according to the grace given us” (verses 4-6). Note the relationship between function and gift. We all have different functions and, consequently, different gifts that enable us to fulfill those functions.
In recent years, quite an emphasis has been placed on spiritual gifts, especially on the aspect of discovering what one’s particular gift is. Unfortunately, not enough emphasis has been placed on discovering what one’s function is in the body. Gifts are given by God to enable us to fulfill our function. As Peter said in 1 Peter 4:10, “Each one should use whatever gift he has received to serve others, faithfully administering God’s grace in its various forms.” And Paul spoke similarly of the communal significance of a gift when he said, “Now to each one the manifestation of the Spirit is given for the common good” (1 Corinthians 12:7). Gifts are to be used to serve others; they are given for the common good of the whole body. Their purpose is to enable us to fulfill our function.
Many people these days are wondering what their gift is, but they are asking the wrong question. We should be seeking primarily to find out our function in the body: the particular task assigned by God. We may be sure that God has equipped us, both in natural ability and in spiritual gifts, for the function He has called us to perform.
Over the years, I have concluded that my gifts are in the areas of administration and teaching, but I did not realize this at the beginning of my Christian experience. I entered full-time vocational Christian work at the age of twenty-five, and for a number of years, I simply worked at the tasks God gave me to do in The Navigators. Later I concluded, in retrospect, that God had given me the gift of administration because He had always assigned me to that type of ministry in The Navigators and had always enabled me to perform it. In the same way, I concluded that God had also given me the gift of teaching because I consistently found myself doing it and experiencing God’s blessing on my efforts.
But the important fact to note is that I had been performing the functions of administration and teaching long before I recognized these as gifts God had given. God had assigned me to the functions of administration and teaching, He had equipped me through spiritual gifts to do them, and He had providentially arranged the circumstances of my life so that I actually performed those functions. Our gifts are always consistent with our function.
In defining the broad areas of fellowship as it is described in the New Testament, I have used the words participation and partnership, both valid translations of the Greek word koinnia. If we view the church of Jesus Christ as His body, then we recognize that we are participants, sharing together a common life in Christ and using our spiritual gifts to serve each other, symbiotically building us up in the faith. But the church is also a spiritual enterprise engaged in carrying out Christ’s Great Commission to make disciples of all nations. As members of this enterprise, we have been called by God to be a team of dedicated partners actively involved in that effort.
Whether fellowship is perceived as participation or partnership, in either case it implies a responsibility to fulfill our function in the body. We usually don’t think of fellowship in terms of fulfilling a responsibility, but that is because we have lost sight of the biblical meaning of fellowship. Fellowship is not just a social privilege to enjoy; it is more basically a responsibility to assume.
SHARING OUR SPIRITUAL GIFTS
Koinonia can also mean to share what we have with others. Two areas of sharing specifically mentioned in the Bible are those of spiritual truths and material possessions. But we are also called to share with others the benefits of our spiritual gifts. As Peter said, we are to use them to serve others. So whether we think of fellowship as a sharing together in a joint participation or a sharing of what we have with others, we find that fellowship involves the use of the gifts God has given us.
I have titled this chapter “Spiritual Gifts Within the Community.” To those accustomed to thinking of Christian fellowship as social activity or the sharing of spiritual truths, this emphasis on community may sound strange. But when we see that this life in common is a sharing together or a sharing with, it makes sense. The fellowship of our spiritual gifts is the using of our gifts for the benefit of the rest of the body and for the advancement of the kingdom of God.
PRINCIPLES OF SPIRITUAL GIFTS
Having seen that biblical fellowship involves the use of our spiritual gifts to fulfill our function in the body, we need to consider certain basic truths or principles regarding spiritual gifts.
1. The purpose of all spiritual gifts is to serve others and glorify God. Consider again 1 Peter 4:10, along with verse 11: “Each one should use whatever gift he has received to serve others … so that in all things God may be praised through Jesus Christ.” According to Peter, there are two objectives in the use of our gifts: serving others and glorifying or praising God. He also referred to us as stewards in the use of our gifts: “Employ [your gift] in serving one another as good stewards of the manifold grace of God” (1 Peter 4:10, NASB). When used in this sense, steward refers to a person who manages someone else’s property, finances, or other affairs. Our gifts are not our property to use as we please; they are a trust committed to us by God to use for others and for His glory as He directs.
There is no place in the use of spiritual gifts for the seeking of recognition, fame, or self-fulfillment. It is true that some gifts, by their nature, bring recognition or fame more so than others. In his classic treatment on spiritual gifts in 1 Corinthians 12, Paul recognizes this fact. He says that just as there is a hierarchy of influence and strength among the parts of the physical body, so there is among the members of Christ’s body. But the fact that this is true is no excuse for us to covet recognition or use our gifts in such a way as to gain it. God gives recognition to whomever He is pleased to give it. Two men may be equally gifted in teaching the Word of God, but God assigns one man to a large pulpit and radio ministry, while He assigns the other man to a one-on-one discipling situation or a small Sunday school class. One gets recognition and fame; the other is unknown beyond his small sphere of ministry.
Some gifts, by their nature, are more public than others and thus are more prone to result in recognition. This would be true, for example, of the gifts of teaching and service. In our church, there are those who exercise the gift of teaching. They are frequently before our Sunday school classes or Bible study groups. Everyone knows who they are. There are others who exercise the gift of service in seeing that the physical aspects of the church are in place and properly functioning for the rest of us. Hardly anyone ever sees the work they do. In fact, as long as they do their job properly, few people even think about it; their work is taken for granted by most of the congregation.
As long as we keep in mind the purpose of gifts, however, we will not be concerned about recognition or fame. We will seek to use our gifts as stewards entrusted with the grace of God to be used to serve others and glorify Him. Whether ours is a public gift such as teaching or a less noticeable gift such as serving, the end objective is that “in all things God may be praised through Jesus Christ.”
2. Every Christian has a gift, and every gift is important. We have already stated earlier in this chapter that God has assigned every believer a function in the body of Christ and that God has, consequently, gifted every member to fulfill that function. We need to underscore this point. God has given a spiritual gift to every individual believer in the body of Christ. Paul expressly said, “To each one the manifestation of the Spirit is given for the common good” (1 Corinthians 12:7). It is important we acknowledge this fact because so many Christians seem to think they do not have a gift. They may have this attitude because they secretly covet a public gift that might bring recognition or because they have an overly restrictive view of spiritual gifts that keeps them from recognizing, for example, that their ability to show compassion to the needy, the suffering, and the unlovely is actually the important gift of mercy.
To say, “I don’t think I have a gift,” is to say, “I don’t think I have a function in the body of Christ.” Such an idea flies in the face of the whole of New Testament teaching. God has a job for every believer. It may be seen or unseen, big or small, but each of us has a job to do.
Not only do we each have a gift but each one of our gifts is important. Again, we tend to recognize the more public, noticeable gifts as important and the low-profile gifts as perhaps not so important. The apostle Paul anticipated this tendency when he envisioned the foot saying, “Because I am not a hand, I do not belong to the body,” and the ear saying, “Because I am not an eye, I do not belong to the body” (1 Corinthians 12:15-16). Here Paul has in mind the person with the less noticeable gift comparing himself with the person with the more noticeable gift and then feeling that he has no gift at all. I believe that this is a very common tendency among Christians today, particularly among those who have the gifts of serving others in practical ways, such as through hospitality or meeting the temporal needs of others in the body.
Of course, there is also a danger that those with the more public gifts will secretly disregard or belittle the contribution to the body of those who have the less noticeable gifts. Again, Paul anticipated this tendency in 1 Corinthians 12:21 when he said, “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 all need each other’s contribution in the body. Just as some functions in the human body are in a sense more important than others, so it is with some gifts in the body of Christ. Paul seemed to recognize this (see 1 Corinthians 12:28-31). But this does not change the fact that all gifts are important. Some are more important than others, perhaps, but none is unimportant. So whether we have the less important or the more important gifts, let us not envy one or despise the other. We need to recognize that each gift is necessary in the body and is important to God.
3. Gifts are sovereignly bestowed by God. Just as God assigns us certain functions in the body, so He bestows our gifts. Speaking of gifts in 1 Corinthians 12:11, Paul said, “All these are the work of one and the same Spirit, and he gives them to each one, just as he determines.” Again using the physical body as an analogy, Paul stated in verse 18, “God has arranged the parts in the body, every one of them, just as he wanted them to be.” The obvious inference is that just as God sovereignly arranged the parts of the physical body, so He sovereignly arranged us as individual parts in the body of Christ.
Perhaps this principle seems too obvious to state, but consider its implications and applications. You possess the gifts you have because the sovereign God of the universe wanted you to be that way. He ordained a plan for your life before you were even born, and He has gifted you specifically to carry out that plan.
Never disparage your gift. If you do, you are disparaging the plan of God and perhaps complaining against Him. Similarly, never look down on the gift of another. If you do, you are scorning the plan of God for that person.
God not only determines what gift (or gifts)2 each of us has but also He determines the measure or extent of that gift. Two people may have the same gift, but in different measure. Earlier I referred to the possibility of two teachers of the Word equally gifted, one laboring in obscurity and the other enjoying widespread recognition. While I recognize such realities in the functioning of the body, I believe the usual explanation is that two people are gifted in a certain area but that one is more gifted than the other. Both gifts are being carried out under the sovereign providence of God.
Jesus spoke of three servants receiving different amounts of “talents,” each according to his ability (see Matthew 25:14-30). A biblical talent was not a mental or physical ability but an amount of money — probably something more than $1,000. Each of the servants was to invest a certain sum of money in order to earn interest. Apparently, each servant had the same calling to invest money, but they had different degrees of ability within that calling and therefore received different degrees of responsibility according to their abilities.
It is the same way with spiritual gifts. God gives us not only the particular gift we have but also the measure of that gift. Then He holds us responsible to use our gift to its full measure. The person who has a greater measure of a certain gift has greater responsibility for it. “From everyone who has been given much, much will be demanded” (Luke 12:48). The three servants in the parable of the talents were judged not in relation to each other but according to how they used what had been entrusted to them.
4. Every gift is given by God’s grace. The Greek word for a spiritual gift is charisma, which means “a gift of God’s grace,” whether it is the gift of eternal life as in Romans 6:23 or the gift of a spiritual ability for use in the body.
Paul said, “We have different gifts, according to the grace given us,” and Peter said, “Each one should use whatever gift he has received to serve others, faithfully administering God’s grace in its various forms” (Romans 12:6; 1 Peter 4:10; emphasis added). None of us deserves the gift he or she has been given. All the gifts are given by God’s undeserved favor to us through Christ.
In Ephesians 3:7-8, Paul testified freely that he did not deserve to be an apostle of Jesus Christ: “I became a servant of this gospel by the gift of God’s grace given me through the working of his power. Although I am less than the least of all God’s people, this grace was given me: to preach to the Gentiles the unsearchable riches of Christ.”
According to this principle, both the most worthy and the most unworthy of all Christians receive their gifts on the same basis. The unworthy person surely does not deserve his gift, but neither does the most worthy. They both receive them as unmerited favors from God. The highly gifted person should not think he is so gifted because of his hard work or his faithfulness in previous service to God. Likewise, the person who feels he has wasted a good part of his life and is consequently undeserving of any spiritual gift should not despair. Paul said he received his gift despite the fact that he was the least of all God’s people. Worthy or unworthy, it makes no difference: All gifts are given by God’s grace.
5. All gifts must be developed and exercised. Even though gifts are given by God’s grace, it is our responsibility to develop and exercise them. Paul exhorted Timothy to rekindle or “fan into flame the gift of God,” and elsewhere Paul told him, “Do not neglect your gift” (2 Timothy 1:6; 1 Timothy 4:14).
In order to effectively exercise our spiritual gifts, even though they are sovereignly and graciously bestowed, we must develop and use them. The effective use of our gifts does not occur without diligent effort on our part. Timothy already had the gift of teaching, yet Paul did not hesitate to urge him to be diligent to present himself to God as a workman who could correctly handle the Word of Truth. And in 1 Timothy, after exhorting Timothy not to neglect his gift, Paul said, “Be diligent in these matters; give yourself wholly to them” (1 Timothy 4:15). Timothy’s use of his gift was not a matter of indifference. He was accountable to a sovereign God for his development and use of it.
This means hard work. The person with the gift of teaching must study zealously to learn God’s truth and must then labor diligently to communicate it in a clear and inspiring manner. The person with the gift of service must strive to become competent and proficient in his particular area of service in order to ensure that the results of his labors reflect a standard of excellence that glorifies God. There is no place for either shoddy teaching or shoddy service in God’s kingdom.
The believer with the gift of mercy must study how to use that gift in a way that best relieves the sufferings and miseries of others. The person who has the gift of leadership must study the principles of leadership in order to use his gift most effectively, and then, as Paul said, he must govern diligently. Simply having a spiritual gift does not mean we can automatically fulfill our function in the body without conscientious effort. Rather, we are responsible to develop and use the gifts God has given us.
6. The effective use of every gift is dependent on faith in Christ. Although gifts are sovereignly bestowed and their effective exercise involves hard work and diligent effort, it is also true that no gift is exercised apart from faith in Christ. We cannot assume God’s blessing on our efforts even though we are laboring within the bounds of the gifts He has given us. The necessity of conscious dependence on Christ for His enabling power is a fundamental fact for every aspect of the Christian life, whether in spiritual growth in our own lives or in service within the body. “Apart from me,” Jesus said, “you can do nothing” (John 15:5).
Speaking of his own diligent efforts, Paul wrote to the believers at Colossae, “To this end I labor, struggling with all [Christ’s] energy, which so powerfully works in me” (Colossians 1:29). Paul labored diligently in the exercising of his gifts. In fact, as we have already seen, he described his labor as “struggling.” Yet he also relied on Christ. The persevering apostle struggled with the energy that Christ infused in him as he labored in dependence on Him.
To maintain the proper perspective of diligent personal responsibility and a sincere attitude of total dependence on Christ for His power requires constant vigilance in two directions. On the one hand, we can be guilty of slothfulness in the development or use of our gifts under the pretext that we are “trusting in the Lord.” On the other hand, we can either presume on God’s blessing as we attempt to use our gifts in the strength of our own abilities or assert the fact that we have “done that so many times.”
I personally find it easier to consciously acknowledge my dependence on Christ in the area of teaching than in the area of administration. Teaching spiritual truth from the Bible is obviously spiritual work requiring divine enabling. Administration, which for me meant the business affairs of The Navigators, is not so obviously spiritual.3 The temptation was to rely on my training, experience, and “practical wisdom” rather than on God. It is quite instructive, however, to note that in his admonition regarding the use of our gifts, Peter expressly said, “If anyone serves, he should do it with the strength God provides” (1 Peter 4:11). The gift of service is usually associated with physical and material needs within the body. Yet the meeting of those physical needs requires God’s strength just as much as the meeting of spiritual needs in the body. Truly, without Christ we can do nothing.
7. Only love will give true value to our gifts. In any discussion of spiritual gifts we should give careful attention to the fact that the classic Scripture passage on Christian love, 1 Corinthians 13, is set right in the middle of the Bible’s most extensive treatment on spiritual gifts. In the first part of the passage, Paul told us that even if we possess the greatest of gifts, have the most extraordinary faith, and display an amazing amount of zeal and courage yet have not love, we are nothing and we accomplish nothing.
The gifts and character traits Paul mentioned in verses 1-3 are not insignificant or commonplace. Whatever we may think about the bestowal and use of some of these gifts today, the fact is that in Paul’s day, the gifts of tongues and prophecy were the most coveted of gifts. And who of us would not desire the faith that can move mountains, or the sacrificial spirit that would prompt us to give our goods to the poor, or the spiritual courage that enables martyrs to endure the flames?
Yet Paul very plainly says, not once but three times, that only love gives value to our gifts, our faith, and our zeal. If we set our hearts only on the exercising of our gifts, the increase of our faith, and the promotion of our zeal and courage, without seeking to grow in love, we will be as nothing and accomplish nothing. We may generate a lot of Christian activity, gain some measure of fame, and even appear to accomplish something for God. But if we have not love, it all amounts to nothing.
Write down, either in your imagination or on a sheet of paper, a row of zeros. Keep adding zeros until you have filled a whole line on the page. What do they add up to? Exactly nothing! Even if you were to write a thousand of them, they would still be nothing. But put a positive number in front of them and immediately they have value. This is the way it is with our gifts and faith and zeal. They are the zeros on the page. Without love, they count for nothing. But put love in front of them and immediately they have value.4 And just as the number two gives more value to a row of zeros than the number one does, so more and more love can add exponentially greater value to our gifts.
Notice how Paul describes love in verses 4-7. Each description of it is in the arena of interpersonal relationships. We would expect from the larger context that Paul might want to instruct us on how to prophesy in love, how to exercise faith in love, and how to give sacrificially in love, but he does not do that. Instead, he talks about exercising patience and being kind to one another. He talks about love eliminating envy and boasting, rudeness and selfishness. He says that love is not easily angered and keeps no record of wrongs. Paul has thus passed from the subject of gifts to the subject of relationships.
What is Paul saying to us through this subtle change in subject matter? Just this: Love must permeate and govern every aspect of our lives. Love is not to be exercised only in the use of our gifts and in the performance of our various Christian duties. Love is to be exercised in the home, or at the office, or in the classroom, where our gifts are not a particular consideration. Love is to be exercised all the time in the most mundane duties of life, not just when we are engaged in Christian work. On the other hand, the absence of love in the ordinary duties and relationships of life can undermine and destroy the effective use of our gifts.
This is not a book on love or even on gifts but a book on community and on fellowship — a sharing together of the life we have in common in Jesus Christ. It is love that, practically speaking, enables us to share together that life. It is the cement of love that binds together those living stones that are being built into a spiritual house. Love is the ligament that binds the members into one body. And though our gifts are important in the functioning of the body, it is love that gives unity to the body and makes that functioning effective.
Therefore, any consideration of gifts must include the importance of love. We all believe this, but we often fail to practice it. We often place people in Christian organizations on the basis of gifts and other abilities with little regard to their ability to love. Pulpit committees screening pastoral candidates give great attention to preaching ability and counseling skill but seldom ever ask, “Does he exhibit love in the home or toward the custodian and secretary at the church?” Most of our discipleship training — whether on the university campus, on the military base, or in the local church — emphasizes training in ministry skills. While this is certainly important, we must not neglect growth in love. I remember hearing of one university student of whom it was said, “He can lead people to Christ, but no one wants to room with him.” Whether he could, given that immaturity of character, truly lead people to a saving knowledge of Christ may be questioned by some. But whether he could or not, it is true that a great big dose of love was needed to make him truly effective.
And so it is with all of us. We must seek to diligently exercise the gifts that God has graciously given to us. We must do so with faith in Christ in order to make them fruitful. But in both the use of our spiritual gifts and the exercise of our Christian ministries, we must seek to grow in love toward one another. Otherwise, when the final chapter of our lives has been penned, we will have to write a final line: “I have gained nothing.”
RECOGNIZING YOUR GIFTS
As we truly commit ourselves to doing God’s will, we may be sure that He will so direct the course of our lives that we will begin to exercise our spiritual gifts and fulfill our function in the body of Christ. Throughout the course of time, however, it is important for us to periodically evaluate how God has directed our lives in service to others in the body. If we are to develop our gifts, we must know what they are. Additionally, it seems to be the common experience of most Christians that God’s way of directing their lives changes as they mature in Christ.
When we are spiritually young Christians, God usually directs us into His particular will for our lives through very clear providential circumstances or through rather strong subjective indications of His will. When we are spiritually immature, we must be led just as a child is led down a busy street by an adult. As we mature in the Lord, however, we find our subjective perceptions of God’s will to be much less frequent and His particular will for us more difficult to determine. It is at this time that our awareness of what particular gifts God has given us can help us determine His specific will for us at certain times of decision making. One of the most significant career decisions I ever made was reached primarily on the basis of my spiritual gifts, which were more suited to one option than to another. Recognition and understanding of your spiritual gifts should be a crucial factor in deciding God’s leading in the major decisions of your life.
Paul urged us to assess our gifts in Romans 12:3 when he said, “By the grace given me I say to every one of you: Do not think of yourself more highly than you ought, but rather think of yourself with sober judgment, in accordance with the measure of faith God has given you.” The context of this passage indicates that this is a call to serious assessment of our spiritual gifts. How, then, should we evaluate God’s leading in our lives and recognize the gifts He has given to us for the good of the body?
Although no pat formula can be given, there are several suggestions that may be helpful in assessing our gifts. First, we must be sure we are committed to doing the will of God that He has ordained for us. It’s been said that 90 percent of finding God’s will lies in our willingness to do it. Because God’s will for us is consistent with His gifts to us, we may also say that a commitment to doing whatever God wants us to do is necessary in determining what our gifts are. Note, however, that this willingness is a willingness to do God’s will and a willingness to fulfill our function in the body. It is not a willingness to find out something about ourselves — that is, to find out what our gifts are. Rather, it is a willingness to do whatever God has appointed us to do in the body of Christ.
Assuming that you have already committed yourself to doing the will of God, consider then how He has providentially led you. What has He given you to do, and, of equal importance, what has He not given you to do? What service in the body have you tried in which you have experienced His blessings on your efforts? What things have you tried in which you have not experienced His blessings? What opportunities to serve have been opened to you? What opportunities have in some way been closed to you?
At one important decision juncture in my life, a ministry opportunity that I was quite excited about was closed to me because there was no one to replace me in my existing responsibilities. Just a few months later, however, a replacement was available and I was asked to take an altogether different type of assignment. Later on it became clear to me that the first opportunity lay outside the realm of my gifts, while the eventual assignment was consistent with them. This major incident, along with others, helped me recognize what gifts I have and, just as important, what gifts I do not have.
Consider also your natural abilities and your temperament. Although natural abilities are not the same as spiritual gifts, it is true that spiritual gifts build on some of our abilities and temperament traits. For example, I have mentioned that I consider myself to have the gift of teaching. The gift of teaching assumes, among other things, the ability to study and to organize the fruit of the study. I have always been a natural student, both by intellect and by temperament. I am much more comfortable with ideas and concepts than with tools and building materials. The gifts of both administration and teaching build on my natural ability and temperament.
One word of caution is needed at this point: Natural abilities and temperaments are not always sure indicators of gifts. Many natural abilities in music and various creative skills have been buried out on a mission field because the person was called by God to a pioneer missionary endeavor. Our abilities and even our temperaments have to be laid at the foot of the Cross and left there for God to either take up and use in our lives or, if He so chooses, leave lying at the foot of the Cross.
Perhaps the most crucial and telling criterion for assessing your gift is confirmation from other Christians. The exercising of your spiritual gift should result in ministry and blessing to others. They can tell if you have ministered to them. If you have, they will let you know, either by words of appreciation and encouragement or by requests for you to minister to them again. Finally, you might seek confirmation of what you believe your gifts to be from Christians you respect, people who know you well enough to help you in your evaluation.
Whatever your gifts are, you may be sure that when you exercise them, you will find joy and fulfillment as you share with others in the body the gifts God has given you.
FOR GROUP DISCUSSION
1.  In this chapter, it was stated that “God has assigned to every Christian a function in the body of Christ. There are no exceptions to this; every member has a function within the body that God has assigned him to fulfill.” Do you know your function in the body of Christ? How might you discover or cultivate this function?

2.  Have you an application in mind for the common good when you think of your gift?

3.  We have a tendency in our society to think of gifts as a means to fame and sometimes riches. But who is to get the glory concerning our spiritual gifts?




CHAPTER EIGHT
Sharing Your Possessions
Do not forget to do good and to share with others,
for with such sacrifices God is pleased.
HEBREWS 13:16
Almost every week, my wife and I receive letters from organizations that reach out to ghetto children in the United States or feed starving people in drought-stricken countries overseas. The requests for funds to support these various ministries seem endless, as in fact they are, because the needs themselves are endless. Additionally, from time to time, we learn of friends or acquaintances who have encountered a financial crisis for one reason or another.
What biblical responsibility does a believer have to respond to the material needs of other people or to support organizations that specialize in meeting those kinds of needs? Has God given instructions in His Word that can guide the Christian in these situations, or is everyone left to his own sense of charity and benevolence? And exactly what does this subject of giving have to do with fellowship and community?
An analysis of the various ways koinonia is used in the New Testament reveals that its most common usage is to indicate the sharing of possessions with those in need. This is a rather startling fact when we consider that today the most common concepts of fellowship deal with Christian social activity or sharing with one another on a spiritual level. As we reflect, however, on the first meaning of koinonia that we looked at in chapter 1 — that fellowship denotes primarily a community relationship of all believers — it should not surprise us that one of the principal means of expressing that relationship is through sharing our material goods with those in need. This practical demonstration of care and concern for other members of the body of Christ is a very important expression of New Testament fellowship.
In order to appreciate this emphasis on sharing financially with those in need, it will be helpful to look at a list of Scripture passages that translate koinnia in this manner. The italicized words in the following verses are all translations of the word koinnia in either noun or verb form:
Share with God’s people who are in need. Practice hospitality. (Romans 12:13)

Macedonia and Achaia were pleased to make a contribution for the poor among the saints in Jerusalem. They were pleased to do it, and indeed they owe it to them. For if the Gentiles have shared in the Jews’ spiritual blessings, they owe it to the Jews to share with them their material blessings. (Romans 15:26-27)

They urgently pleaded with us for the privilege of sharing in this service to the saints. (2 Corinthians 8:4)

Because of the service by which you have proved yourselves, men will praise God for the obedience that accompanies your confession of the gospel of Christ, and for your generosity in sharing with them and with everyone else. (2 Corinthians 9:13)

Command them to do good, to be rich in good deeds, and to be generous and willing to share. (1 Timothy 6:18)

Do not forget to do good and to share with others, for with such sacrifices God is pleased. (Hebrews 13:16)

SHARING: AN ACT OF OBEDIENCE
These verses set out in this manner should help us appreciate the force of the New Testament teaching on sharing materially with those in need as an expression of our community relationship. As we consider these passages, two truths readily stand out. First, we are commanded to share with those in need and, second, it is a joy to share our possessions with others.
Too often, it seems, the act of giving to those in need is presented as an optional matter. Heartrending needs of homeless children and starving tribes are presented to us to arouse our compassion and to appeal to our sense of benevolence. The most distressing story carries the day and hopefully elicits a response from our checkbooks. While such needs should stir up pity and compassion within us, this should not be our primary motivation for giving. Rather, the primary motive should be that of obedience to God.
Consider the following expressions from the apostle Paul taken from the passages from a few paragraphs back: “[The Gentiles] owe it to the Jews to share with them….” “Men will praise God for the obedience [of giving] that accompanies your confession….” “Command them … to be … willing to share.”
We are commanded to share; it is an act of obedience; we owe it to those in need to share with them. This expression of fellowship is not an option drawn from our feelings of pity and compassion; it is a duty commanded by God, arising out of the nature of fellowship as a community relationship. For the Christian who seeks to obey all the will of God, such sharing is simply an expression of obedience to his Lord.
We must wean ourselves from the attitude that giving to those in need is something we may or may not do, depending on our feelings. The issue is not whether to give but rather what needs, of all those that come to our attention, we should respond to.
Of course, an awareness of those in material need should arouse a sense of compassion within us. The apostle John said, “If anyone has material possessions and sees his brother in need but has no pity on him, how can the love of God be in him?” (1 John 3:17). This is a serious question. John is essentially questioning the profession of faith of those whose hearts are not moved enough to respond to those in need. Because it is the Holy Spirit who has created the fellowship of community among believers, we may be sure that He will create within the members of the community a care and concern for one another and a compassion for those members in need.
In Romans 12:13, Paul said, “Share with God’s people who are in need.” John Murray offered a very instructive interpretation of this verse:
It is true that if we comply with this exhortation we shall distribute and impart our possessions to meet the needs of the saints. But though this is implied as a consequence the precise thought does not appear to be that of [sharing with the saints] but that of participating in or sharing the needs of the saints…. The meaning, therefore, would be that we are to identify ourselves with the needs of the saints and make them our own.1

Charles Hodge, in his commentary on Romans, adopted a similar interpretation, saying that we are to regard the needs of the other saints as our own because we are, in fact, members of the same body.
As John Murray observed, sharing in the needs of God’s people, making their needs our own, will result in a desire to share with them whatever material possessions we have available to help meet those needs. This, of course, was the attitude of those first believers immediately after Pentecost. “No one claimed that any of his possessions was his own, but they shared everything they had” (Acts 4:32).
But the important fact to be noted in Murray’s and Hodge’s interpretations of Romans 12:13 is that the basis of sharing is relationship. It is because we belong to one another and are members of the same body that we are to make each other’s needs our own. If you belong to me, your needs become my needs and my needs become your needs. Sharing materially with those in need is an experiential outworking of the objective nature of fellowship. It is important to remember that all experiential fellowship is based on an objective relationship. We are in fellowship with the other members of the body; therefore, we should work this out in our daily lives.
Sharing our possessions with other believers in need, then, is an act of obedience to the commands of God and an evidence that we are in the community of believers. This emphasis on sharing as an act of obedience, however, should not cause us to overlook the importance of heartfelt generosity in our giving. God does not intend that we give simply out of grudging obedience but rather out of generous and grateful hearts. In 2 Corinthians 9, Paul’s classic passage on sharing with others in need, he used variations of the word generous seven different times (see verses 5-6,11,13).2 In fact, there is no such thing as grudging obedience. For an action to be truly obedient to God, it must be done from a motivation of genuine love and gratitude to Him.
Generosity is a fruit of the Spirit, but it is also a trait that must be cultivated. One way of cultivating a generous spirit is to gain a greater understanding of and appreciation for our community relationship with other believers. When we truly grasp the fact that we belong to one another, we will want to be generous toward one another, just as parents delight in being generous toward their children.
A JOYOUS EXPERIENCE
Sharing with others in need is meant to be a joyous experience. We have already noted the statement in 2 Corinthians 8:4 in our list of Scripture texts on sharing. In this verse, Paul described how the Macedonian Christians urgently pleaded with him for the privilege of sharing in an offering for the needy saints in Jerusalem. The context indicates that the Macedonians did this with great joy. Paul said, “Out of the most severe trial, their overflowing joy and their extreme poverty welled up in rich generosity” (2 Corinthians 8:2). They obviously enjoyed giving, even in the midst of their poverty.
Solomon spoke of the joy that comes from sharing our possessions with others when he said, “He who refreshes others will himself be refreshed” (Proverbs 11:25). This joy comes from meeting the needs of God’s people, being obedient to His will, and experiencing His grace at work in our lives. From time to time, my wife and I learn of the financial needs of various friends or families. What a joy it is to be able to send some of our funds to another family who has a critical need and see their joy as they see God supply their needs through other members of the body.
GOD IS GLORIFIED
Sharing with God’s people in need also results in thanksgiving and praise to God. Paul indicates in 2 Corinthians 9:11-13 that our generosity toward those in need “will result in thanksgiving to God” and that because of such sharing “men will praise God” for such obedience and generosity.
The Westminster Shorter Catechism states that the chief end of man is to glorify God and enjoy Him forever. Sharing with others glorifies God because other believers in need are looking to Him to meet their needs, so they receive gifts from us as also from God. The act of sharing on our part is also an act of God. God uses a variety of people and means to accomplish His work. He has promised to supply the needs of His children, and He often does this through others of His children. He has ordained that the members of the body should care for one another through this means of mutual giving. When we give, we should desire that God receive the credit and thanksgiving. If the recipient of our sharing gives us thanks, that is well and good, but our desire should be that God is glorified.
Consider what a privilege it is to be used in this manner to bring glory to God. Because God is limitless in His resources, He can meet the need of our brother or sister in an infinite number of ways. Whatever way He chooses will bring glory to His name. Our brother in need would be just as grateful to God if he found a $100 bill on the sidewalk (in a situation where it was impossible to find the owner) as he would if he received a $100 check from us. But in God’s plan for the body, He more often chooses to receive glory through our acts of obedience and generosity than through impersonal providential circumstances. In this way, not only does God receive glory but also the fellowship among believers is strengthened.
As we give, God’s grace is displayed in our lives. Paul makes it very clear in 2 Corinthians 8:1 and 9:14 that the obedience and generosity in sharing is a result of God’s grace at work in our lives. We are not naturally inclined to take from our pockets to meet the needs of others. But God’s grace can transform us from selfish graspers to generous sharers, and this transforming grace of God at work in us brings glory to Him.
WHERE TO SHARE
So far in this chapter, we have discussed primarily our sharing with other believers who are in need. Koinonia is a sharing together in the body of Christ that results in our sharing what we have with one another. This may seem largely theoretical to some Christians due to the fact that they are personally acquainted with so few fellow believers who have needs. But with the worsening economic conditions in our country, which may last a long time, even some in so-called middle-class churches are facing financial needs.
However, if we are truly serious about applying this sharing aspect of fellowship, and if we ask God for opportunities to do so and are alert to those opportunities, God will bring them to our attention. On one occasion, I learned of a financial need of some friends of ours. Because these people are not normally needy, one would not usually think of this particular family as an opportunity to share with God’s people who are in need. But a serious medical problem, compounded by other events — as my friend wrote, “When it rains, it pours” — had put a serious strain on this family’s finances and provided an opportunity for other members of the body to share in their need and help them meet it.
I think of another instance when I was prompted to take a friend to a men’s clothing store to buy him a jacket and slacks. I had no special reason to do this as far as being aware of any need he might have had. I was only responding to an overwhelming awareness of God’s generosity to me and a desire to share His blessing with someone else. Only after I told my friend what I wanted to do for him did I learn that on the previous day, he had ripped open a sleeve on his only sport jacket and was not in a position to buy another one. God brought me the opportunity to share with my friend before I was even aware of his need.
God will do the same for you if you truly want to enter into the fellowship of sharing with others in the body. As Paul said in 2 Corinthians 9:8, “God is able to make all grace abound to you, so that in all things at all times, having all that you need, you will abound in every good work.” God will not only bring to your attention opportunities to share but also provide the means with which you can do it.
God does give us the privilege of directly meeting the material needs of people we know personally, but much of our sharing today may be done through our giving to organizations that specialize in identifying and meeting the material needs of others. There is precedent for this in the New Testament. Paul was something of a one-man “relief agency” as he went to the Gentile churches in Macedonia and Achaia presenting the needs of the poor saints back in Jerusalem. In the same manner, a number of evangelical relief agencies today present to us the needs of believers in ghetto areas of our cities or in poverty-stricken areas overseas.
Though our family from time to time has opportunity to help meet the needs of people we know personally, the vast majority of our giving toward the needs of others is done through our church or some of the agencies we have come to know and respect.
Most of these organizations minister to believers and unbelievers. But they always minister materially in the name of Christ with the objective that their ministry will eventually result in many of the unbelievers coming to Christ. In our world today, it is impractical, and probably not biblical, to seek to restrict the sharing of our material possessions to believers alone. Paul said we are to “do good to all people, especially to those who belong to the family of believers” (Galatians 6:10, emphasis added). While there is a priority of sharing with believers first, we must not neglect the unbeliever. The practical fact is that in most situations of major need today, it is impossible to separate the believers from the unbelievers.
REGULARITY OF SHARING
One of the principles of giving most often cited in teaching on the subject is that of regular and systematic giving. Paul’s instruction to the Corinthian believers, “On the first day of every week, each one of you should set aside a sum of money in keeping with his income” (1 Corinthians 16:2), is the Scripture passage used to support this principle. But Paul’s instruction was given in the specific context of a collection for needy Christians in Jerusalem. Therefore, our giving to meet the needs of needy believers, and perhaps unbelievers, should be as systematic and regular as our giving to our local church or to mission agencies we support.
Naturally, there will be unexpected needs that come to our attention from time to time, especially if we are seeking to exercise the fellowship of sharing. But the foundation of our giving to meet the needs of others should be a regular systematic program through our local church or through agencies specifically organized and equipped to meet the vast needs in the world today.
In addition to 1 Corinthians 16:1-2, the other passage most often used to teach principles of Christian giving is 2 Corinthians 9:6-8. Both of these passages have to do with sharing by the Gentile churches with the needy saints among the Jews in Jerusalem. We see, then, that the most basic passages in the New Testament on the subject of Christian giving relate not to giving to our local church, campus ministry staff members, or even missionaries overseas but rather to the sharing of our material possessions with others in need. Despite the clear setting of these scriptural principles in the context of relieving the distress of other believers, most present-day Christians have lost sight of this important aspect of giving.
We in the body tend to give to our local churches, various parachurch ministries at home, and mission works overseas, but we tend to give very little to other members of the body in need. The reason for this, I believe, lies in the fact that we have lost sight of the true meaning of fellowship, of the biblical practice of koinonia.
Obviously, we should give to our local church as well as to various other ministries both at home and abroad that are doing God’s work. My appeal is not to slight those ministries but to balance our giving by including our fellow neighbors in need.
In the United States, even the tax laws work against our sharing with other believers in need. The government allows us to deduct our gifts to charitable or religious organizations from our taxable income but does not allow us to deduct our gifts to needy individuals. Consequently, many American Christians have fallen into the trap of giving only where they can receive a tax deduction, thus failing to recognize or respond to the needs of individuals. It would be a good spiritual exercise for many of us to deliberately plan to give to some needy individuals without thought of any tax-deduction advantage. My wife and I regularly set aside a portion of our income for this type of giving to make sure we do it.
In chapter 5, we saw that God is pleased when His people share with each other on a spiritual basis. But God is also pleased when we share with each other on a material level. Hebrews 13:16 says, “Do not forget to do good and to share with others, for with such sacrifices God is pleased.” What a privilege we have to glorify God and please Him through the fellowship of sharing our possessions with those in need.
Because of the tendency of certain people to abuse the grace of sharing, I feel compelled to add a word of warning at the close of this chapter. In my travels to different cities, I have become aware of a class of people who are not needy but rather irresponsible. These people travel from city to city, especially in the more scenic parts of the U.S., living off the generosity of churches that are sincerely seeking to apply the fellowship of sharing with people in need. These people apparently have no desire to work or to worship with God’s people. They have been known, however, to attend a worship service only for the purpose of being invited to have a meal with a family. To such people who are not only irresponsible but also deceitful, the words of the apostle Paul apply very aptly: “If a man will not work, he shall not eat” (2 Thessalonians 3:10).
FOR GROUP DISCUSSION
1.  Romans 12:13 says, “Share with God’s people who are in need.” According to New Testament theologian John Murray, the emphasis in this verse is to share in the needs of God’s people, making their needs your own. From what you have learned thus far about koinonia, why should we make another believer’s needs our own?

2.  In chapter 8, we read, “If we are truly serious about applying this sharing aspect of fellowship, and if we ask God for opportunities to do so and are alert to those opportunities, God will bring them to our attention.” Can you think of any present opportunities you might have to share with someone in need?

3.  What Christian relief agencies are you familiar with that you have confidence in?




CHAPTER NINE
Supporting Your Local Ministry
Anyone who receives instruction in the word must share
all good things with his instructor.
GALATIANS 6:6
During a Bible-teaching ministry at a church several years ago, the chairman of the deacons asked for my ideas on how to determine a fair and adequate salary for their pastor. In the course of our conversation, this deacon made a very perceptive statement that amazed me. He said, “Our pastor is our most valuable asset. He is worth far more than this church building.” What a refreshingly different viewpoint from the all-too-common one that puts great emphasis on a church building while neglecting or inadequately seeing to the care of those who make our church buildings valuable.
So very often it seems that we Christians are susceptible to the kind of world John Calvin described: “It is and always has been the world’s nature to stuff the stomachs of the ministers of Satan and hardly and grudgingly to supply godly pastors with their necessary food.”1 While grudgingly may seem like too strong a word in many instances, neglect or indifference is just as evil both in our attitude and its practical effect.
We have seen that one of the principal expressions of koinonia is to share what we have with others. This sharing with one another, whether on a spiritual or material level, arises out of the most basic meaning of koinonia as a relationship: a sharing together of the common life we have in Christ. Sharing our material possessions with other believers in need is the most frequently mentioned expression of koinonia in the New Testament, as we saw in the previous chapter. Sharing materially with missionaries in a partnership of the gospel is also clearly taught by the apostle Paul, as we saw in chapter 6.
SHARING WITH OUR TEACHERS
There is yet one more sharing of our material possessions mentioned by Paul: sharing with those who teach us the Word of God. In Galatians 6:6, Paul said, “Anyone who receives instruction in the word must share [koinneit] all good things with his instructor”; that is, those who are taught the Scriptures have a duty to care for the material needs of those who labor in teaching. This is another New Testament expression of fellowship.2
Paul envisions a reciprocal relationship of sharing: the teacher sharing spiritual truth and the pupil sharing material possessions. It is the same kind of reciprocity mentioned by Paul when he said, “If the Gentiles have shared in the Jews’ spiritual blessings, they owe it to the Jews to share with them their material blessings” (Romans 15:27). He states the same principle in 1 Corinthians 9:11 when he says, “If we have sown spiritual seed among you, is it too much if we reap a material harvest from you?”
Clearly it is the duty of believers who are taught the Word of God by men set apart for that purpose to care for the material needs of those who teach them. Paul is emphatic about this. The New International Version translation of Galatians 6:6 says that the pupil “must share” with his instructor. Paul is even more emphatic about this principle in 1 Corinthians 9:14: “In the same way, the Lord has commanded that those who preach the gospel should receive their living from the gospel” (emphasis added). Though Paul is writing as an inspired apostle and thus speaking the very Word of God in his own right, here he appeals on this important issue to the command of the Lord Himself.
But the appeal in Galatians 6:6 for financial support, though stated as an imperative, is based not on law but on love — on the bond of koinonia. The sharing between pupil and instructor is another expression of the relationship they have in Christ. Where this vital relationship of sharing together their common life in Christ is recognized, the appropriate expressions of that relationship will inevitably occur. In the case at hand, it is appropriate for the teacher to share spiritual truth with those who need to be taught, and it is appropriate for those who are taught to share materially with the teacher.
APPLICATION FOR TODAY
In Paul’s day, there was a much more direct relationship between the teacher and those who were taught. There were no church buildings to maintain, no church programs to fund, and no lengthy church budgets to approve at the annual church business meeting. The only issue was the support of those who worked full-time at preaching and teaching. Apparently, there was no stated salary for those men. Their livelihood depended entirely on the believers’ understanding of the importance of sharing materially with their teacher.
In our day of diversified church budgets, multiple church staffs, and the existence of many fine parachurch ministers, how is this principle of sharing materially with our teachers to be worked out? How should the typical committed church member seek to apply Galatians 6:6 when he is asked to give to a church budget that includes programs, facilities, administration, and staff? It is our responsibility as church members to see that those whom we have called to work full-time in our churches are fairly and adequately compensated. It does not matter whether the staff person is the teaching pastor, the Christian education director, or the youth minister; the principle that those who preach the gospel should get their living from the gospel still applies.
Very often, pastoral salaries are considered delicate and even confidential matters because it is felt that some church members will think, The pastor is getting too much. What an indictment of our Christianity! More often than not, the pastor is getting too little. Though pastoral salaries are usually set by church boards, we as individual members still have a responsibility to see that our representatives on those boards establish pastoral salaries that are adequate and that meet Paul’s criteria of sharing “all good things” with those who instruct us.
PARACHURCH MINISTRIES
What about the full-time staff of organizations that minister outside the local church, such as military or campus ministries? Paul’s instructions would apply to any situation where the “instructor” has been set apart as a full-time teacher or a gospel worker. Those who are taught are to take the initiative to share materially with their teacher. Those who are taught should not wait for the worker to make his needs known. Obviously, new believers must be instructed in this area, as in all other areas of the Christian life, but upon receiving this instruction, it is their responsibility to act on it.
There is still another group of full-time laborers in the gospel we need to consider: those who labor among people who cannot support them. Instances of this sort would be those who minister in our prisons, in the ghettos of our large cities, or on campuses of suburban high schools. These people should be considered as missionaries, whether they labor at home or overseas, and they should thus be supported on a partnership basis, as we discussed in chapter 6. God has given the church the responsibility of evangelizing and discipling not only on the foreign mission field but also in the inner-city areas, in prisons, and so on. Obviously, none of us can contribute to the support of all the worthy organizations that provide help to the disadvantaged and the forgotten, but we do need to prayerfully consider what God wants us to do.
The Bible teaches that God wants us to share our possessions with others as an expression of fellowship. We have discussed three distinct groups of people with whom we are to share: (1) other believers in need, (2) those who teach us the Word of God, and (3) those who are missionaries, either at home or abroad, with whom we become financial partners in the gospel.
In all these instances, it is important for us to realize that we are sharers, not just givers. The distinction between a sharer and a giver is very important. The giver is under no obligation; he gives from a strictly voluntary point of view. The sharer is under an obligation, although it is an obligation of love. It is a responsibility of relationship or partnership. As a giver, I can choose to give or not to give to the United Way, for example, because I am under no obligation. But I cannot choose whether or not to meet the needs of my own children, at least to the extent that I am able. I am under the obligation of our relationship and of love to meet their needs.
It is the same in the body of Christ. We belong to one another in a community relationship. That relationship obligates us to fulfill the terms of the relationship: to share with other members of the body, either those personally in need or those involved in gospel work.
So the sharing of our financial resources with others in the body of Christ is an obligation, but it is an obligation of love, of the relationship of koinonia. Those who truly understand koinonia want to share. They accept their responsibility to share with great joy. They are like those Macedonian believers who, in spite of their own extreme poverty, pleaded with Paul for the opportunity of sharing in the offering he was collecting for the poor saints in Jerusalem.
FOR GROUP DISCUSSION
1.  Paul says in Galatians 6:6, “Anyone who receives instruction in the word must share all good things with his instructor.” The word translated share in this verse is the verb form of koinnia. What do you think Paul is instructing believers to do? How is this action a kind of fellowship?

2.  Paul said, “In the same way, the Lord has commanded that those who preach the gospel should receive their living from the gospel” (1 Corinthians 9:14). What does this say to us about our involvement in supporting missionaries?

3.  In this chapter, we read, “The giver is under no obligation; he gives from a strictly voluntary point of view. The sharer is under an obligation, although it is an obligation of love.” How do “giver” and “sharer” differ practically?




CHAPTER TEN
The Fellowship of Suffering
I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection
and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings.
PHILIPPIANS 3:10
We come now to an aspect of fellowship that most of us would probably just as soon pass by: the active desire “to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings.” Most Christians can appreciate Paul’s yearning to know Christ in a more intimate way, and we certainly identify with Paul’s desire to experience the power of the resurrected Christ in his life, but we pause a bit when we come to his desire to know the fellowship of sharing in His sufferings.
SUFFERING FOR CHRIST
None of us enjoys suffering or seeks it out just for its own sake. Paul was no exception to this legitimate human instinct. But there were two strong factors at work in Paul to make him desire the fellowship of sharing in Christ’s sufferings. First, it meant the privilege of sharing in Christ’s sufferings — that is, suffering for the sake of Christ. Paul desired to share with Christ in His sufferings because he would thereby advance the cause of Christ and build up His church. Writing to another body of believers, the apostle said, “I rejoice in what was suffered for you, and I fill up in my flesh what is still lacking in regard to Christ’s afflictions, for the sake of his body, which is the church” (Colossians 1:24). Paul knew that, at least in the day in which he lived, identification with Christ and, in particular, labor on behalf of Christ inevitably resulted in suffering. But he was prepared for that suffering. Indeed, he welcomed it and rejoiced in it, since by that means he could extend Christ’s kingdom and build up His church.
How different was Paul’s attitude from the typical twenty-first-century middle-class Christian attitude of today. We have somehow gotten the idea that the abundant life Jesus promised in John 10:10 means an abundance of health, wealth, and happiness. The idea of suffering for the sake of Christ is foreign to us. We have substituted the pursuit of happiness for the pursuit of holiness. We hesitate to sacrifice even our material possessions for His cause, let alone sacrificing our lives or the lives of our children upon the altar of His service.
But over and over again in the New Testament, the path to glory with Christ is indicated to be the path of suffering with Him and for Him. Here are just two of many examples from Scripture that emphasize the importance of the path of suffering. Paul said, “If we are children, then we are heirs — heirs of God and co-heirs with Christ, if indeed we share in his sufferings in order that we may also share in his glory” (Romans 8:17). And Peter said, “Rejoice that you participate in the sufferings of Christ, so that you may be overjoyed when his glory is revealed” (1 Peter 4:13). If we desire to experience the totality of fellowship with Christ, we must expect to experience the fellowship of His sufferings.
COMMUNION IN SUFFERING
This brings us to the second factor at work within Paul to cause him to desire to share in Christ’s sufferings: the prospect of fellowship or communion with Christ in His sufferings. The Lord Jesus Christ does not leave His people to suffer alone. The universal testimony of those who have suffered for the sake of Christ and His church is that they have experienced a deep fellowship, an intimate communion with Him in the midst of their sufferings.
It is difficult for many of us in the Western world to understand or appreciate the fellowship with Christ that comes through suffering for His sake. Few of us have experienced to any significant degree suffering for the cause of Christ, but we should realize that our experience is the exception, not only in the history of the church but even in our own century. It is commonly reported that more people were martyred for the cause of Christ in the twentieth century than at any other time in history.
But what is the testimony of those who have suffered for the sake of Christ in our own day and throughout church history? Is it not that they have experienced the presence and love of Christ in a unique way in the midst of their sufferings? These persecuted brothers and sisters of ours can identify with Paul in his desire to experience the fellowship of sharing in Christ’s sufferings. They have tasted that Christ is faithful, that nothing can separate them from His love, and that His grace is sufficient for their weaknesses.
We do not, however, need to go into lands of atheistic governments or oppressive religious cultures to find believers suffering for the sake of Christ. Even in our own Western nations, many believers experience varying degrees of harassment or persecution at their jobs or even within their own homes. In fact, many observers believe that the reason we in the West do not suffer more persecution is because we have accommodated ourselves too much to the world around us. Jesus said to His disciples, “In this world you will have trouble,” and, “I have chosen you out of the world. That is why the world hates you” (John 16:33; 15:19). The lifestyle philosophy of living “in the world but not of the world” will ultimately lead to suffering in some form: social rejection, loss of job promotion opportunities (or even the job itself), or misunderstanding from family and friends.
Not everyone, though, who suffers because of his witness for Christ or his stand for Him on the job or in the home experiences the fellowship with Christ that Paul desired and experienced. To experience His fellowship in suffering we must do as the apostles did: rejoice because we have been counted worthy to suffer for His name (see Acts 5:41). I think of a few instances in my own Christian experience when I suffered to a small degree for Christ’s sake but did not experience the fellowship of His suffering. I failed to experience this fellowship because of my own reaction to the situation. Instead of rejoicing as the apostles did, I allowed anger, hurt, and resentment to control my thoughts. Instead of seeking comfort and encouragement in fellowship with the Savior and in the privilege of suffering for His sake, I allowed myself to be afflicted with self-pity.
Another reason some people do not experience the fellowship of Christ in their sufferings is that their sufferings are due not to the offense of the gospel itself but to their own lack of wisdom and gentleness in sharing Christ. Peter said we are to “give the reason for the hope that [we] have … with gentleness and respect” (1 Peter 3:15). The gospel itself does offend, but we should be sure that it is that gospel message rather than our attitude that is offensive to unbelievers. If when we share Christ in an overbearing or argumentative manner we experience hostility and rejection, we will not experience the fellowship of His sufferings. Such rejection is not suffering for His sake but for our own mishandling of the gospel in our manner of presenting it. Those who experience rejection should honestly seek to determine if it is because of their own attitude or truly because of the offense of the Cross. If they are then satisfied that their suffering is indeed for Christ, not for their presentation of Christ, they should seek comfort and encouragement from Him in the fellowship of His sufferings and rejoice that they have been given the privilege of suffering for Him.
But even when we have offered ourselves as living sacrifices on the altar of His service and have experienced to some small degree rejection and suffering for His sake, the fact still remains that most of us in the Western world know little of what it means to share in the fellowship of His sufferings. Is there anything, then, in this aspect of fellowship that is truly applicable to us, or is this just one part of New Testament fellowship that most of us will never experience to any significant degree? Well, there are other ways through which we can enter into the fellowship of Christ’s sufferings that should be the experience of all Christians everywhere.
SUFFERING WITH OTHER BELIEVERS
As Saul of Tarsus was on his way to Damascus to persecute the believers in that city, he was confronted by the risen Christ. He heard the voice of Jesus saying, “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?” In answer to Saul’s question “Who are you, Lord?” Jesus replied, “I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting” (see Acts 9:4-5). Now, the record is distinctly clear that Saul had already been persecuting the Lord’s disciples and was on his way at that moment to persecute them again in Damascus. Yet Jesus asked Saul, “Why do you persecute me?” Jesus so closely identified with His people that persecution of them was essentially persecution of Jesus Himself, even though He was then seated at the right hand of His Father. This is a profound truth, one that we do well to ponder in times of trial ourselves. We are so intimately united with Christ that what affects us affects Him.
Because Christ regards the suffering of believers as His suffering, it follows that we can share in the fellowship of His sufferings as we identify with other believers who suffer. The writer of Hebrews said to his readers, “Sometimes you were publicly exposed to insult and persecution; at other times you stood side by side with those who were so treated” (10:33). The phrase “stood side by side with” is the NIV translation of the Greek word koinnoi, meaning literally “companions” or “partners.” The writer of Hebrews was saying that his readers had identified with other suffering believers so closely that they stood side by side with them as partners in their sufferings. They literally had fellowship with them in their sufferings. Through this relationship, they shared in the fellowship of Christ’s sufferings.
Once again we are faced with the fact that our contemporary view of fellowship, which usually includes only Christian social activity or perhaps sharing the Word of God together, fails to do justice to the biblical practice of koinonia. Fellowship is much, much more than food and fun and even more than reading and studying the Scriptures with another believer. Fellowship at times may involve blood, sweat, and tears as we stand side by side with our persecuted brothers and sisters.
Paul said in 1 Corinthians 12 that if one part of the body suffers, every other part suffers with it. We are to so identify with other members of the body of Christ that we enter into their sufferings as well as their joys. Those of us who are parents tend to so identify with our children that their hurts become our hurts. Often we feel that we would rather experience pain ourselves instead of having to watch our children suffer because we so identify with them. This feeling is a natural response to the fact that they are a part of us.
Now, Paul would say that this identity with the hurts and pains of others should be just as true in the body of Christ as it is in our family relationships. In fact, he said it should be just as strong as is the empathy among the various parts of the physical body. If one part suffers, every other part suffers with it.
Remember that in chapter 4, we learned that fellowship is first of all an objective fact denoting a community in Christ of all believers throughout the world. We and those suffering believers in other parts of the world are members of one organism: Christ’s body. And Paul has told us that the different parts of the body should have equal concern for one another.
Our concern for other members of the body of Christ who are suffering should arise from the motive of love. Paul said in Romans 12:10 that we are to “be devoted to one another in brotherly love”; that is, because we are all family members, we should express the same quality of love for one another that the members of a devoted, warmhearted human family show for each other. In fact, our love within the family of God should go far beyond the love of the physical family. John suggests to us in 1 John 3:17 that the love we are to express within the body is actually the love of God abiding in us. God’s love always transcends human love, even human family love, in its ability to reach out to those in need. As we abide in Christ, looking to Him to enable us to love, He will give us the capacity to reach out to fellow members of His body, even to those we have never met.
Perhaps this thought of reaching out in love to suffering members of the body whom we have never met seems too idealistic. However, the Bible is a book of idealism on a strictly human plane. None of its commands can be carried out apart from the enabling work of the Holy Spirit. Consider the command “Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her” (Ephesians 5:25). What man can possibly love his wife, however wonderful she may be, “as Christ loved the church”? Yet this is the Bible’s ideal for us. And by the same token, it is the Bible’s ideal for us to love all the other members of the body with a brotherly love, a love that is expressive of a close family relationship.
Because the body of Christ is to be found among all nations, those of us in countries where there is no persecution have the opportunity to share in the fellowship of Christ’s sufferings by identifying with our brothers and sisters in countries where persecution does exist. We learned in chapter 8 that we are to make the material needs of others in the body our own needs and that, as a consequence, we should seek to help meet those needs. In the same manner, we should so identify with our suffering brothers and sisters that their suffering becomes our suffering, thus moving us to do what we can to relieve that suffering.
The first way we can respond to their suffering is through fervent prayer for them, asking God to intervene in their persecutions or grant them a special measure of His grace to endure them. Note, however, that our prayers must be heartfelt and fervent. This is no place for perfunctory, routine praying. Think again of the parent-child relationship. When a child is hurting, the Christian parent does not engage in perfunctory prayer for divine relief; rather, his prayers are intense and urgent. It is not a matter of indifference whether or not God answers those prayers. The genuine empathy and concern for the suffering child that grows out of the parent-child relationship demands earnestness in the prayers of the parent for God’s intervention.
It should be the same in the body of Christ. The reason we don’t experience this family-like empathy with our suffering brothers and sisters in Christ is that we have not yet been fully gripped by the truth that we are in a community relationship with them. Even though we may become aware of this basic meaning of fellowship, the knowledge of the truth does not so grip us that it changes our lives. It may be argued that this view of the body of Christ is an idealistic and unattainable view. The question we should address, however, is whether it is the biblical view. Does God intend that we so closely identify with our suffering brothers and sisters that their hurts become our hurts? Scripture passages such as Romans 12:15, 1 Corinthians 12:25-26, and Hebrews 10:33-34 would indicate that the answer is yes.
There is an example from the life of the apostle Paul that will help us appreciate the idealism of Scripture and the fact that that idealism is to be our own goal. In Colossians 1:29–2:1, Paul twice used the word struggling to describe his ministry. He said he was struggling to present everyone perfect in Christ but that he was also struggling for the believers at Colossae and Laodicea, and for all who had not met him personally. We have already seen that the word translated struggling literally means “agonizing.” It is a verb of very great intensity.
We are not too surprised to learn that Paul agonized in his direct labors to present everyone perfect in Christ. After all, he was an intense man by personality even before his conversion, and he was obviously totally committed to his ministry. But how could he struggle for those he had never even met? The obvious answer is by prayer. Paul prayed with the same intensity for believers he had never met as he prayed for and labored to present the gospel to those he did meet. It is possible to pray with fervent intensity, even to agonize, for believers we have never met. Granted, this is the ideal. But we must pray and work for the ideal, for it was Jesus who said, “Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect” (Matthew 5:48).
This does not mean that we have a responsibility to pray for every single suffering believer in the world with the intensity of which Paul speaks. It does suggest that we have a responsibility to pray for some, either individually or as groups (the suffering believers, for example, in countries where they are persecuted because they are Christians). It is our duty to be sensitive to God’s leading as to which suffering believers we are to identify with. After we have determined where our responsibility lies, we should then enter into the fellowship of their suffering.
Often we have opportunity to do more than pray. Sometimes it is possible to do something tangible toward relieving the plight of our suffering brothers and sisters in Christ. Our family, for example, has given through one mission agency to provide financial aid to the families of believers who have been imprisoned for the gospel. As we pray for the suffering believers, we can also ask God to show us what we can do toward meeting their needs.
SUFFERING OVER SIN
A third way by which we may enter into the fellowship of Christ’s sufferings is through our resolute response to sin wherever we find it, whether in ourselves or in society around us. Genesis 6:6 says that because of man’s sin, “the LORD was grieved that he had made man on the earth, and his heart was filled with pain.” Most of the time, we view sin in terms of its effects on us or our family or friends or perhaps the society around us. We seldom think of sin in terms of its effect on God. But sin sorely grieves the heart of God. Sin is a rejection of His law and a rebellion against His authority, bringing alienation between God and man.
Take, for example, the problem of abortion. We tend to view this practice as a crime against society, as the legalized killing of millions of unborn children. Our concern focuses on the injustice toward those babies and the dehumanizing effect on society as a whole. But is it not God’s heart that is most grieved and filled with pain over this crime? Is it not His law that is broken and the children created in His image who are killed?
Missionary statesman Bob Pierce was said to have prayed, “God, break my heart with the things that break Your heart.” Pierce saw the physical suffering of vast multitudes in war-ravaged and famine-stricken countries. And what do we see? What is the state of our hearts as we view the sin so rampant in our society today? If Christ grieved over unrepentant Jerusalem, does He not grieve over unrepentant America as well? If we would fully enter into the fellowship of His sufferings, we must begin to see sin from His point of view.
How do we view our own sin? Too often we see it in terms of its effect on ourselves. We are irritated with our lack of self-control in succumbing to some besetting sin, or we are disappointed with ourselves over our failure to withstand some temptation, or we are ashamed that we have failed to do what we should have done. Our response in all of these situations is basically inward and self-centered. As we begin to see our sin from God’s point of view, however, we will begin to grieve over it as He grieves over it. And as we join in His grief, we will also in this small way enter into the fellowship of His sufferings.
FOR GROUP DISCUSSION
1.  The apostle Paul expressed his desire “to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings” (Philippians 3:10). Why do you think Paul used the expression “fellowship of sharing in his sufferings”?

2.  Think about this statement: “If we desire to experience the totality of fellowship with Christ, we must expect to experience the fellowship of His sufferings.” Why is it an important goal to share in the totality of Christ’s experience?

3.  Earlier in this chapter, we learned that “we should be sure that it is that gospel message rather than our attitude that is offensive to unbelievers.” What kind of attitude might be offensive to unbelievers?




CHAPTER ELEVEN
The Fellowship of Serving
You … were called to be free. But do not use your freedom to
indulge the sinful nature; rather, serve one another in love.
GALATIANS 5:13
Years ago during a visit to Taiwan, Dawson Trotman, founder of The Navigators, hiked with a Taiwanese pastor back into some of the mountain villages to minister the Word of God to the national Christians. Because the roads and trails were wet, they returned home wet and cold, their shoes covered with mud. Much later, someone asked this Taiwanese pastor what he remembered most about Dawson Trotman. Without hesitation, the man replied, “He cleaned my shoes.”
When Trotman and the pastor returned that afternoon, they removed their shoes at the doorway, as was customary. The pastor went on into the kitchen to prepare some tea. How surprised he was when he returned in a few minutes to see Trotman sitting on the floor with a small stick, a piece of cloth, and some water, cleaning his shoes. Such a spirit of servanthood marked Dawson Trotman throughout his Christian life. He died as he lived, actually giving his life to rescue someone else from drowning.
The concept of servanthood is basic to the biblical practice of koinonia. Fellowship involves sharing what we have with others. One of the most valuable things we can share is ourselves: our time, talents, and energies in serving one another in the body of Christ. Dawson Trotman was a master at spiritual fellowship, but he also knew how to share himself in serving others.
The greatest model and teacher of servanthood was, of course, the Lord Jesus Christ. Paul said of Him that He took “the very nature of a servant” (Philippians 2:7), and Jesus said of Himself that “the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many” (Matthew 20:28).
Although Jesus’ entire life was one of service, the most notable example of His servanthood was that of washing His disciples’ feet on the evening of His betrayal, recorded for us in John 13:1-17. This instance was notable because of both the setting and the mundane nature of His service.
Jesus knew that it was the night of His betrayal and that the very next morning He would suffer on a cross for the sins of the world. He would, from our viewpoint, have had every reason to be preoccupied with His imminent sufferings. Yet Jesus took time to tend to a duty — washing the feet of guests — that was usually left to the lowest servant in a household. He did this with full awareness of His own divine dignity. John says of Him, “Jesus knew that the Father had put all things under his power, and that he had come from God and was returning to God; so he got up from the meal, took off his outer clothing, and wrapped a towel around his waist … and began to wash his disciples’ feet” (verses 3-5).
It was not in spite of His greatness but because of His greatness that Jesus served His disciples on that evening. Through His own attitude toward servanthood, He taught us that true greatness in the kingdom of God consists not in position or authority but in serving one another. If we are to master the scriptural principles of true biblical community, we must master this one: True greatness in the kingdom of heaven involves serving one another. Jesus said, “Whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant” (Matthew 20:26).
Jesus knew that the Father had put all things under His power. He also recognized that He Himself was the sovereign God, that He was both Creator and Sustainer of the universe. His incarnation and humiliation did not in any way alter the fact that He was the eternal God the Son. And in full knowledge of who He was and the authority that was His, Jesus arose from the table and began to wash the feet of the disciples. In the mind of Jesus, acts of mundane service were not inconsistent with authority and greatness but rather were an integral part of it.
Jesus’ concept of greatness — and obviously His is the correct one — is so contrary to the world’s sense of values that even we Christians have difficulty grasping it. Even the disciples vied among themselves for rank and position rather than for the privilege of serving one another. The mother of James and John asked Jesus that her two sons might sit at His right hand and at His left hand in His kingdom. And on that memorable evening of the Last Supper, the disciples were still disputing among themselves who was greatest. Their action may seem presumptuous to us today, but essentially we are not much different. Our actions may be more subtle and refined, but too often our attitude is one of striving for position and recognition rather than striving for the privilege of serving one another.
We have observed earlier in this book that competition has no place in the community of believers; rather, we are to honor one another above ourselves. Serving one another within the body is a very practical and concrete way to honor one another. By serving, I simply mean doing helpful deeds for one another. Jesus washed His disciples’ feet. Dawson Trotman cleaned a national pastor’s shoes. Paul, shipwrecked on the island of Malta, gathered a pile of brushwood to put on the fire built for his fellow passengers. Each one of these acts was incredibly simple and mundane in and of itself. But this is what servant-hood within the fellowship of believers is all about: being alert to the little things that need to be done and then doing them.
CHARACTERISTICS OF A SERVANT
One of the beauties of servanthood is that it requires no special talent or spiritual gifts. Of course, as we saw in chapter 7, we are to use our spiritual gifts to serve one another. And if God has given us certain natural abilities, we also want to be good stewards of those abilities by serving others in the body. But it requires no spiritual gift or talent to wash feet, clean shoes, or gather firewood; all that is required is a servant’s attitude.
A well-known Bible teacher once spoke to a men’s group at a church in the Washington, D.C., area. Afterward, he noticed a man who stayed behind to remove and stack the chairs. Upon inquiring, he learned that the man stacking the chairs was a busy United States senator. It did not take the talent or ability of a senator to stack chairs, but it did take the attitude of a servant.
No one ever gets to a place within society as a whole, or within the body of Christ in particular, where he or she is too important to serve others in the ordinary tasks of life. In fact, one of the chief characteristics of a servant is that he serves downward — that is, to those who by the world’s standards are beneath him in position or station in life. It is relatively easy to serve those above us — even the world expects this — but Jesus served downward. In addition to His deity, He was, on a strictly human plane, the leader of that band of twelve disciples. He could have asked one of them to wash all their feet, but He chose to do it Himself.
Jesus recognized that in the world, the lesser serves the greater. At one time He said, “Who is greater, the one who is at the table or the one who serves? Is it not the one who is at the table? But I am among you as one who serves” (Luke 22:27). But although it may be true in the world that the lesser serves the greater, in the body of Christ it is to be different. Again Jesus said, “I have set you an example [in serving] that you should do as I have done for you” (John 13:15).
Solomon’s son King Rehoboam did not learn the lesson of serving downward. Shortly after ascending the throne of Israel, he was approached by some of the people who asked him that the heavy yoke of taxation and forced labor be lightened. Upon consulting the elders who had advised his father, Rehoboam was told, “If today you will be a servant to these people and serve them and give them a favorable answer, they will always be your servants” (1 Kings 12:7). However, Rehoboam did not listen; he did not choose to serve downward. As a result, he lost ten of the twelve tribes from his kingdom and created an irreparable separation within the nation of God’s people.
Once I learned of the owner of a large and successful automobile dealership who has learned to serve downward. When asked on a radio interview about his number one priority in running his business, he answered, “To serve my employees.” What a surprising answer! I would not have been surprised if he had answered, “To serve my customers.” Almost everyone would say that. After all, that is the way to maximize profits and, besides, it sounds very noble, or pious if one happens to be a Christian. But this man runs his business to serve his employees. He believes that his first priority is to provide for his employees a decent and fair place to work and earn their livelihood. He has learned to serve downward.
As I study the subject of servanthood in the Bible, I am struck by the number of instances where the servant was in a position, from the world’s point of view, above those he served. Paul, for example, said, “You yourselves know that these hands of mine have supplied my own needs and the needs of my companions” (Acts 20:34, emphasis added). We would expect Paul’s companions, who happened to be those he was training in the ministry, to care for his needs. But Paul was a servant. He supplied their needs.
Serving others usually requires no special talent or ability. But it does take a servant attitude to want to serve others, as well as an observant eye and mind to see what needs to be done. If we have a servant attitude, we can develop an observant eye. The reason most of us do not see opportunities to serve is that we are continually thinking about ourselves instead of others. We have not learned that we are to look not only to our own interests but also the interests of others.
Of course, God must give us a servant attitude. We cannot change our own hearts. But we can allow God to change us through our Bible study, prayer, and obedience. We need to fill our minds with Scriptures that teach servanthood, many of them cited in this chapter. We must also pray earnestly for God to give us the heart of a servant. And then we must obey, responding to every opportunity to serve that He places before us. If we want God to give us a servant’s heart, we cannot pick and choose our occasions of serving others. He changes us only as we demonstrate consistent obedience.
As important as it is to serve downward, however, we must not think of such acts of submissiveness as the only opportunities to serve one another. Most of us find ourselves in positions, even within the body of Christ, where we are under the authority or supervision of another. The Sunday school teacher reports to his or her superintendent, the missionary reports to his field director, and the choir member is under the authority of the choir director, at least for a limited time. Some of these situations are voluntary, while others, as in the case of the missionary, are vocational assignments. In either case, however, the common denominator is carrying out the instructions or directions of someone over us.
As we serve those whom God has placed over us in the body of Christ, the most important character trait is that of faithfulness or trustworthiness. Can the person over us count on us to do the job we have been given to do? Or will we, because of a lack of commitment to the task, fail to fulfill our responsibility? Few things are more distressing to a person in a position of responsibility for the work of others than to not be able to count on those people to do their job. As Solomon observed in such a picturesque fashion, “Like a bad tooth or a lame foot is reliance on the unfaithful in times of trouble” (Proverbs 25:19). My observation after years of serving in both a Christian organization and a local church is that the lack of a serious commitment to faithfulness in assigned or agreed-on tasks is a major problem among Christians. We somehow feel that if we are serving in a voluntary capacity, commitment to faithfulness is not important. But God is the one who requires that we be faithful.
Writing under the inspiration of the Spirit of God, Paul said, “It is required that those who have been given a trust must prove faithful” (1 Corinthians 4:2). And Jesus said, “If you have not been trustworthy with someone else’s property [or responsibility], who will give you property of your own?” (Luke 16:12). Whether our responsibilities to serve have been given to us directly by God or through someone over us in our church or Christian organization does not matter. In either case, God requires that we be faithful in carrying out our assigned or accepted responsibilities.
CHALLENGES OF A SERVANT
It is not easy to be a servant to others in the body of Christ, regardless of whether we are serving upward or downward or simply serving our neighbor or friend. As someone once observed, the true test of whether we are a servant is that we don’t mind being treated like one.
In Luke 17:7-10, Jesus described the challenges facing those who have put themselves in the position to be servants:
Suppose one of you had a servant plowing or looking after the sheep. Would he say to the servant when he comes in from the field, “Come along now and sit down to eat”? Would he not rather say, “Prepare my supper, get yourself ready and wait on me while I eat and drink; after that you may eat and drink”? Would he thank the servant because he did what he was told to do? So you also, when you have done everything you were told to do, should say, “We are unworthy servants; we have only done our duty.”

Such an attitude toward a servant may sound heartless and perhaps even cruel to us today, but apparently it was a typical attitude in the days of Jesus. Unfortunately, some of this attitude exists within the body of Christ today — not deliberately, perhaps, but nevertheless just as real and challenging to those who would be servants.
Observe the inconsiderateness of the master in verses 7-8. The servant has worked all day and is obviously tired and hungry. Yet before he can rest and eat, he must prepare and serve the master’s meal. A lack of consideration toward those serving is too often evident within the body. Many Christians are self-centered. They are thoughtless and impatient. They make demands and create extra work for others. They don’t clean up after themselves when they have a class party in the church social room. They fail to plan ahead, and then they need something done “right now.”
Mothers, even in Christian homes, are typical victims of the inconsiderateness of others. The athletic uniform, dropped in the bedroom three days ago, suddenly needs to be washed immediately. Dad is late for dinner and doesn’t call. Toys, games, and various articles of clothing are scattered around the house for Mom to pick up. Never mind how it should be; this is too often the way it is. Mom is a servant, and the rest of the family members are often inconsiderate.
We tend to resent the inconsiderate actions of others, but if we want to be true servants, we must learn to bear with them. Quite apart from what a child or husband or Sunday school class needs to learn about being considerate, if we are to be servants within the body, we must learn to accept the inconsiderateness of others.
Then observe the ingratitude of the master whom Jesus described. “Would he thank the servant because he did what he was told to do?” Jesus asked (verse 9). Suppose the athletic uniform is washed on time and the dinner is kept hot, waiting for Dad’s late arrival. All the miscellaneous items dropped around the house are picked up and put in their proper place. Does Mom get thanked? Too often she does not. After all, that’s what moms are supposed to do.
How about the Sunday school teacher who shows up with a well-prepared lesson Sunday after Sunday. Does anyone ever think to thank her for her faithful service? Or consider the person who works many hours behind the scenes to handle the administrative and logistical details for a weekend retreat or conference. How seldom is that person’s labor adequately acknowledged. Yes, if we are to accept the challenge of being a servant, we must be prepared to accept ingratitude, to accept being taken for granted by thoughtless members of the body.
But Jesus does not stop with our acceptance of inconsiderateness and ingratitude. He presses home the role of a servant even more. When we have done our job as a servant and have borne up under inconsiderateness and ingratitude, we are not to congratulate ourselves for our heroic role; rather, we are to humbly say, “We are unworthy servants; we have only done our duty.”
If we aspire to be servants, we must accept the role of a servant. This is the toughest of all the demands of servanthood. We must accept the fact that God, in calling us to be servants, wants us to accept inconsiderateness and ingratitude as part of our lives. After we have endured the inconsiderateness and overlooked the ingratitude, we are simply to say, “I have only done my duty; I have only done what God has called me to do.”
Quite obviously I have painted a rather dark picture of the body of Christ in its treatment of servants. Happily, considerateness and gratitude are shown much of the time. The fact is that all of us are constantly changing roles from serving to being served. When we are being served, we need to be sensitive to the demands we make and careful to express gratitude when someone else serves us. But when we are serving, we need to accept our role and serve as unto the Lord, whether or not considerateness and gratitude are shown.
THE REWARD OF SERVANTHOOD
I find Luke 12:37 to be one of the most intriguing verses in all the Bible. In that passage, Jesus says, “It will be good for those servants whose master finds them watching when he comes. I tell you the truth, he will dress himself to serve, will have them recline at the table and will come and wait on them.”
The context of this verse is the return of the Son of God for His own (see verse 40). Jesus appears to be telling us that in some way, He will serve His faithful servants when He comes. As New Testament commentator William Hendriksen said, “What is promised here, therefore, is that our Lord, at his second coming, will, in a manner consonant with his glory and majesty, ‘wait on’ his faithful servants!”1
It is obvious, then, that the servant spirit of Jesus did not exist only during His time as a suffering servant on earth. At His Second Coming, He will serve us. The infinitely Greater One will serve the lesser ones. Servanthood is part of the eternal character of God. The reward of servanthood is to be like our Master for all eternity.
FOR GROUP DISCUSSION
1.  In Luke 22:27, Jesus says, “Who is greater, the one who is at the table or the one who serves? Is it not the one who is at the table? But I am among you as one who serves.” According to this passage, what is the world’s usual attitude toward servanthood? What characterizes Jesus’ attitude?

2.  Earlier we read, “One of the chief characteristics of a servant is that he serves downward — that is, to those who by the world’s standards are beneath him in position or station in life.” How do you — or how might you — serve in this way?

3.  Reflect on the following: “It was not in spite of His greatness but because of His greatness that Jesus served His disciples on that evening.” How long does the servant character of God last? Will Christ return with a different attitude at the Second Coming?




CHAPTER TWELVE
Social Fellowship
Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears
my voice and opens the door, I will come in
and eat with him, and he with me.
REVELATION 3:20
Several years ago, one of the elders at our church said one evening, “We need to get together as a church and just have some fun.” He was right. I heartily agreed with him. Our congregation had been through some difficult, stressful times. It is very easy during such hard times to begin to view the Christian life as rather weighty and grim. We needed an occasion to simply enjoy social time together and have some fun.
On numerous occasions throughout this book, I have stated that New Testament fellowship is far more than just Christian social activity. One could get the impression that I am against such activities and that I believe fun or social activities in a Christian context to be subspiritual. This is not the case. Fellowship certainly includes social activity, but the thrust of this book is that it includes much more.
In the era in which the New Testament was written, the word koinnia was sometimes used to describe ordinary social interaction among people. The New Testament writers took this word, as they did other Greek words, and gave it a significant spiritual dimension. The objective of this book has been to explore the various facets of that spiritual dimension and, through that broadening, help us practice fellowship in the rich, full-orbed way it was practiced in the first-century church. Sometimes it is necessary to deal with some misconceptions before we can get to the real truth. In this context, you can understand my frequent references to the fact that fellowship is more than social activity.
God did create men and women to be social creatures, to enjoy relationships with family and friends. We all recognize that the hermit is the rare exception. We feel sorry for the loner, whether on the job, in church, or at school. God created us to enjoy life, to engage in recreation, to have great fun. The old adage “All work and no play makes Jack a dull boy” is an accepted truism. We need relaxation, fun, and the purely social aspects of Christian fellowship.
The problem has been that Christians often never get beyond the social dimension of fellowship. Thus, we need a balanced emphasis on the church as a caring community, as a partnership in the gospel, and as a body of believers who mutually build up one another spiritually and share with one another materially.
The church that was formed on the Day of Pentecost demonstrated a balanced approach to fellowship. The people devoted themselves not only to the teaching of the apostles, to prayer, and to fellowship but also to the breaking of bread (see Acts 2:42). It is not clear from the text whether the breaking of bread included the observance of the Lord’s Supper, but it is clear that it included the sharing together of social meals. Acts 2:46-47 states, “They broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad and sincere hearts, praising God and enjoying the favor of all the people.” Those first-century Christians enjoyed social activities together but did so in the much larger context of full-orbed New Testament fellowship.
The Lord Jesus Himself is the divine example of participation in Christian social activities. The four gospels record numerous occasions of His eating in someone’s home and of His attendance at feasts and weddings. He performed His first miracle at a wedding celebration in Cana. One of His most moving parables, that of the return of the prodigal son, reaches its climax with the father exclaiming with joy, “Let’s have a feast and celebrate” (Luke 15:23). Jesus said of Himself that the Son of Man came eating and drinking and that because of this participation, He was called a glutton and a drunkard (see Luke 7:34). While that charge was obviously untrue, it does indicate His reputation as one who thoroughly enjoyed social occasions. By His frequent and hearty participation, He forever stamped God’s approval on Christian social activity. He also demonstrated what it was meant to be.
Like every other activity in the Christian life, social interaction should have as its ultimate objective the glory of God. “Whether you eat or drink or whatever you do, do it all for the glory of God” (1 Corinthians 10:31). Keeping in mind this objective will help us plan our social activities in such a way that they contribute to the overall New Testament concept of fellowship.
In many of our Christian social activities, it is both appropriate and beneficial to turn our thoughts to spiritual values. Whatever form this spiritual dimension may take, whether informal testimonies and sharing or a preplanned “devotional,” there should be some natural and obvious correlation between the social and the spiritual aspects of the event. For example, a college campus ministry’s Christmas party might have a spiritual theme relating to the First Coming in which the minds and hearts of those present would be directed toward worship and thanksgiving to God for the indescribable gift of His Son. A Sunday school Fourth of July picnic might close with a time of gathering together to thank God for the freedom He has so graciously given us as a nation and for the spiritual freedom we have in Christ.
Jesus always seemed to use social occasions to evangelize, to heal, or to teach principles of the Christian life. He did these things in such a way that they never seemed artificial or out of place. For Him, they were always a spontaneous response to the situation at hand.
While we may not have Jesus’ divine insight to act spontaneously without any preplanning, we can seek to organically blend the spiritual dimension into our social activities so that it is not just an artificial add-on. There should be some sense of a natural and dynamic interrelationship between the social and spiritual dimensions of our activities.
Should a Christian social activity, then, always have a devotional or other obvious spiritual dimension? The answer is no. It all depends on the activity, as well as the immediate objective of the activity. Although we are to glorify God in all we do, the way in which we glorify God differs with the activity. Consider a volleyball game on a Saturday morning, sponsored by a Christian group ministering on a state university campus. What is its objective? Perhaps it is an evangelism tool whereby the Christian students can relate to non-Christians in a nonthreatening, friendship-building atmosphere. Because the objective is to develop friendships with non-Christians, it is probably not the wisest thing to “have a devotional.”
What about the weekly or monthly “coffee and cookies” fellowship time in the church basement or the fellowship hall? It is my conviction that this is not a time for idle chitchat about sports, recipes, and the weather. This is a time to deepen acquaintances into friendships and perhaps pave the way for the kind of spiritual fellowship discussed in chapter 5. I once approached a fellow church member at a fellowship and asked how things had been going for him at his job. As we talked on, I said, “What has the Lord been teaching you lately?” He looked at me, somewhat surprised, and said, “No one’s ever asked me that before.” He was genuinely touched that someone would take an interest in his spiritual life. Here was an opportunity to get beyond the social into the spiritual dimension of fellowship.
The opportunity to get acquainted with visitors is another excellent use of these coffee fellowship times. For years our church has been known as a friendly church. The coffee fellowship time provides a simple but effective means of expressing that friendliness of our congregation in a warm, congenial atmosphere.

The social dimension of fellowship provides an entrance into the spiritual dimension. We can think of the various levels of fellowship as being represented by a series of concentric circles. The center of this series of circles represents the true you, yourself as you really are. The next outward circle represents your “bosom friend,” that person with whom you are so personally and spiritually intimate that you can share everything. The next circle represents those few other believers with whom you have a fairly deep communion or spiritual fellowship. The next level represents those Christians in your church or campus discipleship group with whom you have a group relationship. This relationship is a mixture of social and spiritual activities. It is this last circle that is the subject of this chapter.
The lesson to learn from the following illustration is that in developing true spiritual fellowship, we should always start at the outer circle and work inward.
We cannot develop a spiritual intimacy with another believer until we have first had communion or spiritual fellowship with him. And we cannot develop a communion until we have first developed a social relationship. The social dimension, then, always provides the larger context in which spiritual fellowship and one-to-one intimacy are developed.
Consider the instance I have referred to in which I asked that fellow Christian at church, “What has the Lord been teaching you lately?” Such a question would be highly presumptuous and probably offensive if there had not been a significant period of time during which we had first developed a social relationship. My question was an attempt to test the waters to see if I had, over time, earned the right to move into his next circle of spiritual fellowship.
I am not suggesting that, as you move among many believers in this outer circle of group fellowship and social activity, you should be seeking to move to the next inner circle with every Christian you meet. No one has the capacity for an infinite number of deep spiritual relationships. What I am saying is that with those few people with whom you do develop a level of spiritual fellowship, you must begin at the outer circle and earn the right in that level of fellowship to move to the next level.
Thus, the social aspect of fellowship is important. It does need to be kept in balance with the spiritual dimension, and, above all, it needs to be viewed as only one part of the overall practice of fellowship as it is taught in the Bible. But it is indeed a legitimate, important part of the well-rounded Christian life.
Though I cannot document it from Scripture, I believe that some people have a spiritual gift that expresses itself in the area of Christian social fellowship. Perhaps it is a particular aspect of the gift of service or hospitality. In any event, these people are the ones who coordinate the church dinners or the annual Sunday school picnic or head up the recreation time at the weekend retreat. They have a God-given knack (a gift?) for handling these activities in a way that enhances the spiritual dimension of our church or campus discipleship ministries. Their activities, when done to glorify God, are important to Him and should be to us.
As Jesus addressed the church at Laodicea, He invited them to have fellowship with Him. In that well-known passage Revelation 3:20, Jesus said, “Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with him, and he with me.” In the culture of that day, to share a meal together was to have fellowship. It is quite obvious that Jesus viewed such occasions as involving more than merely a casual social relationship or a time of enjoying food and pleasant conversation together; He viewed them as an opportunity to move toward those inner circles of deeper spiritual fellowship. But in symbolically using such a social occasion to call those backslidden believers at Laodicea to repentance and restoration of fellowship, He established the legitimacy and the value of social fellowship in the kingdom of God.
A FINAL WORD
In this study of fellowship and true community, we have covered a wide range of topics. We have examined koinonia as the living expression of our objective relationship with God and with all other believers. We have seen that fellowship is a caring community and a partnership in the gospel, a sharing with one another spiritually and a caring for each other materially. Suffering together, serving one another, and using our spiritual gifts for the benefit of the entire body are all conscious expressions of true biblical fellowship and, thus, of true community. With such a diversity of topics, how can we tie them all together? Is there a common thread, a single idea that will enable us to begin to apply all that we have learned intellectually about koinonia?
Yes, there is. The foundation of daily experiential fellowship among believers is found in Paul’s statement that “in Christ … each member belongs to all the others” (Romans 12:5). I belong to you and you belong to me, and we each belong to and have “ownership” in every other believer in the world. This mutual belonging to one another is the thread that ties together all the seemingly diverse elements of fellowship. As we recognize and apply the fact that we belong to each other, we will genuinely love and care for one another. We will seek to build up one another through spiritual sharing, and we will meet each other’s material needs. We will enjoy one another in times of social fellowship, and we will suffer with one another in times of trial. All of these many facets of fellowship are rooted in the concept that we belong to one another.
So let’s not view all these glorious elements of New Testament koinonia as just a somewhat long list of Christian duties to be juggled precariously among all the other pressures of life. Rather, let’s concentrate on this objective nature of koinonia, this belonging to one another in Christ. Then we will see these other expressions of biblical fellowship falling more naturally into place in our lives. They will not seem to be diverse, unrelated duties but simply the appropriate responses of true koinonia to each situation and relationship we encounter. We will then begin to experience the joy of true community and understand why those first New Testament believers “devoted themselves … to the fellowship” (Acts 2:42).
FOR GROUP DISCUSSION
1.  Does Christian social activity always need to have an overtly spiritual purpose? At the same time, can the coffee-and-doughnuts time in the fellowship hall move away from sports, recipes, and the weather to a deeper spiritual discussion?

2.  Do you have someone you can call your “bosom friend,” someone you can share your life with in depth? If not, is there someone you could pray about drawing closer to?

3.  What is the thread that ties together all the diverse elements of fellowship? How does this help create true community?
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