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Building a Healthy Community

CHAPTERS

1. A Biblical Approach to Loneliness (by Kevin West)
2. A Biblical Approach to Care (by Kevin West)
3. A Biblical Approach to Words (by Kelcy White)

INTRODUCTION

If you are a Christian, then you are a part of God’s family, called the “household of God.”
(Ephesians 2:19) This family bond is to be lived out in the local church, more than anywhere else on
earth. But here’s the catch: Because of our own sin no perfect church exists this side of heaven!
Before we blame weaker brethren or church leaders, let us first humble ourselves and ask, “How
might | repent?”

The following chapters are designed to help you do just that, as well as to provide biblical
truths about building healthy community. These messages were originally preached as a 3-part
series at Mustard Seed Christian Church — Kobe, Fall 2022. We have decided to put them together
into one resource, because they seemed to help many people at our church.

Please use this resource however you like. You might choose to read the whole thing on
your own. You might just read the one or two that seems to be the most helpful for you right now.
Or, you might go through this resource together with a small group of people. However you choose
to use this resource, we pray the Holy Spirit would work powerfully in you and through you for the
sake of building a healthier church community.

1. A Biblical Approach to Loneliness (by Kevin West)

| had my topic planned out and was preparing to spend much of my day in sermon
preparation for the following Sunday. That morning, my wife mentioned she thought some people
were feeling lonely at our church. One sad reality about church is that though we gather regularly
some of us can feel very lonely. So the thought crossed my mind, “Does God want me to drop my
plans and prepare a sermon on loneliness instead?” | hoped not, because the new biblical research
would require even more time in my already cramped schedule.

When | arrived to my office and checked my mailbox, | found a note from a church member
asking for prayer. Do you know what specific problem this person was asking me to pray for?
Loneliness! | said, “Okay, God, I'll prepare a message on loneliness for this Sunday. But please help!”
He did! This message was not only a blessing for many who heard that Sunday, but was also
something | needed for my own heart. | am thankful to be able to share it with you here. Here is the
outline: According to the bible... (1) What is loneliness, (2) What causes loneliness, and (3) what
cures loneliness.

Before | begin | need to let you know that | am borrowing heavily from biblical counselor,
Lou Priolo, who serves on staff in Atlanta at Christ Covenant Church. If you would like to listen to his
52-minute message on this topic (English only), search the following: How to Deal with Loneliness by
Lou Priolo - Nouthetic Media.
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1. What is loneliness, according to the Bible?

We begin with an online dictionary definition of loneliness: “sadness because one has no
friends or company. This definition seems straightforward enough, yet it is missing the depth and
essence of the Bible’s teaching. So let us go directly to the Bible’s own teaching on the subject:

Loneliness is common

One of the first things we might notice in the Bible is that loneliness is common. The Old
Testament prophet, Jeremiah, is often referred to as the “weeping prophet” because his message
was rejected. Therefore, we know that Jeremiah would have felt very alone in his prophetic ministry.
Next, even the great King David struggled with deep loneliness. While hiding in a cave, he prayed this
prayer of loneliness from Psalm 142:4, “Look to the right and see: there is none who takes notice of
me; no refuge remains to me; no one cares for my soul.”

The loneliest of all those in the Bible, was of course Christ Himself. As a Jew, he was rejected
by “his own” (John 1:11). As a teacher many turned away (John 6). His closest friends fell asleep in
his moment of need (Matthew 26:40). And after one of his disciples betrayed him, his lead disciple
denied him three times. This led to being nailed to a cross, rejected by the entire world, where he
finally cried out, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Matthew 27:46b). The Bible makes
it clear that, in this fallen world, loneliness is a common part of life.

Loneliness is painful

We sense the pain of loneliness in all the examples above. Sometimes loneliness causes us
to weep, just as Jeremiah wept. Some of us turn to music in our loneliness, just as King David wrote
the Psalms. And though we will never understand the depth of Christ’s loneliness, some of us might
also cry out to God, as Jesus did on the cross.

This is actually encouragement. Because the fact that all of this is a part of God’s Bible
means that God takes our loneliness seriously. In fact, Jesus Himself can sympathize with us. As the
author of the Hebrews writes about Christ, “For we do not have a high priest who is unable to
sympathize with our weaknesses, but one who in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet
without sin” (4:15). Loneliness is painful, and God in Christ sympathizes with our weaknesses.

Loneliness can be destructive

In the worst case scenario, loneliness can actually destroy. The prophet Elijah came close to
destruction-by-loneliness. In 1 Kings 19 we read about what was probably the lowest point of Elijah’s
life. He had fallen into depression so deeply that he began to think he was the only one left in the
world who cared about God. He was totally wrong, of course, and God later shows him that there
were actually 7,000 others! Elijah’s loneliness began to blind him from reality. He was already on his
way toward letting loneliness destroy him.
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Then things got worse. In verse 4, Elijah prays, “It is enough; now, O LORD, take away my
life...” His sadness and his loneliness had led this powerful and godly prophet to
contemplate suicide. Have you ever been there? But thank God that He does not always answer
our prayers. Rather than allowing Elijah to die, God helped Elijah and eventually even brought him a
new friend. You may have heard of Elisha?

While we still have not given a full answer to our question, “what is loneliness,” we have
seen some key teachings on the subject. We will have to keep working toward the completed
definition. In the meantime, the dangerous destructive tendency of loneliness comples us to stop a
moment and ask what we can do in light of the destruction loneliness can bring. One of the ways we
can prevent this is to discern the source of loneliness when it comes. That is what the next point is
about.

2. What causes loneliness, according to the Bible

Before we can deal with our loneliness, we first need to figure out what’s causing it. Before
preparing this message, | would say | had some pride in regard to loneliness. When | became a
Christian in college | had almost no deep relationships with other Christians. It was all new to me. As
| prayed for Christian friends, within one year God gave me more than | knew what to do with! So |
thought, “I have problems, but loneliness is not one of them.” However, after seeing that the Bible
teaches a much broader view on loneliness, | now realize that some of the suffering in my life is
indeed a result of loneliness.

This section is helpful because it helps us understand what is behind our struggles with
loneliness. Once we understand the biblical definition of our problems, then we can apply the
biblical treatment. Dr. Lou Priolo often explains this point with the helpful illustration of a smoke
alarm. What do you do if a smoke alarm goes off in the middle of the night? You do not cover your
ears with pillows and go back to sleep. You do not get up and smash your smoke alarm with a
hammer. Rather, you gof find the fire, and put it out!

Loneliness is similar. When you feel the pain of loneliness setting in, your alarm is sounding
so it is time to find the fire and put it out. The following are four ways to “find the fire” so you can
put it out. In other words, here are four major possible causes of loneliness in the Bible:

Cause 1: The transiency of life:

The Bible is consistently realistic about the transiency of life. Psalm 103:15 says, “As for man,
his days are like grass; he flourishes like a flower of the field. In fact, it seems that even Jesus grieved
because of the transiency of life, because he desired to be alone after hearing of John the Baptist’s
death.

It is true that Jesus was not concerned for John’s soul, because he knew that John went to
heaven. But still, there is a deep loneliness left in our hearts when we lose someone we love. Have
you suffered this kind of loneliness?

How can we put this kind of loneliness “fire” out? (1) Be encouraged that it is a common part
of life. God still has a plan and it will be okay! (2) Rest in the knowledge that God understands, and
even sympathizes with you. (3) Allow your heart time to heal.
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Cause 2: The fulfillment of biblical responsibility

Some loneliness is caused because we are obeying God. In John 15, Jesus says that we will
be hated by people if we are his friends. Fulfilling biblical responsibilities brings deep joy. But it can
also lead to loneliness.

Consider the example of Paul, the author of much of the New Testament. He was often
criticized by the very people he was serving. He was imprisoned, abandoned, even betrayed. He was
also deeply sorrowful when separated from his spiritual son, Timothy. (If you want to see some of
this first hand, just read through 2 Timothy.) At the end of the day, Paul had to go through all of this
suffering because he responded to God'’s call to take the gospel to the nations.

How can we put this kind of loneliness “fire” out? (1) Praise God for allowing you to suffer
for His name. (2) Remember that God is using this for your good. (3) Focus on the far greater future
glory that outweighs the pain.

Cause 3: Sinful thoughts, motives, attitudes, and actions

This is the opposite of the above: Loneliness that actually results from our own sin.
Unfortunately, it is probably the most common source for those who have deep and ongoing pain
caused from loneliness. So if that’s you, please read closely.

According to Dr. Priolo, the most common denominator among lonely people is that they
find loneliness intolerable. To look at it from another angle, the worst possible experience for these
lonely people is rejection. Therefore, they think rejection must be avoided at all costs! But this
actually leads to even more loneliness. Here is my understanding of this vicious cycle:

;’ Fear of

rejection

Loneliness

Relationship Inhibited

difficulties f Interactions

As depicted above, lonely people tend to be inhibited in their interactions because they fear
rejection. For example, they are overly shy, timid, awkward, fake, or avoid people altogether. (I can
relate, because | have done all of these!) But the sad result is relationship difficulties. This is partly
because of the lonely person’s inhibitions, and partly because people tend to put space between
themselves and such people. That is where the relationship difficulties arise, like disinterest,
superficiality, ignoring, and even dislike. The lonely person feels even more loneliness, and the cycle
repeats. Please do not miss this: The source of the problem is Fear of rejection.

The above experience is common. But that does not mean it is right. The Bible in fact
teaches that this kind of loneliness is sinful. Proverbs 18:1a puts it simply, “Whoever isolates himself
seeks his own desire.” The idea of isolation here is one of those inhibitions above. And what underlies
such inhibition? Selfish desire. In other words, acting on one’s fear of rejection is actually the sin of
selfishness.
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God teaches us to relate to others out of love. For example, Romans 12:10 says, “Love one
another with brotherly affection. Outdo one another in showing honor.” But by fearing rejection, the
lonely person approaches relationships not out of love for “one another,” but with a passionate
focus on self. This leads to thoughts like, “Will this person pay attention to me?” Or, “Does this
person care about me?” Or, “Will | be rejected again?” So who is at the center center of the lonely
person’s relational universe? Me...me...me! This is deeply selfish. Or we could call the sin by a
different name: Pride.

The more we begin to understand the dynamics of this kind of loneliness, the more we can
see how sinful it really is. We called it the sin of selfishness, but we could also call it pride. It all stems
from a fear of rejection, so it is also the sin of the fear of man. On the other side of that is the
spiritual idol of being accepted (though Christians should already know they are accepted by God
Himself!

Furthermore, such sins as above are usually not alone. They tend to “bring friends.” For
example, those who become angry when rejected commit the sin of unrighteous anger. Those who
become defensive struggle with contentiousness. And those who blame others struggle with
bitterness. As a pastor, this is one that | have seen so many times: Sadly, lonely people often begin
to harbor a “root of bitterness” (Hebrews 12:15). Finally, these sorts of sinful reactions exacerbate
the lonely person’s problems, because who wants to be friends with someone who is anger,
contentious, or bitter? Indeed, the Bible itself warns against it: “Make no friends with an angry
man.” (Proverbs 22:24)

How can we put this kind of loneliness “fire” out? It is very simple: (1) Repent and (2)
believe. Stop blaming people. Accept responsibility for your own loneliness. And rest in the truth
that God already accepts you as a child of God. More on this below.

Cause 4: A deficient relationship with God

Let us begin with understanding the Biblical concept of Paradise. God originally created
mankind to live in Paradise. More specifically, He set Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden (See
Genesis 1-2). Though the Garden was filled with wonderful trees, plants, and fruits, what made it
paradise was that Adam and Eve had perfect fellowship with God. They walked with Him. They
talked with Him. They knew Him and were known by Him.

That is, until Adam and Eve committed the first sin. They ate the forbidden fruit that God
had told them not to eat. The most fundamental result was a broken relationship with God. This, in
turn, broke the relationship with one another as well. This is what we call, the fall.

After this first act of disobedience, for the first time ever Adam and Eve hid from God. When
God asked why, we read Adam’s answer in Genesis 3:10, “And he said, ‘I heard the sound of you in
the garden, and | was afraid, because | was naked, and | hid myself.””
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Notice the brokenness that had already begun to take root in Adam’s heart. We see fear
(I was afraid), shame (because | was naked), isolation (I hid myself). All of these, as it turns out, are
elements of loneliness.

This brings us to the answer we have been waiting for, and the thing the secular dictionaries
cannot tell you. What is loneliness according to the Bible? It is ultimately a broken relationship with
God. Ever since that day in the Garden, mankind has been seeking the cure. But we will never find it
until we understand that the ultimate cause of our loneliness is separation from God. This brings us
to our last very important question: What cures loneliness?

3. What cures loneliness, according to the Bible

We already discussed some ways to deal with loneliness above. This section will partially be
a review, but it will also be more complete in light of what we just learned is the ultimate cause:
separation from God. Here are four cures.

Cure 1: Accept some loneliness as unavoidable

We live in a fallen world. So if loneliness is not caused by our own sin, Then we sometimes
need to learn to accept that loneliness is a natural part of life. But one day God will bring us back
with him to Paradise. If our faith is in Jesus Christ, our Hope.

Cure 2: Recognize that some loneliness is beneficial

James 1:2-4 says, “2Count it all joy, my brothers, when you meet trials of various kinds, 3 for
you know that the testing of your faith produces steadfastness. * And let steadfastness have its full
effect, that you may be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing.” Here we see that God uses trials,
like loneliness, to mature and deepen our faith. For example, it draws us to prayer. It draws us to the
Bible for comfort and help. It draws us to self-examination so that we can change. Trust God with
your loneliness, and do not miss the chance God is giving you to grow!

Cure 3: Admit and repent when sin is causing loneliness

As we consider what it means to build a healthy community, let me challenge you. One of
the ways communities are torn down is by blaming others for our loneliness. So would you consider
if maybe some of your loneliness is your own fault? Remember those sinful causes we talked about:
Fear of rejection, selfishness, pride. Remember the “friends” loneliness tends to bring as well: Anger,
contentiousness, bitterness. Are any of these sins a part of your loneliness? If so, it is time to admit
and repent (turn away from, or forsake).

This might sound negative, but it is actually good news! Because God grants His children
transformation. When we repent away from our sin, we actually find new freedom. This means
repentance just might be the solution to heal your loneliness. Why is that possible?
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Because Jesus died to forgive you and free you from those very sins. There is power in that
good news of Jesus!

Practically, what does this look like? Rather than blaming, we can take responsibility. Rather
than harboring anger, we can confess our anger and apologize. Rather than judging people for not
caring about us, we can admit that we were the ones who have been unloving.

Imagine how much this kind of heart change will not only help us find freedom from
loneliness, but also help to build a healthier church community! Like Hebrews 10:24-25 says, “?* And
let us consider how to stir up one another to love and good works, 2° not neglecting to meet
together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another, and all the more as you see the Day
drawing near.”

Cure 4: Cultivate a relationship with God

Not only is this the ultimate cure, it is also the ultimate prevention method! But first of all, if
you are reading this and you are not a Christian, here is the most important thing for you to know
about loneliness according to the Bible. You will never be truly free from loneliness until you come
to know the living God who created you. He created you to be with Him, just like Adam and Eve
before the first sin.

Even better than Adam and Eve, the good news of Jesus is that you are now invited back into
a perfect relationship with God this is eternally unchanging. Consider Jesus’ own words in John 17:3
“And this is eternal life, that they know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have
sent.” With these words the Bible invites you to come to know the only true God! How? Repent of
unbelief, and put your faith in Jesus Christ. That is your only chance to knowing true and lasting
fellowship.

And really, it is the exact same for Christians as well! Now that we have a relationship with
God, we must cultivate it. Just like any relationship, this requires time, energy, devotion. So if you
are a Christian and you wonder why you are lonely, answer this question: For example, do you set
aside time with Him each day? Do you start each morning listening to His word, by reading the
Bible? Do you pray and walk with Him throughout your day?

If your answer is no to one or more of these, it is really no wonder you feel lonely. God loves
you and is waiting for you to turn your heart toward him. Cultivate that kind of relationship with God
in your private life. Build those types of daily habits to fellowship with Him. If you do, | assure you
you that emptiness in your heart will begin to be filled. Your loneliness will begin to be soothed. And
you will begin to be even more of a blessing to your church community and all who are in your life!
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2. A Biblical Approach to Care (by Kevin West)

| know many of us are in need of care. We need care for our hearts and lives. We
need friends. To use biblical language, we need brothers and sisters who know us, listen to
us, are there for us. Do you not want and need this?

In fact, that is what the Bible says the church is supposed to be like! More than any
other community on the face of the earth: the church community should “count others as
more significant” (Philippians 2:3), “encourage(s) one another to love and good deeds”
(Hebrews 10:24), “do(es) unto to others as we would have done unto us” (Matthew 7:12).
We can break down all of Christian ethics into these two simple laws: “love God and love
people.” And what an amazing community of care this can produce in the church!

Well, we have our good moments. But we have our bad moments too. | know | do.
So we need help if we are to truly build a healthy and loving community of care. Praise God
that He has given us help indeed: It is in the Bible!

The New Testament book of Ephesians is one of the best places to go to learn about
the church. So we will focus on Ephesians 4:1-16, a little at a time as we follow the following
outline:

(1) What marks a community of care? (Ephesians 4:1-6)

(2) What empowers a community of care? (Ephesians 4:7-12)

(3) What matures a community of care? (Ephesians 4:13-16)

* We will also debunk several common misconceptions about community along the
way.

Now would be a good time to stop and ask the Holy Spirit to work in your heart as you read.

1. What marks a community of care?

HUMILITY
| therefore, a prisoner for the Lord, urge you to walk in a manner worthy of the
calling to which you have been called, with all humility and gentleness, with patience,
bearing with one another in love. (Ephesians 4:1-2)

The author, Paul, is speaking to the Christian readers of his letter. This does not
come across as clearly in the English, but you is plural: you all. In other words, we can apply
much of this to ourselves as the church community.

I am focusing on the first descriptor, humility. Why? Not only because it is first on
Paul’s list, but also because it is a prerequisite for the others. You see, humility is crucial
because it makes us both vulnerable and approachable. Humble people tend to receive
more care, simply because they are more willing to share their struggles! Humble people
also tend to be more approachable, because people know they are fellow strugglers.

One woman | know comes to mind. She is so down to earth that she does not hide
her own struggles. And because of that other ladies flock to her and share freely. Seeing her
example, | confirmed that even just one humble person can create a little community of
care.
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So let me ask you about you. Do people come to you for care? If not, consider if
some of the following might be true of you:

e Do you tend to act like your life is problem free?

e Do you hide your struggles so people will respect you?

e Do you see yourself as someone who helps others but does need to be helped?

e Do you feel you can only get help from people who are somehow on a higher

level than you?

If one or more of these are true of you, you probably struggle with pride. It is time to
humble yourself in the sight of the Lord. Stop a moment to repent and ask for help.

On the other hand, maybe your struggle is the opposite. Maybe you want help but
feel alone in your struggles. Do you blame others for not being there for you? Before you
blame them, ask yourself this: “Am | actually willing to share my struggles?” Here is a little
secret | want to share with you: We are all messed up! That is what it means that we “all
have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” This does not mean that sin is okay...“by no
means!” (See Romans 6:1). But it does mean that we should not allow ourselves to wallow
in sin and shame, all alone. We must be humble enough to share our struggles actively.
When was the last time you set up an appointment with someone in order to ask them to
care for you? Maybe you need to stop and do this right now.

Before we move on, here are a couple of unbiblical misconceptions about
community that relate to humility as a mark of a caring community. Consider each one, and
whether you have fallen into any of these false and unbiblical traps that prevent your ability
to help cultivate a community of care:

Let us unlearn these common misconceptions, and return to the truth of God’s word
instead:
The church is a community of fellow strugglers dependent on God'’s help Church family, may
we be marked with humility! Now let us move on to another mark of a caring community
and the next part of our passage:

UNITY
eager to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace. # There is one body and one
Spirit—just as you were called to the one hope that belongs to your call— * one Lord, one
faith, one baptism, ¢ one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all.
(Ephesians 4:3-6)
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We should pay attention to repetition in the Bible. The obvious repetition here is the
word “one.” For example, “one Spirit, one faith, one baptism, one God.” Paul himself
prefaces all of this “one”language with that key word in verse 3: “unity.” Paul here is
convinced that “unity” is not just one of the attributes of a church community, but is part of
the nature of the church itself. Clearly, then, we must maintain our unity if we are to be the
caring community God intends.

Paul is actually saying something breathtaking here. Do not miss it! Notice that he is
comparing the unity of the things on this list with the unity of the church. For example, as
the Lord is one, so the church is one in a similar way. That sounds surprising, does it not?
What could he mean?

Here is the amazing truth: Christians already have a supernatural, God-given,
unchangeable unity among ourselves. It is not something we create. It has already been
given to us by God, because we are his children. Is that not good news!

That reminds me of another very common misconception to point out:

o Carecreatesunity-inachurch-body

Many times we assume that a church lacks unity because the church has failed to
“create” that unity. Often, the accusation against the church is that it has failed to create a
unified community exactly because the members have failed to care for one another.

Although this might sound overly subtle, that kind of thinking can be very damaging
and unbiblical. Why? It is unbelief! It is truth denial! If we are truly in Christ, then we truly
and already have unity. That is a God-given gift, not something that we can create ourselves.
We step into God’s place when we try to be the ones who “create” unity. It also places a
huge burden on church members and leadership.

It is far better to begin with this thought: “Our church already has a complete God-
given unity, because God has adopted us into His family through Jesus Christ.” If we begin
there and we sense disunity, it is not because we have not “created” unity. Rather, we are
simply denying or failing to express the unity that is there.

I am expanding this point, because it is powerful. When we realize that our unity is a
spiritual reality, we will begin treating each other better. We will be able to bear with one
another when we fail to be caring. We will also have a solid hope that one day we will be all
united together before God’s throne where we can experience our unity perfectly!

Here are a couple of ways to act out this unity now: (1) Think of a fellow Christian
with whom you feel disunity. Picture yourself standing together with that person before the
throne of God, praising Him together. Now pray for that person and thank God that you are
spiritually one with that person. Maybe you need to now go talk with that person in order to
express the unity that you actually have.
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(2) Use church unity language. Rather than saying, “Mustard Seed does this or that,”
let us say, “My church family does this or that.” When is the last time you used the beautiful
phrase, “church family?” Rather than saying, “your church” or “the church,” use language
like, “our church.” Of course, the context will effect how we speak, but when we are
speaking about our church community, let us acknowledge our God-given unity. Let us use
church unity language. in our thoughts and words.

2. What empowers a community of care?
GOD’S GRACE IN OUR SPIRITUAL GIFTS

But grace was given to each one of us according to the measure of Christ’s gift.
(Ephesians 4:7)

The thing that empowers you to cultivate a caring church community is summarized in
that one little, yet huge word in verse 7: GRACE! Often the Bible uses this word to talk about
forgiveness of sins. But that is not the context here. Paul is talking about the power for the
church to be built up. So the way he uses the word “grace” here is parallel to what we
usually call, “spiritual gifts.” The words “grace” and “spiritual gifts” can be used
synonymously in the Bible. They in fact share the same root word in the original Greek:
Grace = charis. Spiritual gifts = charismata.

This means God has graciously given each one of us power to be used to build the
church community. Each one of us is to somehow serve one another by our own unique
God-given power. That is how, in God’s plan, that the church is to be built up.

| want to make sure we see this, so let us look down at verses 11 and 12:

And he gave the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the shepherds and teachers,
12t0 equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ

Please think over these words with me: Who does Paul say is to do the work of the
ministry in verse 12? The “saints.” That word means ones who are made “separate.” That is,
saints have been separated out from the world for God. Well, who is that? Is this talking
about the most spiritual and famous Christians throughout history? No. Every true believer
in Jesus Christ is a saint.

Some find this surprising. You may think, “I believe in Jesus, but | am not good
enough to be called a saint.” But how you feel about yourself is far less important than how
God feels about you. If you have trusted in Jesus, God now sees you as not guilty. Even
beyond that he sees you as possessing an actual righteousness as perfect as Christ’s own
righteousness! (See 2 Corinthians 5:21) This is because your sins have been counted to Jesus
and Jesus’ perfect righteousness has been counted to you. This is sometimes called, “the
great exchange.”
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Even more important than this legal standing of righteous or not guilty, you are then
welcomed as one of God’s own children. As a child of God, you have been separated from
the world. You are a saint. Therefore, saint, you now have a job: Paul says it is the “the work
of the ministry.” For what? “for building up the body of Christ.” This is not only the job of
the leaders of the church. Their job, says Paul, is to “equip” the saints. But the saints, the
Christians, are then to take the reins to do the work of the ministry.

Because of the confusion surrounding this idea, this is a good time to think about
some common misconceptions.

Did you catch each of those? Unfortunately, this thinking seems to be quite
common, even rampant among many church going Christians. It can even become a
consumer mentality, where people view the church leaders as personal care providers paid
for by offerings. That is just not how the Bible talks! Let us purge ourselves of such thinking.
The Bible tells us that all Christians are to care for one another, because God has given us
the power to do so by His grace.

That takes us back again to the notion of spiritual gifts. What are your spiritual
gift(s)? When you use those you are tapping into God’s own power to do the work of the
ministry and cultivate a caring community.

Here are two quick ways to begin identifying what your spiritual gifts are. (1) Read
the passages on spiritual gifts. Romans 12, 1 Corinthians 12, 1 Peter 4, and of course here in
Ephesians 4 (focus on leadership gifts). Go ahead and open your Bible and read each of the
following chapters on spiritual gifts, praying that God will show you how you have been
gifted to serve His church.

The second thing is this: (2) Ask a Christian friend who knows you well. Often others
can give you new insights about yourself. Last week | had a conversation with a man in who
was unsure what his gifts are. Off the top of my head | just made some observations, like,
“You're really compassionate and generous.”

He began envisioning how he might use his gifts more to serve the church
community. “Maybe after church on Sunday | can find people who are lonely and take them
to lunch or coffee.” Now that kind of thing seems so simple, but the change of perspective is
powerful!

When we start to realize that God’s own power can work through us in our spiritual
gifts, we begin to rely on God to use us. We are filled with expectation. And the joy of being
Spirit-empowered to serve outweighs any fatigue that may come along with serving others.
It is God’s own grace in the form of Spiritual gifts given to you and me that empowers a
community of care!

Now for our final point, let’s answer:
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3. What matures a community of care?
LOVE

Rather, speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in every way into him who is the
head, into Christ, 16 from whom the whole body, joined and held together by every
joint with which it is equipped, when each part is working properly, makes the body
grow so that it builds itself up in love. (Ephesians 4:15-16)

Once again we have repetition such that the word should jump off the page for us:
LOVE. Well, of course! We are not only to speak “the truth in love,” but also the church
body “builds itself up in love.” And since the head of the church (Christ) is perfect in love,
the body cannot grow in him unless it grows in “love.” In other words, when we love one
another, we are truly acting like the church.

So please consider this following question: Are you acting in love toward those in
your church community? Do you pray for fellow church members? Do you pray for church
leadership? Is your desire to show them love?

It is easy to fall into the trap of being so concerned about feeling loved by our
church, that there is not much room to be concerned about loving others. Often this leads
to feelings of resentment and bitterness toward people that we expect to show us love. In
other words, people who are hungry for love often become bitter people. But that is a direct
contradiction of God’s second most important commandment: “You shall love your
neighbor as yourself...” (Mark 12:31b).

If you have love, you can forgive that person who has hurt you. If you have love, you
can apologize to that person that feels hurt by you. If you have love, you can actively pursue
others to care for them. If you have love, you will take opportunities to show love. If you
have love, you will consider all kinds of church activities and programs as chances love on
people.

But the ugly truth is that you and | have failed to love like that. Indeed, we can get
closer with the help of the Holy Spirit. But until someone has cared for us and poured love
into our hearts first, how can we ever have love others like we should?

The answer is Jesus, of course. He has already cared for us more than we can
imagine. He has already demonstrated his love in the greatest possible way —a way we
could not have imagined! | am speaking of his death on a cross, of course. That is where He
died to take away our sins and bring us into the one family of God —the church.

So the next time you feel your heart becoming bitter or unloved, remember that
such thoughts can actually be spiritual amnesia. Run to Christ who has already given you
and | more love and care than we can imagine! As 1 Peter 5:7 says, “cast all your anxieties
on him, because he cares for you.”

That is the good news — the gospel — of Jesus Christ. Even if no one else on earth
seems to care for you, Jesus still does care for you. Look to his cross. Ask the Holy Spirit to
show you its reality. Learn to go to Jesus directly. As His own love overflows from your
heart, you will find yourself doing the work of cultivating a community of care in your
church.
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3. A Biblical Approach to Words (by Kelcy White)
Transformed Words Transform Community

29 Let no corrupting talk come out of your mouths, but only such as is good for building up, as
fits the occasion, that it may give grace to those who hear. 3° And do not grieve the Holy
Spirit of God, by whom you were sealed for the day of redemption. 3 Let all bitterness and
wrath and anger and clamor and slander be put away from you, along with all malice. 32 Be
kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God in Christ forgave you.
Eph 4:29-32.

Whether you watch Marvel movies or not, you can probably recognize Spiderman. Aside
from the 9 movies, Spiderman seems to have inexplicably become the mascot for Kobe
beef. Here’s the most important thing you need to know about Spiderman. The motivation
for everything he does comes from these words spoken to him by his uncle: “With great
power comes great responsibility.”

But while Marvel portrays great power as something that belongs to superheroes, the Bible
sees great power in something far more ordinary: our words. The book of Proverbs, a
collection of wisdom sayings, has this to say: “Death and life are in the power of the
tongue...” (Prov 18:21).

This is why belittling, careless words of a parent can become a wound that you carry into old
age. And it is why the loving affirmation of a spouse can heal years of pain and insecurities.

Last week we read Paul’s description of the church community as a unique place of unity
and love unlike anywhere else in the world. We are a spiritual family. As member’s of God’s
spiritual family, Jesus’ death has freed our community from slander and gossip. But to
experience that freedom, we have to live according to our new identity: the family of God.
The cost of joining this community of love is to let our old ways die. To allow the Spirit to
transform every aspect of our lives. Even the very words we use.

Why is God so concerned with the words used in his spiritual family? Paul gives us three
reasons: Words can build up.

Words can tear down.

Words can heal.

Words can build up. Last week, we saw how Paul encourages church communities to follow
Jesus with their actions. Now he explains how to follow Jesus with our speech. Notice this:
there is only one kind of speech consistent with the life of a community transformed by
God'’s grace. “But only such as is good for building up.”
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Any other type of speech is part of the old life that passed away when God transformed our
hearts. Look at how this command parallels the previous verse:

“Let the thief no longer steal, but rather let him labor, doing honest work with his own
hands...”
“Let no corrupting talk come out of your mouths, but only such as is good for building up.”

A Christian gossiping or venting anger should be as unfathomable as a Christian who steals
wallets during a worship service! Our words have great power, and with that comes great
responsibility.

One of the best pieces of advice given to my wife and | during our engagement was this:
Your words have immense power over each other. You are going to know each other’s
hearts so well that with just a few words you can build up or utterly tear down.

What gives my wife’s words such power in my life? It's because she knows me well. She
understands my greatest fears and wounds, and she knows my deepest needs. That
knowledge gives her immense power.

But how to do we, as a spiritual family, use our words to build up? We get to know each
other well. Paul tells us to build each other up according to the needs of the moment (“as
fits the occasion”). This means we need to know each other well enough to see how we can
use our words to meet a person’s individual needs.

| know of one Japanese woman in our church who greatly encouraged an American
struggling with his Japanese. She saw how hard he was working, and affirmed his efforts. It
gave him new confidence to continue building cross-cultural relationships.

We don’t merely exchange greetings (aisatsu). We ask questions that help us know each
other’s hearts. When we see a need, we use our words to affirm things that are beautiful
and pray for things that are hard. But this is just as important: When people ask us about
our hearts, we are open and honest about our needs. We don’t hide behind a public face
(tatemae).

As Christians, we all know that we are both needy and needed. Do not refuse to others the
opportunity to be used by God in your life. It is not a Christian virtue to be a helper without
ever receiving help. This is a spiritual family that knows the needs of others and allows them
to know our needs.
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That level of vulnerability might seem scary. Perhaps it is hard for you to trust others
because you have been hurt in the past. But when we commit to using our words to build
up, and commit to sharing our needs with each other, look at the result God promises: “that
it may give grace to those who hear.” God intends for the Holy Spirit-guided words of
Christians to be one of the ways he shows comfort and care for his people. When Paul calls
us the “body of Christ” he’s not just using abstract imagery. God has designed the church in
such a way that the actions of individual members should be attributed to the actions of
God himself. This is why words can build up.

That’s the first reason our words matter. Words can build up.

Now let’s look at the second reason:
Words can tear down.

We are the body of Christ. Just as Christ would never use his hands to steal a wallet, Christ
would never use his mouth to vent his anger or spread rumors about the people he died to
save. Paul calls any words that don’t build up “corrupting.” This word is actually the same
word used to describe rotting fruit.

In English, there is a saying, “One bad apple spoils the whole barrel.” As fruit ripens, it lets
off a gas that ripens the other fruit around it. And the more ripe the fruit is, the more gas it
gives off. So even one rotten apple could soon spoil a whole barrel. Paul wants us to view
speech the same way. When even a little is allowed to remain, the rot can infect our whole
community. There is great danger in ignoring it and even greater danger in consuming it.
Hearing this type of rotten speech should make us gag, just like the smell of rotten fruit.

Let’s look at some of the examples of this rotten speech that tears down community. “Let all
bitterness and wrath and anger and clamor and slander be put away from you, along with all
malice.”(Eph 4:31) As the body of Christ, our words are supposed to be Holy Spirit-guided
representations of God’s love. And this type of speech preaches a false gospel.

Bitterness rehearses the wrongs of another person. It doesn’t offer an opportunity to
apologize and receive forgiveness. Instead, bitterness invites others to share in condemning
the offender. But the message of the gospel is that God has removed our guilt. We are
promised that there is no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.

Wrath and anger and shouting (which our English version calls “clamor”) are the sounds of
violence. In John’s first letter he warns, “Everyone who hates his brother is a murderer, and
you know that no murderer has eternal life abiding in him” (1 John 3:15). Angry speech is
word-murder. But the message of the gospel is that while we were still God’s enemies,
Christ died for us.
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And lastly, there’s malice. This is defamatory speech. The malicious speaker hides behind his
reputation for spiritual maturity. He claims to offer a caring warning about another person
in the community. Watch out for so-and-so, here are some things you might not know about
him. This too preaches a false gospel. The malicious speaker claims secret knowledge of sin
in order to divide the community. But Jesus has promised that he would unite his people so
that they could bear good fruit (Rom 7:4). Words have great power to tear down a
community.

Paul also gives us one more reason to guard our speech. So that we “do not grieve the Holy
Spirit of God” (Eph 4:30). The Holy Spirit is a person, just like God the Father and God the
Son. We do a disservice when we talk about him like a mystical power. And as a person, who
we have a real relationship with, it is possible for us to grieve him. But why would our
speech grieve the Holy Spirit? Paul gives us two reasons. First of all, the Holy Spirit is a spirit
of unity. Let’s look again at our passage from last week. “maintain the unity of the Spirit in
the bond of peace. There is one body and one Spirit...” (Eph 4:3-4a). Second, he is the Holy
Spirit. The speech from members of our spiritual family are supposed to be guided by the
Spirit for giving grace to others. When we use our speech to tear down, we are guilty of
breaking the commandment not to “bear false witness.” We misrepresent the Holy Spirit of
God.

So what is the Christian’s responsibility when they hear this type of speech? Absolutely
refuse to listen. | am not suggesting we pretend that problems don’t exist. What Paul is
telling us is that God has authority over our speech. And there is simply never a time when
bitter, angry, or malicious speech can be condoned in our family. Here is the only response |
see the Bible allowing for: “Have you told that person directly yet? If you need help talking
to them, | can help you. But | won’t listen to words spoken behind their back.”

Words can build up. Words can tear down. Now let’s look at the last reason our words
matter:

Words can heal.

So what do we do if someone really has hurt us? Or what if someone really does need to be
confronted about sin? As followers of Jesus we choose to submit to the authority of God’s
words in Scripture. And he gives us an answer. We use our words to heal.

How can words heal? The Holy Spirit uses our words to build up others and give them grace.
This even applies to the person who has wronged you. Because a key aspect of grace is the
offer of forgiveness. “Be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another as God
in Christ forgave you” (Eph 4:32). So how should a Christian seek reconciliation when she’s
been wronged?
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Let’s look at Matthew 18:15-17. “If your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault,
between you and him alone. If he listens to you, you have gained your brother. But if he
does not listen, take one or two others along with you, that every charge maybe established
by the evidence of two or three witnesses. If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the
church. And if he refuses to listen even to the church, let him be to you as a Gentile and a
tax collector.”

Do you see the love and eagerness to forgive in this situation?

Someone did an amazing job doing this with my wife just recently. My wife misspoke and it
hurt this woman’s feelings. But this woman didn’t talk about it behind her back. She told my
wife about it privately and tenderly. And you know how my wife felt? She felt loved and
honored! This woman loved my wife enough to approach her with love and eagerness to
forgive.

This is the Biblical pattern of Scripture:

1) If you are wronged, you go directly and privately to the person who wronged you. You
don’t dishonor or shame them by talking about the problem with other people. Your
goal is to be reconciled. (If you are being abused by your spouse or someone else—
physically, verbally, or spiritually, this command does not apply to you. You should not
have to face someone alone if you feel unsafe. PLEASE tell others just like in the next
step.)

2) If he doesn’t listen, then come to him again with other people who can help persuade
him of the wrong. The goal is not to gang up on him. The goal is for people that he loves
and trusts to help him see the hurt he caused. So that he can be forgiven.

3) If that doesn’t work, then whole community gets involved. Everyone works together
begging the person to listen and to quit breaking the unity of the spiritual family.

4) And finally, if nothing else works... treat this person like a nonbeliever. Does that mean
they are hated by the group? Of course not. If you are a nonbeliever reading this, | hope
that you feel loved by this community. We love you and want to care for you, but more
than anything, we want you to be reconciled with God. And that’s why we are going to
bring up the gospel with you so often. Likewise, if someone breaks the unity of this
spiritual family, we’re going to treat them the same way: by relentlessly pursuing them
with the gospel on our lips. Why? Because the gospel is the source of true forgiveness
and reconciliation.
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And by the way, church leaders are not exempt from this either. Pastors and staff members
are all part of this spiritual family. And if | or any of us have wronged you, please love us by
giving us this same opportunity to apologize, be forgiven and be reconciled.

When we allow the Holy Spirit to transform even the words we use, imagine what a
powerful image of the gospel that would be to the city of Kobe. What might they say? “At
Mustard Seed Christian Church, people that don’t even speak the same language find ways
to communicate and encourage each other.” “They don’t just avoid confrontation to keep
the peace. Instead, they tenderly bring the issue to someone directly and are always ready
to forgive.”

And how could we respond?

“We care for one another because we are members of God’s family. My nationality and my
language are not my primary identity.” “Jesus has forgiven me for so much, and he is always
tender toward me. How could | treat someone else any different?”

Words can build up. Words can tear down. Words can heal. Let’s allow the Holy Spirit to

transform our words and transform this community. Let’s display the gospel with our love
for one another.

38






