
What’s our focus for 2023?               John 13:34-35  

 

Are you a NASCAR fan? NASCAR is the only sport with a national following that begins with prayer. While in the NFL 

you’ll see players periodically huddle to pray, it’s not endorsed by the NFL…until last Monday night. God, Team & 

Prayer became the focus after a terrifying scene played out during Monday night’s game between the Buffalo Bills and 

the Cincinnati Bengals. Defensive back Damar Hamlin (picture) collapsed after making a tackle during the high-profile 

game.  

  The 24-year-old appeared to have been hit in the chest by a Bengals player’s helmet during the tackle. Initially, Hamlin 

jumped back up, but after taking two steps, collapsed. He went into cardiac arrest but CPR performed on the field was 

able to restart his heart.  

  Soon players from both teams on the field dropped to their knees in a prayer circle (picture) as the ambulance carrying 

Hamlin drove off the field. It was a sobering, sacred and even prophetic moment for our country when what brings the 

most applause in entertainment is interrupted by a young man’s life hanging in the balance. The teams took a knee with 

fans joining to pray for God’s intervention on Monday night’s largest stage.   

  Prayer is not normal in America’s public arena. Coach Joseph Kennedy (picture), a 53-year-old high school football 

coach in Bremerton, Wash., was fired for praying at the 50-yard line after games. Kennedy fought all the way to the 

Supreme Court where he won in a 6-3 decision last summer.  

  Pray publicly at a sporting event, business meeting or public meeting and it could cost you your job. It will probably 

result in harassment and ridicule…except here, in the local church, in a family of believers.  

  We in the church can forget how unusual and exceptional what we have here is. We’re a community unlike any other. 

We’re family, a spiritual family, which will spend not only this life but all of eternity together. Though our brothers and 

sisters in places like China get it, the church in America is often just another business with attendees as consumers.  

  At Grace, we want to keep focused on God’s blueprint for the church. We’re not there and won’t arrive this side of 

eternity, but we must not settle for mediocrity or “church as usual.” God has given us a unique opportunity at this point 

in our history at Grace.  

  I was reminded of this recently after a phone appointment with a church consultant. The outcome of our conversation 

was that he admitted he didn’t have any advice for our church. The issues we’re facing are unusual for a church in 

America. A high percentage of churches are in decline and are internally focused with little impact in their community. 

That’s not us.  

  We do have some issues and as we’re seeking to move forward for the glory of God, we must keep working on them. 

One of our primary issues is that we don’t really know each other. That’s a huge problem. We can’t love each other as 

we’re supposed to, we can’t offer God’s love to a lost world if we don’t first have a growing love within our own church 

family.  

  For us to have the healthy Christlike love God intends for us to have, first we have to know the Lord and be in love 

with Jesus. Then, we must grow in love for our brothers and sisters. Jesus said, “A new commandment I give to you, that 

you love one another: just as I have loved you, you also are to love one another. By this all people will know that you are 

My disciples, if you have love for one another” (John 13:34-35). 

  Before we can share God’s love with our world, we must love each other yet before we can love each other, we must 

know each other. How do we get to know each other? There’s one key way – time together.   

  Our focus for 2023 is: Because God so loves us, we love Him, each other and our world. This morning we want to 

help you understand what that really means. If you’re taking notes… 

 

1.We must have a family nature in our Christian community. The critical importance of Christian community is 

often missed as we read the New Testament. We’re Americans so we read Scripture through American eyes. We read the 

Bible individualistically but that’s not how it’s written.  

  Add to that, the English language, unless you’re from the South, doesn’t have a second person plural pronoun like y’all. 

When we read “you” in Scripture, we think “you” singular, but it’s written “you” plural.  

  God’s Word and His instructions are not for me or you, They’re for us. For example when we read the commands in the 

Sermon on the Mount when it says, “You must do this,” We think that’s how God wants “me” to behave. But the “you” 

is plural. It’s how God wants us to behave.  

  Romans 12:10 says, “Love one another with brotherly affection.” That means that every person who has accepted 

Christ as their personal Savior is your brother and sister. If we get that, it’s revolutionary.  

  From that last half of Romans 12 (p. 948), let me draw your attention to three marks of what it means to be in a family 

relationship with every other person who’s committed their life to Christ. Family relationships are marked by non-

selectivity, non-privacy and non-safety.  



  Family relationships are marked by non-selectivity. In  verse 10,  “Love one another with brotherly affection,” we 

have an interesting compound that’s translated, “love one another.” The Greek word for love here is storge. The word 

combines philos with storge and means “to cherish one’s kindred.” Children of our heavenly Father are to “be devoted to 

one another in love.” As part of God’s family, we should show loving affection toward all of our Christian brothers and 

sisters and be prone to love.  

  Here’s the point of this. Who are your friends? What kind of friends do you choose? But who are your siblings? You 

didn’t choose them. 

  Many times if we’d not been born into the same house with someone, we would never have chosen them as a friend. 

We are as opposite as night and day. You didn’t choose your sibling and you wouldn’t have chosen your sibling…if 

you’d had had a choice.  

  Many of us have grown close to others because we were thrown together, whether in the same family, platoon or even 

side by side in the same company. Affection develops, a relationship develops but if we’d chosen, we never would have 

had a relationship with that person. Speaking of this storge type of love, C. S. Lewis (picture) said, “Dogs and cats 

should always be brought up together. It broadens their minds so.”   

  As we grow in grace, we mature past our prejudices and idiosyncrasies to love those we’d never naturally love. Because 

of the cross we have a deep bondedness with people who are given to us as part of God’s family. They’re people you’d 

never choose and don’t choose because there’s some connection. That connection is there because of the cross. Love for 

those we wouldn’t naturally like must be practiced by all Christians.  

  Just as you don’t pick your siblings, you don’t pick your brothers and sisters in Christ. The difference is that we all 

know siblings who can’t get along and despise each other. To despise and even dodge our spiritual siblings is sin.  

  The God who loved us when we were so unlovable gives us grace to love those we naturally would consider unlovable. 

The Church has something the world can’t fake, love when there shouldn’t be love. God’s love draws us together. 

Galatians 3:28 is to be normative: “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is no male and 

female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.”  

  Christians can’t be class conscious. We stop auditioning people like we do in other areas of life. Ephesians 1:15 tells us 

that we’re to love “all Christians.” A mark of true Christianity is that you love those that you’d never love apart from 

Christ. Appearance, economic or social status, age, race, political affiliation – none of that matters. We’re one in Christ. 

We have the same Father and same elder brother, the Lord Jesus. We love those who apart from regeneration, we 

wouldn’t even like.  

  Philip Henry, father of Bible scholar, Matthew Henry, experienced this. His wife’s parents didn’t want her to marry 

Philip (picture) because he wasn’t in their social class. They protested to her that “they didn’t know where he was 

from.” Her response was so biblical. “I don’t know where he is from. All that matters to me is that I know where he is 

going.”   

  We have the same Savior. We’re going to the same Home. Some brothers and sisters are difficult. Some are very trying. 

But that doesn’t bother us. We don’t dodge them. You don’t choose your spiritual siblings. Non-selectivity, the Christian 

community must be marked by an incredible amount of a lack of snobbishness because one day we will all be glorified 

and beautiful together. So how are you doing in love for your spiritual siblings, even the ones who are hard for you to 

like?  

  Family relationships are marked by non-privacy. This one is very uncomfortable for us. But in a family how much 

privacy is there?  

  Now there’s one subset in a family that demands privacy – teenagers. “I’m not a child anymore. How dare you look in 

my drawers or at my emails!” But parents know that if they don’t keep track of their children, the law will hold them 

accountable. Yet, at the same time, we do need to give them a certain amount of privacy.  

  This goes against the grain of our normal approach to life. This church is not a club. In a club you get together for a 

particular reason and only contact each other over that reason.  

  Let’s say that you’re part of a car club, so you talk about cars when you get together. But what if in that car club 

someone came up to you and said, “What are you dating him for? He’s not good for you.” You’d say, “Excuse me. 

That’s none of your business. Let’s talk about cars please.”  

  But in a family, it does matter who you date, how you spend your money, how moral and ethical you are in your life 

and business practices.  

  Don’t miss this. If those around you are brothers and sisters in Christ, it matters who you date, how you spend your 

money, how moral and ethical you are. Yes, there needs to be a certain amount of privacy even within a family but as 

spiritual siblings we have a responsibility to each other.  

  Romans 12:9 says, “Abhor what is evil; hold fast to what is good.” This is placed in this list of behaviors for 

relationships because we have a certain amount of responsibility for the spiritual health of our brothers and sisters.  



  If we see evil in a brother or sister’s life, we need to warn them, not because we’re busybodies but because we love 

them. I’m not talking about petty stuff. It’s things that are clearly sin, hurt them and the cause of Christ.  

  Say you learn that a Christian who is a contractor and has fish symbols plastered on his work truck but he’s doing 

shoddy work. You must warn him. He’s hurting the cause of Christ. Or say a friend has an explosive temper. People 

tiptoe around her like they’re walking through a minefield. If that’s your sister, you’ll say something. First, pray for them 

and then as God leads, in love, speak graciously to them.  

  Family relationships are marked by non-safety. Do you fear getting hurt? Do you have difficulty with emotional risks? 

Maybe you’ve been burned in the past and don’t want to risk being burned again.  

  The Christian life isn’t safe. It’s risky. It’s an emotional risk. To truly be family we must be emotionally involved with 

each other.  

  Notice verse 15, “Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep.” The order here is important. It is easier 

to weep with a brother or sister than it is to rejoice with them. Let’s say you’re single and a friend of yours got married 

about five years ago but their spouse is tragically killed in a car wreck. It’s easy to weep with them. But say that you’re 

in your early forties, you want to get married, but still single. You’re best friend is also in their early forties and still 

single. Then they meet someone, fall in love and are getting married…while you’re still single. Will it be difficult for 

you to “Rejoice with those who rejoice”? Yes.  

  It’s much harder to rejoice with a brother or sister that is doing better than it is to weep with them. But that’s real love 

and it’s not safe. 

   The Christian life isn’t emotionally safe. We’re going to be wounded. It’s risky. But to obey the Lord, we have to be 

involved. We must care.  

  Do you know why some older Christians dodge deep relationships with other Christians? They’ve been hurt. They 

don’t want to risk being hurt again. But we’re to do what is right and trust God.  

  The healthy Christian life means you don’t have a choice in your brothers and sisters. They are given to you. It’s not 

private. It means that they have claims on you and it’s risky. It’s not safe. That’s what it takes to be a church that pleases 

the Lord. So how are we doing as a church? How are you doing as a Christian? How’s your spiritual family life?   

   

2. We must have commitment to our Christian community. On January 8, 2011 Arizona Congresswoman, Gabby 

Giffords (picture), was shot. She was the tragic victim of a failed assassination attempt when she was meeting at a 

supermarket with her constituents. Thirteen others were injured and six were killed in that shooting. Among those killed 

was 76 year old, Dorwan Stoddard. Dorwan and his wife, Mavy (picture), had long admired Gabby Giffords. When they 

heard she was in town, they decided to stop by to meet her before going out to breakfast. They’d not been there long 

when Jared Loughner made his way through the crowd, pulled out a pistol and shot the Congresswoman. Loughner then 

turned toward the Stoddards. Dorwan immediately grabbed his wife, placed his body between hers and the killer’s, 

pulled her to the ground and covered her. As he did that, three bullets ripped into his body.  

  He lovingly sacrificed his life so his wife would live. That’s love. That’s commitment. Those who knew him said his 

final sacrifice was the culmination of a life lived serving the woman he loved.  

  The Bible is clear. If you love Jesus, you love what He loves—and Jesus loves His Church. He sacrificed His life for it. 

In Ephesians 5 Paul writes, “Husbands, love your wives, as Christ loved the church and gave Himself up for her” (5:25). 

As husbands are to be sacrificially committed to their wives, a Christ-follower is to be committed to his/her local church 

family.  

  Paul elevates our understanding of what the church is, so we’ll be motivated to marry it “till death do us part.” 

Repeatedly, the New Testament tells us the local church is vital to Jesus. Someone uncommitted to a church family is 

violating the clear teaching of the New Testament.  

  Ephesians 2:19-22 has another powerful analogy of the local church: “So then you are no longer strangers and 

aliens, but you are fellow citizens with the saints and members of the household of God, built on the foundation of 

the apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus Himself being the cornerstone, in whom the whole structure, being joined 

together, grows into a holy temple in the Lord. In Him you also are being built together into a dwelling place for God 

by the Spirit.” 

  If you love Jesus, you’ll commit yourself to the local church because it’s God’s kingdom. This church is God’s 

kingdom. From Abraham until the time of Christ, the Jews were God’s chosen nation. God has now created a new man, 

the church. We are presently His kingdom people, His citizens on this earth. No one is a 2nd class citizens in this new 

people of God. They’re fellow citizens with the saints (all of God’s holy ones). 

  Paul reminds the Gentiles of what they once were: strangers and aliens. He doesn’t want us to forget where we’d be if 

God hadn’t rescued us. Both words convey exclusion. You’re an outsider. Even though you’re living in the country 

legally, you don’t possess the same rights as legal citizens. You’re treated differently. You don’t really belong.  



  That was our status before the cross but now, “you are fellow citizens with the saints.” Your spiritual birth in Christ 

made you a citizen of His kingdom. You now live under His rule. You have certain privileges and responsibilities as a 

member of this spiritual kingdom. You enjoy the benefits He provides, like protection from enemies. But you also must 

obey His sovereign rule. If He asks you to represent Him, you gladly do so. As a member of His heavenly kingdom of 

light, you’re distinct from citizens of an earthly kingdom of darkness. The Sovereign of this heavenly kingdom demands 

your total allegiance. We’re committed to Christ and each other. 

  Paul gives us another analogy… 

  If you love Jesus, you’ll commit yourself to the local church because it’s God’s household. In other words, it’s God’s 

family. This is more intimate than being members of God’s kingdom. To be a citizen of a kingdom is a privilege, but it’s 

rather impersonal and large scale.  

  To be a member of a family is personal and intimate. Family members know each other. In that day, to be a member of 

a household meant refuge, protection, and identity. That’s why Paul continues with, “and members of the household of 

God.” This sense of belonging is much stronger in a family than in a national sense.  

  I read about a student who went to a university away from his hometown. In the evenings, he’d go for a walk. He was 

lonely because he was away from his family. He’d sometimes look into the well-lit windows of homes that he’d walk by 

and see the families gathered around the dinner table. Occasionally, a family member would see him outside and get up 

and close the drapes. They excluded him from their household!  

  Paul says that though you once were excluded, now you’re part of God’s family! And when the family gets together, 

you want to be there. It’s a privilege to be a member of this family. When they talk about the things that matter to the 

family, the things of God, you delight in the conversation.  

  You want to hang out with the family when they get together. When the family gathers for worship, you’re there. If 

they gather for a meal, you join them. If they meet to talk about family matters, you’re there. You’re committed. You’re 

part of the family. Do you see the difference between attending church like a spectator and being a member of God’s 

family? 

  If you love Jesus, you’ll commit yourself to the local church because it’s God’s temple, where He dwells. Paul’s third 

analogy is of a building, but he’s not talking about just any building, he’s talking about the Temple, where God manifests 

His presence in a special way. God is omnipresent. There’s a special sense in which He dwells in His holy temple.  

  The Jews experienced this as the Shekinah, the brilliant manifestation of God’s glory. Paul says that now the local 

church is this Temple. Keep in mind that Paul is talking about the church as people, not some building. The building is a 

tool that we use for worship and ministry.  

  In the Old Testament the Temple was a sacred building. For New Testament believers, we’re God’s Temple, His 

people. The New Testament refers to individual believers as God’s Temple, where His Holy Spirit dwells (1 Cor. 6:19). 

The people of God who gather together are His temple where God is worshiped and where He dwells.  

  We’re to love Jesus, each other and love our world. We’re on a mission from God and our mission is to share Jesus 

with our community and world.  

 

3. We must be a growing church family. What are some of the most unlikely places in America to reach people with 

the gospel? Would it be Madison, or D.C….maybe Berkley?  

  As Paul ties up his letter to the Philippian Christians, he writes: “All the saints greet you, especially those of Caesar’s 

household” (Philippians 4:22). He’s probably not talking about Caesar’s immediate family, though it could include 

them. It refers to those in civil service to Caesar. Some were those in the Praetorian Guard and other positions who’d met 

Christ through Paul’s witness as a prisoner. The gospel was spreading to the most pagan corners of that culture and 

society. They were brightening the corners of a prison for the gospel.  

  That’s our mission, too. It must be our passion. Reaching the corners where Jesus has placed us for the Gospel.  

  But this Caesar was the evil Nero. He’d come to the throne at 17 after his mother poisoned her husband, Claudius, who 

also happened to be her uncle. Five years later Nero had his mother executed. Three years after that he had his wife 

killed so he could marry another man’s wife. He murdered many of his top officials. For Nero, Games of Thrones wasn’t 

a game.  

  With that kind of court intrigue going on, working for Caesar would have been in a corrupt environment like we can’t 

even imagine in America…and yet the gospel spread there.  

  Does God have you working in a dark place? You may be thinking, “I wish I could work in a godlier place where I 

wasn’t surrounded by such raw paganism.” My friend, please see it as your mission field, a great opportunity for the light 

of the gospel to shine through your witness.  

  A healthy church has a constant influx of baby Christians, even those rescued from dark places. The church nursery 

must always have an influx of new babes in Christ through the faithful witness of its members.  



  Are you sharing your faith? When was the last time you shared the gospel? Can I challenge you to pray for one person, 

one person that God would give you the privilege of leading to Christ this year? Every church needs those from Caesar’s 

household who are coming to faith in Christ.  

  

Conclusion: Because God so loves us, we love Him, each other and our world. Are you in? Will you join us? Any 

church with a healthy grace-driven fellowship can be that. What will it take?  

  We must determine to stir the embers of love for Jesus in our own hearts. It means being in the Word, prayer, coming 

together to worship.  

  We must break out of our safe zones. Talk and engage at church with those you don’t know. Switch what service you 

attend from time to time to meet new folk. Come early. Linger in the coffee café. Be part of the men’s breakfasts or 

women’s retreat. Serve together. That’s why we have the sheets in the bulletins today. Notice that key word – together. 

It’s amazing how friendships bloom as we serve together. God doesn’t have any Lone Rangers.  

  Look for ways that you can make a gospel impact in your neighborhood  and workplace.  

  Pray that we would find more ways to be involved in missions outside of our community.  

  We and us are God’s plans for our church. Together is His plan! 


