  Encourage One Another
Our theme for the month of August is one another; like I said a few weeks ago; there are 54 one another’s in the New Testament.  Love; accept; carry; confess; encourage; forgive; honor; why so many; because how we treat one another matters; it matters to God; it matters for our witness.  And to be the church that God envisions will mean that each one of us is committed to living out these one another’s!  Regardless of how we feel; well I don’t like that person; our personalities clash; so!  These one another’s are commands; and the good news is that we don’t have to try harder; we don’t have to try to somehow manufacture this in our own strength.  We have the Spirit of God who is more than enough; who can help us to live out these one another’s!     
A few weeks ago; we looked at forgive one another; and while so much more could have been said; our main focus out of Matthew 18 was simply this-through Jesus we have been forgiven an unpayable sin debt; and because of this; we too; are to forgive others as God has forgiven us.  As C.S. Lewis would say; to be a Christian is to forgive the inexcusable because God has forgiven the inexcusable in you.  Ephesians 4:32 says; be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you.  We then talked about how unforgiveness costs us and our hearts; because to not forgive is to never trust anyone again; it is to become bitter; it is to have the joy and the life taken from you.  You see; there is a great cost to those who choose not to forgive; mention Freedom Session here.

That was a few weeks ago; today we look at another one another; let me begin by saying; it is so easy to get discouraged; to just lose hope.  Not long after mother Theresa died they found some of her journals; where she talked about the dark nights of the soul; the struggles; the despair and the discouragement that were at times part of her life; again; it’s so easy to get discouraged. I think of Elijah; who one minute is courageously calling down fire on the prophets of Baal; yet; in the very next chapter; is fearful; depressed; and so discouraged that he wants to die!  Again; it’s so easy to get discouraged; a few years ago; I personally went through a dark season of discouragement; where I was down; preaching was like going to the dentist; I didn’t want to be a pastor anymore; was like a dark cloud was over me; one last time; it’s so easy to get discouraged!
Maybe; this is where you are at today; for whatever reason; you are discouraged; life has you down; finances are a struggle; key relationships are not going well.  Which leads to our next one another; encourage one another; track with me for a minute; because it’s so easy to get discouraged; in the words of Paul to Timothy; were to encourage one another and build each other up just as in fact you are doing (1 Thessalonians 5:11).  Here’s why; it doesn’t matter who you are; rich; poor; educated; uneducated; man; woman; old; young; we all need encouragement!  And as you yourself know; a timely word of encouragement is food for the soul; literally; fuel for this journey called life.  When I first came to Jesus; God brought a great encourager into my life; someone who just believed in me; and no matter how I failed; encouraged me to keep on keeping on for Jesus!
I don’t want to be a discouragement; please don’t take this the wrong way; but most of us are not good encouragers. Were just not; in fact; over the years; I’ve come across some Christians who seem to possess the gift of discouragement!  You know; the only time they seem to say anything is when something in their mind is wrong; I didn’t like that; why don’t we; how come; can’t you; we never.  A Bible scholar by the name of William Barclay comments on this; he says; it is easy to discourage others; the world is full of discouragers.  We have a Christian duty to encourage one another.  Many a time a word of praise or appreciation has kept a person on their feet.  Blessed is the person who speaks such a word.  Just the other day; I was deeply convicted by what one of my children said; her words went something like this; I need to hear from you that I can do it!  Wow; forgive me; even as parents we can discourage more than we encourage.

And yet; when I read the New Testament; specifically some of the epistles; it’s no coincidence that a dominant theme in each letter is wrapped around this idea of encouragement.  In fact; over and over; were told of how Paul or Barnabas or another Apostle is specifically travelling to a church for the purpose of encouragement.  In Acts 14:21-22; were told that “Paul and Barnabas preached the good news in that city and won a large number of disciples.  They returned to Lystra, Iconium and Antioch, strengthening the disciples and encouraging them to remain true to the faith.”  In 1 Thessalonians 3:2-3; we read these words; “we sent Timothy, who is our brother and God’s fellow worker in spreading the gospel of Christ, to strengthen and encourage you in your faith, so that no one would be unsettled by these trials.”  

Now; there are many more verses on encouragement; but notice how in both of these passages encouragement and strengthening seem to be intimately connected.  Why do I tell you this; because true Biblical encouragement goes far beyond that’s such a nice pink dress; you are a nice person; wow; nice tan that you have!  Of course; there’s nothing wrong with saying these nice things; however; true Biblical encouragement is not about being nice!  In the original Greek language encouragement carries with it the idea of to spur on; to inspire; to help someone to persist in the faith; to live as a disciple of Jesus.  That’s what we mean by encouragement; and time after time; Paul and Barnabas and the other Apostles travelled to certain churches for the purpose of spurring on; to strengthen; to help the believers to not give up in spite of their trials and difficult circumstances.

And in my study this week it so struck me how closely the word of God is associated with encouragement.  Which so makes sense; because whose words can encourage us more than God’s anyway; right; and so; our basis and our foundation for encouragement is God’s Word.  And let me just say; that if you are discouraged today there is no better place to turn than God’s Word.  For when we get in the Scriptures God meets us; he just does; and what follows is refreshment and encouragement in our time of need.  And yet; as good as this is; God doesn’t encourage you for you to keep it to yourself; it’s not about us saying; thank you God; I needed that; and now I can go on with my day; I feel so much better!

No; God is faithful to encourage from his Word so that you can go out and be an encourager.  In other words; your personal encouragement from God’s Word is not to be hoarded and kept to yourself!  That’s why the Apostles continually travelled to the churches; I mean; what if their attitude had been; they have God’s Word; besides; our God is a God of encouragement; they’ll be fine; let’s focus on more important things; where should the next church plant be guys? 
Of course not; listen to these verses; Titus 1:9; here Paul instructs Titus to encourage others by sound doctrine; 2 Timothy 4:2; here Paul tells Timothy to preach the word; be prepared in season and out of season in order to correct, rebuke and encourage.  In other words; as the Apostles preached and shared the Scriptures the many believers were encouraged; their faith was strengthened; because again; whose words could possible encourage us more than God’s!
And so often; in the Christian community we say; and you have to go to church; and make sure that you pray; and read your Bible; and if you do these things you will grow.  Which is true; yet; if I’m being honest this so bugs me; because what were really communicating is that here’s the list of things that you must do for you and your personal growth; which really promotes individualism and a me myself and I centered spirituality.  

What if I was to tell you; that one of the main reasons to read the Bible is for others; what if I was to tell you that the studying of the Scriptures is not just for your personal growth but for the growth of others; what if I was to tell you that your spiritual transformation that comes from God’s Word is not solely for you but for the purpose of spurring on and encouraging others.  And so; study the Word; but also be prepared to share the Word with others; and as you do; look for ways and opportunities to encourage and to build up the body of Christ with the Word of God.  That’s all that I’m trying to say; and what if we all were all committed to unleashing the Word of God as a sword of encouragement to as many others as possible; not Bible thumping!  
And of course; we will never be able to encourage one another with Scripture if we are unfamiliar with Scripture.  And so for you; here in our community; it means; ask God; who needs to hear this; is there anyone that you would want me to share this story with; this verse with?  Trust me; God will let you know; and when he does; one word; go!  It’s as simple as this; I was reading in Acts the other day; it so blessed me; and I want to share it with you too; because I know things are tough right now.  What if we were to do this; what would happen; I’ll tell you; a tidal wave of encouragement would literally wash over our body-we would be so strengthened in our faith-and just flat out encouraged to keep on keeping on for Jesus!

Here’s another reason as to why this is so important; I know that Paul knew this because he wrote about it often; let me say it this way-we must encourage one another with the Word of God regularly because the evil one is hell bent on discouraging us.  I heard a story the other day called Satan’s garage sale; on display stood many large shiny tools.  Each was labeled with a tag; murder; adultery; hate; gossip; envy; yet; in one corner; sat a tiny, dull, simple tool.  When asked about the price of this tool; Satan replied smugly, “This one’s not for sale; for it is the tool of discouragement which I am able to use on everybody.”  

Know that I am not one of these guys who thinks that the devil is behind everything; he’s not.  Yet; our struggle is not against flesh and blood; you haven’t forgotten that; have you; and sometimes our discouragement is from the devil himself.  It’s subtle; yet powerful; at times it goes like this; you do know that your marriage will never get better; you’ve tried; look; get out while you can; God’s tired of you tripping over the same sin; actually; don’t even bother turning to him; don’t even try anymore for he’s done forgiving you; what a terrible parent you are; you tell your kids to not get angry yet you get angry all the time; you are a hypocrite! 

Now of course; these are just examples; yet in whatever way that he can; the evil one is hell bent on discouraging us; and what’s scary is that if we allow these thoughts to go unchecked they will gain huge ground and momentum in our lives.  And so; again; find encouragement from God’s Word and then go out and encourage others with God’s Word!
I want to close with some brief words out of Hebrews 3; verse 13: See to it, brothers, that none of you has a sinful, unbelieving heart that turns away from the living God.  But encourage one another daily, as long as it is called Today, so that none of you may be hardened by sin’s deceitfulness (Verses 12-13).  Notice how this verse starts out; see to it; not; hey if you feel like it; or if you get around to it once in awhile; no; see to it.  This is a command; there is a strong sense of spiritual obligation here; in other words; you make sure that this happens; who; your pastor; no; you!  

Why; because we battle against sin; we are all stumbling towards Jesus; and because of this we need encouragement to get up on our feet; to not give up; to keep short accounts with God.  Notice another thing; the regularity; but encourage one another daily; not; hey when you get together once a week on Sunday; see to it.  No; this verse assumes that we are going to do life together; that we are going to be intimately connected with one another that goes far beyond a 90-minute church service!  Over lunch; breakfast; dinner; coffee; walk; go ahead and use social media; principle here is to make it happen whenever you get together and as often as you can!  See to it; let’s encourage one another; daily; do it; you; me; may it be so.
