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A few years ago a man approached me after church to talk. He was one of our church leaders, he played 
in the band, he read the Bible in church and prayed, he was in my Bible Study. His wife was one of our 
Bible Study leaders. They were a solid Christian family.  

But this is what he wanted to talk to me about: their teenage son had been invited into the 
development squad for a professional football team, and you can probably guess when practice was. 
Sunday morning from 8-11, halfway across the city.  

It was a conundrum for this guy. If his son joined the squad, he had a real chance to get drafted into the 
professional league, a league where kids regularly got their first pro games aged 17 or 18. But it also 
meant that he or his wife would miss church each week to take their son to practice. They’d miss out on 
time with their church family, and encouraging their fellow Bible Study members on a Sunday. And what 
would they do if the same opportunity was presented to their other kids?  

This was a difficult choice for them to make, and costly whichever direction they chose. I wonder what 
you would have done if it was you faced with that choice? 

Our Bible passage today is all about choosing to keep meeting together. It’s an important topic for us in 
age where church attendance has declined significantly in recent decades. It’s an important topic for us 
in a time where we can’t meet together physically. And it’s an important topic for us because God wants 
us to experience the joy of Christian faith lived out in community. Church is such a wonderful gift and I 
want to make sure we leave with that idea in our minds. 

So why don’t we pray for God’s help to see the beauty of meeting together as we open the Bible this 
morning. 

Our heavenly Father, we long to hear you speak into our lives. Help us to understand the goodness of 
being the church, the goodness of meeting together, the goodness of faith lived out in community. Help 
us to hear you speak and be changed. In Jesus’ name we ask this, Amen. 

So this is our fourth Sunday in our 21 Days of Focus series. The last day of our 21 day challenge to Draw 
Near to God as we begin this new year. I’m always encouraged to hear what God is doing in your life and 
this week I was encouraged when one of our members said that he had decided to do the same Bible 
reading plan that I’m doing. And so he ordered the book and the CD of Nicky Gumbel’s Bible In A Year 
plan and commentary, and he really enjoyed the first few studies.  

I’ve been enjoying it too – I am following it with the YouVersion App on my phone, and the other 
morning when there was frost on the ground I rugged up in my puffer and went for my walk through the 



vineyards and I listened to my Bible plan through my earphones (which also kept my ears warm!) It was 
such a good way to start the day. 

And so I’m praying that you’ll take up the challenge, to draw near to God this year. In each of the 
sermons for the last 3 weeks, we’ve been challenged by the writer to the Hebrews to draw near to God 
in different ways. First to draw near to God through remembering Jesus. Second to hold unswervingly to 
the faith. Thirdly to spur one another on toward love and good deeds. And this week, the challenge is 
not to give up meeting with one another. 

So let’s listen to our key passage again for the last time as God speaks to us through it: 

19 Therefore, brothers and sisters, since we have confidence to enter the Most Holy Place by the 
blood of Jesus,20 by a new and living way opened for us through the curtain, that is, his 
body, 21 and since we have a great priest over the house of God, 22 let us draw near to God with a 
sincere heart and with the full assurance that faith brings, having our hearts sprinkled to cleanse 
us from a guilty conscience and having our bodies washed with pure water.23 Let us hold 
unswervingly to the hope we profess, for he who promised is faithful. 24 And let us consider how 
we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds, 25 not giving up meeting together, as 
some are in the habit of doing, but encouraging one another—and all the more as you see the 
Day approaching. (Hebrews 10:19-25) 

Meeting Together 

The writer to the Hebrews’ fourth encouragement to us as a church is not to ‘give up meeting together, 
as some are in the habit of doing.’ 

Before we think about why we shouldn’t give up meeting, I want to address a question I hear quite 
often, which is: why does the church need to meet together at all? Why can’t I just follow Jesus on my 
own, in my own way? 

The answer is built into our Hebrews 10 passage, and we started to think about it last week. Because our 
passage reminds us that as Christians, we are ‘one another’ people. This whole passage is about a 
corporate response to what Jesus has done, a collective response, a together response. Because our 
salvation is not just individual.  

Think about some of the metaphors for church in the New Testament. We are saved into the people of 
God.1 Made citizens of God’s kingdom.2 Adopted into a new family as sons and daughters.3 We’re like 
parts of a body all joined together.4 Branches on a vine.5 Stones in a temple.6 The church is always 

 
1 Colossians 3:12 
2 Philippians 3:20 
3 Ephesians 1:5 
4 Romans 12:5 
5 John 15:5 
6 1 Peter 2:5 



pictured as the gathered people of God, brought together from all the corners of the earth, joined 
together to worship the living God. And looking ahead to eternity, that’s the picture of God’s people in 
the new heavens and the new earth – a multitude from every tribe and nation and tongue gathered 
around the throne of Jesus singing his praise in one voice.7 

We meet together because that’s who we are – God’s gathered people on earth, in anticipation of being 
God’s gathered people for all eternity. Church is a taste of heaven here on earth. 

PAUSE 

Now it may not always seem that way! Our experience of church is often far less than the ideal 
portrayed in the New Testament. And I wonder if that’s why some Christians would rather not join a 
church, or why so many have left in recent years. 

According to research from the Barna Group, the number of practicing Christians in the US has dropped 
nearly 50% since the year 2000.8 Practicing Christians are people who identify as Christian, agree 
strongly that faith is very important in their lives and have attended church within the past month. That 
number of practicing Christians has shrunk, while the number of non-practicing Christians has almost 
doubled. The research suggests that some of those practicing Christians became non-practicing, and 
about half of them gave up faith altogether… 

Those are alarming statistics, aren’t they. 

When it comes to weekly church attendance, the numbers follow a similar trend. More than 40% of 
Americans say they are Christian, yet don’t go to church. The numbers tell a story, don’t they? The less 
we attend church, the more likely we are to grow cold in our faith. 

I read about a pastor who was concerned for one of his church members who had been absent from 
church for a few weeks, so the pastor decided to pay him a visit. When the pastor arrived at the man’s 
home, he found him all alone, sitting in front of a fireplace. The pastor pulled up a chair and sat next to 
him. But after his initial greeting he said nothing more. 

The two sat in silence for a few minutes while the pastor stared at the flames in the fireplace. Then the 
pastor took the tongs and carefully picked up one burning ember from the flames and placed it on the 
hearth. He sat back in his chair, still silent. His host watched in quiet reflection as the ember flickered 
and faded. Before long it was cold and dead. 

The pastor glanced at his watch and said he had to leave, but first he picked up the cold ember and 
placed it back in the fire. Immediately it began to glow again with the light and warmth of the burning 
coals around it. 

 
7 Revelation 9:9-10 
8 https://www.barna.com/research/changing-state-of-the-church/ 



As the pastor rose to leave, the congregation member stood with him and shook his hand. “Thanks for 
the sermon, pastor. I’ll see you in church on Sunday.” 

Brothers and sisters, let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing! 

Encouraging One Another  

I think for us, this is especially important as we keep navigating the current COVID health crisis. Here at 
Yountville, we’ve had to meet online exclusively since March last year, and it looks like we’ll be online 
for at least a few more months until our church building is finished and health restrictions ease.  

Church online is hard. It’s hard for our church. It’s hard for the churches nearby. It’s hard for my old 
church back in Australia. It’s hard for pastors. All my pastor friends have spent the last 10 months 
discussing ways of encouraging people, ways of making our videos more engaging, ways to make music 
better, ways to change preaching, ways to help people into Zoom groups, ways to keep spurring church 
members on who can’t gather together physically like we always used to. This has been a huge shift for 
us all… 

 But like I said last week, the question is how we choose to respond in the face of challenges.  

Sadly, statistics from the middle of last year showed that one third of practicing Christians had given up 
on church during COVID. They just stopped attending altogether. And that was in July. Since then, 
churches have watched their online viewership drop even further, ours included. As a pastor, these are 
terrifying statistics. It’s partly why we’re starting the year with a strong encouragement to keep going! 
Not to give up meeting! Not to give up on God! 

Because even though this season is difficult, I know God will bring us through it if we keep drawing close 
to him. Meeting together physically might not be possible under current restrictions, but that shouldn’t 
stop us encouraging one another in different ways. There are many ways to stoke the coals and keep the 
flames alive, even when we’re separated. 

And I think the Apostle Paul provides the supreme example of this. At a time without cars, without 
telephones, without the internet, Paul was able to encourage thousands of Christians across the Roman 
Empire, many who had never even met him, just through the communication methods that were 
available to him. As he prayed for them, as he wrote letters, as he sent them other pastors in his place, 
as he kept reminding them of spiritual truths, Paul encouraged the churches even when he couldn’t be 
there in person.  

In fact, ‘encouraging’ is one of the Apostle’s favorite words. In our NIV Bible we see the original Greek 
word for encouraging translated as: urging, appealing, exhorting, imploring, pleading and insisting upon. 
There is something very active about encouragement. It is a spiritual gift, says Paul in Romans 12:8. But 
Hebrews 10:25 reminds us that it is something that we are all called to do. 

And unlike the Apostle, it is so much easier for us to encourage others. We can pick up the phone. We 
can get in the car. With the push of a button we can share scriptures, sermon videos and sermon audio, 



we can share Bible reading plans and articles and audiobooks. With technology that most of us carry in 
our pockets, we can make video calls and join meetings virtually. We might not be able to meet 
physically, but we can continue ‘meeting’ and encouraging one another in so many other ways. It just 
takes creativity, and a mindset shift.  

There is an excellent book called A Good Old Age – An A to Z of loving and following the Lord Jesus in 
later years by Derek Prime. The author is clearly an encourager, but he’s had to adapt with his own 
physical limitations. 

This excerpt is from the chapter ‘E is for Encouragement’… (p45) 

“Not all of us are at home with contemporary technology, but most of us can write letters or 
make phone calls. Why not reserve one evening a week for people you know who will be 
encouraged by a phone call and a prayer together? 

“If the thought comes to you of someone who may be lonely or discouraged, who might 
appreciate a phone call, or a letter, or an invitation to come and have a tea or coffee, do it! […] 

“At other times we may need to adapt our methods. As I get older I am not physically able to 
visit people, yet many of them are physically able to visit me – if I invite them. I can’t easily cook 
them a meal, but I can put the kettle on. 

“Everyone – great or small – needs encouragement at times in life, but sadly some are never or 
seldom given it. […] Even the strongest Christians we know need timely encouragement.” 

We all need encouragement. That’s why we need to keep meeting up with other Christians, and keep 
reminding one another of the gospel, keep praying for one another, keep spurring one another on, keep 
picking each other up and carrying one another along so that noone is left behind. 

Because the day is coming.  

The writer to the Hebrews puts it like this: 

24 And let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds, 25 not 
giving up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but encouraging one another—
and all the more as you see the Day approaching. (Hebrews 10:24-25) 

The Day is coming. The Day when Jesus returns, or the day when he calls us home. Either way, we need 
to encourage one another all the more as we see that day approaching. Because we don’t want to put 
off faith until later. We don’t want to put God on the backburner because we have more important 
things to do in life. We don’t want to postpone thinking about God until it’s convenient. Because the Day 
is approaching, and none of us knows when that day will come.  

Jesus warns us to be ready for that day: 



36 “But about that day or hour no one knows, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but 
only the Father. […] 42 “Therefore keep watch, because you do not know on what day your Lord 
will come. […] 44 So you also must be ready, because the Son of Man will come at an hour when 
you do not expect him. (Matthew 24:36, 42, 44) 

It’s one of my jobs as your pastor to encourage you – to urge and appeal and insist and implore you to 
take heed of this word. It’s not meant to frighten you. But to cause you to consider carefully where you 
stand with God, where you stand with Jesus, and where you put your life’s hope. 

Because as Christians, we can have absolute certainty about what will happen on that day when Jesus 
returns, or calls us home. That’s what our Hebrews passage has been telling us. You can approach God 
with complete confidence on that day, if you choose Jesus in this lifetime. It’s as simple as that. 

I’m here to encourage you in that truth. We’re here to encourage one another in that truth. And 
sometimes our life experiences can be an encouragement to others. The author of A Good Old Age 
writes about sharing his experience of bereavement, even with people he doesn’t know very well. 
Perhaps that’s an experience in your life that God could use to encourage someone else. 

PAUSE 

Well that brings us to the end of our Draw Near – 21 Days of Focus Series. I pray that you’ve been 
challenged over the last 21 days, spurred on and encouraged in your faith. But I also pray that it has 
been the start of something new for you, bringing a new focus for 2021 and a new zeal to draw near to 
God through Jesus. 

And as the series comes to a close, I don’t want to let the moment pass us by without thinking about 
what the next step in faith is for you. 

- Prayer Meeting – a chance to meet and see one another face to face on screen, and to share a 
meal together in remembrance of our salvation. At the prayer meeting, we’ll also take time to 
share ways we’ve drawn near to God and how we can keep encouraging one another. 

- Bible Study – starting the following week, studying the next section of Matthew’s gospel 
(chapters 8-12)  

- Explore Group – for those wanting to find out more about Jesus and the message of Christianity. 
Starting soon… 

- A chance to lead your family in next steps, with Kids Church starting next week. Get in contact 
with us to get your activity pack… 

These are all ways of drawing near to God. And drawing near to one another, encouraging one another, 
and finding ways to grow one another in faith. Ways to build relationships and strengthen our church 
family. We’ll be thinking more about what church means later in the year, but for now, why not just sign 
up and turn up and see where God takes you in 2021. 

Shall we pray? 


