Josh Gordon
Getting More of Out of Fellowship
8/13/06


Philippians 2:3-7

3Do nothing from selfishness or empty conceit, but with humility of mind regard one another as more important than yourselves; 4do not merely look out for your own personal interests, but also for the interests of others. 5Have this attitude in yourselves which was also in Christ Jesus, 6who, although He existed in the form of God, did not regard equality with God a thing to be grasped, 7but emptied Himself, taking the form of a bond-servant, and being made in the likeness of men.
Here, Paul writes that Christians are supposed to mimic the attitude of Jesus the Christ.  We are supposed to regard ourselves as bond-servants of Christ.  Many Christians in the world today have forgotten why they became Christians – sure, they realize that their confession of faith and baptism for the forgiveness of sin grants them an eternity with God – but they’ve forgotten the passion they once had about their faith.  They’ve forgotten that the only reason why they have attained eternal life is because of the courage of a man who died on the cross two thousand years ago.

This morning, I want to start a series of lessons on Getting More out of your Christianity.  Being a bond-servant of Christ doesn’t just have the benefit of salvation.  If you allow yourself, you can reap so much more out of your Christianity, and that’s what these lessons are aimed at doing.
What I’d like to study this morning is getting more out of the assembly.  
If you think back to all the Christians you’ve known at all the different congregations you’ve attended, I’m sure you can think of one or two who would sit in the pews with a disinterested or bored look on their face – someone who just didn’t seem glad to be at services.  Often times, these are the people who would slip into worship service a few minutes before it started and were the first ones out the door after it was done.  If you can pick out some people like that, then let me say that the visitors notice this too.  Not only is it a poor reflection on the person that isn’t happy to be there, but it reflects on the congregation as well.
Seeing people like that often makes me wonder.  Do they not enjoy assembling with their brothers and sisters?  Do they only attend services because it’s commanded of them?  David, a man after God’s own heart, was glad when asked to the house of the Lord, Psalms 122:1 says.  That should be the attitude of every Christian.  We should look forward to every opportunity we have to meet here.

The Bible shows us that assembling is an important duty.  Turn with me if you will to Hebrews 10:24-25:
24and let us consider how to stimulate one another to love and good deeds, 25not forsaking our own assembling together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another; and all the more as you see the day drawing near.
We see here that, not only do we worship God when we come together, but we also exhort another, or stimulate one another to love and good deeds.  Meeting together is an important element in our mutual edification.  What’s more, assembling helps keep us saved.  
Turn back just a few pages to Hebrews 3:12-14.
12Take care, brethren, that there not be in any one of you an evil, unbelieving heart that falls away from the living God. 13But encourage one another day after day, as long as it is still called “Today,” so that none of you will be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin.
The author writes here that we are to encourage each other day after day so that we are not hardened by the deceitfulness of sin.  Sure, today we have phones and email, but meeting with our brothers and sisters is no less important.
One of the first symptoms of a brother or sister beginning the slide away from Christ is irregular attendance at worship services and Bible studies.  You miss a Sunday here, or a couple of Wednesdays along the way, and all of a sudden, attending services isn’t important.  You start to miss a few more, and the next thing you know, you’re not going at all.  That’s when the spiral starts to pick up because you don’t have your brothers and sisters there fighting for you.  Once you’re to that point, it’s hard to fight your way back.  I know, because I’ve been the guy coming in just before services started and leaving just after they ended.  I’ve been the guy with the disinterested look on my face.  I know exactly what that’s like, and it makes me wonder all the more why there are brothers and sisters out there who choose that because I remember what I felt like.  I was miserable.
What helped me then, and what will help you if you’re ever to a place like that in your Christian walk, is to remember why you attend.  To think, “I don’t want to go because I don’t get anything out of it,” is a selfish attitude.  You’re not attending services for you alone!  You’re also there for your brothers and sisters, and you’re there for the Lord.

Now, whether you’re someone who doesn’t put attending three Bible studies and one worship service every week, let alone all the other gatherings we have high on your list of priorities, or if you’re someone who counts the hours until the next function, let’s look at some ways we can get more out of our assemblies.

First of all, preparation makes a difference, just like with any endeavor in life.  If you’re someone who doesn’t get much out of attending, think of some things you can do to make being here more edifying.  Maybe that thing is greeting visitors.  Maybe it’s taking notes on the sermon.  Maybe it’s singing at the top of your lungs.  Find ways to make yourself want to be here.  Part of the preparation for the assembly is arranging your schedule so you have enough time to get here 10-15 minutes early.  It’s discouraging, especially to visitors, to walk into a scheduled assembly 5-10 minutes before it starts and wonder if services were cancelled because no one is there.
Besides preparation, a second way to get more out of the assembly is to think about those people who are there.  Remember what services you offer them.  This is a time of encouragement and exhortation with your brothers and sisters in Christ.  If they have problems, we should help them carry that burden.  If they have good news, we should jump for joy along with them.
We should also remember our visitors.  First impressions and judgments about a person or a group of people are made within 5 minutes.  That means that most visitors who walk in the door have already decided whether they’ll come back before services even start.  That’s a sobering thought.

On top of that, spiritually minded visitors, those looking for a congregation to worship with, are asking themselves questions like, “Are these people really disciples of Jesus?  Do they truly have God among them?  Do they worship in spirit and truth?”  Studies have been done in secular settings.  For a newcomer to feel comfortable in nearly any situation, they must make personal connections with at least 3 people to feel accepted.  If they don’t, they are likely to not return to that situation.  The more people that meet and make visitors feel welcome, the more likely it is that that person will return.
As a final note on visitors, let’s look at Hebrews 13:2.

2Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for by this some have entertained angels without knowing it.
Another way you can get more out of assemblies is to engage yourself in the service or study.  Worshipping God is not a spectator sport!  It requires active participation.  While 1 Corinthians 14:34 tells us that women are to remain silent and not speak during the assembly, everyone is commanded to sing songs, as Paul wrote in Ephesians 5:19 and Colossians 3:16.  We can also all engage ourselves by listening and paying attention.  This is never a popular suggestion, but another way to engage yourself in the service is to sit towards the front.  You’ll get more out of the singing because the majority of the singing is directed towards you and you’ll be able to better concentrate on everything said at the front.  I know we can’t all sit up front, but there are always plenty of chairs up here that are empty.

The last, and most important, way to get more out of the assembly is by attending.  I once heard a preacher say “The more you go, the more you grow.”  This is true in terms of physical exercise.  Why would it be any different for spiritual exercise?  Asking “How often do I have to come?” is indicative of spiritual immaturity.  It is selfish and shows a lack of love for Christ and your brothers and sisters.  There is a direct correlation between how often you meet with your brothers and sisters and the depth of your spiritual maturity.
I have never known a truly happy Christian who only assembled with the saints on Sunday morning when they had opportunity to do so more often than that.  On the other side of the coin, some of the happiest Christians I’ve known were the ones who didn’t have the opportunity to fellowship and get together with their brothers and sisters but once or twice a week but were thrilled to be there when they could.

As this congregation strives to grow, keep this in mind.  Visitors, whether they are Christian or not, can tell if the people they are worshipping with want to be there or not.  If the people don’t want to be there, neither do the visitors.  It’s a choice that each and every one of us has to make before they arrive here for an assembly or bible study.  Are we happy to be here, or are we just going through the motions?

Having said that, let me say that I have never worshipped with a more welcoming and caring group of people.  Most of the people here don’t need to be reminded to be at services and other gatherings.  But we can all get more out of the assembly.
While this wasn’t a lesson to convict and convert, I’d like to extend an invitation to those of you who are not yet Christians.  If you’d like to be a part of something wonderful, we stand ready to baptize you this morning.  If you’re already a member of the body of Christ and you have something to bring before us, please do so as we stand and sing.
