Unity in Community part 2
We started last week to look at the final point of our vision statement for 2025. That point was Unity in Community
We have talked already about unity being the concept of abiding together and that unity does not mean conformity.
Today we identify two actions involving unity:  empowering one another and encouraging one another
Empowering one another
First of all, we acknowledge that we are empowered by God.
We are empowered by the Holy Spirit, motivated by the love of Jesus and guided by the commands of God.[footnoteRef:1] As he did with the first believers, God empowers us with his Spirit.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  Jason Hood Imitating God in Christ 111]  [2:  Larry Shallenberger Divine Intention: How God's Work in the Early Church Empowers Us Today   Highlight Loc. 2397-2403] 

Throughout the Bible, God’s Spirit empowers God’s people to live righteously and minister to others. Scripture often portrays this empowerment in dramatic ways, such as prophecy or miracles. Other times, the Spirit simply empowers God’s people to live their daily lives in a new way, with a new identity that honours God. 
God’s Spirit transforms His people to share His moral character and empowers us to fulfil His purposes.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Keener, C. (2016). “Holy Spirit”. In The Lexham Bible Dictionary.] 

Isa 40:29-31He gives power to the faint and strengthens the powerless. Even youths will faint and be weary, and the young will fall exhausted; but those who wait for the Lord shall renew their strength, they shall mount up with wings like eagles, they shall run and not be weary, they shall walk and not faint. 
And because we are empowered by God, it behoves us to empower each other:
As followers of Christ, we share a esponsibility to uplift and empower one another. 
In the church, our experiences, gifts, and encouragement can significantly impact those around us. The Bible encourages us to actively seek ways to motivate each other to love and engage in good deeds. 
Through empowerment, we not only reflect God’s love but also demonstrate unity in our purpose as His followers. 
Empowering each other allows us to make our collective journey stronger. Together, we are called to make a difference, to build each other up and to spur each other onward in our faith.
Last week I mentioned that it seems that the values of the world have invaded the church – back biting, putting people down in order to elevate ourselves, one upmanship.  But a writer on healthy churches wrote: Healthy congregations focus on the healing resources, not the disease process. A focus on disease, pathology and weakness only cripples its efforts. The focus on strength, options and resources empowers.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Peter L Steinke Healthy Congregations: a systems approach 35] 

In social work, you can operate from one of 2 models. One is a deficit model (which looks at what clients lack or are unable to do – their deficiencies), the other is the strength-based model which looks at what the client can do and empower people to be the best of what they are with what they have.  Karlene as a social worker adopts the strength-based model, and actually I think we need to do so as well.
I can teach skills but I cannot teach passion. Passion is what we empower in people to help them believe that all things are possible in Christ, that their dreams can become reality, and they are not limited by what the world defines as capability.
Another wise person identified that the ministry teams most effective for ministry in the 21st century will be teams that are covenanting, visionary, culture creating, collaborative, trusting, empowering and learning[footnoteRef:5] [5:  George Cladis Leading the Team Based Church  31] 

Notice one of the keys of an effective church is that it empowers people.
Even Bill Gates in the secular world writes: As we look ahead into the next century, leaders will be those who empower others.
We can teach people, coach, mentor and grow them to Christian maturity, cast vision into their lives, empower and release them.[footnoteRef:6] That is what discipleship is all about. [6:  Gordon Miller “How to grow great disciples” Daystar December 2007 23  ] 

What stops us from empowering others?
There is a concept called a Glass Ceiling, coined in 1978, which identifies that there is an invisible barrier which stops people progressing up the managerial food chain.  It says I will help you to grow as long as you don’t grow past me.
It takes Christian courage to help someone advance past their own position, to become greater than us as their teacher or mentor
I have a friend who was a pastor of a church in Tauranga, who felt he was getting near to the end of his ministry, so he found a young man with potential to be a church leader and encouraged him. Not only encouraged him but empowered him. The church employed the young man on an 80/20 basis – the pastor dropped to 80% of the work and salary, the young man paid 20% of the pastor salary and role, then the next year the ratio changed to 60/40 until finally the young man became 100% and my friend stepped away from the role.  That takes courage. That is a model of empowering – when we allow someone to become greater than ourselves. He became less so that someone could prosper.
In John 3:30 John the Baptist, who was calling people to repentance and baptising them,  baptised Jesus into ministry. John was the elder statesman, he was 6 months older than Jesus, and had a flourishing ministry before Jesus, yet John said: He must become greater and greater, and I must become less and less. (NLT)
I will not be here forever, and nor will our Elders or ministry leaders be in their roles forever, so it is important that we grow an understudy and help them to grow in skills and confidence empowering them to grow the ministry greater than we can.
We need to be asking people what would you like to do for God and how can we help you to achieve that.  
Think of the relationship between the prophets Elijah and Elisha. It was one of mentorship and prophetic partnership in the Old Testament. Elijah was a prominent prophet who mentored Elisha, who became his successor. Elisha was dedicated to his calling, remaining with Elijah through difficult times, and even requested a double portion of Elijah's spirit, suggesting his desire for greater wisdom and understanding. 
Who is your Elisha to your Elijah? Who are you empowering to be greater than you?
Leadership is about empowering others to achieve things they did not think possible -Simon Sinek
I hope that when you think of this church, you think of us as a permission giving church – looking at how we can help people achieve their God dreams, rather than looking at why they cannot do thing or whether they are equipped to do anything. Our role is to encourage you to try, and to provide all the support we can to make your dream become a reality, to praise God.
We are empowered by God, we need to empower others around us.
Which leads on to the other action:
Encouraging one another
Encouragement is a powerful tool that can uplift hearts, provide strength and hope. 
We in the church serve to mutually benefit others as we build one another up and hold one another accountable to obey God.
1 Thess 5:11 Encourage one another and build up each other, as indeed you are doing.
Our encouraging others comes from our love for one another.
The Lord told Moses to encourage Joshua, the leader who would take the Israelites into the Promised Land: "Joshua the son of Nun, who stands before you, he shall enter. Encourage him, for he shall cause Israel to inherit it" (Deuteronomy 1:38).
The Bible highlights the importance of encouragement in our lives and the way it can inspire others to keep pressing on in their faith journeys. It’s not just about speaking kind words; it’s about being present and being a source of positivity, which helps us all feel valued and seen. When we encourage others, we are showing the love of Christ in action.
When we take the time to encourage our friends, family, and community members, we remind them that they are not alone. 
Rom 14:19 Let us then pursue what makes for peace and for mutual upbuilding.


In the New Testament, is a man called Barnabas. His real name was Joseph, but the apostles nicknamed him Barnabas, meaning “son of encouragement,” because he loved to encourage others. He was a key person in the history of the early Christian church and is mentioned 23 times in Acts and 5 times in the letters of Paul. He was characterized by his generous disposition and keenness to discern the spiritual potentialities of others.
Barnabas encouraged, accompanied and assisted Paul following his conversion and recommended him to the Apostles (Acts 9:26-28).
I wonder who here would have a title of son of encouragement? I can think of a few, but I will not embarrass them by identifying them.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4p5286T_kn0
Be an encourager. Be a Mr Jensen.
Heb 10:24–25 And let us consider how to provoke one another to love and good deeds, not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another, and all the more as you see the Day approaching.
Love lifts, enkindles, cheers, encourages[footnoteRef:7] [7:  C F Dempster Finding Men for Christ, 69] 

2 Corinthians 13:11 Rejoice. Aim for restoration, comfort one another, agree with one another, live in peace; and the God of love and peace will be with you.
Turning the church into a slick performance and efficient organisation without love does not cut the mustard. We can be the slickest organisation, with perfection in music and preaching and church management but without love, we are nothing.
1 Corinthians 13:1 If I speak in the tongues of men or of angels, but do not have love, I am only a resounding gong or a clanging cymbal.
The truth is that a church program never changed a life. Only God does that. Unless God initiates them Church ministries are nothing more than busywork. But as people see God at work around them and as they are encouraged to join him, they will enthusiastically participate in those activities they sense God is orchestrating.[footnoteRef:8]  [8:  Richard and Henry Blackaby Spiritual Leadership: Moving People on to God's Agenda  111] 

Dwell on these questions during the week:
How have you experienced the power of encouragement in your own life, and what impact did it have on your faith?
What are some practical ways believers in the church can intentionally encourage others who are struggling or growing in faith?
Lord, reveal to us how to encourage one another with the truth of Your love, grace and mercy that bless us all. Forgive us for the times when we belittle and judge each other, for those moments when malice or envy is our motivator. Replace those attitudes and insecurities with a love for You that spills over into a desire to support and encourage others. And, Lord, as we become encouragers to one another, we pray that we will be a shining light in this world. Amen.”[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Rowland Forman The Lost Art of Lingering: Mutual Mentoring for Life Transformation  Loc. 571-76  ] 

What have we learned over the past 2 weeks about unity in community?
The church is a community created, sustained and inspired by the Holy Spirit. 
We can make a difference in the world by being united when the world around us is exploding.
We can be a place of safety and growth as we abide with each other, empower each other and encourage each other.
