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Adelina Domingues died a few years ago in San Diego. What made her death especially noteworthy is that, according to the Guinness Book of Records, she was the oldest living American.  At 114 years of age, she outlived all of her children and some of her grandchildren.  When she was asked the secret of her longevity, the Associated Press reports she gave all the credit to God.  Here’s what she said: “I knew God had a purpose for my life.”  I hope you know what Adelina Domingues knew.  I hope you know that God has a purpose for your life.  You are no accident.  Whether or not your parents planned to have you precisely when they had you, you can be sure that God planned for you to be born precisely when you were born.  God made you for a purpose.

Last week we looked at God’s first purpose for our lives – God planned you for his pleasure.  God created you to love you and to enjoy you, and it is his passionate desire that you will love him and enjoy him in return.  God planned you for his pleasure, and the way we bring God pleasure is to give God our worship.  When we worship God, we said, we give God three things – we give God our attention (“Love God with all your mind”); we give God our affection (“Love God with all your heart and soul”); and we give God our abilities (“Love God with all your strength”).  God planned you for His pleasure, and the way we bring God pleasure is to worship him.

 Today we’re going to look at the second purpose God has for our lives, which is this – You were formed for God's family.   In Ephesians 1: 5 the Bible says, “His unchanging plan has always been to adopt us into his own family by bringing us to himself through Jesus Christ.”   The entire Bible, this entire book, is the story of God building a family.  God is building a family for himself that is going to last not just here on earth, but forever and ever in eternity.  You were formed for God’s family.  

Last week we used the word “worship” to summarize the first purpose of our lives.  The word we use to summarize our second purpose is the word “fellowship.”  Now let’s see if we can give that word some meaning.  Some of us who have grown up in the church have heard that word so often it’s entirely lost its meaning, while for some of you it might be a new word.  Here’s what some of us think fellowship means.  After this service is over, there will be a couple of guys out on the patio, and they will be talking and one of them will say, “Hey, how about those Sharks?”  And his friend will say, “Yeah, I know what you mean.”  Then the first guy will ask, “So how are you doing?”  And his friend will reply, “OK, I guess.  How about you?”  “Oh, I’m doing OK myself.  Well, see you next Sunday.”  And his friend will reply, “Great fellowshipping with you!” Now, did those two guys just fellowship?  No!  They just passed the time until their wives got done talking.  That’s not fellowship.  Fellowship, as we will see this morning, is far more than that.  In the end, we will learn that fellowship is loving God’s family as much as God loves his family.  The Bible says this in 1 John 4:21 – “Whoever loves God must also love his brother."  

So how do we do that?  Well, first we need to understand something very important about the church.  We need to know that the church is not a building; it is not an institution; it is not an organization; it is not a club.  It is a family.  Most of us say, “Well, I’m going to go to church,” as if church is a place you go to.  But that’s not entirely right, according to the Bible.  Church is not a place you go to.  Church is a family you belong to.  In God’s family there are four levels of fellowship that we’re going to look at this morning.  


Membership: Choosing To Belong

The first level of fellowship is membership.  Membership involves a choice.  Membership means that you choose to belong, that you find a church family and you choose to get connected to it.  Look at what the Bible has to say in Ephesians 2:19 –   “You are members of God’s very own family and you belong in God’s household with every other Christian.”  You belong.  The Christian life is not just a matter of believing.  It is matter of belonging, and you and I must choose to belong.  Fellowship begins by making a choice to belong.  

When you were born, you automatically became a part of the human race.  But you have to choose to belong to the family of God, the church.  It is a choice, a membership choice.  You might hear some people say, “Well, I’m a Christian, but I don't want to belong to any church.”  That just doesn't make sense.  The church is where you live out what it means to be a Christian.  That’s like saying, “I’m a football player, but I don’t want to be a part of any team.” A football player without a team is a trick or treater, nothing more.  It’s like saying, “I’m a drummer, but I don’t want to be a part of any band.” A drummer without a band is just annoying.  Just as a band is where you live out what it means to be a drummer, a church is where you live out what it means to be a Christian. 

This next week in the “Purpose Driven Life” book we're going to be reading together six reasons why you need to be a part of a church family.  We will discover how the church meets our needs and how God designed you to meet other people’s needs in the church.  Notice what the Bible tells us in Romans 12:5, “So in Christ we who are many form one Body, and each member belongs to all the others.”  We don’t belong to ourselves alone; we belong, as Christians, to each other.

Now, I know the word “membership” is a bit of a foreign concept to some of us.  But did you know that this word originally was a Christian word?  It came right out of these verses in the Bible.  I know that today it is used for being a member of every kind of club and signing up for this and joining that (health club, book club, Safeway, etc.).  But originally the concept came from Paul’s teaching in the Bible about being a member of the Body of Christ.  The Bible compares being a member of the church to being a member of the human body.  Just like your hand is a member of your body, that’s how closely connected Christians are to be to each other. This isn’t about being a part of some silly club or getting 10 books for a dollar.  This is about belonging to each other, making the choice to belong to a family.  

Church leaders from around the world tell us that it is only in America that we have what we could call “floating believers,” people who go from church to church to church.  Christians in the rest of the world, where the Church is growing far faster than it is here, understand this truth – if we want to grow in our walk with God, and if we want to see God at work in our lives, we have got to commit to a local church.  

The Bible calls the church the “Body of Christ.”  Would you ever say this to your wife – “I love you, but I just can’t stand your body.”  If you ever do say that, I imagine you will only say it once. The church is Jesus’ body.  If you love Jesus, you will love his body.  Becoming a follower of Jesus means not only that you commit yourself to Jesus, but also that you commit yourself to his body, to the church. 


Friendship: Learning To Share

The first level of fellowship is membership – choosing to belong.  The second level of fellowship is a little bit deeper, when you go a little further into the family of God, and this is learning to share.  We might call this “the friendship level.”  

The Bible tells us that we were made for relationships.  We were made for each other.  Life is not a solo act.  Some of us are slow to admit it, but the truth is that we need good friends.  The Bible says this about the early church in Acts 2:44. “All the believers met together constantly and shared everything with each other.”  Notice two thing – first, you can’t develop friendships without meeting together.  And second, you can’t develop friendships without sharing.  Do you ever see some people that have really deep friendships, long-term friendships, 20, 30 years, something like that.  And you think, “Wow, how lucky.”  But it’s not luck at all, is it?  It’s a choice. You choose to develop friendships by making time for them.  

The reason some of us are lonely isn’t because people don’t like us.  It’s because we don’t make time for friendships. We are too busy doing other things.  And until we commit to making fellowship a priority in life, we’re not going to develop any deep friends. They don’t just happen. They happen because you choose to make the time for them. It is not luck. Friendship is a choice. 

And you can’t develop friendships without sharing. The Bible says the first Christians “shared everything.”  So what are we supposed to share?  Well, the Bible is full of instructions on things we’re to share as Christians with each other.  Let me just mention three.  First, the Bible says we’re to share our experiences.  The Bible says people learn from each other “just as iron sharpens iron.”  The Bible says this in Proverbs 13:20 – “He who walks with the wise grows wise.”  Do you know why it’s wise to learn from the experiences of other people?  Because you don’t have time to make all the mistakes yourself.  If everything you learn in life you learn personally by trial and error, you’re going to go through a lot of problems unnecessarily and about the time you figure it all out, you’re dead!  You don’t have enough time to learn everything on your own. So God says you can short-circuit that process and learn a lot more quickly if you learn from the experiences of others.  Nobody knows everything.  We’re all ignorant, just on different subjects.  So we’re to share our experience with others. 

Second, the Bible says we’re to share our homes. The Bible says in 1 Peter 4:9, “Offer hospitality to one another without grumbling.”  Some have paraphrased that verse with these words – “Open up your homes to each other.”  It doesn't say open up your homes to each other if they are really nice ones.  It doesn’t say open up your homes to each other when they’re clean.  It doesn’t say open up your homes to each other when you’ve finished decorating.  It simply says, “Open up your homes to each other.”  So why are we to share our homes?   Because you can’t fellowship in a crowd. You can only fellowship in a small group.  For the most part, we’re not going to do any fellowshipping here today.  It is impossible to fellowship sitting in rows listening to one person talk.  We can worship here together. We can celebrate together. We can learn together.  But no significant fellowship will take place in this service. You’re going to walk out of here not knowing anybody better than you do right now. Fellowship only takes place in small groups. And that’s why the Bible says open up your homes to each other. That’s where you really get to know people.  Did you know in the first 300 years of Christianity, there were no church buildings? All church meetings were held in homes – all of them.  And that, by the way, was the fastest period of growth for the church. 

One of the reasons we keep saying, “Go get in a small group” is because that’s a biblical principle. Christians are supposed to meet in homes. An article came out recently documenting what many of us already know about why the sense of community is not very strong in suburban areas.  One of the major culprits, this article said, is automatic garage door openers.  Before there were garages – and that was before World War 2 – people had to park outside and walk across a big lawn.  Now you can drive out of your garage and come back to your garage and never see your neighbors. So that’s why the Bible says, “Open up your homes.”  Make it a priority to share your home and your lives with your friends.

Third, not only do we share our experiences and our homes, the Bible says – No. 3, we’re to share our problems. We’re not meant to face our problems alone. The Bible says share each other’s troubles and problems.  When you share a joy, it is doubled; and when you share a problem, it is cut in half.  Now please understand that you don’t have to fix everybody’s problem. God doesn’t require us to do that.  But we are to share our problems and to offer sympathy and encouragement and hopefully some wisdom. 

And you’re never going to go to this second level of fellowship until you get into a small group. That’s why the Bible says this in Hebrews 10:25, “Let us not give up the habit of meeting together. Instead, let us encourage one another.”  I hope you’ll never give up this habit that some of you are starting for the first time in the 40 Days campaign, because you’re always going to need the support and encouragement that you can only get in a small group. 

Now, some of you tried a group and to be honest with you, you didn’t feel like you really fit.  So what do you do?  Just try another one!  Don’t give up.  Maybe you just found a dorky group, or at least a group that is dorky by your standards and interests.  So get in one that suits you better.  But don’t just give up.  Think of it this way.  Suppose this week you tried a new restaurant and it was pathetic.  And suppose eating out is something very dear to your heart.  But the food wasn’t very good and the service was poor and it cost too much.  So after trying this new restaurant and finding that it didn’t work, what are you going to do?  Are you going to say, “That’s it, I’ve decided I am never eating out again!”  That would be silly, wouldn’t it?   Did you ever test drive a car and after the test drive say, “Man, I would never buy that car!  It’s sluggish and awkward, and I really don’t like the color.”  But you didn’t say, “That’s it, I’m never driving a car again!  That was such a pathetic test drive that I’m giving up cars completely!”  Of course not.  So if you got in a group and say, “I don’t fit with these people,” that’s okay.  We give you permission to try another group.  You are not stuck.  You just need to find the right place. And if you’re not in a group, it is not too late yet.  Just check out our small group bulletin board in the lobby.  

Partnership: Doing My Part  

The third level of fellowship is partnership. Partnership is doing my part. Partnership is realizing I’ve got a contribution to make, that the family of God needs me. God did not bring you to Cornerstone to sit and soak in some spiritual spa.  That’s not why you’re here.  He brought you here to serve.  He wants to make a difference in our lives through your life. 

Think of it this way.  In every family, there are family responsibilities.  Someone has to clean the bathrooms.  Someone does the laundry.  Someone walks the dogs.  Someone buys the groceries.  Everyone has to make their own bed and clean up their own room.  That’s part of being a family.  This is a Christian family, God's family.  And every one of us has a part. You see, it is great to share your heart; that’s level two. But it is even greater to do your part. That is what level three is all about. 

Listen to what the Bible says in 1 Corinthians 3:9. “We are partners working together for God.”  In Greek, the language the New Testament was originally written in, the Greek word for “fellowship” is often translated “partnership.”  That’s how close these two words are.  You ever want to be part of a great team, something that just did something great?  Maybe you had a dream of being a part of a team that went to the Super Bowl or won the World Series. Did you know that you’re part of the greatest team there ever was when you’re part of the church?  After all, what we do is going to last forever. Ever want to be a partner in a great business that went to the top of the Fortune 500?  In the church, we are part of the greatest enterprise that’s ever existed.  We get to be part of God’s plan for the universe. That’s what it is all about, when we cooperate and participate together in the family of God. 

But in order to be a part, you’ve got to find your niche; you have got to find out where you fit.  The Bible tells us we all have a niche. Look at what Ephesians 4:16 says: “The whole body is fitted together perfectly.  As each part does its own special work, it helps the other parts grow, so that the whole Body is healthy and growing and full of love.”  We are each a part of God’s body, and we each have a part to play. 

Mother Teresa spent her life working with the poorest of the poor in Calcutta, India. And she was once asked, “How do you handle all the death and disease on a daily basis? How do you do the tough things when it comes to serving?” And her answer was – “Every person I bathe, every person I bandage, I imagine seeing the face of Jesus and I do it for him.” That’s the attitude that’s behind this.  It’s the attitude of Matthew 25:40 where Jesus said, “Just as you did it to one of the least of these who are members of my family, you did it to me.”  So I encourage you to make this practical this week and look for a need in your group to meet this next week, or maybe a need you can meet together as a group.  Make it your aim to be more than a small group participant; be a small group partner.


Kinship: Loving Believers Like Family
Finally, the deepest level of fellowship in the family of God is what we might call “kinship.”  Kinship is an old term, I realize.  We don’t use it much anymore.  Kinship literally means your closest relationships.  For example, when you are in an accident, the people helping you want to notify the next-of-kin, which doesn’t mean find just any old person in the family no matter where they are.  It means you find the person they care about most, the person who is closest to them, the one they hold most dearly, you go get that person and you bring them here right now because they are kin. 

The Bible says that’s the kind of attitude we should have.  Kinship is loving other believers like you love your closest family. You’re completely committed to them.  Romans 12:10 Bible says, “Be devoted to one another in brotherly love.”  This is the deepest level of fellowship – being as committed to each other as we are to Jesus Christ. That is kinship.  Many of us know John 3:16 – “For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.”  But very few of us, I imagine, know 1 John 3:16, which is nearly as important as John 3:16.  “We know what real love is because Christ gave up his life for us. And we ought to give up our lives for our Christian brothers and sisters.”  This is the deepest level of fellowship – sacrificing for each other. It’s the kind of love Jesus Christ had for you.  He died for you. 

If you’ve had a chance to read much of the Bible, you might have come across the phrase “the fellowship of suffering.” If you have seen that phrase, you might have thought, “That’s one kind of fellowship I could do without.”  Here in America we Christians know relatively little about this kind of fellowship.  But overseas a lot of Christians know about this kind of fellowship quite personally.  Did you know that all around the world, millions of Christians each year lose their lives just for being believers?  Over ten million Christians die every year, mostly in either communist or Muslim countries, simply for being Christians. People take 1 John 3:16 very literally in many places. They are laying down their lives for each other, as brothers and sisters in the family of God. 
Life is about relationships.  If we miss this, we have missed the purpose of life.  Life is not about accomplishments; it is about relationships.  You were put on this earth first to know God and love him, and second to know his family and love them, because that’s who we’re spending eternity with.  As a pastor, I have been at the bedside of a number of people as they were dying.  I have never once had anybody say as their last request, “Bring me my diplomas. I want them close to me.” Nobody says, “Bring me my Giants’ hat” or “Bring me my Sharks’ jersey.”  It is in those final moments they talk about what matters most, and they say “Bring me my family, bring me my friends.” One day you’re going to figure out that what really matters in life is your relationship with God and your relationships with family and friends. I hope it doesn’t take that long. I hope you don’t discover that at the last moment of your life. I hope you discover it now and begin to fellowship as God intended for us, because life is all about relationships. 

By the way, have you ever wondered if you were really a Christian?  How do you really know for sure if you’re in God's family?  Let me read you three verses that will test if you’re really a Christian or not. 1 John 3:10 says, “Anyone who does not love other Christians does not belong to God.”  1 John 3:14 says, “But if we love our Christian brothers, it proves that we have passed from death to eternal life.”  1 John 4:20 says, “Those who do not love their brothers and sisters, whom they have seen, cannot love God, whom they have never seen.”  That’s the proof.  

So let me ask you a couple of questions.  Which of these levels of fellowship are you at?  Have you even made it to the first one, choosing to belong?  Are you still floating around from church to church?  You need to choose a church.  Take the Discovering Cornerstone class next Sunday and decide if this is the church family you want to belong to.  That’s the most basic level.  Then you need to learn to share. And where do you do that?  In a small group.  Then you need to not just share your heart, you need to do your part. That’s partnership.  Find your niche.  Find your place to give back, to make a contribution.  If you’re in the family of God, you have some family responsibilities.  God expects you to do your part in the family.  Then you move to this deepest level.  Are there any other believers that know you are devoted to them, who know you’re going to be there for them in their crisis?  And an even more basic question, the question you want to be sure you get right, is this: “Are you a part of the family of God?”  You say, “Well, isn’t everybody a part of the family of God?”  No. Everybody is created by God, but not everybody is a child of God.  You have to choose to be a part of God’s family.  And you can do that today, right here and right now as we pray.
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