LET’S ENCOURAGE ONE ANOTHER!
Fellowship

*This is an excerpt from “How To Do A Purpose Driven Evening Service.”

In the old days there was a little mission in the lower part of Manhattan in New York City.  A poor, little Irish boy started attending that mission and it is said that he got a great deal out of it.  By and by, though, his folks make a little more money and they moved to a new place.  They said, “Now, Patsy, you must attend one of the more stylish churches,” and so they enrolled him in the Sunday School of the big stylish church nearby.

The little fellow put in two Sundays at the big, stylish church.  The third week, though, he was seen way off in the distance – sitting in this little mission Sunday School once again.  

When he arrived home his parents asked, “Patsy, why weren’t you in the nice Sunday School?”  Patsy answered, “I wanted to go back to the other Sunday School.”

“But why did you want to go back to that one?”  He hesitated and they said with great concern, “Please tell us why.”

A tear came to his eye.  He smiled and said, “It is because they know how to love a fellow down there.”

I can testify from first hand experience that Patsy has it right!  There is something incredibly powerful in being loved!  I recall my own experience as a thirteen year old boy.  My father had been called to pastor a church several miles away.  I rebelled against that call because I wanted to stay in my home church.  Of course, that was not possible.  However, dad’s morning worship service ended thirty minutes before my home church’s service.  That gave me time to catch a ride with my uncle to my home church.  I always made it in time to see the people!  I never heard the music, the message, nor the prayers, but I did make it in time to see my friends.  


That experience happened in my life because of the power of love within a church family.  I eventually came to love the new church as much as I loved the old church, but it took time!  It is true that sin has incredible, captivating power, but I learned through that experience that love also has incredible, captivating power!  

The importance of love can never be overestimated.  Think about the following Bible verses.

· “Above all, keep your love for one another at full strength, since love covers a multitude of sins.” 1 Peter 4:8 (HCSB)

· “When David had finished speaking with Saul, Jonathan committed himself to David, and loved him as much as he loved himself.” 1 Samuel 18:1 (HCSB)

· “Having loved His own who were in the world, He loved them to the end.”  John 13:1 (HCSB)

· “This is how we have come to know love: He laid down His life for us. We should also lay down our lives for our brothers.” 1 John 3:16 (HCSB)

· “By this all people will know that you are My disciples, if you have love for one another.” John 13:35 (HCSB)

In this rugged world of ours, I am convinced that our people need a steady dose of love.  Our society has changed so radically in the last fifty years!  We have moved from an Andy Griffith Mayberry neighborhood to a metropolis of strangers.  

Someone recently suggested that the transition to our current culture began with the advent of air conditioning.  People retreated from their front porches (and talking to those walking past the house) to their cooler living rooms.  In so doing, people built walls instead of bridges.  Is it any wonder that today’s people are so lonely?  

Let’s throw in a statistic that better quantifies our problem.  Ron Sellers, president of Ellison Research, said, “In the typical Protestant church, about one out of every eight people in the congregation has been attending that church for less than a year.  What should this mean for the typical church?  Does the church have a strategic plan for involving newcomers in the life of the congregation?”  

A purpose driven midweek service provides us with a wonderful opportunity to tear down those walls and build bridges!  As a matter of fact we will purposefully work to build bridges to people with whom we may not normally associate.  This especially includes the one in eight that have been attending the church for less than a year.  We want to use this service to purposefully bond with those folks!   

Most long term members are members of a well established clique.  All of us recognize the enormous barriers to a newcomer breaking into a clique!  The unique design of these services will help extend people beyond their cliques...and help them grow individually in the art of building bridges.    

Who among your church members are already best at building bridges?    These people may be your best prayer team leaders for this particular service.  This special skill level indicates there is a comfort level within these folk that extends the same comfort level to others.  This is great!  It gives the small cell prayer circle an even greater probability of success!           

It has been said that that most people want intimacy, but all people need intimacy!  All people, including pastors, desperately need someone with whom to share life’s many problems.  That someone is usually a close friend, but one may even seek out a counselor in times of dire consequences.

The fellowship service will build bridges in two ways: first, through a carefully designed corporate service which continually emphasizes the need/relationship of each member and, second, through a very close knitted prayer time when the individual’s personal needs are taken to the throne of grace.      

Have you ever noticed that prayer is one of the greatest ways to bring people together on an intimate basis?  Prayer is uniquely different from preaching or singing because prayer opens our soul to God as well as to each other.    

Plato once said, "You can discover more about a person in an hour of play than in a year of conversation.”  Perhaps we can restate those words to read like this, “You can discover more about a person in an hour of prayer than in a year of conversation.” 

James 5:16 teaches us, “Therefore, confess your sins to one another and pray for one another, so that you may be healed. The intense prayer of the righteous is very powerful.”  (HCSB)  James seemingly links confession and prayer in the same event.  That is powerful stuff!  Most of us shun from confession to anyone other than God, because our sins are too intimate to share with others!  In our culture few prayer circles could produce such a confession environment.  That’s why Roman Catholics confess in a secret booth!  

However, let’s not throw out the baby with the bath water.  The James’ concept does point us in the right direction as to the possible intimacy associated with this fellowship prayer time.  People that pray together connect on a very intimate, emotional level!  This is true for both men and women although men usually struggle more in overcoming their own walls.  But repetitive praying in a weekly fashion can tear down even those walls!  

Numerous suggestions are provided throughout this chapter to help foster a more intimate sharing with each other.  Let me encourage you to challenge your own staff to develop additional ways through adding a staff prayer time!  

Let’s think through a forty-five minute service followed by fifteen minute prayer circles that will purposefully give us thirteen more times each year to improve the soulwinning effort of our members.  

Fellowship Process:

1. Greeting/Announcements.  During this time distribute the prayer request form (see below).  Five variations are provided.  You will need to think through in advance which form is applicable for this particular service.  These forms will be turned in to the church office after prayer time for Pastor/Fellowship Director review and possible follow-up.

2. One song.  All of the music should be oriented to the family of God.  Examples are provided below.  In addition, this is a great service to sing the favorite songs of the audience, otherwise recognized as the local family of God!  It is a great way to emphasize the importance of each person!      

3. Prayer time for the physically ill, homebound, etc.  If your church is like mine, then this is a priority with many people!   We can still include this prayer and get everything else done!  

4. Opening prayer with an emphasis on the physically sick.

5. One song/chorus.  Once again, the song should be oriented to the theme of this service.  

6. Lay participation.  This event will promote the involvement of other people; in turn these common people (probably not seminary trained) will encourage others to participate in the church family.  It is a great way to develop intimacy within the service.  Such intimacy will tear down the walls and build bridges!  Employ one of the following means:       

· Read an appropriate scripture oriented to what that person needs from the family of God.  It may be a passage oriented to prayer, companionship (Jonathan and David), brotherly love (I Corinthians 13), compassion (the Good Samaritan), or support (Galatians 6:1-6).  The emphasis should not be focused upon “straightening out the church” but upon that individual’s personal needs.  This is important because other folk will undoubtedly identify with this person’s need, too.  Above all, we want this to be an uplifting service of how people get blessed by being a part of God’s family!       

· Have a lay person lead a prayer for the church family.  One variation is to build the entire service around this type of praying.  In this case, one person can pray for the children’s ministry (perhaps accompanied by the children singing or performing a skit), one person can pray for the youth ministry (bring in the youth for this prayer), a third person can pray for the single adults in the church (they are usually forgotten as a group), a fourth person can pray for the families, and a fifth person can pray for the seniors.  (The sick members have been taken to God’s throne earlier in the service.  If that is not done, then they should be remembered at this time, too.)  This will take time!  Therefore, the entire program should be reorganized around this variation.  I recommend doing this routine at least twice a year.  It will help everyone to pray about specific categories of people (we do not normally think in terms of categories) and remind us that everyone is not in the same category as us!  

· Include special music oriented to God’s family.  

· Ask someone (who is not gifted at singing) to read his favorite hymn (on any subject) and explain the significance of his selection.  This “testimony” will be a great blessing to all!        

· Have someone share what the church means to him.  It would be best for these testimonies to be read.  These testimonies can later be posted to your church website.  Such testimonies are a wonderful way to introduce newcomers to your church!      

· Allow someone to share a personal biography (a condensed version can also be provided in the following week’s bulletin).  Fellowship is all about fellows.  Who are the fellows in our audience?  One in eight has been with us less than one year!  We know these individuals by name, but how much more do we really know about them?  This biography should be written to prevent the speaker from monopolizing the service.  

· Provide a time for corporate sharing.  “Getting To Know One Another” allows everyone to share something unique to them.  For example, all can identify their hobbies, favorite vacation spot, favorite scripture, favorite sport or ball team, favorite subject in school, favorite dessert, favorite restaurant, etc.  This sharing does not have to be about a spiritual subject since we want to build bridges to the whole person.  It is always refreshing to hear that some folk are just like me!  This gives us more items to discuss than just “how are you?” and creates a much healthier atmosphere for the entire person.  For example, fishing buddies love to talk about fishing, but they must first identify their fishing buddies!  There is nothing more frustrating than being a longtime member and still being treated like a visitor.  This service can solve that dilemma!    

7. Study time.  How much time is left in this forty-five minute service?  That determines the amount of time available for Bible study.  There is probably a maximum of twenty minutes available in a normal service. Many appropriate subjects are listed below.  Above all, we must leave appropriate time for people to pray together without being rushed!  

8. Divide the congregation into prayer circles.  These circles should include no more than six people (counting the prayer circle director).  Too few people frustrate the participants; too many people make for an extremely lengthy session.  Six people are a comfortable fit.  

*Note:  The above ministry process includes an abundance of ideas.  The leader will have to determine which ideas to try in a particular service since it is impossible to do all of the ideas within forty-five minutes.  

Study Time Help

The study should be in accordance with the fellowship theme.  There are many Bible passages oriented to fellowship.  Here is a short list of passages which can be repeated over and over again.   

1. Choose a Bible theme oriented to family life (many scriptures are available):

a. Forgiveness.  

b. Love.

c. Intercession (Moses interceded for Israel – Exodus 32).

d. Submission to one another/those in authority.

e. Attitude.  

f. Maturity levels (babe, child, mature adult).

g. Unity.  

h. Biblical descriptions of the church: building (1 Corinthians 3), sheep (1 Peter 5), body (1 Corinthians 12), family (1 John), priesthood (1 Peter 2), temple (Ephesians 2).   

2. Examine the many “one another’s” in the Bible.  One excellent resource is “The 11th Commandment” by Don McMinn.  

3. Body life – I Corinthians 12.  This chapter emphasizes the necessity of each member!  

4. The Good Samaritan (Luke 10).  

5. Proper use of Christian liberty (Romans 14).

6. Jonathan and David (1 Samuel 19).  

7. 1 John (most of this book is about life in God’s family). 

8. Ephesians 5 (Christian walk).  

9. Barnabas (the son of encouragement is a great model for all church members).

10. Conflict management (how to disagree agreeably).  

11. Ephesians 4:4-7 (the essentials for unity are not many).

12. Diversity within the body (this explains why no one thinks like me).  

13. John 17. (Jesus prayed that we might be one.  Also, notice how Jesus prayed for us.  This suggests we should pray the same way for our church family.)

14. Conduct a study of the church covenant or new member covenant at least twice a year.  This study will serve as a constant reminder of our promises to one another.  Thom Ranier says, “Effective assimilation churches have one primary characteristic that sets them apart from churches that do not keep their members in active involvement.  Effective assimilation churches had high expectations of all of their members.  Membership means ministry.”  (High Expectations: The Remarkable Secret For Keeping People In Your Church; Broadman and Holman Publishers, 1999)

Small Cell Prayer Time Help

Many years ago our local newspaper did an article about our family altar.  Our daughters were quite young at the time but they had already learned how to pray!  This article included my saying, “The family that prays together stays together!”  This saying contains a firm Bible principle.  There is strength in praying for one another...and that strength cannot be measured in any manner I know!  

Likewise, there is great truth in a newer saying that “the church that prays together stays together.”  Prayer connects people!  Therefore, we want to make prayer the highlight of the fellowship (helping fellows in the same ship connect) hour!  

We will distribute the information form below at the beginning of the service.  This will provide forty-five minutes for God to impress each person with someone’s name!  

This prayer form is somewhat different in that five variations are provided below.  These variations are designed to help people identify five categories worthy of our prayer support.  (The fifth form is for use prior to a revival.)  You may wish to adjust these forms according to your own needs.  However, please remember that there are a maximum of 10 services per year oriented purely to fellowship.  Each additional variation dilutes the number of uses of the other variations.  

It is possible to vary the routine by using the first four variations in the same service.  One person receives variation 1, another receives variation 2, and so on until all four variations are covered in a specific service.  That provides a much broader net than simply using one variation per service.  

You can experiment with both approaches and determine which approach works best for you.  Probably both approaches will work well for you!  

There are other possible variations, too.  For example, pray for someone you haven’t prayed for during this past week.  Pray for a family in grief (see the newspaper) and send that family a card through the mail.  Pray for a homebound.  Pray for someone you don’t normally pray for.  Pray for a Sunday School teacher.  Pray for the pastor or the deacons or the administrators.  

1. ENCOURAGING ONE ANOTHER IN PRAYER!

“...be concerned about one another in order to promote love and good works, not staying away from our meetings, but encouraging each other...as you see the day drawing near.”  Heb 10:24-25 (HCSB)

My name _______________________________.  My tele #: ______________________.

Pray for new member:  __________________________________.  

Recommend an encouragement visit to that person?  ____________.  If yes, recommend someone to make the visit:  ______________________________.

Encouraging question I’d like answered:  ______________________________________.

2. ENCOURAGING ONE ANOTHER IN PRAYER!

“...be concerned about one another in order to promote love and good works, not staying away from our meetings, but encouraging each other...as you see the day drawing near.”  Heb 10:24-25 (HCSB)

My name _______________________________.  My tele #: ______________________.

Pray for a homebound member:  __________________________________.  

Recommend an encouragement visit to that person?  ____________.  If yes, recommend someone to make the visit:  ______________________________.

Encouraging question I’d like answered:  ______________________________________.

3. ENCOURAGING ONE ANOTHER IN PRAYER!

“...be concerned about one another in order to promote love and good works, not staying away from our meetings, but encouraging each other...as you see the day drawing near.”  Heb 10:24-25 (HCSB)

My name _______________________________.  My tele #: ______________________.

Pray for a church officer/teacher:  __________________________________.  

Recommend an encouragement visit to that person?  ____________.  If yes, recommend someone to make the visit:  ______________________________.

Encouraging question I’d like answered:  ______________________________________.

4. ENCOURAGING ONE ANOTHER IN PRAYER!

“...be concerned about one another in order to promote love and good works, not staying away from our meetings, but encouraging each other...as you see the day drawing near.”  Heb 10:24-25 (HCSB)

My name _______________________________.  My tele #: ______________________.

Pray for a Christian brother/sister:  __________________________________.  

Recommend an encouragement visit to that person?  ____________.  If yes, recommend someone to make the visit:  ______________________________.

Encouraging question I’d like answered:  ______________________________________.

5. ENCOURAGING ONE ANOTHER IN PRAYER!

If “...My people who are called by My name humble themselves, pray and seek My face, and turn from their evil ways, then I will hear from heaven, forgive their sin, and heal their land.” 2 Chron. 7:14 (HCSB)

My name _______________________________.  My tele #: ______________________.

My greatest hindrance to personal revival:  ______________________________________.  

Recommend an encouragement visit to me?  ____________.  If yes, recommend someone to make the visit:  ______________________________.

Encouraging question I’d like answered:  ______________________________________.
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