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Dictionary definition of unity…
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1. The state or quality of being in accord; being in harmony; being made one.




We as Christians are called to be unified…
In NT unity is mentioned over 50 times (I did a quick bible study), this is almost the same amount as biblical references relating to joy, so you can see it’s a pretty important topic in scripture.
Jesus prayer for unity – Make them one (unity)

John 17:20-23

20 “I do not ask for these only, but also for those who will believe in me through their word, 21 that they may all be one, just as you, Father, are in me, and I in you, that they also may be in us, so that the world may believe that you have sent me. 22 The glory that you have given me I have given to them, that they may be one even as we are one, 23 I in them and you in me, that they may become perfectly one, so that the world may know that you sent me and loved them even as you loved me.
Unity, much like trust is built slowly and lost quickly…
There are so many things that we need to be mindful of as individuals and as a church community that can help to unify us or divide us, we’ll have a quick look at these now…
3 key sticking points in Church life for unity: Theological, relational, philosophical…
1.  Theological unity
= Knowing what will we fight for, what will we not?
Open handed and close handed issues…

Open handed – Things that we will discuss and are open for debate…

Closed handed – Things that are a done deal for us…

Example:

Fundamentalist’s – Fundamentalist people have a closed hand over everything, they fight over everything and for everything.

Liberal – Generally everything is an open handed issue – Often culture dictates truth rather than scripture, perhaps there is no hell, no judgement, maybe Mary wasn’t a virgin, maybe Jesus wasn’t resurrected.

What was the exact location of the garden of Eden?  Well you might be really passionate about that but in all honesty, I’m not going to get into a deep debate with you about that one, for me it’s an open handed issue!

However, if you want to challenge my viewpoint on the divinity of Christ I’m going to be a lot more vigorous, because for me that’s a close handed issue, which is very clear in scripture and I don’t want you to be in error, or to share that error with other people.
As a church community it really will help us to define what we will fight to protect and what we won’t – That is theological unity.

We can disagree, we can debate we can dialogue, but we should not divide over open handed issues.
In 1 Tim 4:16 Paul writes to Timothy “Watch your life and your doctrine closely…”
If we don’t strive for this kind of unity, we will find increasingly that people will come in and amongst us and will take close hand issues and try and push them to the open hand. Or they’ll take open handed issues and try and push them into the closed hand and often that can be one of the main sources of disunity that you will find in a church body.
2.  Relational unity
What did Jesus say were the 2 most important things?
1. Love God
2. Love each other

That firstly each and every one of us would love God with every part of our being (vertical) and that secondly we would love each other (horizontal) – That’s relational unity!
The people of Medway should be witnessing something so other worldly, so alien to them going on amongst us.  The way we love, support, care for, honour, respect and protect one another.  It would shake them to the core.  God says in His word that when this way of life is authentically displayed it’s attractive; people will flock to it like a moth to a flame.
QUESTION – Do you believe that?  (Answer?)

I’m not saying that we all have to be best friends – The reality is we will click with some more than others but that isn’t an excuse to promote relation disunity, it’s a provocation to promote relational unity.
Personal illustration:

There are some people that I click with and some that I don’t.  There are people in this church (and the true will be the same for you) that I will naturally gravitate towards, why?  Because we click, we get on, it’s easy, we relate well, we have things in common, we probably agree about a lot of stuff

But when we don’t agree the relationship is never on the table!

Why?  Because we have unity!!!

There are other relationships where there isn’t so much unity, either because of theological, relational or philosophical differences – This doesn’t give me an excuse to not to relate to these people, but instead it should spur me (and them) onto working out who each other are, seeing where we agree and where we disagree, work out where we go from there and how we might be able to better understand each other in love.

In this life we have an enemy, and the work of that enemy is to divide and conquer…

Luke 11:17

17 …Any kingdom divided against itself will be ruined, and a house divided against itself will fall.

Sometimes we can play right into the plans and strategies of the enemy without even realizing it!  We can get so caught up in being right that we are prepared to let our relationships suffer for the sake of our opinions, and sadly it’s often the case that our opinions aren’t conformed to the opinions of Christ…

1 Peter 5:5

All of you, clothe yourselves with humility toward one another, because, "God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble."
It’s my firm belief that God isn’t interested in us being right, of bring proud, but instead to be humble, he invites us into humility and opposes our pride!

As Christ’s people we should prize relationship more than opinion – Otherwise if someone thinks differently to me I can’t seem to relate to them, because I have this need or desire to be right, to score a visible victory over them, which is actually wrong!
“The relationship should never be on the table”

Why???  Because we want to develop relational unity!

3.  Philosophical Unity
Have you ever heard the saying “There are plenty of ways to skin a cat”?

Meaning: There is more than one way of achieving an aim.

Personal illustration:

When I worked at BLG

Philosophical discussion every time we made a cup of tea

(Phil at BLG – Milk in tea before hot water???)
One of the things you may have noticed if you’ve been at MFC for a while is that this place runs on tea and coffee (before & after most meetings)
We want to breed a culture of unity in community so we try and do things that help facilitate that, such as time together to chat, to catch up, rather than focusing around the things we do (task) we allow times to also focus on who we are (relational)

That’s a philosophical decision.

Thinking purely from a church perspective other philosophical things might include:

· The style of worship (Do we use a pipe organ, do we use electric instrument)

· The way a meeting is led (How are contributions brought)
· Do we have chairs facing the front, the side, in a round circle (so we can all see each other – That freaks me out!)

There are so many different models and structures and ways of doing the things that we do as a church, you end up having to choose a particular way of doing things, sometimes they change, sometimes they don’t.

The problems arise when we all want to do things our own way.
If we all pull in different directions we won’t stay together, we won’t stay unified.

It’s the same in life as it is in the church…
Illustration:
· Rowers on a boat (Goff Hope) – Moving in unison – Unity!

· Disciplining children – Do we do the naughty step, bedroom time out, smacking

Again this doesn’t mean that we all have to agree on everything.  The thing is that if we find that we disagree so strongly that it’s actually becoming a destructive or divisive thing that adversely affects us and perhaps even those around us we have to take a closer look at ourselves and see what’s really going on inside of us.

In Romans we are told to ‘think of ourselves with sober judgement’ (Rom 12:3).

It might be that we have got some wrong thinking somewhere or that we are carrying hurt from a past experience that is shaping and controlling us.

Unity breeds trust…
Like I said at the beginning trust, much like unity, takes a long time to build but can be lost in an instant.
The more disunity we encounter in our midst the less likely we are able to truly trust each other in any meaningful way, and having faith in each other is critical as we seek to be fully functioning members of the household of God.
1.  We have to be able to trust ourselves…

Sometimes I doubt my own mind and intentions.  The thoughts that run through my head often lead me astray and I have to be careful to ensure that every word and action that comes from me is considered and done in a right heart by the power of Gods Spirit.

There have been many occasions, even recently when I have reacted or responded to situations in ways that haven’t exactly demonstrated the love of God.  But being humble in those situations, in seeking reconciliation, helps to build relationship.
We have to consciously live our lives out before God daily and spend time with Him.

2.  We have to be able to trust each other…

QUESTION - Are there people in this church that you can be real, open and honest with, or do you feel isolated?  That’s a really genuine question.
At some point we have to open up to people speaking into our lives, knowing our hopes and our fears, of putting ourselves in a vulnerable place, of putting our faith in people, of trusting them.  We can’t live in a place of fear of how people might react or respond if they truly knew what we thought or what we had been through in life.

God invites us to step out of fear and into freedom, but it takes, spiritual bravery!

3.  We have to be able to trust our leaders…

As men and women standing before God, as those that will have to give an account for their leadership, for the harsher judgment they will receive.
There are people in this church that are following Christ and much like Paul are in a position to say “Follow me as I follow Christ”, they want to serve you, to encourage you, to equip and release you to fulfill the plans that God has set aside for you to fulfill.

I look at the bible and I see leadership running straight through the very core of it.
Leadership is influence.

Hebrews 13:17-18

17 Obey your leaders and submit to them, for they are keeping watch over your souls, as those who will have to give an account. Let them do this with joy and not with groaning, for that would be of no advantage to you. 18 Pray for us, for we are sure that we have a clear conscience, desiring to act honorably in all things.
Illustration:
Personal experience – As someone that is now more publicly involved in church leadership - Rightly so there is a greater expectation in regards to integrity and character, people look to you for direction – But leadership is never intended for the few, but the many! - We’re all called to be leaders, so lets not deconstruct leadership, but aspire to it, not in the church (although for some that may be the call), but to be leaders in life, in our workplaces, in our homes, that we could all say to an on looking world, follow me, I’m following Christ!
4.  We have to be able to trust God…
For me fundamentally this is where it all hinges - Do we trust God?

I have seen countless numbers of friends hit hard in a crisis to the point where some have abandoned their faith, sometimes because of grief, sometimes because of a loss of hope, sometimes because they feel let down.

Sometimes it's not until a tree is shaken by a hard wind that you find out it's roots were only shallow and then the tree falls over.

QUESTION - Can I encourage you to trust God?  To go to Him with your worries and your concerns, to pour your heart out to Him rather than trying to figure everything out and get it al in a neat little box so you can understand the things that happen around you.

Phillipians 4:4-7

4 Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice. 5 Let your reasonableness be known to everyone. The Lord is at hand; 6 do not be anxious about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. 7And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.

We have much to trust and thank God for, we can look to the promises in His word, we can look to the common and specific grace that He pours into all of our lives and we can look to the death and resurrection of Christ and what that means for us in restoring us to a perfect and eternal relationship with the Father - We can trust Him!
Conclusion
As a community of people we are diverse - Diversity often brings with it much difference.

We have to find ways of celebrating and enjoying our many differences and reconciling them when they become problems.

It would be terrible if this church became so one dimensional that we were all like robots that looked the same, thought the same and talked the same.

God made us, each one, unique and specific for the plans and the purpose that he has prepared us each to fulfil.

How we work out any differences among us basically says a lot about our character.
We can get proud, we can be forceful, we can be stubborn, we can avoid reconciliation…

…or we can take the better way - Fix our eyes on Christ and imitate Him, follow Him…
Learn to be humble, take the road of considering others more highly than yourself.

Psalm 133:1

Behold, how good and pleasant it is when brothers dwell together in unity

Let’s be mindful of who we are, of who God has called us to be, let’s rejoice in the fact that there is unending grace and mercy available to us…

Band to come up…
We will make mistakes, we will let each other down, but lets look to Him, lets fix our eyes on the one that has made this all possible…

This sort of unity and trust is only truly available with the love, grace and mercy of God – We can’t conjure it up on our own, we need the power of the Holy Spirit working both in us and through us to make it real and authentic, but we also have personal responsibility to respond to the teaching of Christ to be unified and to lead ourselves well.

Response - Communion
Matthew 5:23-24
23 “Therefore, if you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that your brother has something against you, 24 leave your gift there in front of the altar. First go and be reconciled to your brother; then come and offer your gift. 
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