2010 Lenten Series—Loving Across Our Differences

“Encourage One Another”

I. Introduction

Sometimes the things we talk about are so powerful that it seems we should be wearing lab coats and safety goggles.  Encouragement is like that… very powerful stuff.  Even a small word of encouragement can keep us a going for days, and with a flood of encouragement we can do things we never thought possible.  Encouragement is a powerful tool of the Holy Spirit.  Small wonder that Paul tells us to “encourage one another.”   It is a tool anyone can learn to use, but those who are quick to use it are those who themselves have benefited from other’s encourage​ment, and they want to pass it on.
II. When we need encouragement 

Opening
Who needs encouragement?  Who doesn’t need encouragement!  What our author, Gerald Settser, did such a nice job pointing out was saying that it isn’t just those who are under extreme pressure who need encouragement, but even those who seem to be doing just fine running the long race.  Encouragement for them he likens to chang​ing the oil in your car; it’s maintenance they need to keep going the distance.
Examples of “maintenance”
Parents need maintenance; those whose aging bodies make every day a bit of a struggle need maintenance; young students who never get to be the best at something but still have to go back to school day after day need maintenance.  And that encouragement can come in so many ways.
How many of you have received a card or e-card for no other reason than just to say “you’re doing a good job; keep up the good work.”  That’s powerful encouragement… a single card like that can keep a person going an entire month. 

Not the “send a card” type of person?  Settser says, no problem.  You can invite someone to your home and make them feel like a special guest.  You can make something for them to eat.  Nothing quite says encouragement to a college student like a “care package” at finals.

One kind of encouragement that Settser didn’t mention is music which in some ways can be the gift that keeps on giving.  On a high school backpack trip through the Colorado Rockies as the week wore on and the bruises around my hips where the belt of the pack rested grew more tender, our guide taught us a little ditty.  It goes like this:
Cheer up ye saints of God there’s nothing to worry about

Nothing to cause you to be afraid

Nothing to cause you to doubt.

Remember Jesus never fails so why not stand up and shout

You’ll be sorry you worried at all tomorrow morning.
Try it with me… Somehow humming that tune made the walking easier.  And now, years later, the words of that ditty have floated back to me in times of stress and again and again have given me the gift of encouragement.

Closing
We all need encouragement to keep going, to lift our spirits, and approach our tasks refreshed and with renewed zeal.  And the thing about encouragement is that giving it works as well as receiving it when it comes to feeling empowered.  But there are times when encouragement is the only thing that makes a difference between making it or failing, of getting back up or staying down for the count.  Those are times our Lord Jesus knows well, and he has promised to be there with his gift of encouragement.
III. Jesus and encouragement
Opening
In a figurative sort of way, Lent is a time of walking with Jesus to Jerusalem to face everything that led up to the cross.  It was a journey he made knowing what awaited him at the end.  Don’t you suppose he needed encouragement?  And he received it in many ways.

The encouragers of Jesus
First, he received it at the beginning of the road, at the Mount of Transfiguration when the disciples saw him with Moses and Elijah.  I am sure they were not exchanging pleasantries about the weather, but rather they were equipping Jesus with strong encouragement for the road ahead. 
Later in Jerusalem, just days before the crucifixion, he received encouragement again, this time without any words but through the actions of a woman who spent a year’s worth of income to buy expensive perfume to pour on his feet.  Such an act of extravagant love had to give him strength to continue the course he was on and go through what he was about to do.

And finally in the garden, just hours before his arrest, he received the final encouragement both through prayer, and quite ironically, through witnessing his disciples lack of strength and will-power in staying awake with him.  If they were to have any hope at all, it would have to be him to bring it.

Closing: Jesus’ promise to us

And this Jesus who knows the power of encouragement, has spoken a word of encouragement to us: “Remember, I am with you always.”  Whatever it is you are going through, he is there with you.  And more than that, he is in the future to which you are headed.  He has already written the ending to your story, and it is a great ending.  And now he is pulling you and each of us along toward that ending which is really an incredible beginning.
IV. Conclusion

You are not alone.  Jesus is with you in unseen ways, and in many visible ways as he surrounds you with the encouragements of others.  Because of Jesus, because of his encouragement, we can take that next step; we can run the good race. 
Cheer up ye saints of God, there’s nothing to worry about

Nothing to cause you to be afraid,
Nothing to cause you to doubt.

Remember Jesus never fails, so why not rise up and shout!
You’ll be sorry you worried at all tomorrow morning.
