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The Marks of Discipleship:

I. Spiritual Friendship

Ecclesiastes 4: 7-12

II Corinthians 1: 1-5

In the movie “Castaway,” Tom Hanks plays a Federal Express employee. Early in the movie, Tom boards a plane and says good-bye to his girlfriend. He gives her the keys to his car and says “I’ll be right back.”

Everyone who bought a ticket to that movie knows that wasn’t going to be the case, because we all knew from the advertisements that this move was about a man trying to survive on a deserted island after a plane crash.

When the character played by Tom Hanks gave the car keys to his girlfriend, you wanted to scream out “Keep the keys,” because hooked to the key chain was a Swiss Army knife.

Alone on a deserted island, he could have used that army knife. But no, instead he finds things that on the surface seem useless: ice skates, video tapes and volleyball. How could be used on a small tropical island? 

Yet in time, each of those seemingly useless items became useful, including the volleyball. Hanks drew a face on it and begin talking to it in order to pass the time. He called it by name – Wilson.
At first this seems to be just a way to entertain himself but after five years of being alone on the island, this light-hearted source of entertainment becomes an obsession.

Right before Hank’s decision to get off the island using a homemade raft, he gets angry and frustrated and in a moment of anger he takes Wilson and throws him into the sea.

The marooned man watches the ball as it falls into the water and suddenly realizes, “That was stupid” and he goes after it. Risking his life rescuing his friend – a volleyball. Swimming against the tide along the rocky beach he reaches his friend – the volleyball. He looks at it and says, “Wilson, Wilson, I’m so sorry. I’ll never do that again. Forgive me!” At this point, you know that here is a man who has been on this island too long.
You almost want to laugh. But the way Hanks plays the part you are drawn into how tragic things have gotten.
We all need friends.

It doesn’t matter whether we are the only person on a deserted island or in a crowd of people. We all need friends. 

Paul McCartney wrote a song about being lonely in a crowd of people. “All the lonely people, where do they all come from? All the lonely people, where do they all belong?”

One of the principle tasks of the church is make disciples – this morning I would like us to consider one of the Marks of Discipleship – the mark of spiritual friendship.
We all need friends. We sing songs about friendship, we write poems about friendship. We love stories about friendship, especially when they involve loyalty under pressure. 

Years back the most popular show on television was “Friends.” Its theme song resonated with our love and need for friendship: “I’ll be There for You.” Knowing that to be true, we are painfully aware of our loneliness.

It’s not God’s will for us to be alone. One of the first statements we read in the Bible is: “It is not good for man to be alone.” 

We need people to share our lives with; we need people to whom we can be a friend.

So what are the building blocks of spiritual friendship – the kind of friendship that can only be found in the church? 

The first key is CONSISTENCY. Proverbs tells us “A friend loves at all times.”

One of the reasons why many people feel alone is that in what friendships they have, there is a lack of consistency. They can’t depend on them to be there when they need them, and visa versa.
In the building of spiritual friendships, God wants us to be consistent – “A friend loves at all times,” not just sometimes, not just when it is convenient, but at all times. 

In November of 1992, Donald DeGreve, at the young age of 62 died from a heart attack in the middle of golf game.
As his body lay on the 16th green, covered with a sheet, and as officials tried to contact his wife, the three men who had been playing with him, continued on to the 17th and 18th tee and finished their game.

“Life goes on,” one of them said, “so we had to keep going.”

How deep was their friendship? Real friends would have put aside their self-serving agenda’s and helped where needed.

“A friend loves at all times.”

While I was serving in Fargo, ND, I had a parishioner who was found guilty of murder. Approaching his trial, in spite of overwhelming evidence, he continued to claim that he was innocent. On the night of the trial he finally admitted that in a moment of passion and anger, he had taken the life of another person.
He told me that one of the things he was most afraid of - was not being punished for his crime. He knew he had to face up to what he had done. What he feared most, was the loss of his friends. “People will stand by you no matter what, until you admit you have done something unspeakable. Then they leave you behind.”

“A friend loves at all times.”

Are you ready to embrace this mark of spiritual friendship? If you are, you will have to be committed to your friends consistently, through all sorts of situations and experiences. 

The second key to successful spiritual friendship is MUTUAL ENCOURAGEMENT AND SUPPORT.

Many of us remember Jackie Robinson, the first black man to play ball in the major league. He was one of the greatest players of his time, but many people expected more from him, then from the white members of his team.
One day while playing in his home stadium in Brooklyn, New York, he committed an error. His fans began to ridicule him. He stood at second base, humiliated as the fans booed and hissed.
It was at that moment that shortstop “Pee Wee” Reese called for a time out and walked over to Robinson and stood next to him. Pee Wee Reese was from the opposing team, and as he stood there  he put his arm around Jackie Robinson and faced the crowd.

The fans grew quiet. Robinson later said that arm around his shoulder saved his career.

How often do we need the friendship of another person, someone who can simply be there for us? I’m not talking about those nights when there is an ambulance in the driveway or the boss has fired you or your teenage son has been arrested. I’m talking about those days when nothing tragic has happened, but you’ve just are having a no-good lousy miserable day.

Paul said to the church at Thessalonica, “Encourage one another and build each other up…”

In an article in Focus on the Family, Stu Weber illustrated the need for a Christian “buddy” to help us survive the tough times.

The article was written in 1967. The war in Vietnam was at its peak, and one stop for young army officers was the U.S. Army Ranger School at Fort Benning.

A tough, battled tested sergeant stood before the young recruits and told them that the next nine weeks would be the toughest weeks they would ever experience. The sergeant said that many wouldn’t make it. He talked about the war that was going on in Vietnam and he talked about killing and dying. 

The sergeant talked about how training was tough, how it was designed to save their lives. He said he was going to make them face their greatest fears, overcome their weaknesses and endure what they never dreamed possible.

Then the sergeant announced that they were about to start with step one. The sergeant paused, all the soldiers feared the worst was about to happen. The sergeant then told the young recruits to find a buddy.
“Step number one,” the sergeant growled. “You need to find yourself a buddy. You will stick together. You will never leave each other. You will encourage each other, and, if necessary, you will carry each other.”
The sergeant could have been reading from Paul’s letter to Galicia – “Carry each other’s burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ.

Or maybe he was reading from the Paul’s letter to the Philippians, “Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but to the interests of others.”

Or perhaps he was reading from the Old Testament book of Ecclesiastes, where Solomon observed: “Two are better than one, because they have a good return for their work; if one falls down, his friend can help him up. But pity the man who falls and has no one to help him up!” 

Are you ready to embrace this mark of spiritual friendship? Are you willing to carry one another’s burdens? Are you able to look after the interests of others as well as your own? Without mutual support and encouragement, spiritual friendship can’t exist.
The third key is HONEST AUTHENTICITY. 

Authenticity means that you are real. You are honest about who you are and how you feel.

Most of us spend our time and energy trying to be something we’re not. We deceive others about who we are. We pretend to be something that we’re not. 

There is a story of a newly promoted colonel who just moved into a makeshift office. He was unpacking when out of the corner of his eye, he noticed a private with a toolbox coming his way. 

Wanting to seem important, he grabbed the phone and pretended to be in the middle of a conversation: “Yes, Mr. President. I’ll be happy to do that. Well that’s kind of the First Lady, give her my regards as well.”

He hung up the phone and looked at the private. “And what can I do for you?” he asked the young soldier.

The private looked at the colonel said, “Well sir, I’m here to hook up your phone.”

We need to be honest with ourselves and with each other.

If we are all about making good impressions and keeping up appearances, we’ll never go deep in our spiritual friendships.

Why do we put up fronts? Even Jesus admitted to his closest friends when he was in trouble. The night before his death, knowing what was about to happen, Jesus revealed his true feelings. Looking at Peter, James and John, he said, “My soul is crushed with grief even to the point of death.”

Jesus was real. He never tried to pretend he was something he was not. He was never dishonest with who he was, even when he was in deep despair. 

Are you ready to embrace this mark of spiritual friendship? Then you have to be honest with one another. 

The final and most important key to any spiritual Friendship is the PRESENCE OF CHRIST.

There are all kinds of communities: Fraternal Organizations. Groups like Kiwanis; Lions; Jaycee’s; and the Masons. Even Fred Flintstone was part of the “Water Buffaloes”. There are Local Clubs and there are Youth Gangs – all of which are a form of community. Even prison can become a community.

A lonely 76 year old ex-convict, living in a small town in Iowa, walked into a bank and demanded two $50 bills and announced he would be outside in his car smoking a cigarette. When he was arrested, the ex-con said he had no family and wanted to go back to federal prison. 

Prison may be a poor substitute for real community! Youth Gangs may be a poor substitute for real community. And even positive groups, like some of our social organizations fall short of the fellowship that should be found in the church. 

Are you ready to embrace this mark of spiritual friendship? If so you have to be willing to build friendships within this congregation. 

God said when he created us “It is not good for anyone to be alone.” Why would we choose to be alone when God calls us to build spiritual friendships?
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