Sermon for:  The Power of a Team

Sermon title: “There’s no “I” in TEAM”

Bible Passage: Ecclesiastes 4:9-12 
Objective: To equip believers with a framework for understanding the role of doing church as a team rather than flying solo.

Introduction:

In the movie Gladiator, the story of how men were trained and equipped to become individual fighting machines is retold. Fighting to the death, brutality and the human will to survive were put on display for the amusement of others in huge stadiums.  In the middle of the movie in which Russell Crowe stars, a most amazing scene unfolds.

For one particular event, a number of gladiators were hand selected to fight in the arena at the same time….not against each other, but against an unknown foe. The gladiators had no idea what kind of battle was awaiting them. As the men marched up the tunnel of the stadium, Russell Crowe implored the other fighters: “If we stick together, we have a much better chance of surviving whatever is going to come out of the other tunnels.”

Once the dozen gladiators arrived in the stadium, a number of galloping chariots came racing into the arena. The odds of survival, let alone winning, were miniscule in the face of superior strength. Russell Crowe again sternly reminded the other warriors to band together. With brilliant foresight, he instructed the men to form into a circle with their shields facing outward. He repeatedly yelled the encouragement, “Hold, hold, HOLD as One!!!” With this peculiar strategy they were able to fend off the repeated blows and advances of the enemy chariots. One by one, the horses and riders were dislodged from their chariots and the gladiators scored an amazing upset much to the delight of the on-looking crowd. 

The scene is a vivid reminder for the church today. The gladiators who did not join the circle were picked off one by one with arrows or spears. But the fighters who joined the circle and worked together as a team were able to prosper and survive. There are a number of places in the Bible where God challenges us with this central truth: God has designed us to need other people. We were not created to fight through life on our own and we certainly are not expected to try to build His church by ourselves. 

With this in mind, I’d like us to turn to an Old Testament passage which reminds us that we do in fact need other people. It’s found in Ecclesiastes 4:9-12

Two are better than one because they have a good return for their labor. For if either of them falls, the one will lift up his companion. But woe to the one who falls when there is not another to lift him up. Furthermore, if two lie down together they keep warm, but how can one be warm alone? And if one can overpower him who is alone, two can resist him. A cord of three strands is not quickly torn apart.
     These verses indicate that there are a number of benefits of two people getting together rather than going it alone. Two are better than one because there is a greater fruit produced by the efforts of two people in partnership than one working by himself (4:8). Two working together will outperform an individual in accomplishing a task in a shorter period of time and with a more satisfying result. One author comments that the word “sakar, frequently ‘monetary payment’ for work done, here has the wider meaning of a satisfactory or pleasant outcome....” (Whybray 1989:87). In other words, two working together will achieve an outcome that is more enjoyable and satisfying than solitary effort.

     
The premise that two are better than one is additionally illustrated in three ways in the context of two people taking a journey together.  In the first example, a companion can be helpful when the other has fallen down.  “A fall into a ditch or pit (cf. Gen. 14:10; Luke 6:39) is the background....A lonely fall might be fatal, especially at night.  The proverb, however, looks beyond physical mishap; slips of judgment and other types of ‘falling by wayside’ equally need a helping hand” (Eaton 1983: 94).

     
The second example relates to the warmth that is created when two lie close to one another on a cold night. Huddling together was a matter of common sense during the winter months in Palestine (Whybray 1989:87).  Eaton argues that the proverb has broader implications which relate to man’s need for companionship when entering temptation, suffering, or grief (1983:94).  In other words, there are times when the conditions of life are so severe that the presence of another brings the needed comfort to weather the storm.

     
A third illustration is taken from a burglar or thief who along the way seeks to overpower an individual.  One in isolation may not have the strength to resist. However, two in partnership have a greater opportunity will be able to stand up to the one seeking to overpower them. 

     
The passage ends with a reference to a chord of three strands.  Commentators can only speculate on the specific meaning and the placement of this proverb which comes at the end of a discussion about the power of companionship.  However, there is general agreement that the passage moves up numerically from emphasis on the individual, to the benefit of two, and then the strength of three.  The sense of the passage seems to indicate that there is increasing strength in numbers.  Blessing increases as an individual moves from independence to greater interdependence with other people.  
     In summary, one of the central messages of Proverbs is the admonition to gain wisdom and understanding.  It can be argued from a number of passages in the book that these attributes or qualities are gained through meaningful interaction with other people.  In other words, the wisdom and perspective of others is one of the primary ways that a person grows in maturity and understanding.  A companion who has a timely word, a listening ear, or the ability to draw out thoughts and intentions is the embodiment of relational empowerment.
     So, let me bring it back to our opening illustration…Are you banded together with other people for mutual encouragement? If you were to picture yourself in the arena of life where would you be standing? Are you shoulder to shoulder with others or are you trying to fend off the chariots by yourself?

     Let’s make no mistake, God has designed us to do life and ministry together with others. We can get so much more accomplished and can experience the thrill of being supported by others when we play as a team. If you’re not a part of a small group or a ministry team here in the church can I encourage you to get into the game. It will be so much more fulfilling and satisfying when you surround yourself with other caring believers. Each one of us can choose today to link shields with a fellow believer. Whose shield will you link up with?

Let’s pray.

