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BUILDING BETTER PEOPLE 
How To Be People of Life-Changing Influence (Part 3) 

Text: 1 Thessalonians 5:11-28 
 
Hardwired to Connect 
 
Some of you may have heard of the groundbreaking study just released by the Commission for 
Children at Risk. For years now, this consortium of our nation’s leading neurologists, children’s 
doctors, and social scientists have been trying to answer an absolutely crucial question: “Why 
are so many American kids struggling?” Why are we seeing such “high and rising rates of 
depression, anxiety, attention deficit, conduct disorders, thoughts of suicide, and other serious 
mental, emotional, and behavioral problems?” Why in the face of the greatest affluence the 
world has ever known are we not only failing to build healthier people but clearly appear to be 
going backwards?  
 
Would you like to know what this blue-ribbon panel finally concluded? In their words, not mine: 
Our children are starving for “authoritative community.” Integrating an unprecedented range of 
the most recent brain science and social development research, these doctors from Dartmouth, 
Harvard, Yale and a host of other major universities came to the unambiguous conclusion that 
human beings are biologically “hardwired for connection.” Our brains are made in such a way 
that they require two very specific kinds of connection in order to flourish fully.  
 
FIRST, they absolutely must establish deep, enduring relationships with other people. Perhaps 
that’s not news to you. We’ve long known that close relationships were essential to the 
formation of the neurological connections needed in infant development. But what the study 
found was that the absence of those kinds of relationships later in life would actually reverse the 
integration of brain function, leading to a variety of disorders.  
 
This finding, however, was nowhere near as stunning as what the researchers discovered about 
a SECOND kind of connection. Human beings, they say, are hardwired for transcendence. If 
they do not establish a connection with some self-transcending moral meaning, some 
authoritative purpose for life, they do not thrive as they otherwise might. Children who were part 
of religious communities had, on the whole, a much higher probability of avoiding or 
surmounting the disintegration and disorders now affecting an increasing percentage of 
American kids. 
 
Agape & Koinonia 
 
To put it simply, the study says that human beings must connect UP and they must connect 
OUT or else break down. And they ARE breaking down, the researchers say. It isn’t the 
imagination of Chicken Little religionists and traditionalists. The clear erosion of belief in a 
transcendent authority and meaning to life and the declining experience of genuine community 
is literally affecting the biochemistry of our children’s brains and damaging the gene pool. For 
this reason, the Commission concludes with a list of recommendations aimed at urging 
Americans to start rebuilding the fabric of authoritative community or else face an unthinkable 
future. 
 
Thousands of years ago, the Creator of the human brain and everything else gave us the same 
charge. You’ve got to connect UP with my higher love, my Agape, He said. It is the authority of 
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my love and vision for you that will give you the self-transcending hope and moral meaning you 
need to handle the strains of life. It is the authority of my love and plan for you that will tell you 
who you are and what you are meant to be doing when the world is telling you that you aren’t 
much if you don’t wear these sneakers, and drive this car, and get those grades, and look like 
her, or live like him. 
 
You must also connect OUT, says God. “It is not good for man to be alone,” God says in 
Genesis. I never intended you to become like billiard balls bouncing off one another at ever-
increasing speed. I have created you for community, for Koinonia. I made you to be part of a 
team, a fellowship, a Body bigger than you. This is what I mean when I say that the greatest 
commandment, the prime directive for your life is that you learn to “love the Lord your God with 
all your heart, mind, soul, and strength”—to connect UP—and then to “love your neighbor as 
yourself” —to connect OUT. This is not just a noble idea; THIS IS YOUR LIFE and without it 
you’ll break down. 
 
Do you see now why what we are and do here in the local church matters so much? The 
Church of Jesus Christ is God’s brilliant strategy for building better, healthier human beings. 
When it is properly functioning, the local Church serves as the ultimate example of the kind of 
authoritative community that not just children need today, but every person needs to truly 
flourish.  
 
This kind community doesn’t just happen because people dress up and come to a building with 
a steeple on top. It requires a staggering commitment to “love one another” as God loves us. 
We’ve got to be willing to meet each other where we are dirty or scarred, to serve each other 
sacrificially, to treat people not according to what is in them but what is in the heart of God for 
them. If we are really going to be an authoritative community, we have to choose every day that 
we are not going to be conformed to the “all about me” pattern of this world. Instead, we must 
“belong to one another” —rejoicing and mourning and pulling and giving as one with another. 
 
Encourage One Another 
 
Let me touch today on one further commitment absolutely essential to being the sort of 
community that builds better, healthier people. The Apostle Paul puts it this way when he says 
to the Christians at Thessalonica: “Encourage one another and build each other up… 
encourage the timid, help the weak, be patient with everyone.” If you remember nothing else I 
say this morning, please remember this: The core problem we face in every difficult person, 
crisis, or mirror we meet is essentially FEAR. People do not connect UP or OUT as they should 
or could because they are afraid. Don’t take my word on this, however, take God’s. It is right 
there in Genesis. “I was afraid, because I was naked, so I hid.”  
 
All had been going famously well in Eden. First man and woman are living the ultimate 
authoritative community. They are connecting beautifully with God and one another. As a result, 
humanity is the picture of health. And then the Enemy comes along and plants the lie of all lies: 
“God is keeping from you a wonderful fruit that would make your life even better.” Translation: 
“You can’t trust the love of God.” Moments later, with a mouth full of forbidden fruit, Adam is 
blaming his choices on Eve. Translation: “You can’t trust the love of your neighbor.” You’ve got 
to fend for yourself. You’ve got to cover yourself. You’ve got to hide your real self. 
 
And layer upon layer, for generation upon generation, human beings have been doing just 
that—driven by fear. All the wickedness, stubbornness, rebelliousness, rudeness, selfishness, 
or laziness most of us encounter by lunchtime each day… All the sectarianism, consumerism, 
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individualism and racism that worries us so… All these things are merely the hardened layers, 
the protective covering, the petrified fig leaves we’ve buried ourselves in as shields against the 
trembling terror at the heart of humanity that love is not real.  
 
“I was afraid because I was naked, so I hid.” Nakedness doesn’t bother us so much where we 
know that love is real. We will reach UP and we will reach OUT, if we trust that love is real. 
Have you ever seen a baby who didn’t just naturally do that in the presence of a loving parent? 
It then takes criticism or abandonment, a disgusted face at the mess they’ve made, a few jabs 
from peers to activate the original sin of mistrust and fear. Life only accelerates the scabbing 
process from there.  
 
This is why—if we truly want to exert a life-changing influence on other people—our number one 
mission is to help them believe once again, or for the very first time, in the reality of love; for, as 
the Apostle John reminds us: “Perfect love drives out fear.” This is the ministry of 
encouragement. The word “encourage” literally means to instill courage in people. Let me leave 
you with a few thoughts on how. 
 
Robert Henry once observed: “Man doesn’t live by bread alone. He needs buttering up once in a 
while.” False flattery aside, never underestimate the influence of naming a gift, even an 
undeveloped one. A young man in my home church got up and spoke in the pulpit for the first 
time and was nothing short of a disaster on two lips. He stumbled over words, lost his place, 
talked too fast. Getting down from that pulpit, he swore he’d never go up there again. And he 
probably wouldn’t have, if it weren’t for the auto mechanic who approached him and said: “Wow, 
you must’ve really been scared. But I want you to know, I could feel your passion for God. I 
hope you’ll try again.” And every week now I do. Who do you know that needs that kind of 
courage?  
 
Sometimes encouragement comes without words. Leo Buscaglia tells the story of a four year 
old child whose next door neighbor was an elderly man who had recently lost his wife. Upon 
seeing the man cry, the little boy went into the old gentleman's yard, climbed onto his lap, and 
just sat there. When his mother asked him what he had said to the neighbor that meant so much 
to him, the little boy said: "Nothing, I just helped him cry." 
 
It’s one thing to encourage someone in whom you see a gift or for whom you feel compassion. 
But what about that person it’s awfully hard to see anything good in? I know a woman who says 
“I’ve trained myself, when meeting a person like that, to think of their attitude, their obnoxious 
behavior, like an ugly bulky coat. I then ask myself: Is this person likely to take off that coat if I 
blow some cold wind at them, or if I huddle in my own coat and hurry on by? What might 
happen if I shined on that person regularly the warmth of the Son?” I’ve watched her turn winter 
into summer for more than a few people.  
 
Once upon this earth there walked a man who saw gifts in people buried too deep for others to 
see. He saw a sandy footed waffler named Simon, gave him the name “Rocky” and told him that 
on this Rock He would build His Church. Peter became that Rock. When Mary and Martha lost 
their brother Lazarus, that same man came to them and simply knelt down and wept. It gave 
them courage to go on, until they saw with their own eyes the power of resurrection was real. 
Everywhere He went, this man met people crusted over with layers concealing their fears. But 
He showed them a perfect love, in whose warmth many were healed. 
 
This same Son still moves in this world today, only now WE are His Body. We are His voice, His 
presence, His grace meeting others. We are the ones charged to be the authoritative 
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community, a sign of hope to a world breaking down. By this all people will know you are my 
disciples, He said: if you love one another as I have loved you… if you belong to one another as 
I abide with you… if you encourage one another as I, right now, am encouraging you. 
 
 
Please pray with me…  
Gracious Lord, by that same Holy Spirit with which you are our great Advocate, Comforter, and 
Counselor, empower us to be Encouragers of others. Send us forth this day to build people up, 
encourage the timid, strengthen the weak, show patience to all for whom fear is so deep. Until 
that day when a trusting love of You and neighbor are perfectly restored, in the name of Christ 
we pray. 
Amen. 
 
 
 
 
Hardwired to Connect, the report of the Commission on Children At Risk, available through the 
Institute for American Values, 1841 Broadway, Suite 211, New York, NY 10023 or at 
www.americanvalues.org.  
Genesis 2:18 
Luke 10:27 
John 13:34 
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1 John 4:18 
 
 
 


