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A FAMILY GATHERING 

 

Philippians 2:1-5 
 

Today’s message is not so much a sermon on these verses from Philippians 2 as it is some 

personal thoughts and reflections on some things I saw and heard and experienced when Mary 

Sue and I were in Memphis for the 38th General Assembly of our denomination, the 

Evangelical Presbyterian Church.  I hope you won’t find it boring.  In fact, I hope you’ll be 

blessed and encouraged and maybe even challenged in a God-honoring way. 

 

Memphis, you probably know, is famous for its barbeque (we enjoyed it from three different 

restaurants), the blues, B. B. King, Elvis, Johnny Case, and, sadly, as the place where the 

great civil rights leader, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., was shot and killed 50 years ago.  But 

none of these is the main reason we were in Memphis. We were there for our General 

Assembly, which always feels like a huge EPC family gathering of pastors, ruling elders, 

chaplains, ministry spouses and other guests from all across the country, along with EPC 

missionaries serving in countries around the world.  We met this year at Hope Church, the 

largest church in our denomination and, I think, the largest Presbyterian church of any kind in 

the U. S. 

 

Not all family gatherings are happy, because not all families get along.  Not all families have 

healthy relationships.  Not all families are loving.  Not all families love each other well.  And 

some occasions for family gatherings, such as the death of a family member, are tinged with 

sadness. 

 

I treasure our church family gatherings here at Faith, as we gather Sunday after Sunday to 

worship God, to celebrate His love and grace and worth-ship, to renew our relationship with 

Him and our relationships with one another, to love and encourage and care for one another as 

members of our church family, and to learn and grow together in the grace and knowledge of 

our Lord Jesus Christ.  There is something sacred about rejoicing with those who rejoice and 

weeping with those who weep (Romans 12:15) when we meet together under the banner of 

the Lord Jesus Christ. 

 

Unfortunately, not everyone appreciates the value or importance of getting together each 

Sunday.  This is not a new problem.  It is not a problem unique to our church family.  It has 

been a problem since the 1st century, when the author of the New Testament Letter to the 

Hebrews wrote:  “Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but 

let us encourage one another – and all the more as you see the Day (of Christ’s return) 

approaching” (Hebrews 10:25).  Already in the 1st century, you see, some believers were 

dropping out of the fellowship.  Don’t let that happen to you.  Don’t think of our weekly 

gathering for worship, fellowship, and spiritual growth as an optional extra in your life, or the 

life of your family.  Make it a priority.  Keep it a priority.  Encourage one another, especially 

those members of our church family who are less regular or less consistent in their attendance, 
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not to allow things of lesser importance to hinder them (or any of us) from full participation in 

the church’s life and ministry. 

 

Please don’t misunderstand.  I’m not saying you shouldn’t go on vacation.  Everyone can 

benefit from some time away.  I’m not saying you shouldn’t take advantage of opportunities 

to visit family members who live in other places.  I’m not saying that at all.  I know you have 

good reasons to be away at times.  I know there may be extenuating circumstances in our lives 

at times that prevent us from being at church.  I know.  But I want to remind you that you 

need the church.  And the church needs you.  All of us need the church.  And the church needs 

all of us.  Don’t undervalue the church or the importance of your connection to other members 

of the body of Christ. 

 

Our every-Sunday church family gatherings provide us with opportunities not only to grow 

closer to God but to connect or re-connect with each other in ways that can be immensely 

valuable, as we seek intentionally to love, value, and care for one another, and as we seek to 

grow our church family larger by including people who don’t yet know Jesus as their Savior 

and Lord, people with whom we want to share His saving love. 

 

I love this church.  God loves this church.  This is a special place.  And you hold a special 

place in my heart.  What I say, I say in love for all of you. 

 

Another church family gathering I cherish is the one that takes place around the Lord’s Table 

when we share together the Sacrament of Communion.  In the sacrament, we acknowledge 

our desperate need both personally and corporately for God’s saving, cleansing, forgiving 

grace and our undying gratitude for God’s saving love revealed to us in the suffering and 

death of Jesus on the cross for us.  That Jesus would do what He did for undeserving sinners 

like us, and that He would welcome us with open arms of love to receive the benefits of His 

grace, is a most amazing thing that we should never, ever take lightly. 

 

But I was talking about the General Assembly, wasn’t I?  You may wonder: What do we do at 

these annual EPC family gatherings?  The answer is:  A lot of things.  We worship together.  

It is beautiful, rich, heartfelt, uplifting, God-glorifying worship. We hear outstanding 

preaching.  We share communion.  We pray with and for one another.  We re-connect with 

old friends like David and Maryanne Fischler, Bruce and Lois Alexander, and Justin and 

Wendy Sembler.  I even caught a glimpse of Helen Franssell once or twice, amid all her 

chaplains’ meetings and her responsibilities as the chairman of the General Assembly’s 

Presbytery Review Committee. 

 

Last Sunday Mary Sue and I had the privilege of worshiping at All Saints EPC in Memphis 

where Justin is now the pastor, and then to have lunch with the Semblers and their three sons, 

and see their home.  For those who do not know the Semblers, Justin was our Youth Director 

here at Faith from 2003 to 2007 before leaving us to go to seminary.  It was such a joy to re-

connect with them, to worship with them, to hear Justin preach, and to see how the Lord is at 

work in their lives. 
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At our EPC family gatherings, we also make new friends.  We commission new missionaries 

to go out to mission fields around the world.  We hear reports of what God is doing in and 

through different churches and their communities.  We attend workshops on topics like: 

• Bringing Salt and Light to Our Public Schools 

• EPCers Loving Muslims 

• Fundamental Elements of a Vital Church  

• Re-Engaging Millennials 

• Starting a Special Needs Ministry 

 

We listen to speakers who edify and inspire and challenge us to follow Jesus faithfully and to 

incarnate the faith we profess.  Among the speakers we heard at this year’s Assembly were: 

 

• Jacqueline Brunson Furnari, daughter of Andrew and Norine Brunson.  Jacqueline 

spoke with remarkable composure about her father’s imprisonment in Turkey and the 

toll it has taken on him and the Brunson family.  It has been nearly 21 months since 

Pastor Andrew was detained by Turkish authorities on false charges in October, 2016.  

Jacqueline shared excerpts from two letters Andrew wrote to his children, letters 

expressing his faith in the Lord Jesus and his resolve to remain faithful to the Lord in 

the midst of his suffering.  Our Stated Clerk, Jeff Jeremiah, also spoke of the 

diplomatic efforts and political pressures being applied by the U. S. government in 

order to secure Andrew’s release. We continue to pray for Pastor Andrew and urge 

you all to continue to pray for him.  Wristbands (like the one I’m wearing) were given 

out at the Assembly as a reminder to pray for him. 

• Immaculee Ilibagiza (I’m not sure how to pronounce her last name), a survivor of the 

1994 genocide in Rwanda who found the grace to forgive the man who killed her 

entire family.  A member of the Tutsi tribe, she survived by hiding with seven other 

women for 91 days in a three-foot-by-four-foot bathroom in the home of a Hutu 

pastor, while Hutu militia came to the house daily in search of Tutsis they intended to 

kill.  The genocide was unimaginably horrific.  That Immaculee survived is a miracle.  

Even more miraculous is the grace she was given to forgive. 

• Greg Thompson, a PCA pastor who did his Ph.D. dissertation on the legacy of Dr. 

Martin Luther King, Jr.  Thompson (who is white and was a pastor in Charlottesville 

for many years) spoke with a sober passion of the powerful legacy of white supremacy 

in America and of our continuing need for racial healing at every level of American 

life:  in the personal, relational, institutional, and civilizational dimensions of life.  His 

message was especially timely and appropriate since 2018 is the 50-year anniversary 

of the death of Dr. King, who had come to Memphis to rally and march with striking 

sanitation workers who were seeking to be treated with dignity by the city.  On the 

night before his death, he gave his famous “Mountaintop Speech” in which he seemed 

to predict his impending death. 

 

After hearing Greg Thompson’s talk on the legacy of racism in America, one of my pastor-

friends summed it up well when he said: “I am undone.”  I felt undone, too.  It was 

uncomfortable to hear.  Mary Sue and I felt even more undone after visiting the National Civil 

Rights Museum at the Lorraine Motel, where Dr. King was shot and killed.  The museum is 

about much more than Dr. King and the civil rights movement of the 1950s and 60s.  It traces 
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the history of black slavery in America, the Civil War and the end of the institution of slavery, 

the rise of “Jim Crow” laws and legalized segregation, as well as the civil rights movement 

and changes in American culture since the 1960s.  If you ever have the opportunity, please go 

to the National Civil Rights Museum in Memphis. 

 

It is said that the Civil War was necessary to atone for America’s “original sin” of slavery.  

The price of that atonement, with all its bloodshed and destruction, was extremely high.  But 

slavery was not America’s only “original sin.”  There was also the sin that led to the slavery 

of black Africans itself: the sin of racism, which is the belief that one race is better than 

another, or that one race is superior to all others. 

 

Racism is not merely a political matter, though it certainly has political implications, since it 

affects how we all live together in the body politic of our nation.  But racism, or the pursuit of 

racial justice or racial reconciliation, is not a conservative or liberal issue.  It is a moral and 

spiritual issue that requires us to examine our racial attitudes and our views of people who are 

different from us (in color, language, national origin, or life experience) from God’s 

perspective.  The Bible tells us that “from one man (God) made every nation of men, that they 

should inhabit the whole earth; and He determined the times set for them and the exact places 

where they should live” (Acts 17:26).  God made every human being (red, yellow, black, 

white, and brown) in His image and invested us – all of us – with equal dignity and worth.  

The very nature of the image of God makes racism wrong.  Wherever any vestige of racism 

remains – in law, in practice, in social structures, in relationships, in our hearts or attitudes – 

we must renounce it.  We must seek the healing of our hearts, the healing of our relationships, 

the healing of the institutions and structures of our society, the healing of the church, and the 

healing of America as a whole. 

 

Do not think that I am accusing you – or all of us – of being racist.  I’m not.  I do think that 

racism is more deeply embedded in our culture than I ever realized.  Yes, we have made 

enormous progress in the area of civil rights.  Yes, we have made enormous progress in 

overcoming racism.  Yes, we rightly criticize and condemn racist words, attitudes, policies, 

and actions.  But we know racism still lives on in many hearts.  The ugly history of racism – 

of racial prejudice, fear, distrust, and even hate – continues to have ripple effects.  You may 

think I am overstating the case.  I don’t think I am. 

 

Racism grieves the heart of God.  Despite the record of professing Christians and of the 

church as an institution of complicity in racism in the past, part of the church’s mission from 

God today is to bear witness in our lives and in our life together to the power of Jesus to bring 

racial reconciliation and healing to our land.  To every land.  This is why it is so essential for 

the church – our church – not only to be intergenerational, but to be multi-racial and multi-

ethnic, as an expression of what the kingdom of God is meant to look like.  Part of our calling 

is to show the world outside the church what the kingdom of God really looks like here and 

now – and what it will look like at the end of history, when, as it says in Revelation 7:9-17, a 

great multitude that no one can count, from every nation, tribe, people and language, will  

stand before the throne of God to lavish on Him the worship and praise He deserves.  It gives 

me joy – and I believe it brings joy to God’s heart – that in our church family here at Faith we 
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have something like 18 different nationalities represented.  It is a partial portrait of what 

heaven will be like. 

 

Since we are a family of Christ’s followers, it is incumbent on us, as Paul says in Philippians 

1:27, to “conduct (ourselves) in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ.”  Among the ways 

we are to do that is by our unity in faith; our unity in love for God, for one another, and for 

spiritually lost people; our unity in spirit (or, in the Spirit) and in purpose, as we seek to serve 

God’s purposes in our generation.  Essential to this, as Paul says in Philippians 2, is the 

Christian grace of humility, which Jesus embodied perfectly in His incarnation.  In our church 

family, Jesus is calling us to live out the same kind of humility in our relationships with one 

another that He modeled in His life and death for us.  For the sake of His glory.  For the health 

and well-being of our church family relationships.  And as a witness to the world. 

 

May it be so in us, now and always, to the glory and praise of God.  Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 


