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Having and Being A True Friend                                                                            8/31/08

Ecclesiastes 4:9-16

Introduction: The choir practiced a wonderful song entitled, “Old Friends,” by Gloria and William Gaither, which speaks about the tremendous blessing of having true friends, and I hope we will sing it for you someday, but till then let me read to you some of the words of this song: “Old, Friends, after all of these years, Just old friends through the laughter and tears, Old friends, What a find! What a priceless treasure, like a rare piece of gold, Old friends make it great to grow old.  God must have known that some days on our own we will lose our will to go on; That is why He sent friends like you along.  A phone call, a letter, a pat on back, or a ‘Hey I just dropped in to say,’ A hand when you are down, a loan when you just couldn’t pay, A song or a story, a rose from the florist, a little note that you just happened to send out of the blue just to tell that you’re still our friend, Old friends what a priceless treasure.”
Life without true friends would be miserable and God who knows this sends us such friends as well as challenges us to be true friends for others.  Yes, having genuine friends is indeed a wonderful and priceless treasure, for as Proverbs 17:17 says, “A friend loves at all times, and a brother is born for adversity.” 

Now when we look at the way people relate to each other in this world we often see a lot of bitterness, brokenness, and bondage.  We also see a lot of loneliness.  Many people even though they are surrounded by others they don’t experience the love, warmth, support, and kindness that come from true relationships, but are mistreated and abused.  Others although they have everything they need, miss true friends with whom they can interact and socialize.  It is well known that loneliness is the most acute social disease of the 21st century.  People nowadays live longer and better, physically and materially they are better, but are lonelier than ever. 

Now the church should be a place for originating true and long lasting relationships as well as a place for mending and nurturing relationships.  There are three major functions of the church in the New Testament.  The early Church was based on koinonia, diakonia, and kerygma or fellowship, service, and evangelism and koinonia, which means community, or fellowship was one of the strongest aspects of the early church.  In Acts 11:26, we are told that the followers of Christ were first called Christians in Antioch.  Unbelievers looked at this community of believers in Antioch and saw two major things: true faith and dedication to God and true love and fellowship to and with each other and they called them Christians after Jesus Christ who loved God and loved people too.

So churches today should be places for real fellowship where both believers and the unchurched can discover real and long lasting relationships.  Every human being has a deep need in his or her soul for real social interaction, for fellowship, and for true and long lasting relationships and the church should be the place for fulfilling this need.

In our text from Ecclesiastes 4, Solomon explains the importance of true and long lasting relationships.  Ecclesiastes together with Job, Proverbs, Psalms, and Song of Songs are called the Wisdom Books.  These types of Biblical Books contain a lot of real life practical principles designated to keep the reader safe and away from harms and offer him or her guiding principles.  How many of you watch Dr. Phil?  He is very wise and counsels people how to understand and succeed in life.  The only problem is that he is not doing it for free and he became very rich in the mean time.  God has given us the Bible to help us navigate through the wilderness and toughness of life and we can find a lot of practical principles that will protect us from harm and help us experience a fulfilled life.  And here in Ecclesiastes 4 we read about the benefits and importance of true and long lasting relationships and through this passage God tells us how to have true friends as well as be true friends to others:

1. Relationships Are Beneficial 

The first aspect that Solomon mentions here about being and having true friends is the need to understand that relationships are beneficial.  As he says in v.9, “Two are better than one…” In other words having and maintaining true and long lasting relationships with others will benefit us on a practical level.  The more persons we have as true friends the easier we go through life and the more help will get in time of hardship.  Some friends, family members, neighbors, or even church members will desert us when we need them, but some will always stick with us and be ready to help.  That it is why we have to maintain true relationships with as many as possible.

There are three major benefits of having true friends that Solomon mentions here:

First, true friends help us accomplish our dreams.  As he says here, “Two are better than one because they have a good reward for their toil.”  If we want to accomplish more things in life then we should seek friends, family and church members who are willing to help and who have similar dreams.  Pray always to God to send people in your life who understand you and are ready to help you fulfill the dreams and plans that you have.

Illustration:  You read nowadays about movie stars like Tom Cruise and Nicole Kidman, Brad Pitt and Jennifer Aniston who divorced after several years of marriage.  When they are asked why, the man says, “I wanted children and she doesn’t want” and the woman answers, “I am not ready to end my career yet, I still want to be a movie star.”  The real question is, “Why did you get married in the first place if you have different plans and aspirations?”  As a future husband or wife it is better to marry somebody who wants what you want.  When I first saw Corina it was love at first sight but before getting serious in our relationship, I prayed to God and asked Him to help me understand if to pursue the relationship or not.  And God said, “Yes.”  Do you know why?  Because she was the daughter of a dedicated minister and I wanted to be a minister so who could better  understand and support me than the daughter of a minister?   So true relationships help us accomplish more.  Do you want us to accomplish more as a church?  Then there should be real and long lasting relationships among us.  We should be united around a common vision and work together in faith, love, and determination in order to fulfill it.  
Second, true friends will always help in time of need.  In v.10 Solomon says, “For if they fall, one will lift up the other; but woe to one who is alone, and falls and does not have another to help…”
True friends will always be there for you in times of need and they will find a way to help when there seems to be no way.  Think for a moment about a person in your life who has been always ready to help?  I am sure that every one of us can think of somebody, a true friend or family member who was always there for us.  

Illustration:  Jesus had 500 disciples and he singled out 70 out of them.  Then he chose 12 who were always with Him.  They were like His own family.  Jesus loved them and protected them to the end and then He commissioned them to be His apostles.  But out of these 12, 3 of them were really close.  Peter, James, and John were really close to Jesus.  They were His inner circle, and Jesus took them on several instances to witness different miracles and mighty works.  He took them on the Mountain to witness His transfiguration.  Now out of these three John was with Jesus to the end.  He followed the master to the cross and was there when Jesus was crucified, holding Mary, Jesus’ mother in his hands.  John was not afraid to lose his life for Jesus at a time where all the other disciples were afraid.  Later on the others became true followers of Jesus and gave their lives for serving Him, but John was a true friend from the beginning, and a true friend will always be there for you even when all others desert you.  

We should ask God to surround us with true friends and also help us be true friends to others. Also our church should be a place where true relationships are made and nurtured.  This should be our main mark as a church.  We should be a Christian community that will grow deep in love, support, help, kindness, to each other and where real fellowship can be experienced.

Third, true friends help us withstand opposition and adversity.  In v. 12 Solomon says, “And though one might prevail against another, two will withstand one.”   What Solomon says here is that when others want to harm us true friends will always be there to defend us.  Now Solomon lived in a time of wars and insecurity and having more people around you was always more secure, and this is true even in our world.  A young woman was walking alone one day in a park when a homeless began to follow her.  Then instantly she met another friend and began to walk together and when the homeless saw two of them, he backed off. 

This principle that Solomon mentions here is true in times of physical threat as well as other types of harms that people intend us.

Illustration:  A friend of mine from Romania told me recently that he wanted to sell a land property and all kinds of people came and tried to convince him to sell it to them but none was willing to pay the price prior to closing the contract.  They said, “we are business men and we will invest in it first and then we will pay you the price.”  He was smart enough not to accept such offers but the point is that several such persons came and kept pressuring him.  Then, a member from his church heard about it and he bought it paying the whole price immediately.  Next, he built an apartment complex on it and offered his friend an apartment at half the prices.  So true friends will help us withstand opposition and adversity. 

We as Christians should maintain true relationships among us, relationships based on trust, support, kindness, and practical help.  In 1John 3:18 the Bible says, “Little children let us love not in word or speech, but in truth and action.”  In other words a true church is a place for genuine Christian relationships where people experience not only nice speeches or encouraging words but also real practical compassion and help, and when we are true friends to each other we all benefit and are encouraged and supported.

2. Relationships Challenge Us Spiritually.

Second true friendship relationships will challenge us spiritually.  There is a very important spiritual aspect related to having and being true friends that we need to understand. If we don’t we will not be able to have true friends or be ones. In the last part of verse 12 Solomon says, “A threefold cord is not quickly broken.”  

What is interesting here is that in the first verses Solomon talks about two people being better than one, and now here in the last part of v. 12 he talks about a threefold cord does not get broken.  So who is the third person weaved together with the other two?  It is God.  This is what Solomon says here: “One person alone is a grave misfortune, two are better than one, but a threefold cord is not quickly broken,” or in other words when people based their friendships on God such friendship are strong and enduring. 

Now this verse “A threefold cord is not quickly broken” is very much used at weddings to stress the importance of the newly wed couple to weave themselves as a couple together with God forming thus a trio.  In fact in Israel, it is still a custom that the man would place a three strands, silver cord over the head of his bride. The silver, of course, speaks of redemption, and the three strands of the cord signify God, the man, and the woman. Like the cord, in order for it to be of any practical value, neither of the three could be independent but had to be united with the others by being twisted together – forming one cord under severe pressure. This was the significance of the cord in the ceremony.  The point is that any human relationship that has God in it is real and durable.  So if we want to experience real genuine, long-lasting relationships in our marriages, families, churches and communities then we should invite God to be part of them.  

Two major implications are here as we try to understand how relationships challenge us spiritually:

First, the more I nurture my relationship with God the better and more genuinely I can relate to my fellow humans.  The more I grow in faith and mature spiritually the better I am able to love, support, help, and guide my family, friends, church members and others in my life.  The more I let myself attracted to God, the more people I attract to myself.  My relationship with God is affecting my relationship with people.  It is a cause and effect process.

Illustration: I met people complaining that they don’t have friends and that people don’t like them or everywhere they went people where hostile toward them.  The truth of the matter was that they were low spiritually; they were stagnating growing in faith and thus not able to make true friends. 

So we need to draw closer to God if we want others to draw closer to us and benefit from having true relationships.  In 1Corinthians 11:1 Apostle Paul says, “Follow my example as I follow the example of Christ.”  In other words, “Only as I grow in faith and depend in Christ I can nurture and maintain true relationships with you…”

Second, the more I nurture my relationship with God the more God will use me to fulfill His plans and works.  See God needs coworkers in His kingdom.  God needs faithful men and women that He can use to bring others to faith and fulfill His plans in our world, but God cannot use a blind man to lead another blind man because as Jesus says they will both fall in the pit.  So if we want to leave a real impact on people around us, then we first must let God have a real impact on us.  One of the greatest needs in the church today is dedicated leaders.  More than ever the harvest is plentiful and the workers are few.  I always rejoice when a church member dedicates his or her life to ministry and is willing to serve God and we always have to encourage and support others in serving God.  But also one of the greatest paradoxes in the church is when immature, nominal Christians are running the church.  

So there is a great need but also a great paradox.  The point for us is that if we grow in faith and sanctification then God will use us in a real way to influence others.  Paul told the Philippian believers  “Whatever you have learned or received or heard from me, or seen in me — put it into practice.” (Phil. 4:9)   He was impacting them not only through preaching but by being himself a living example of mature faith, and he was mature in faith because he nurtured daily his relationship with God.  He also told Timothy in 1Timothy 4:14, “set the believers an example in speech and conduct, in love, in faith, in purity.”

God needs leaders to build up His church, but He will not bless their work and efforts unless they set themselves as examples of love, purity, and faith.

Illustration: Franklin Graham the son of Billy Graham was a rebellious young man looking in all the wrong places for happiness and fulfillment.  The last thing on his agenda was to receive Christ in his life and live for God.  Yet he could always see in his father a true believer nurturing constantly his relationship with God.  Billy Graham was there in the house on his knees praying or reading the Bible and ready to help and guide the young rebellious Franklin.  One day when Franklin got tired of the worldly temporary pleasures he knelt down before the Lord and prayed: “God make like my father…I want to be like him, take my life and help me serve you ” Today Franklin is like his father Billy a man used by God to reach millions for Christ.  If we want to influence others with whom we have relationships then we first must nurture our relationship with God.

Also if you have true friends, you will listen to them when they admonish you, you will accept their advice and counsel, as well as you will always caution somebody else when he or she is wrong if you are a true friend to him or her.  True friends accept admonition and as well as give admonition when needed.  Proverbs 27:17, says, “As iron sharpens iron, so a man sharpens the countenance of his friend.”   

3. Relationships Are Costly 

The last dynamic of relationships that Solomon mentions here is that they are costly.  Isn’t this interesting?  First, he says that relationships benefit us practically, then they bless us spiritually but thirdly they are costly.  In vv 13-15 he says that “better is a poor but wise youth than an old yet foolish king who will no longer take advice” and then he also says that the young poor person was also imprisoned but came out and replaced the old king and all the people in the kingdom followed the young king.  

Solomon uses here an illustration about a young person who did not have an easy life.  First he was poor.  Second, he was imprisoned, and we don’t know why, he is not giving us a lot of details about this young person, but he defeated the hardships of life but being willing to take advices.  He sacrificed his personal ego and set aside his own selfish ambitions and listened to the advice of others and replaced the old king who was selfish.  Now I don’t think this is the only scenario.  It could as well be an old person who could have replaced a young selfish king, but the point that Solomon makes is that we shouldn’t delay making sacrifices in originating relationships if we want to be blessed by them.  The more we advance in years the more we get used with a certain lifestyle and worldview and it becomes harder and harder to be willing to accept and take sacrifices.  And without sacrifices we will not benefit of true and long lasting relationships.  

In John 15:13 Jesus says, “No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.”   What Jesus says here is that the truest and most worth relationships have an element of cost attached to them?  Where there is no cost or sacrifice there is no true worth. 

It takes more hard work for a construction company to build a bigger and more durable house but the cost of that house is also higher.  It takes more work and dedication to Mercedes workers to build a Mercedes car but the cost is higher.  Jesus says that in any relationship the greatest expression of love is to be willing to pay the supreme sacrifice.  Now Jesus Himself did that for us, he gave Himself his own life he laid it down for us.  That is why when Jesus chose to sacrifice and surrender everything for us it gave birth to a relationship that is worth everything.  Why are people willing to give up everything for Christ?   Because He first sacrificed everything for us and thus nothing is more valuable than our relationship with Him.

Paul the Apostle was a man who destined his life toward wealth, fame, and power.  Yet when he met Jesus he gave up everything.  Listen to what he says in Philippians 3:7-9,

“Yet whatever gains I had, these I have come to regard as loss because of Christ.  More than that I regard everything as loss because of the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord.  For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things, and I regard them as rubbish, in order that I might gain Christ and be found in Him…”  

What the Holy Scripture is telling us today is that the most enduring and worth relationships are also the ones steeped in sacrifice.  If we want true and long lasting relationships that are worth, then we need to be willing to pay a cost which might be our time, money, status, and so on. 

Illustration: Richard Wurmbrand the Romanian pastor who spent 14 years in the communist prisons tells how one day they brought in a young prisoner.  He was very rebellious and unfriendly, not willing to talk with no other prisoner, so the others were always making fun of him and ridiculing him.  When they were doing that he always responded, “One day I will be free and I will go to America, I hate you and I hate this country.”  Wurmbrand approached him one day and said, “If you want to go to America, you need to learn English, and I can help you if you want.”  The boy was reluctant at first but then little by little opened up and became interested, so Wurmbrand began teaching him English as well as telling him about Christ and what it means to give your life to God.  The young prisoner was also very skinny so Wurmbrand often took from his small portion of food and gave it to him, as well as always defended him when others ridiculed him.  Few weeks later Wurmbrand let the young prisoner to Christ, and he became a born again believer willing to serve the Lord for the rest of his life.  Later on he was freed and became a dedicated minister who served in one of the largest churches from Romania.  See Wurmbrand could have chosen to make his life a little easier in that prison and not spend from his time, energy, and food to be a true friend to the young prisoner, yet he paid a cost, to enter a genuine relationship, which in the end brought him a lot of joy as a servant of God, as well as God used for his glory. 
Genuine Christian relationships can benefit us tremendously.  If we have and maintain such relationships we can get real help and support in time of need and hardships from real friends.  Then real Christian relationships bless us spiritually.  We draw closer to God because we want Him to use us in fulfilling His work and will.  But Christian genuine relationships are also costly and we have to be ready to sacrifice in order to maintain them and benefit from them. In Matthew 16:24-26 Jesus said, “If anyone will come after me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross and follow me.”

Conclusion: Above all things I pray that our church will continue to be a Christian community where real and long lasting relationships are originated and maintained.  Many people in our community and beyond are lonely, mistreated, abused, and maybe never experienced the power and benefits of genuine relationships and true friendships and God calls us to be true friends to them.  Let’s continue to be true friends to each other and to all that God brings across our ways and God will give us true friends too, and real joy in our hearts. Amen            

