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SHARING LIFE AT FIRST BY PASTOR BOB BENDER ON JANUARY 7, 2018 

“MAKE A DIFFERENCE” FROM ACTS 9:31 AND JUDGES 3:31 

 

 An Illinois man left the snow-filled streets of Chicago for a vacation in the Florida Keys. His wife was 

on a business trip and was planning to meet him there the next day. When he reached his hotel, he decided to 

send his wife a quick email. Unfortunately, when typing her address, he missed one letter and his note was 

directed instead to an elderly preacher’s wife whose husband had passed away. When the widow checked her 

email, she took one look at the monitor, let out a piercing scream, and fell to the floor in a faint. At the sound, 

her family rushed into the room and saw this note on the screen: “Dearest Wife, I am finally checked in. 

Everything is prepared for your arrival tomorrow. P.S. It sure is hot down here.”  

 One letter can make a difference and that letter is I, or you, as we begin our January life message series 

entitled MAKE A DIFFERENCE (or I Make a Difference). There is not a one of us in this room who does 

not want to make a difference in 2018. I want to encourage you today with a word from God—you can make 

a difference. In fact, most of you already are but we can always do better. 

 To make a difference, you’ve got to see it before you see it. It is my awesome responsibility and great 

opportunity to recast our church’s vision and values at the beginning of each year. I have a vision for our 

church—I see hundreds of children, youth, and adults making a difference through leading others into a 

growing relationship with Jesus Christ, by gathering in His name, growing in His grace, and going on life’s 

mission.  It is imperative that we reengage and commit to who we are and what we are about because if there’s 

a mist in the pulpit there will be a fog in the pew.   

 Philosopher and church historian K. S. Laterouette wrote, “Two things change apathy into enthusiasm—

a vision that takes the imagination by storm and a strategy of putting that vision into practice.” Today we will 

engage both to begin this year. Vision without strategy is just a dream; strategy without vision is drudgery. 

Vision with strategy is dynamic and is the hope of the world.  

 Proverbs 29:18 says, “Where there is no vision, the people perish.” However, does anybody know the 

last half of this significant verse? “But happy is he who keeps the law (of God).” So, to avoid perishing without 

vision, we must experience keeping God’s Word, which we will engage today. 2 Chronicles 26:5 says, 

“Uzziah continued to seek God in the days of Zechariah who had understanding through the vision of God 

and as long as Uzziah sought the Lord, God prospered him.” Contrast that to 1 Samuel 3:1 under Eli’s 

lackluster leadership, “And the word from the Lord was rare in those days; visions were infrequent.” As long 

as we seek the Lord and seek to fulfill His vision for FBC, God will prosper us with success. As long as we 

fail to understand and fulfill God’s vision for FBC, we will perish and fail. 

 What is vision? Vision is a picture of God’s preferred future for His people with a passion to fulfill it. 

Both picture and passion are needed. The famous artist Pablo Picasso once said, “If I paint a wild horse, you 

might not see the horse...but surely you will see the wildness!” Both singlemindedness and wholeheartedness 

are essential to effective ministry.  

  So, a blast from the recent past—Who are, who are, who are we? (“We are, we are FBC!”) But who are 

we as FBC? Each church has its own identity, personality, gift mix, and opportunity. Each extension of the 

bride of Christ ministers best out of who she is rather than trying to try to be something she is not. What is 

needed first of all is pastor, church, and community all on the same page functioning as one in gifting and 

vision. I call it “A pastor” in “A church” in “A community”—use any letter you want—continuity is meant 

here not quality, but that certainly helps! Sorry you are stuck with a three-talent pastor in a five-talent church!  

 This Is Us is a TV series about life in a middle-class family and their connection with several people 

who share the same birthday and the ways in which they are similar. It reflects who the Pearson fam is—

values and a vision—and who they hope to become, overcoming the challenges of family life as they grow 

up.  
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 Well, this is us as FBC reflected in your handout that we will briefly consider. First notice our motto—

making a difference one by one. You can make a difference as one. We will see how in a minute. 

 Next notice our vision statement— “We live to lead people into a growing relationship with Jesus 

Christ.” Wherever you are in your journey toward God—non-Christian, near-Christian, new Christian 

nominal Christian, needy Christian, or notable one—there is a place for you here to grow in Jesus. People 

need Jesus. Jesus people need more of Jesus and that’s what we offer here at FBC.  

 Our three-fold strategy to fulfill that vision is by gathering in His name, growing in His grace, and going 

on life’s mission.  

 Vision is generated by values. What are FBC’s core values? Now these are descriptive, not prescriptive. 

In other words, they reflect who we are, not necessarily what we want to become. A church must drive down 

its own lane assigned by the Father. Our six key values are: relational and families as an expression of how 

we gather; Spirit and Word as an expression of how we grow; and generous and sent as an expression of how 

we go. We will be unpacking these the next few weeks together.   

 What one verse reflects who we are as a church? Acts 9:31 is where we best see our church’s vision and 

values in the word of God— “So the church enjoyed peace, being built up; and going on in the fear of the 

Lord and in the comfort of the Holy Spirit, it continued to increase” —Acts 9:31.    

 “So, the church enjoyed peace (gathering in His name).” This word, peace, in the Greek language 

comes from a root word meaning “to join.” As we join together in unity and worship, we enjoy and experience 

God’s peace—something a lot of churches do not have. How blessed we are with unity! It is the mark of a 

great congregation involving undisturbed harmony and tranquility.  

 Healthy churches are made up of healthy people. Healthy people help people; hurt people harm people. 

Even the healthiest of us are broken and part of our healing comes when we heal together. When we are right 

with God, we are right with one another. When several musical instruments are in tune with the piano, they 

are in tune with one another.   

As we gather, are all your relationships in the church as they should be before God?  Is there someone 

with whom you need to be reconciled? Is there someone you need to be closer to so you can grow more?  Is 

there someone you can grow from and someone you can help grow? Everybody needs to be mentoring and 

everybody needs to be mentored.          

As we gather we are tempted to look around and we see “gaps” in others’ lives—the difference 

between what they are and what they should be in Jesus. How do we deal with them? We deal with others as 

God deals with us—in love that covers a multitude of sins (Eph. 5:25: 1 Pt. 4:8). Think what all Jesus had to 

put up in your life in 2017! He is so gracious and merciful. Let us not put the pencil to others, unless God puts 

the pencil to us!          

“So, the church (was) being built up (growing in His grace)” Relational growth always opens the 

door for spiritual growth—always. This deeper growth spiritually is not something you do for yourself.  You 

do not build yourself up (active or middle voice); you are being built up (passive voice here in the Greek).  

 Someone builds you up and grows you spiritually based upon your willingness and that someone is the 

Holy Spirit Who is spoken of in this verse as the primary mover of church growth. Allow Him to build you 

up as you cooperate with Him and are obedient to Him. Now He will use your spiritual disciplines and other 

people, but He is the One who is at work in your life building you up, or growing you deeper spiritually.   

Isaiah 37:31 tells us to strike root downward and then you will bear fruit upward. First things first. 

Isaiah 54:2 says for us to strengthen our pegs as well as lengthening our cords. Consider strengthening your 

pegs of prayer, Bible study, and fellowship this year. Acts 19:20 says, “So the word of the Lord was growing 

mightily and prevailing” in the growth of the early church. Is God’s word prevailing in your life or is it 

something or someone else who is prevailing over it? Whether you have walked with Jesus five days, five 

years, or 50 years, you should ever be growing. Are you being edified or are you petrified?     
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A healthy church strengthens its members. Being built up means we are edified, or strengthened 

through God’s Word and Spirit. You leave a healthy church meeting with your mind clearer, your heart purer, 

your emotions stronger, your will more resolute to do God’s will, and your life more centered on Jesus Christ.  

Join a LIFE group, Wednesday night seminar, or enroll in a seminary class.  If you are green you will grow, 

but if you think you are ripe, you will rot. Make 2018 the greatest year of growth in your life.   

“So, the church was going on . . . and continued to increase (going on life’s mission).”  The word 

increase means to grow numerically to the fullest measure, or to multiply. God had plans for His first church 

to grow numerically and indeed the church that had begun several years ago in Jerusalem with 120 had grown 

into the thousands at the time of this writing in Jerusalem and then into all Judea, Galilee, and Samaria. God 

wants His church to grow numerically.  

Are you working to grow our church numerically by saying a good word about Jesus wherever you 

go?  By inviting people to FBC or your LIFE Group? By making our guests feel welcomed? By contributing 

to the friendly reputation of FBC? By leading someone to Jesus?    

   I want to share with you our equation for church growth here: GC3=CG3.  GC3—the Great Commission 

(to make disciples) + the Great Commandment (to love one another) + a Great Congregation (positive church 

setting). Our setting is certainly blessed with internal peace and external opportunity on the cusp of one of the 

fastest growing communities in America. “The lines have fallen to us in pleasant places” (Ps. 16:6). = CG3 

(church growth).  CG3 = Church Growth closer (relationally) + Church Growth deeper (spiritually) + Church 

Growth larger (numerically). The reason why I am so passionate about preaching on the church is because I 

believe, like Bill Hybels, that the church is the only hope of the world.      

 You are probably thinking that all of this is well and good, but where do I fit in? Perhaps you feel (as I 

do sometime), what can one person do? I mean, here you are in our vast universe in our Milky Way Galaxy—

one of two trillion galaxies in the universe each with 500 billion stars and planets! Let’s get closer… (one of 

seven billion in our world). Not much better, huh? How about this? (one of 325 million in the good ole USA). 

Now let’s move in … (one of 5.5 million in Colorado). Not much help. What about this? (Colorado Springs 

metro area of 650,000. How about now? (FBC with 1200 members). What about this? (auditorium chair). 

There is the power of one.                 

 Helen Keller said, “I am only one, but still I am one. I cannot do everything, but still I can do something; 

and because I cannot do everything, I will not refuse to do something that I can do.” Throughout Scripture, 

we find example after example of the power of one. My favorite is a little known Biblical character named 

Shamgar. Who has heard of Shamgar? If I asked you to tell me something about him, I doubt you could as he 

is only mentioned twice in Scripture. Let’s apply his life to yours as seen in Judges 3:31<read>. 

 How can I make a difference? Make a difference by doing what you can—“he struck down six 

hundred Philistines.” He was not an eloquent prophet; he did not have a position of influence in the king’s 

palace; he was not a leader as we consider one. But he did what he could by striking down 600 enemies of 

Israel. We are not to understand that this occurred in one fell swoop as that would be quite fanciful, but over 

time his reputation made its rounds. There may be a lot you can’t do; but there is more that you can do.  

 There is the power of one. One boy’s loaves and fishes fed 5000. One slave girl’s involvement saved an 

Old Testament king from leprosy. One woman’s courage (Esther) saved a nation. One woman’s conversion 

in Ephesus started a church. One man’s death on a cross saves billions from a devil’s hell. One seed can start 

a garden. One tree can start a forest. One step can become a mile. One mile can become a journey. One dream 

can become a reality. One spark can become a flame. One flame can become an inferno. One witness can 

make an eternal difference. One prayer can change a situation. One hug can warm a heart. One conversation 

can start a friendship. One visit can change a life. One phone call can mean so much. One dollar can touch a 

life. An investment of time in one person’s life can equip them to pass it on. One word can make someone’s 

day. One small act of love can mean everything to someone. A belief in someone can change their destiny. I 
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wouldn’t be here if my high school pastor hadn’t believed in me. One person can make a difference… and 

that person is you.—(Adapted from Matt Windseth) 

 “God wants to use you to make a difference in His world by working through you. What matters is not 

the duration of your life, but the donation of it. Not how long you lived, but how you lived”—Rick Warren.  

 Make a difference by doing what you can with what you have— “an ox goad.” Shamgar was a farmer 

plowing with his oxen down the rows of his field. An ox goad was a long pole—often iron-tipped—that was 

used to prod the oxen along when they got slow or cantankerous. Shamgar didn’t sit down and gripe because 

of what he didn’t have or wish he had more or compare himself to others; he used what he did have.  

 God is asking you the same question he asked Moses in Exodus 4:2, “What’s in your hand?” Moses’ 

staff became the rod of God and led a nation and parted the seas. I can’t promise you that you will part the 

waters, but God has given you something in your hand to use for Him. What’s in your hand? You have a 

spiritual gift, a unique personality, a position or influence at work, school, or in the neighborhood, abilities 

and passions. God has already uniquely equipped you to make a difference. He hasn’t called you to just plow, 

but to fight and win battles against the enemy—the devil himself. Who is winning? You have more than 

enough. Joshua 23:10 says, “One of your men puts to flight a thousand, for the Lord your God is He who 

fights for you, just as He promised you.”  

 Make a difference by doing what you can with what you have where you are— “(in) Israel.” God has 

uniquely planted you where you are in our church and community at this time. He makes no mistakes. He 

wants to use you where you are. He certainly cannot use you where you are not! In Matthew 13, Jesus says 

the field is the world and that He is the sower who sows the good seed (children of the kingdom) in the world 

where He sees fit for greatest kingdom advancement. 

 Now for full disclosure, Shamgar is mentioned again in Judges 5:6 in Deborah’s song of victory—“In 

the days of Shamgar… the highways were deserted and travelers went roundabout ways.” In other words, the 

populace did not have the confidence to travel the highways, but had to sneak around through less-traveled 

routes. Why? Because though Shamgar’s victory was notable, it was local and short-lived. The enemy still 

controlled most of the country. Shamgar could not make the difference in his country alone. He needed an 

army like Deborah; not just one lone soldier. So the big idea of what I am saying is this: I make a difference, 

but I cannot do it alone. We need each other to become the army of God (1 Chr. 12:33).      

 I cannot make the difference that needs to be made in our church and community by myself. Our pastors 

cannot make a difference all by themselves. Your church leaders cannot make the difference by themselves. 

And by the way, you cannot make a difference all by yourself either. “One chases a thousand; and two chases 

ten thousand to flight” (Dt. 32:30).  

 So where do you fit? Find your fit in the Father’s plan. We are better together. Don’t you just hate it 

when you are doing a jig-saw puzzle and you get down to the last piece and it’s missing?! Don’t be the lost 

missing piece of the puzzle. We need you in 2018. We need each other in 2018. Don’t move away from your 

spiritual family; move toward us. Join us in doing your part in the context of the whole to make a difference 

in 2018.  

 

Central Idea of Text (CIT): Shamgar made a difference in Israel—though short-lived.  

Big Idea of Message (BIM): I make a difference, but I cannot do it alone.      

Major Objective (MO): Commitment 

Specific Objective (SO): I desire my hearers to make a difference with their lives.  

Primarily Addressed Need (PAN): How can I make a difference?  
 


