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Sermon for Sunday, November 20, 2011

Dr. Dan Doriani

Deep Friendship

John 15:13

Imagine that you just received bad news. There is a problem so severe that you want to curl up and die. Who would you call to your side? How many people could you call, knowing they would come? How many true friends do you have? How did you make them? What sets them apart? Are true friendships enriching your life in the way that they can? Are you the best friend you can be? These are the topics in the biblical teaching – Proverbs’ teaching – about friendship.
1. The marks of a true friend (Proverbs 17:17, 18:24, 27:9) 

Friendship begins with a meeting that turns into something more. Two women meet at work and discover that they see things the same way – what is good, what needs to change, and how that might happen. They learn that they also have children the same age and a friendship is born – if they are open to it.

Two years ago, a man began coming to Central to explore the faith. Someone introduced us and we ate lunch. I learned that he is a poet. I read several of his poems, loved them and told him: “I so admire artists – poets, actors, musicians. I wish I had an ounce of the artist in me.” No, no he countered, “A speaker is an artist too. And moments in your sermons have poetic elements. You must try to write poetry; you can do it.” So I did try it. My friends will judge if they are dreck, dross or poetry, but I find my life enriched by the practices of the poet. And I realized that he is my friend.

Friendships begin with a meeting, a connection, openness to more and the some "third thing" – a secret, insight, cause, or passion that unites them. C. S. Lewis:  “Friendship arises [when] companions discover that they have in common some insight or interest or even taste which the others do not share… The typical expression of opening Friendship would be something like, ‘What? You too? I thought I was the only one.’” 


So friends are neighbors, but more. They do things together, but there is more and we need to search that out. When we scan the Bible for its teaching on friendship, we think of the relationships between David and Jonathan, Ruth and Naomi, Jesus and his disciples. If we add the proverbs on friendship, we may think we have a complete picture of the marks or traits of a friend.

In fact, people compile lists of "The Traits of a Friend." The lists can be very legal: "A good friend is faithful, righteous and loving, willing to sacrifice and willing to rebuke. If you want to please God and man, do these things.” Let's call that "Nike Christianity” - Just do it. The problem is, we can’t “Just do it.” Besides that, the lists can be shallow. So we need to press deeper beyond lists and duties, and consider a God-centered model of friendship.
The God-centered model for friendship

Let’s consider God, the archetypal friend. He shows us how to be a friend. The Bible calls God a friend of his people on five occasions. When we survey them we see two traits of God as friend: Self-disclosure and helpful presence. We see this first with Abraham, the "friend of God" (2 Chr 20:7, Jas 2:23).


 In Genesis 19, the angel of the Lord visited Abraham and Sarah when they were old and childless. The angel announced that he would help them, that Sarah would bear the child God had promised twenty-five years earlier. When Sarah heard this she laughed. The Lord heard and confronted Sarah’s doubts as they shared a meal. So the Lord pursued a deeper relationship, asking, “Why did Sarah laugh?” And he revealed himself asking her “Is anything too hard for the Lord?” (19:12-15). 

The Bible also calls Moses the friend of God, in Exodus 33:7-11, and the same pattern holds. As a friend, God helped Moses lead Israel out of Egypt. God also practiced self-disclosure. When Israel left Egypt, the Lord instructed Israel to build a "tent of meeting," a special place of prayer. Many visited that tent to pray, but when Moses went, God visited him in a shining cloud. Then, we read, the Lord spoke to "Moses face to face, as a man speaks to his friend” (33:11). 

Later God disclosed himself more fully: "The Lord is the compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger, abounding in love and faithfulness, maintaining love to thousands, and forgiving sin. Yet he does not leave the guilty unpunished" (34:6-7).

Of course, God's friendship with Israel is different from typical human friendships. No human friendship is so one-sided. God helps us but does not need our help. And he knows us but we don’t know him, so he has to tell us who he is if we hope to know him. Still, these are the marks of friendship: Friends are present to help in the hour of need. And they reveal themselves – their hopes, aspirations, fears, triumphs, their character. 

Beyond that, the best friendships feature some "third thing" as Lewis said.  Friends share a secret, an enthusiasm, a cause, not just a task. They have a common insight about the way the world is and the have common dreams about what the world might become. We share a vision of the good life.
· Basketball friends agree to pass first, shoot second, crash the boards, look for fast breaks, and play team defense. 

· Parenting friends agree that they want to give their children time without programs, time to sit in trees – maybe even fall out of them. They agree: there must be rules, but the rules serve the children, the children do not serve the rules. So obvious, so easily forgotten.

Once we see this pattern, we can read Proverbs, not as a checklist of duties, but within the God-given pattern for friendship. Proverbs takes great interest in the question of associations, for “He who walks with the wise grows wise” (13:20). A true friend “loves at all times, and a brother is born for adversity” (17:17). And “There is a friend who sticks closer than a brother” (18:24). But beware bad friends. They will betray you if they are not close and they will corrupt you if they are.
2. False friendship

Proverbs is unsentimental about the problems in human relationships. A segment from Proverbs 18:23-19:7 addresses them. The passage describes life in general, not life in the covenant community. Solomon says, “There is a friend who sticks closer than a brother, but such friends are rare. Poverty and riches expose the fault lines. A poor man must plead for mercy and aid. He cries for favor, but ‘the rich answers roughly.’” His harsh reply drives away the poor man. 

The middle of the section says, “Wealth brings many friends, but a poor man’s friend deserts him” (19:4). The last verse in the section, 19:7, says he is treated the same way at every turn. “A poor man’s brothers hate him’ - they shun him – How much more do his friends avoid him! Though he pursues them with pleading, they are nowhere to be found.” They disappear in the hour of need because they are not friends at all. Friends crowd around the rich and powerful because they hope to enrich themselves. But “even the bosom companion” will “dissolve a relationship” when its demands become too heavy.


Shaquille O’Neal and Kobe Bryant are two of the great basketball players of our era. They won three championships together with the Lakers, but then their relationship frayed. Kobe disparaged Shaq to the press – said Shaq was fat and out of shape. Then, when Kobe had serious legal problems, he was upset that Shaq didn’t defend him in public: “You’re supposed to be my friend.” At that point, a role player spoke: "Kobe, Shaq had parties and you never showed up. We invited you to dinner on the road and you didn't come. Shaq invited you to his wedding and you weren't there. Then you got married and didn't invite any of us. Now you are in the middle of a problem and you want us to step up for you. We don't even know you." True friends are there each other, but true friendship takes work.

It’s not easy to get friendship right. In the same section, Solomon takes us to the court, where “a false witness will not go unpunished” (19:5). Yet even there riches and power corrupt relationships: “Many curry favor with a ruler, and everyone is the friend of a man who gives gifts” (19:6). That is, justice will favor the powerful and the rich, whose gifts can have the effect of a bribe.
3. The benefits of friendship (Ecclesiastes 4:9-12 and Proverbs)


No doubt, friendship can go wrong, but true friendship brings great benefits – above all, timely help and spiritual direction. Ecclesiastes 4:9-12 describes the friends as helper, in four ways:

· First, friends work together effectively, "Two are better than one, because they have a good return for their work" (4:9). 

· Second, friends help one another in time of need, "If one falls down, his friend can help him up. But pity the man who falls and has no one to help him up" (4:10). 

· Third, friends offer comfort and companionship in life's cold nights, "If two lie down together, they will keep warm. But how can one keep warm alone" (4:11)? 

· Fourth, friends cushion the blows that life deals, "Though one may be overpowered, two can defend themselves. A cord of three strands is not quickly broken" (4:12). Friends galvanize each other for God-given crusades. 


So friends help each other and we all need both to give help and to receive it. I must say: Some of us give aid very well, but can hardly receive it. It is noble to give and noble to receive. We may refuse to ask for help because of pride – we want to seem strong. We’re afraid to let others know our weakness. We may even want to hold the high moral ground– “I give and give, so I am noble, beyond reproach or criticism.”


But we try to press the gospel in all of life. And if we press the gospel into every fiber, we’ll see that it cuts through the “I don’t need no help from nobody” nonsense. The gospel burns off pride: The gospel says we’re sinners, that we do need help, radically, absolutely, and always. Therefore friends both give and receive help from each other, physically and spiritually – our next point.

True Friends can offer a rebuke

We said friendships can degenerate into a mutual admiration society. But friends also care about each other’s character, their walk. The thought is, “I love you too much to be silent about this.” So friends have the capacity to cause creative discomfort when necessary. Friends certainly can make us feel good about ourselves, but true friends also know how to inflict constructive misery. Friends make us feel bad about ourselves if there is good reason for it. Certainly God, the model friend, stings in order to heal.

The theme of Proverbs 27 is relationships, good and bad. First the bad:
· The sorrow of living with a quarrelsome spouse; leave home to find peace (27:15-16).

· The misery of living near a fool (27:3, 22). 

· The pain of an angry or jealous foe (27:4). The danger of a flattering enemy (27:6, 21). 

· The neighbor who fails to repay loans. The neighbor who shouts loud greetings at dawn (27:13-14).


The true friend stands in contrast to this sad cast. Curiously, Solomon’s main point is that friends correct each other: “Better is open rebuke than hidden love. Wounds from a friend can be trusted” (27:5-6). Words that would wound, in the mouth of a stranger, are the earnest counsel of a friend – delivered in the best interests of the one rebuked. This is risky, but true friends take the risk. They love too much to stay silent while a friend indulges sin or folly. 

Hiding love “is like winking at a girl in the dark.” It does no good for the boy or the girl. But the wound of a friend is more faithful than the kiss of a flatterer. Plain words, spoken to do a friend good, show true loyalty. 


Proverbs 27:17 says, "Iron sharpens iron." Precisely: “Iron is sharpened against iron and a person sharpens the face of his friend.” This is a play on words, since the blade of a knife or sword is its face. The face of a sword sharpens the face of a friend. It takes a strong person to sharpen a strong person. Sometimes the sparks fly, but that’s one part of friendship.

Again, "The pleasantness of one's friend springs from his earnest counsel" (27:9).  Once my wife and I visited friends who had moved to another state.  Carol had allergies somewhat like mine and was eager to share how she got relief by changing her diet. I am skeptical about all-rice diets and similar practices, so I tried to deflect Carol with a light-hearted remark about oat chaff and rice husks. 


Everyone laughed, but Carol eyes blazed as she cut me off. "I know your ways, Dan. You’re listening to me, but you’re skeptical. And you're too polite to say so, so you make it into a little joke, like you always do. But your Jedi mind tricks don’t work on me. You don't have to try this, but it has worked for me, so at least listen. It just might help you." That’s a friend.

C. S. Lewis is a friend of friendship, but he worries. Mutual affirmation and shared insights can make friends deaf to the opinions of others. Friends can acquire a superiority complex, become a coterie of snobs, proud that they rise far above the masses in skill, virtue or insight. Because shared convictions can galvanize people to take a stand, friendship can empower resistance to authority. But that can be good or evil. 
So Christian friends need to be willing to challenge each other and face our problems, not just the problems of outsiders.

It is easy, and potentially harmful, to exaggerate the differences between men and women, but scientific studies and common experience both suggest that men and women approach friendship differently. Women seek and nurture friendships, while men fall into and out of friendships barely grasping what is happening. 

As evidence I invite you to the card shop which contains a ‘friendship’ section. Men ask what this might be. Well, women send each other cards, with lovely rosy fonts, and tea bags inside “As I sipped my tea this morning, I thought of you.” True. Women are so supportive, but I must ask if you are willing to sharpen each other.

Men I must ask if you pay attention to the question of friendships as you should. Half the time we realize ‘Hey, Joe is my friend’ two years late. Or maybe on the way out, “Why did he talk to me that way? He’s my… friend… Huh, maybe he is.”

Sometimes a man needs another man

Even married people need friends. We need friends of the same gender. Marriage and family are the principal avenues for companionship. When God created, he made a married couple. God created Adam first and he worked alone for a time, but then God declared, "It is not good for the man to be alone; I will make a helper suitable for him" (Gen.2.18).  The marriage of Adam and Eve is more than a friendship, but not less. 

Marriage, Proverbs 2:17 says it is a covenant, husband and wife are partners – which was an entirely new concept in that world. God ordained marriage for friendship. Happy couples tell each other, "You are my best friend."

Yet marriage cannot fully satisfy our longing for companionship. First, in America, about forty per cent of all adults are single. Second, many marriages lack deep friendship. If I’m speaking to you, I urge you to go on a long walk with your beloved today and talk about it.

But even an ideal marriage can’t fulfill all of our needs for companionship. God never intended one person to meet all our social needs. No one can intelligently rejoice at each triumph and weep at each setback, or converse helpfully on every topic of interest to you. To think it is to wander toward making your spouse an idol. Even happily married people need friends.  


The happiest married man wants to talk to another man about some things.  Suppose a businessman has begun to realize that he works long hours, in part, because he likes work more than family and leisure. At work, he is an important person. His words matter. People admire him. They want to do him favors. But when he gets home, the children don't know "who he is." They’re more interested in squabbling than in pleasing him. And his wife wears a familiar "where have you been?" frown. A wise man will tell his wife this, but he might talk to a man who has faced the same problem first. 

A somewhat newly married woman may be ambivalent about children. Yes, she wants to become a mother, but, no, she doesn’t want to waste her education or swap her hard-earned professional identity for a bucket of diapers – even if they’re green. Tell her husband? Of course, but talk to a wise mother too.

So let’s take stock. Do you have friends? Real friends? Do you tend the relationship – or do you run when someone gets close enough to offer a faithful wound, because they love you too much to let you go? If you do have friendships, are they full-throttle or pale shadow? Remember the elements: Helpful presence and self-disclosure, and shared causes. Typology:

Good old boys share presence without self-disclosure: They’ll drink a beer, swap stories and remember the time when… But they go up to the edge of self-disclosure and stop before they drop. There might be dragons there. 

One point friends: have one thing in common – work, kids, sports, politics, bridge. They work on that one thing, talk about that one thing, and stay there. But their help, their presence, their self-revelation stays on that one little cause. Otherwise they stay at arm's length - literally.

Leader and follower: One has needs, the other gives help. Roles are fixed and constricting. One is "the man," the mentor, the other is the disciple. The follower reveals his needs, the leader grants help, and they stay there.

There is nothing wrong with these lesser friendships. Genuine friendship takes so much work, entails so much risk and we know so many people that most relationships must be one dimensional. But we must go deeper with someone – with shared passions, helpful presence and self-disclosure.

Genuine friendship may begin with a one-dimensional relationship. But something happens and we may wonder, "Could there be more here?" If you ask the question, pursue it if you can. It can be hard, risky, but it’s worth it.
Jesus as friend

As always, Jesus embodies and teaches the way of wisdom. He does so in two ways. First, he is a most faithful friend to his disciples – and our best friend. He was present with the 12, every day for three years. And he is present with us. 

He helped them in every way – when they got caught in a storm, when they said foolish things, when they were liable to arrest, got caught in their prejudices. The love of God reached its highest expression in the death of Christ for sin, “which was at the same time the death of a man for his friends.” 
 Jesus lay down his life for his friends – for the men, women and children whom he loves.


Someone may say it is a greater to give a life for our enemies. We could debate that, but surely it is great to give life for those whom we know and love. Especially since Jesus’ friends so misunderstood and even opposed him that they almost functioned as enemies Matt 16:21-23. And he loves us when we betray him.


Jesus also reveals himself to his disciples, to us. Although he is Lord and Master, he does not treat us as slaves. Slaves obey, but they don’t understand. We understand the “master’s business” because, Jesus says “everything that I learned from my Father I have made known to you” (John 15:15).

So he helps and reveals himself and like all friends, he expects us to make common cause with him. Not as equals, for we are not equal. But we must show that we do share a life: “You are my friends if you do what I command” (15.14).

So, my friends, I ask you: Do you have friends? Are you living as friends do: helping each other, revealing thoughts to each other, taking the time to make common cause with each other? 

If you are not, I urge you to take stock and ask why. Consider what you are missing. What causes – causes too big for one person – need you and a few friends, who will vow to change your small part of this great world? 

If you are a bad friend, or no friend, take it to the best friend you can know – Jesus. He will stick closer than a brother. He never forsakes us. He lay down his life to atone for your failures as a man or woman. But now he is present to help, the man of iron, who will sharpen every willing disciple.
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