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Who was the first person to set foot on the moon?  Neil Armstrong, which we all know, but can you name anyone who helped him get to the moon.  How many people did it take to get Neil Armstrong to the moon?  How often do we see one person recognized for something that actually involved a large number of people?  How far could Neil Armstrong go on his own?  Not to the moon, that’s for sure.  There were 20,000 contractors that worked on the Apollo mission plus the staff at NASA.  An actor may win an Oscar for a great performance, but does he do it alone?  No.  An actor needs a good script, for one, and a good director and crew.  A quarterback may win the Most Valuable Player award, but does he earn it by himself?  No.  Where would he be without his offensive line?

Any successful endeavor depends upon cooperation.  A successful sports team will have cooperation among its members; a successful business will have cooperation among its employees; and a healthy church will have cooperation among its members.

As we continue our series In Essentials Unity, Opinions Liberty, and in All Things Love we come to the topic of Cooperation.


In some ways, cooperation is unnatural to us.  We are geared from a young age to learn competition.  We like to best someone else, whether in sports, academics, or business.  Will doesn’t know it, but I was going to compete with him.  I received an email the other day that he had added me as a friend on Facebook (if you don’t know what Facebook is, ask your kids or grandkids).  I thought I was doing well on Facebook because I have 48 friends; then I saw that Will has 885 Facebook friends.  Will, do you really know that many people?  How can you compete with that?  Competition, unfortunately, is sometimes even a natural response than cooperation among churches.  There is, quite unfortunately, at times more competition than there is cooperation among some churches.  Cooperation, though, is one of the great hallmarks of being Baptist.  We have the Cooperative Program, an ingenious system of funding our agencies, seminaries, and mission organizations and we learned a long time ago that we can accomplish so much more for the kingdom of God collectively through cooperation than we can on our own as individual congregations.

Listen to what the Baptist Faith and Message says about cooperation – 

Christ’s people should, as occasion requires, organize such associations and conventions as may best secure cooperation for the great objects of the Kingdom of God.  Such organizations have no authority over one another or over the churches.  They are voluntary and advisory bodies designed to elicit, combine; and direct the energies of our people in the most effective manner.  Members of New Testament churches should cooperate with one another in carrying forward the missionary, educational, and benevolent ministries for the extension of Christ’s kingdom.  Christian unity in the New Testament sense is spiritual harmony and voluntary cooperation for common ends by various groups of Christ’s people.  Cooperation is desirable between the various Christian denominations, when the end to be attained is itself justified, and when such cooperation involves no violation of conscience or compromise of loyalty to Christ and His Word as revealed in the New Testament.

Exodus 17:12; 18:17; Judges 7:21; Ezra 1:3-4; 2:68-69; 5:14-15; Nehemiah 4; 8:1-5; Matthew 10:5-15; 20:1-16; 22:1-10; 28:19-20; Mark 2:3; Luke 10:1; Acts 1:13-14; 2:1; 4:31-37; 13:2-3; Acts 15:1-35; I Corinthians 1:10-17; 3:5-15; 12; II Corinthians 8:1-9:15; Galatians 1:6-10; Ephesians 4:1-16; Philippians 1:15-18

This morning, I want us to talk about cooperation, and in a few minutes we’ll use the verses we read from Paul’s letter to the Philippians as a foundation to cooperation.  These verses from chapter two of Philippians form what is, I believe, one of the most powerful and beautiful passages in the entirety of Scripture.  Listen again to those first two verses – If therefore there is any encouragement in Christ, if there is any consolation in love, if there is any fellowship of the Spirit, if any affection and compassion, make my joy complete by being of the same mind, maintaining the same love, united in spirit, intent on one purpose.
1.  Cooperation is, by its very nature, a voluntary effort.


Over the years I have written a number of letters to newspapers and publishers about a common mistake they make when referencing Baptist churches.  The Courier-Journal has been particularly guilty about making this mistake and I have written to them a number of times, apparently to no avail.  We are part of a Baptist church, but there is no such thing as the Baptist Church when referring to a group of churches; there are only individual Baptist churches, but no such thing as the Baptist Church.  Some people think this is an insignificant point, but it is not.  Baptist churches are completely autonomous; that is, there is no outside authority, agency, or group that can tell a Baptist church what to do, what to believe, how to spend its money, or how to worship.  You cannot say this is what the Baptist Church teaches or believes.  You can say this is what a particular Baptist church teaches or believes but no one can speak for all Baptist churches. You can refer to the Methodist Church because their denomination has some control over local churches, such as determining when a pastor comes or goes.  You can refer to the Catholic Church because the Vatican does set the direction, policy, and teaching of all Catholic churches.  Nobody, though, does this for Baptist churches.

What this means is that Baptists have to work harder at being cooperative.  There is no denominational agency that will say you have to do this or that or even you ought to do this or that.  Baptists have learned, although it took awhile, that cooperation is necessary if we really do want to fulfill the Great Commission.  Our church can’t reach all corners of the globe or our country or even our state, but we can cooperate with others and pool our resources so that we can support those who can go to other places.


This idea of cooperation began in the very infancy of the church.  Paul writes on a number of occasions about an offering that he was collecting from churches around the Roman Empire.  This offering was to help the church at Jerusalem as it struggled.  This was one of the earliest cooperative efforts of the church that we have on record.  Acts 11:29 and II Corinthians 8 tell of this offering and its purpose being to help others in the church.
2.  Cooperation is founded on a unity of purpose.


For several weeks I have been following a discussion in the Western Recorder, which is the newspaper of Kentucky Baptists; as there have been letters back and forth about worship styles.  Some of the letter writers are in favor of contemporary worship services and some are in favor of traditional worship services.  Both sides seem to assume the other is wrong.  Personally, I can’t believe there are still people arguing over worship style as though it is the most important matter in the kingdom of God and the most important issue to local churches.  It’s not.  When people become swallowed up by such an argument they have lost sight of the overall purpose of the church, which is to build the kingdom of God.  Worship matters.  Worship is absolutely essential.  Worship style, though, is a matter of personal preference.


It is not necessary to have a sense of unity on matters of personal preference, such as the style of worship one prefers.  It is a false sense of unity that says that everyone has to agree on everything; that’s not unity, that’s conformity.  The type of unity that is important and is necessary, according to Paul, is unity of purpose.  We don’t have to agree on everything, but we won’t get anywhere without a sense of unity about the foundational purposes of the church.


Paul expresses this in a powerful way in those first two verses of Philippians chapter two, so let’s read them again.  He says If there is any encouragement in Christ, if there is any consolation of love, if there is any fellowship of the Spirit, if any affection and compassion, make my joy complete by being of the same mind, maintaining the same love, united in spirit, intent on one purpose.  Paul is saying great, you’ve got encouragement going on, you’ve got love, you’ve got fellowship in the Spirit, you’re full of affection and compassion; now go even further by having a sense of unity about the kingdom – have the “same love,” be “united in spirit,” be “intent on one purpose.”  Be intent on one purpose – the purpose of God’s call to build his kingdom.

Over the years, going with youth groups to camps such as Centrifuge, I have always enjoyed the emphasis on building a sense of cooperation and being a team that shares a common purpose.  One year this was demonstrated by an exercise called The Wall.  There was a literal wall, about twelve feet tall and eight feet wide, that everyone in your group had to climb over.  That’s the purpose – get everyone over the wall.  Our group did pretty well with it, so our team leader devised an even great challenge – everyone in our group was blindfolded, except for two people, and we had to get everyone over that wall.  It’s scary when you are trying to get over a twelve foot wall while you’re wearing a blindfold.  It’s scary when you’re helping to lift someone over that wall and you’re blindfolded.  But you know what happens?  You instantly get a laser-like focus on what you are doing.  You listen very intently to the two people who are not blindfolded as they tell you what to do.  It was scary, but it was a wonderful demonstration of what can happen with two things – a clear purpose and an intense focus on that purpose.
3.  Cooperation is founded upon Christ-like behavior.


Paul turns immediately from his discussion about purpose to qualities of Jesus.  He says in verses 3-5 Do nothing from selfishness or empty conceit, but with humility of mind let each of you regard one another as more important than himself; do not merely look out for your own personal interests, but also for the interests of others.  Have this attitude in yourselves which was also in Christ Jesus.  


Why are we to avoid selfishness?  Why are we to demonstrate humility?  Why do we look beyond our own interests and look after the interests of others?  Because that was the way of Jesus, and if we want to have a true sense of cooperation it is founded upon the way of Jesus.  It means to understand there is a purpose greater than our own will, greater than our own desire, and greater than our own self-interest and it is the way of Jesus.

When you read those verses – verses 3-5 – you find that those qualities of Christ-like behavior lead to cooperation, so I am going to assume that if cooperation doesn’t take place then perhaps it is because there isn’t Christ-like behavior being exhibited.  If Christ-like behavior leads to cooperation then a lack of cooperation must be the result of a lack of Christ-like behavior.


Charles Osgood told the story of two ladies who lived in a convalescent center. Each had suffered a serious stroke. One found her left her left side restricted, while the other found her right side restricted. Both of these ladies were accomplished pianists but had given up hope of ever playing again. The director of the center sat them down at a piano one day and encouraged them to play together. They did, and they were once again able to create beautiful music. 

The passage from Philippians is a template for cooperation.  Any church and any group of churches that wants to build cooperation simply needs to lay that Biblical template down on their church and on their lives and follow it.
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