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I’m excited this morning to be able to welcome many of you to Athens and Watkinsville. I 
hope that you will come back again and again this fall. I hope you will bring some people with you to 
be a part of worship. I want to welcome you to church at Watkinsville. I have thought a lot lately and 
wondered - what is it that I really love? There are some things about life that I get excited about, and 
one of those things is that I love when outsiders become insiders. I love it when people who are 
disconnected feel connected. I get really excited when there's some person who feels like they don't 
belong - they maybe have that look on their face or that look in their eyes and you hear it in their 
voice - and they move to place, regardless of what the environment is, where there's a sense of 
peace in their eyes and a little confidence in their voice. They’ve moved from not belonging to 
belonging.  

 
This isn’t something that only happens in church life. It is something that I find myself 

getting excited about in a lot of different environments. It may be a pickup game of basketball in an 
outdoor court where there is a kid hanging off at the edge who’s not sure if he can get in the game. I 
love it when that kid is chosen, included, and brought in. Maybe it is a scene in a cafeteria at lunch. 
You could easily look around and see someone eating by themselves. I love when a group of people 
choose to include a kid who has always sat by himself. It can happen in a neighborhood where a new 
family moves in. Maybe for you it happens in an environment like a dorm or apartment situation 
where maybe one dorm roommate keeps getting left out. But somehow you finally fit and come 
together. That is exciting to me.  

 
So this morning I want to speak to you about that as it relates to the life of our church. I 

wonder why I am wired that way. Why would it be exciting to me? Why would I be thrilled about 
that happening? Maybe it's something that happened in the past. Maybe I didn’t get chosen for a 
team or something. Maybe it was when I had to change schools in the 10th grade. 2 weeks before 
my 10th grade year, I left a very small public school and moved to the city school that was about five 
times larger. I remember that first day walking and sitting down in the front office with plate glass 
windows, and everybody was walking by while I was sitting there, and it was awful.  

 
The first summer after high school, about 10 days after leaving , I started college about four 

hours away from home. I lived alone in an apartment on the edge of campus. I'm not exaggerating, 
and some of you may experience the same thing this fall. It was the loneliest three months I've ever 
lived in my life. I just couldn't figure out how to fit in. It was bad. So maybe even today, I look around 
and can remember some of that. A lot of those emotions came rushing back a few years ago. I’m 
sure you’ve had this experience before. I made a trip when I was pastoring in Cleveland, Tennessee. 
A friend who was on staff went with me to a funeral. It was always our routine that if we traveled 
together, we would find a hole in the wall café, eat that local food, and come back. So we made this 
trip to Scottsboro, Alabama. Does anybody in the room know where Scottsboro, Alabama is?  

 



So we had been to the funeral, and we found a catfish place on the river. We pulled up a 
couple minutes before six, and they wouldn't let us in. They said to us, “We close at six. We can’t 
serve anybody else.” So I was thinking, “Oh no! What kind of town is it that closes at 6 o'clock? Who 
is your marketing director? How can you do that?” It felt like they were saying, “We eat at 4 and turn 
the lights out at 6 and go to bed.” We went to the second option. In this town, it was like a lot of 
towns across the South. There was a reclaimed Huddle House. Do you know those places? Huddle 
Houses were built to be something else! We pull up in an empty space at the front, and our 
headlights went across all those plate glass windows, and every table was full. And all at the same 
time, when we stepped out of the car, every person looked up and stared at us. They didn’t say a 
word, but they were screaming at us. I looked at Ricky, and Ricky looked at me. We were both 
thinking, “They don’t want us here. They don’t have a seat for us. They don’t know us.” They’re 
thinking, “What are those two doing in this part of town? Who are they? What are they doing?” So 
we did what smart people do, and we got back in the car. We left, and we stopped at McDonald's 
and got a burger and went back to Cleveland, Tennessee. We didn’t feel welcome there.  

 
If you think about that in relation to the life of the church, some of you walked in here and 

thought, “I don't know what I'm doing. How do I get connected here?” Some of you will do all kinds 
of things to try to fit in. I want to stand before you loud and clear and say with a smile on my face: 
you are welcome here. We want you here. We want you to come back again. If you’re a college 
student, we want you to connect here while you are away from home and let this be a place where 
you anchor your life. We welcome you here.  

 
Let’s look at Romans chapter 15, beginning in verse one and through the first seven verses of 

this chapter.  
 

We who are strong have an obligation to bear with the failings of the weak, and not 
to please ourselves. Let each of us please his neighbor for his good, to build him up. For 
Christ did not please himself, but as it is written, “The reproaches of those who reproached 
you fell on me.” For whatever was written in former days was written for our instruction, 
that through endurance and through the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have 
hope. May the God of endurance and encouragement grant you to live in such harmony with 
one another, in accord with Christ Jesus, that together you may with one voice glorify the 
God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. Therefore welcome one another as Christ has 
welcomed you, for the glory of God. 
 
If I had not given you the address of these verses, would you have guessed that they were in 

Romans, with verses that say “welcome one another,” verses that say “don't live to please yourself?” 
Romans is the theological juggernaut. It is thick. It is the book that takes the big words of 
Christianity and lays them out. You go to Romans to get an education. It is the book that huge 
massive books are written about. But when you get to chapter 12, this thick, big-word, 
salvation-defining book flips. And he begins to show practically in everyday life how what Jesus 
Christ has done makes a difference in everyday living. He shows us that you can have all of this 
theological knowledge about salvation and how God works and how He chooses, but if you miss the 



impact of what it does in everyday life, you've missed the message. The reality is that if you and I 
struggle with welcoming other people into our church or welcoming people into our group or 
welcoming people in our life, it is very likely that we have missed the greatness of how Christ has 
welcomed us. Because what we do in welcoming one another is based on what Christ has done to 
welcome us.  

 
When we look around this room, what we see is that we're all guests. The only difference is 

whether it's the first time, second time, or third time. We’re all in the Father's house, and because of 
Christ, we have been welcomed in. It doesn’t matter if you've been here for 3 weeks or 100 years. 
We come as guests of Christ. When we think about it, what draws us together here is not our 
education. What brings us together here is not our hairstyle or our hair loss. What brings us together 
here's not our car choice or fashion taste. It is not our skin color or our hometowns. What draws us 
together, what links us together is what Jesus Christ did when He died on the cross to pay for our 
sins.  

 
So today, when we think about being a part of this church family, I want to welcome you. I 

want to welcome you first of all to a gathering of people. I want to welcome you to a gathering of 
people where you can receive help. What is the church? The church is not a place. Church is not an 
address. Church is not a building. Church is a gathering of people, and I'm saying to you this morning 
as our guests, I want to welcome you to a gathering of people where you can receive help. Verses 
one and two say, “We who are strong have an obligation to bear with the failings of the weak, and 
not to please ourselves. Let each of us please his neighbor for his good, to build him up.” When I 
read that verse, the four letter word that comes to my mind is “help.”  

 
Paul has written to the church at Rome. In chapter 6, he greets 36 people by name and he 

identifies 6 different groups. He's aware that there's a church there. I don't know what kind of taste 
you have in your mouth about church. Some of you may have been in church all your life, and you’re 
sitting here this morning saying, “I'm not for it.” For some of you, maybe this is your first time and 
you came with a friend. It happens here over and over again. We will have somebody walk up and 
say, “This is my friend. This is their first time in a Christian church service.” Maybe you’re sitting there 
thinking, “Okay, maybe I'm going to try it again for the first time.” Welcome to a gathering of people 
where you can receive help; a place where we can build each other up.” That's what a local church is 
meant to be. Paul says, “Let each of us please his neighbor for his good, to build him up.” 

 
It is a tragedy that churches might have the reputation not as a place that people went to be 

built up, but instead as a place where they were torn apart, taken down, and where they were 
discouraged instead of encouraged. Paul explains that all of this theological truth translates to the 
fact that when we come together, we are to look to see how we can please our neighbor for their 
good. We are to look to see how we can build them up. The classic verse that lends support to this is 
from Hebrews chapter 10:24. It says, “And let us consider how to stir up one another to love and 
good works, not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another, 
and all the more as you see the Day drawing near.” 

 



The writer of Hebrews is saying that the world is hard! The world is getting darker. Don't let 
that drive you away from the church. Let it drive you to the church, because as the day when Christ 
returns approaches, you need each other to spur one another on. You need each other to stir one 
another up and say, “Don't quit. Don't give up. Don't give in.” There are three different reactions you 
might have to church being a place where you can receive help. These reactions would be: 

 
1. I don’t need help.  
2. I don’t want help. 
3. I won’t get help. 
 
You may say, “I don’t need help.”  When we say that, it goes against what the Creator says. 

From Genesis to Revelation, the picture that you see in God's word is that people need one another. 
If you've never done it before, take a study for the New Testament of the “one another” phrases. 
You see it over and over again: love one another, forgive one another, bear with one another, 
encourage one another, pray for one another, build one another up. It is repeated - all of these 
exhortations again and again. The picture is that people who know Christ live in community 
together. They are healthier there. They are better there. They are stronger there.  

 
Nothing good happens in your life when you're in isolation. I’m not talking about solitude or 

about times where you get alone and spend some time with the Lord. I’m talking about isolation - 
where you're trying to do life alone on an island by yourself saying, “I got this.” It is the enemy's 
tactic. It is the enemy’s scheme. He tries to pick you off from the crowd. He tries to pick you off from 
the pack. He tries to isolate you and get you by yourself so that he can kill, steal, and destroy 
everything about your life. A great enemy in your mind and your heart and life would be to try to pull 
away from people more and more. I’m telling you, that's not the Spirit of God doing that. In Genesis, 
all the way back at the beginning, God said in His word when He created man: “It is not good for 
man to be alone.” When people found Jesus Christ in the New Testament, one of the great 
evidences that their heart had new life was that they wanted to get together with other people who 
had new life. They wanted to tell other people about this new life. 

 
The second reaction of “I don’t want help”-  do you know what that is? When we say to the 

people around us, “I don't want your help,” that’s pride. It’s essentially us saying, “I can do this on my 
own. I don't need anybody. I’ve got this.” It’s pride. This third reaction - “I won't get help.” There may 
be some hurt there. Maybe you’ve reached out before. Maybe you've been a part of a church and 
and you went looking and felt like nobody saw you or noticed you. We want you here. When I take 
inventory of my life, I can see where the local church has been in my life through the years. And all 
along the way, there are different places as I look back where I can see, “That's why I love the 
church.”  

 
I look at my teen years when I didn't know Christ. My relationship with Christ was law. I grew 

up in a family where my dad was a teacher and a businessman. He had a nursery and a farm, but we 
were Southern Baptists in a Northwest Alabama town attending Mount Hope Baptist. Christianity 
was law. This is what we do. We got in the car to go to church twice - on Sunday morning and on 



Sunday night. Then we had Wednesday night prayer meeting and choir practice. On Monday night, 
we had visitation. If we could have figured out something on Thursday night, we would have been 
there! You had to be in good shape to be a Southern Baptist in North Alabama. It was exhausting. In 
that environment, it was just law. But looking back, what I realize is that it was in that place where 
some people poured the word into my life. There was a foundation of what holiness is and what 
purity is and what God's word says and who He is and what He’s done in salvation. It built the 
foundation that I didn’t even know I would want or need years down the road. Some of you could be 
struggling with that right now. I just want to say to you - hold on!  

 
When I got to my junior year in college and I was a part of a local church, my life changed. 

My heart changed. My freshman and sophomore year, I was bouncing around from church to church. 
Here was my routine: I went to church on Sunday morning, and on Sunday afternoon, I would call 
home and say, “I went to church this morning. Send money.” That was just the way it worked. I 
wanted to keep my mom and dad happy and keep them smiling because I needed their resources. 
Well, my junior year that changed. Through a local church and people talking to me about Jesus. I 
remember a couple people that sat down with me at Lamplight Apartments. They said, “Carlos, have 
you ever trusted Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior?” I remember breaking out in a sweat because I 
didn’t know how to answer or what to say. I just wasn’t ready for that.  

 
Not too long after that, Jesus Christ changed my life. My senior year, the local church led to 

me finding purpose in life and the call on my life to be a pastor. It all happened in the local church 
while I was in my college days. Carla and I married. I was in seminary studying to be a pastor. We 
were there two years together as a married couple. Kirby Woods Baptist Church in Memphis became 
our local church. During that first year, we were a part of that local church as newlyweds. We sat 
Sunday after Sunday under the teaching of the Dempsey family. Mr. Dempsey was a local 
businessman who been successful, and they had five boys in six years. They were standing in front 
of all of us newlyweds to say, “You’re going to make it. It’s going to be alright. We buy 11 gallons of 
milk every single week, so you're going to make it. You’re going to be okay.” I don’t know where 
we'd be today if I hadn’t seen the Dempseys and heard them say to us week after week after week 
in their local church as a new married couple, “You can make it. Love Jesus. You can make it.” We 
taught Sunday school together that second year of marriage. We taught sixth grade boys and girls, 
and we didn’t know what we were doing. I’d never taught before. We just knew we needed snacks. 
We were just trying to survive in that sixth grade class.  

 
We’ve been here in Watkinsville for 18 years. Let me tell you that I love the local church. I 

love what God’s doing here. I love what God has done here. It is a place where you receive help. Let 
me give you an example. During our first few years here, my wife Carla’s mom died. During that 
same season of her mom dying, Cheney, our daughter was two years old at that time. She broke her 
femur, and she was in a body cast. So Carla’s mom died, Cheney was in a body cast,  Carla was 
expecting our fifth child and she was homeschooling the oldest three kids. Night after night after 
night for weeks, the doorbell rings, and a family was standing there holding supper. They said, “We 
love you. Hang in there.” Usually when they would come, someone would come and sit with Cheney 
while Carla taught the three oldest. I love the local church.  



 
I got a letter just a few days ago from a guy named Austin. The letter said: 
 

Hello, I was a member when I was in college from 2009-2013. I was reflecting back 
this morning on how much your church encouraged me and helped me grow close to God, 
so wanted to write you a quick note to say thanks. You wouldn't have known the impact at 
the time, but looking back, I wouldn't be here today without God's work while I was at your 
church. Keep it up. Just getting started.  

 
Austin  

 
I love the local church. I want to welcome you to a gathering of people where you can 

receive hope. Not just help, but hope. We live in a world where there's conflict. There’s failure. There 
are hard times. There are mess ups. If you look at your life and see unanswered prayers, you see 
losses, you see everything coming to try to steal your joy, steal your hope, steal your life. I get the 
wonderful privilege of standing before you week after week after week and say to you: there is 
hope. Hope is the confident expectation that the future is good. Maybe you look at your life right 
now and say, “I can't find that good.” That’s why I'm standing before you today to say that because 
of Jesus, there is a reason to have confident expectation that the future is good. We win! If you 
know Jesus and what Jesus has done, He makes a way for us to believe and trust and have 
confidence for the future. 

 
When you look at this passage in Romans 15, in verse four, he says, “For whatever was 

written in former days was written for our instruction, that through endurance and through the 
encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope.” Do you have hope today? Do you believe 
that the future is good? That is what Christ offers. How can I say that? Because every situation in life 
comes up against Jesus Christ defeating our greatest enemy - death. He defeated death, took your 
sins, took my sins, was buried as a dead man, rose back to life, appeared to hundreds of people for 
40 days, and ascended to heaven. He kept every promise He ever made, and there is one left. He 
said that He is coming back to take us to where He is. Do not let your hearts be troubled. That’s 
hope! 

 
Maybe you’re sitting here today and thinking, “I don’t have hope, Pastor.” Call out to Him. 

Call out to Him. I'm not promising you a problem free life. I'm saying to you that in life - with death 
and broken bones and struggles and trials - Jesus wants to walk with you through that and be your 
hope and be your life. In this passage of Scripture, you see that it is written for our instruction. He 
says, “For whatever was written in former days was written for our instruction.” Paul is looking back 
at the Old Testament and pointing to the instructions there. When I looked around in life, there are 
a lot of things I don't know how to do. I'm not a handyman. I married into a family who had a 
handyman. Carla’s dad was a handyman who could fix everything. I walked in one night to pick her 
up, and she wasn't ready. She stuck her head out the door, and her hair was wet. I looked, and her 
dad was seated at the table with a hair dryer completely torn apart, and he was rewiring the blow 



dryer! And I thought, “I'm a dead man! It’s over for me! There's a Kmart 2 miles down the road. You 
can get one of those for $12, Mr. Wilson!” 

He was putting it back together! For me, if you give me instructions or give me a recipe, 
there's hope. As a college student, you may be thinking, “I don't know what to do next. I don’t know 
what to do first. I don't know my career. I’ve been here for two weeks and people have asked me 
100 times what I’m studying, but I don’t know!” There’s hope! I didn’t know what I was called to do 
until my senior year. I have a horticulture degree! I know how to grow plants and turfgrass. You 
wonder why that island out there is so beautiful? I know what I’m doing! I’m joking; that’s really 
Stacey DeBord, but I like looking at it.  

 
Listen. There's hope. There is also encouragement. He says, “May the God of endurance and 

encouragement grant you to live in such harmony with one another in accord with Christ Jesus.” 
Think about God being a God of encouragement. I want you to be here because I want you to be 
encouraged. I don’t want you to quit. I don’t want you to give up on life. I don’t want you to give up 
on what God wants to do through you and with you. He has made you with purpose. Man, I have 
wanted to quit before. But God sovereignly and strategically put people in my path to say, “Don't 
quit!” Years ago, I was a young pastor struggling and not seeing a lot of fruit. I thought about 
quitting. But then I saw a guy named Junior Hill preaching. He was much older than me and had been 
in ministry for a lot of years.  I don’t remember much of what he said that day, but he told a story. 
He said, “I wanted to quit one day, and a person I hadn’t seen in 20 years walked up to me and said, ‘I 
was in a service you were preaching in.’”  And this person went on to tell this great God story of 
what had happened in their life, and he never knew that was going on in that individual’s life until 
that day 20 years later. Junior Hill stood before that room that day, put his fist in the air, and he said, 
“Bless God, I ain’t gon’ quit!” Don't quit! Change your major, but don’t quit! Drop out of chemistry 
and take speech instead, but don’t quit!  Just keep living for Jesus! There's hope!  

 
The greatest hope is what Jesus Christ did, and it is summarized in one sentence. Paul said, 

“The reproaches of those who reproached you fell on me.” That's a quote from Psalm 69:9, and that 
is the message of Romans. In our sin, Jesus Christ took our place. He bore the iniquity of us all. He is 
our atonement. He satisfied the wrath of God for me so that I don't have to. He was my substitute. 
He died on the cross so that I don’t have to take that kind of death. That's what Jesus did. He took 
the reproaches of my life. He took the reproaches of others against me. He took that sin, and He 
hung on the cross. He cried out to God - “My God, my God why have You forsaken me?” My sin 
separated Him from His Heavenly Father! He did it for you! And He defeated the grave and paid for 
our sin. Friends, that's why can stand before you week after week after week and say, “Welcome to 
a gathering of people where you can receive hope.”  

 
Finally, welcome to a gathering of people that you can call home. We used to say it a lot 

around here, but not so much lately. I’ll say it again today - let Watkinsville be the place you call 
home while you're away. I look at verse seven, and he says, “Therefore welcome one another as 
Christ has welcomed you for the glory of God.” When I read that sentence, the four letter word that 
comes to my mind is “home.” Welcome one another as Christ has welcomed you. There were a lot of 
barriers for this audience to welcoming one another, the greatest of which was race. It was the Jews 



versus the Gentiles. For 11 chapters, Paul lays out what happened and explains what Christ did to 
bring people together in harmony around Christ. Welcome one another. He was painting a picture 
that the local church gives you a gathering of people to be at home with until you get to your 
ultimate home of heaven. When I think of home, I think of things like this - home is a place where 
we can be ourselves. No pretension, no fake - just who we are. I think it's one of the greatest 
compliments I ever hear somebody say about our church. It never gets old when they say, “I wanted 
to be at Watkinsville where they were just so real.” I love that. I remember Jon Messara telling me 
that he joined our church because he was sitting on the front row in the sanctuary and a piece of the 
trim fell off the stage and hit the floor right in the middle of the worship service. I thought, “That's 
not real spiritual, John.” He said, “No, here's what it was. When I saw a blemish, I thought, this place 
is real.”  

 
Home is like that. Home is a place where you can be yourself. Home is a place where you can 

rest. Home is a place where you are fed. Home is a place that is safe. Home is a place where we laugh 
and cry and celebrate and hurt. Home is a place where we grow. Watkinsville is a place where you 
can come and grow. Home is a place where we serve and we all pitch in together to make the family 
work. Home is a place of correction and discipline and instruction and encouragement and 
forgiveness. Home is a place where we overlook offenses. Home is a place where we ask questions - 
stupid questions, repeated questions, frustrating questions. We ask questions. Home is a place 
where we mess up, make it right, and get back in there to be part of the family. Home.  

 
I want you to hear me say how much I love the local church. For a number of years in my life, 

the local church was law. Today the local church is love. I love what happens through the body of 
believers. Here's the truth. There are a lot of good churches in this area, and you drive by some 
churches before you ever get here. Maybe God would want you to be in one of those churches, but 
listen, don't date the church for four years. Get in here, come back and anchor your life and grow 
and serve and let this be home.  
 


