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Belonging 
Galatians 3:23-29 

September 15, 2013 
 
Summary: We begin a sermon series about First Congregational Church fulfilling 
its God-given calling of helping people live out the greatest commandment: to love 
God with all their heart, soul, mind, and strength.  There are four words we have 
chosen as reminders of this greatest commandment: Belong, Become, Believe, 
Build.  God has created in each person a desire to belong: to other people, as well 
as to God.  This should shape how the church sees the importance of being loving, 
welcoming, and accepting – in order to help people feel like they belong. 
 
 
Sermon: We are starting a three week series today on our church fulfilling its 
God-given calling.  One day a man came up to Jesus and asked him what is the 
most important commandment from God.  That was a common question people 
asked respected rabbis back in Jesus’ day.  It was a way of asking, What is being a 
person of faith all about?   
 
Jesus said, The most important commandment is this: 
 

Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with 
all your mind and with all your strength.  Mark 12:30 (NIV) 
 

So, if God wants the church to build up people of faith, which I think he does, then 
God wants the church to build up people who love God with all their heart, mind, 
soul, and strength.  One way to think about this is that we live fully for God.  We 
don’t hold anything back.   
 
For some people, their experience of their faith is mainly about their mind.  
Growing in their faith is a matter of knowing doctrine (which is just a fancy word 
for what you believe about God).  Well, that is important, but our faith is so much 
more than our doctrines. 
 
For some people, living their faith out is about emotion.  About crying out to God 
in worship.  And again, that’s important.  But our faith is about more than just 
having this heart-moving experience. 
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Others, living out your faith is about what you do, like your strength.  It’s about 
serving others, or giving financially.  Important stuff, but if that is all to your 
experience of faith, there’s not much of an experience of a relationship with God. 
 
God wants to have our whole being, and that means loving him with everything in 
us and that is us.  Heart, emotions, soul, our inner being, mind, our intellect and 
thoughts, and strength, what we do to serve.  And so if we want to be a church that 
is on the right track with following God, we need to be a church where people are 
encouraged and empowered in these four ways, heart, soul, mind, and strength. 
 
And there are four words we’ve chosen to help us stay moving in the right 
direction.  Because we get busy.  We get a lot on our mind.  And so you may not 
find yourself thinking a lot at night about, Am I growing in my faith?  Am I 
arranging my life in a way where I can grow?  And so I think it can be helpful to 
have a few simple markers we can think of from time to time to keep us moving in 
the right direction.  Those words are Belong, Become, Believe, and Build.  
Remembering each of those words, I think, will help us have a complete love for 
God – heart, soul, mind, and strength.  And so over the next several Sundays, we’ll 
talk about these four words.  Today, we’re focusing on the word, belong, and 
loving God with all our heart. 
 
And here is my description of what it means to feel like you belong in a church 
setting.  Belonging is when you are embraced, valued, and accepted for who you 
are in Christ.  Now God has given us a natural desire to belong.  And so we do 
many different things to feel like we belong.  I remember back in high school, one 
of the greatest days was when you got your letter jacket.  I wish you could have 
seen my letter jacket.  When we moved up here, I finally got rid of it (which means 
I threw it away).  It had been up in my attic for so long, I think it actually started to 
melt.  But I was in band, and the thing to do back in the day was when you got a 
patch because of some achievement, you put that on your letter jacket.  So my 
jacket was just covered with these patches, signifying these achievements.   
 
Why did we do all that?  Why were letter jackets such a big deal?  Because they 
showed you belonged to a certain group.  You were valued.   
 
Think about all the different structures we’ve developed to tap into a person’s 
desire to belong.  You can be a member of Sam’s Club or a country club.  You can 
join a service organization like the Rotary or the Lion’s Club, and may even be 
brought into some tradition or special ritual so that there’s a feeling of belonging.  
One of our favorite stores is Ikea.  There’s not one around here.  We need to pray 
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that an Ikea comes to St. Louis.  If you’ve ever been to an Ikea, you’ll know why.  
You can be a rewards member of Ikea now, just like at so many grocery store 
chains or places like Best Buy.  Why do they do that?  It’s free.  Because if you 
feel like you belong to their store, you’re more likely to come back and do your 
shopping there.  There is a powerful emotion when you feel like you belong. 
 
I saw that a friend posted on Facebook recently about how her daughter was just 
accepted into a sorority in college.  What followed was a bunch of people posting 
all kinds of congratulations.  Why?  They were celebrating her sense of belonging 
and acceptance.   
 
A sense of belonging can happen in subtle ways.  I remember being at an Astros 
baseball game a few years ago.  We had great seats.  The game was good.  An easy 
win.  Around the 8th inning, there was this guy a few rows down who needed to 
leave early.  He announced to all of us around him, Well, I need to go.  Then, he 
jogged up the aisle, giving high fives to all of us as he went up.  Nobody knew one 
another.  But it felt right.  There was this camaraderie, this large sense of 
belonging, as we were all rooting for our home team together.   
 
God meant for us to have this satisfaction of belonging.  And we seek it out in 
various ways.  I want you to think of one thing in your life that gives you a sense 
of belonging that is valuable to you.  Take a moment and turn to your neighbor and 
share that.   
 
In fact, you could say that the Bible actually is the story of our need to belong and 
God fulfilling that need.  In Genesis 1, there is one of the most important verses in 
the Bible when it comes to us understanding ourselves.  Verse 26: 
 

Then God said, “Let us make mankind in our image, in our likeness . . .”   
 
A couple of things to notice about this.  One, God refers to himself as us.  Father, 
Son, Holy Spirit.  What is significant is that God refers to himself as being a 
community.  And two, God makes us in that likeness – created to be in community, 
created to belong.  And this is doubly emphasized in chapter 2 of Genesis.  Before 
God makes Eve, he looks at lonely Adam and says,  
 

It is not good for the man to be alone.  Genesis 2:18 (NIV) 
 
So we are made to be in this community with God and with one another – have this 
feeling of belonging.  But then, in chapter 3, after Adam and Eve eat the fruit that 
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God had forbidden them to eat, look at what happens.  Two things that you’ll know 
if you know the story.  But notice what really goes on.  First, they become ashamed 
of themselves.  They make the fig-leave coverings to cover up their nakedness.  
And I don’t think it’s because of the animals, right?  The tigers weren’t staring at 
them.  And there are no other people around at this time.  So, what is broken is the 
community between the two of them.  It wasn’t as natural as it once was.   
 
Second, they hide from God.  God tracks them down, because he’s God and he 
does things like that.  Adam says to God:  
 

"I heard you in the garden, and I was afraid because I was naked; so I hid."  
Genesis 3:10 (NIV) 

 
He hid because he was afraid of God.  As he considered his relationship with God, 
he realized his actions did not merit a right relationship with God.  Notice, he 
started to measure his relationship with God in terms of his own actions.  And so in 
his eyes, God seemed like an enemy.  Adam lost his sense of belonging with God.   
 
That’s the beginning of the Bible – showing the crisis in belonging.  Now, let’s 
look at Genesis 12.  Because the rest of the Bible tells the story of how God acts to 
restore our belonging.  God reaches out to one man, Abraham.  Notice the promise 
that God makes to Abraham.  And I want you to notice the I’s in this promise. 
 

2 “I will make you into a great nation, and I will bless you; I will make your 
name great, and you will be a blessing.  3 I will bless those who bless 
you, and whoever curses you I will curse; and all peoples on earth will be 
blessed through you.” 

 
So God is reaching out to Abraham, not because he necessarily saw what Abraham 
would do on his own.  He didn’t say, Now here is someone who has worked hard 
enough, lived a good enough life to receive my blessing.  God initiates this 
relationship with Abraham, not because of anything he saw in Abraham, but just 
out of his own goodness.  God initiates a sense of belonging in Abraham.  You are 
mine.  But not because of great things you are doing.  Not because of how 
impressed I am with you.  Simply because of my goodness. 
 
And notice one more thing.  What’s the first thing God promises?  I will make you 
into a great nation.  Nation implies people.  A sense of belonging.  What does God 
do?  He works to reestablish our sense of belonging with God and with others – but 
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here’s the key – not based on anything we have done.  Based on what God has 
done. 
 
So, I want to take you to a passage in the New Testament – Galatians 3.  Now, a 
word about this time.  This is a time when people were divided by so many 
different things.  This is during a time in the Roman Empire when there were huge 
divisions of class, slaves at the bottom of society.  Where there were all kinds of 
gender divisions, women having a few rights, but very few comparatively to men.  
And where within the growing church, there were all kinds of religious divisions.  
There were all kinds of questions about what you had to do to be right with God.  
Did you have to obey the law of Moses, be circumcised, and become a Jew, or 
were you not bound to the law?  In other words, what did you have to do to 
belong? 
 
Here’s Galatians 3:23-29: 
 

23 Before the coming of this faith, we were held in custody under the law, 
locked up until the faith that was to come would be revealed. 24 So the law 
was our guardian until Christ came that we might be justified by faith.  
25 Now that this faith has come, we are no longer under a guardian.  
Galatians 3:23-25 (NIV) 

What was the purpose of the law?  The law was meant to be a temporary guardian.  
The word in ancient times referred to a tutor who was supposed to help a young 
boy grow up morally.  Now, the tutor could instruct, the tutor could point out to a 
boy all the immoral things he was doing.  He could then chastise and discipline the 
boy.  But the tutor could never change the heart of the boy.  Just help him know 
what the right direction is.   

In that way, the law is like a plumb line.  Anyone know what a plumb line is?  A 
string with a weight on the end that is used by carpenters or builders to make sure a 
wall or a structure is straight up and down.  But all a plumb line can do is guide the 
construction of the wall or point out that it is not true to vertical.  It can’t make any 
repairs itself.  It can’t bring something into being vertical.  You have to get out the 
hammer and saws to do that.   

God gave us his laws to guide us and point out to us if we’re going in the right or 
wrong direction, but it can’t actually change our heart.  It can’t make us right with 
God.  Only God’s grace can do that.   
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Now, a lot of us have grown up going to church.  And we have it drilled into us 
that we are not saved by our obedience to God, but by God’s grace.  It’s easy in 
our heads to think, I am not saved by what I do.  But I think there can be a subtle 
lie that we can easily buy into that says, God loves me because of what I do.  He 
accepts me because of what I do.  He gives me his favor – he brings good things to 
me because of the good things I do and conversely, he brings bad to me because of 
the bad things I do.   

Please do not believe that lie.  See, here’s what the Bible says about God’s love for 
us.  Romans 5:8 says: 

God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, 
Christ died for us.  

God sent Jesus so we could belong to him.  Galatians chapter 3 continues: 

26 So in Christ Jesus you are all children of God through faith, 27 for all of 
you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. 
28 There is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free, nor is there male 
and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus. 29 If you belong to Christ, 
then you are Abraham’s seed, and heirs according to the promise. 

 
What God has done is tear down any barrier to belonging to him and one another.  
It’s not based on our performance.  It’s not based on who we are, gender, ethnicity, 
anything in us.  Our belonging is based solely on what he has done for us through 
Jesus Christ.  What’s the promise God made to Abraham?  I’m loving you and 
accepting you into my family, you are my child, not because of anything you do – 
simply because of who I am. 
 
Now, what does all of this have to do with our church and us loving God with all 
our hearts?  If God loves and accepts us simply because of who he is and not what 
we are, then churches should be the most sincerely welcoming and loving and 
accepting places on the planet.  People should want to race to be at a church 
because of the way they feel loved and welcomed and accepted.  They don’t 
always feel that way.  But they should.  And they can feel that way about our 
church.  We should continue to strive to be that kind of a church.   
 
And I want you to feel like you belong here.  Remember our definition of 
belonging: belonging is when you are embraced, valued, and accepted for who you 
are in Christ.  One of the things we are doing with our website is we want to make 
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it as easy as possible for someone to grow in these four B words: belong, become, 
believe, and build.  So, you’ll see when you go to the church’s homepage at 
fcchighland.org that these four B words are clearly seen on the top menu – we’re 
keeping it very simple.  Then, as you move your pointer over Belong, you’ll see 
this drop down menu with all sorts of ways to grow in belonging.  Smaller groups 
– ways to feel connected – as well as a way to join our church as members if you 
aren’t one already. 
 
And why is this so important?  Because I firmly believe it is very hard to love God 
with all your heart if your heart isn’t healthy.  If you don’t feel like you belong, 
your heart will not be healthy.  It will be sickly and will desire God only for what 
God can do for you, because you have this hole, this need for belonging, that isn’t 
being satisfied.  You won’t be able to love God simply for who God is.   
 
So I want you to ask yourself – do I feel like I belong?  That I have people who 
absolutely love me and accept me, not because of how witty I am, or good looking 
I am, or what a good leader I am, or caring I am, but simply because I am created 
by God?  Now, I want to turn that question around a little bit – ask yourself – am I 
helping others to feel like they belong?  Am I loving others and accepting others 
not because of what I gain from them, not because I enjoy being around them, but 
simply because they are God’s dearly loved creation?  And a final question – Do I 
feel accepted and loved by God?  Remember, Christ died for you while we were 
still sinners.  That’s how much he loves you.  Let’s pray . . . 
 
 
Discussion Questions: 
 

1. What are things (places, groups, organizations, people, etc.) in your life that 
give you a healthy sense of belonging? 
  

2. How does a sense of belonging affect the quality of your experience at 
church?  In other words, if you feel like you belong, how would your 
experience at church be different than if you didn’t necessarily feel that 
sense of belonging?  In what ways would your experience remain the same? 

 
3. Pastor Greg described belonging (at least in a Christian context) as when 

you are embraced, valued, and accepted for who you are in Christ.  How 
would you describe what it means to belong? 
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4. On a scale of one to ten, ten being extremely important, how would you rate 
the importance of a church helping people to have a sense of belonging? 

 
5. Read Galatians 3:26-29.  We observed how through Christ, God has torn 

down all kinds of walls that keep people from feeling like they belong.  
What walls do you see that remain today?   

 
6. What keeps people from feeling like they belong to God? 

 
 
 
 
  
 
 


