
I BELIEVE IN YOU
The Power of Encouragement

Unbreakable Series (Part 2)

Text: Acts 20:1-6; 2 Cor 13:11; 1 Thess 5:11

The Second Strand

We’re looking this month at six strands of behavior which -- when wound 
through the life of a family, group, or team -- can make that circle and the 
people who inhabit it nearly UNBREAKABLE. Last week we examined the first of 
those strands – the practice of commitment. Every truly transformative 
community is marked by the high commitment that members in that group 
display toward one another. They might struggle and squabble at times, but 
they are all fiercely committed to one another’s ultimate welfare and that known 
and reliable bond is one of the key secrets to the resilience of that group and 
the people within it. 

I’d like to think with you today about a second strand you’ll always find in the 
cord of great communities. And because he helped to form some of history’s 
most UNBREAKABLE people and groups, I invite you to listen with me to a few 
passages from the life of the apostle Paul. In his first letter to the church at 
Thessalonica, Paul writes: “Therefore encourage one another and build 
each other up, just as in fact you are doing” (1 Thess 5:11). In his 
second letter to the church at Corinth, the apostle says again: “Finally, 
brothers and sisters... Encourage one another… and the God of 
love and peace will be with you” (2 Cor 13:11). And then listen to this 
report from the Book of Acts chapter 20: “When the uproar had ended, 
Paul sent for the disciples and, after encouraging them, said goodbye 
and set out for Macedonia. He traveled through that area, speaking 
many words of encouragement to the people” (Acts 20:1-2).

If you had to boil it down to a single word, what is the common thread that 
links these passages? That’s right: “Encouragement.” This is something on 
which the Holy Bible, the history of the church, the human development study 
I cited last week, and probably your own experience all agree: Great groups, 
terrific teams, phenomenal families always have within them a powerful strand 
of encouragement that steels its members to face anything. 

We All Need Encouragement

I think of the parents who sent their only daughter off to college with a pledge 
to her that they’d try not to worry. At first, there were many cheery texts and 
phone calls about her new classes and friends. But as their daughter became 
increasingly immersed in all the activities of her new life, communication from 



the campus became sporadic at best and then stopped altogether. Repeated 
attempts to reach her produced no response, till at long last, an email appeared 
in Mom’s inbox.  

”Dear Mom & Dad: I’m sorry I haven’t written in a while, but I broke my arm 
jumping from my window to escape the fire. Don’t worry though, my boyfriend 
is taking good care of me around the clock. I think you’ll like him, despite his 
being of a different faith and political beliefs. I’ll bring him home to meet you, 
just as soon as the trial is over. I just know he wasn’t involved in that bank 
robbery. Love, Michelle. P.S. None of the above is true. But I did get a D in 
Chemistry and hope you will keep it in perspective.”

It is amazing, isn’t it, how many different sorts of fears we live with, especially 
surrounding the family or group with whom we interact most. Will they be OK 
as they go off to school or start that job or get married or get older? Will I ever 
be OK after he or she is gone? Will they think I am OK, when I’ve messed up in 
that class or with that project or on that job? Do the people I live with or work 
with or go to school with notice what’s good about me and how hard I am 
trying and how many things I am actually doing pretty darn well?

This past week I talked with a 35 year-old man who seemed to have everything 
going for him: Hollywood good looks, an adoring wife, a brilliant young child. 
His health was great and his career picking up. Yet he was profoundly 
discouraged. “It’s my parents,” he said. “Every conversation with them,” he 
said, “is filled with this undertone of disappointment. I know I’ve made 
mistakes along the way. But I’m on a great path now. Why can’t they recognize 
it? Why can’t they find anything to celebrate about me?” I’m close enough to 
this young man to know that what hurt him most was not that his parents were 
blind. His deepest fear was that maybe they were right. He’d made lots of 
mistakes in life. Maybe he’d always be a screw-up. He needed his parents to 
help HIM believe he that indeed he was now was living into a new and better 
way. 

I read somewhere that it takes ten positive comments to overcome the 
emotional effect of one negative one. Yet studies suggest that approximately 
80% of the feedback adolescents get is negative. I don’t know what the 
percentage is in the average marriage, workplace or team, but I wince when I 
read those numbers. I think how many times I’ve tried to “help” somebody by 
pointing out what they are doing wrong or withholding affirmation because it 
wasn’t “just right” or I thought they already knew their performance was good 
and didn’t need a swelled head. Can any of you relate? 

As an article in the Chicago Tribune notes: “Most of us are acutely aware of our 
own struggles and we are preoccupied with our own problems. We sympathize 
with ourselves because we see our own difficulties so clearly.” It doesn’t always 
occur to us that other people are agonized by pressures and pains like ours or 



maybe worse than ours. That child or co-worker who is not performing up to 
standard may have given up hope of ever being cherished. That abrasive or 
withdrawn person may have developed that obnoxious or diffident exterior as a 
layer of protection over a soft center that was hurt or rejected too many times. 
That person who interrupts so often, may have grown up in a family where he 
or she was rarely given the opportunity to be heard. That person in our circle 
who seems so distant or uncaring may be overwhelmed by such a long worry or 
to-do list that they fear they’ll be crushed by it. 

To paraphrase the renowned Scottish author, Ian MacLaren: “Be kind to 
everyone; for all of us are fighting a great battle.” What we need most in 
the midst of whatever battle we are waging is for someone to offer us some 
expression of love that that helps break down our fear. That’s where 
encouragement comes in. Real encouragement is different than that which 
sometimes passes for it in our time. Paying someone a casual compliment is 
nice, but it is not encouragement. Blithely wishing someone a good day or 
telling them not worry because it will probably get better is not encouragement 
as the Apostle Paul means it. Encouragement is real love directed at real 
fear. Encouragement is an offering of love that helps break down the fear that 
we are not enough and all alone.

How to Encourage One Another

In his excellent book, THE FIVE LOVE LANGUAGES, Gary Chapman supplies 
some wonderful ideas for helping others in this battle. He points out that not 
every body reads or receives love in exactly the same way. Some people live 
with a fear that no one really notices or cares about what brings them joy. For 
these people, gifts are a wonderful source of encouragement. They say, I 
noticed and believe me, you are worth sacrificing for. There are other folks that 
live with the fear that they’re not interesting enough or important enough for 
somebody of value to invest seriously in them. For these people, the fact that 
you are willing to show up, to listen deeply, to do something fun, to spend 
quality time with them is the thing that encourages them most. 

There are people in your circle who are haunted by the fear that deep down 
they’re not good enough or capable enough to merit real appreciation. For 
these individuals, when you speak heartfelt words of affirmation to them, it 
is encouraging to a degree you might never understand. There are others who 
live with such a harrowing sense of burden and responsibility that if you 
perform acts of service for them – you empty the trash, you make the meal, 
you care for the kids --  it is the most encouraging thing you could do. And 
then there are those people for whom physical touch is their love language. It 
quiets the fear that they are not attractive enough or worthy enough to be 
embraced. Your loving touch is more encouraging than a thousand words.

Let me say it again: Encouragement is any expression of real love directed at 



the real fears that haunt people. What are the fears with which the individuals 
in your family, your small group, your circle of friends, or work team do battle? 
What is the language --  the particular form of encouragement – that your love 
for them might take?

The Transforming Power of Encouragement

Dr. Tom Boyce is a professor of pediatrics and psychiatry at the University of 
California San Francisco. What Boyce has found in his research is that 
encouragement doesn’t only alter someone’s emotional state, it also alters their 
very biological condition. He calls this effect “biological embedding.” Boyce 
and his colleagues found that children who had adult mentors who 
communicated to them in a convincing way: [12]“I believe in you” didn’t 
just experience a momentary emotional rush. They went on to have lower levels 
of physical pathology and higher levels of mental and behavioral health than 
those without this encourager in their life. More significantly, Dr. Boyce writes: 
“The differences are stable and long-term; and these differences influence 
health, well-being, learning, and/or behavior over the [whole] life course.” 
More amazing still, gaining these benefits didn’t requires that the child was 
exposed to a lot of encouraging people or over a substantial period of time.  It 
only took exposure – even for a fairly brief period of time – to one person who 
really believed in that child to alter his or her health pathway for the rest of 
their life.

Christian therapist, Larry Crabb, asks: "Why do we so infrequently delight in one 
another? It's people who don't know us well that often find the most to 
appreciate in us. And that leaves us worried that to know us is to not delight in 
us... We don't really believe there is something terrific in us that would arouse 
delight. Or, if there is, we believe that the deeper things, which are more true 
about us, are bad. Goodness lies on the surface. Badness runs deep." But this is 
why the gospel is such good news. 

Crabb goes on to tell the story of a man he knew who was raised in a very 
angry family. Mealtimes in this household were tense affairs in which criticism 
and sarcasm were ladled out in heavy measures. But just down the block in an 
old rambling house with a great big porch lived a family who seemed to 
operate with a different style. By the time the boy was ten, he'd taken to 
excusing himself from his own family's dinner as soon as possible and then 
going down the street and crawling under the porch of the other family's 
house. He liked to just sit there and listen to the warm burble of conversation 
above and the regular peels of laughter. 

Dr. Crabb asked the man what it would have been like if the father of that 
house came out one day and invited him to the table. And what if, when he 
got there, the boy accidentally knocked over a glass of water. And what if, 
when he did he heard the father roar with delight, "Get my boy some more 



water and a dry shirt. I want him to enjoy this meal!" The grown man melted, 
because it might have changed everything.

"WE need to hear the father laugh,” writes Crabb, because “change depends on 
experiencing the character of God. Until we thrill in the Father's embrace after 
admitting we [are messed up], until we watch him jump up and down with 
delight every time he sees us, until we hear him ask 'How can I help?' when we 
expected him to say, 'I'm sick and tired of putting up with you!' we will not 
change, not consistently, not deeply. Do WE see the good in people, the good 
heart buried beneath all the pettiness and resentments and empire-building 
ambitions that irritate us so badly? Do we accept [others] the way Christ 
accepts us, forgiving each other for the wrongs we do and believing there is 
something better?” Can we let the D in Chemistry go?

As I said at the start, the Apostle Paul (like his master, Jesus) was known for 
teaching and modeling the encouraging love of his Heavenly Father. And so 
maybe it isn’t surprising that ”[When] some Jews had plotted against him 
just as he was about to sail for Syria, [and] he decided to go back 
through Macedonia, he didn’t have to go alone. St. Luke reports that “He 
was accompanied by Sopater son of Pyrrhus from Berea, 
Aristarchus and Secundus from Thessalonica, Gaius from Derbe, 
Timothy also, and Tychicus and Trophimus from the province of 
Asia. These men went on ahead and waited for us at Troas” (Acts 
20:3-5). Why did all these people make that long journey with Paul? Here’s my 
guess: These guys were committed to encouraging the one who had so 
encouraged them.

Are you part of a community like that? Let us help you find one or form one if 
you’re not because it's the place where the love that casts out fear and builds 
greater health gets personally experienced. If you’re already part of a family, a 
small group, a circle of friends or work team, then be an encourager within it. 
Because, you know what? Where genuine commitment and real encouragement 
are present, that circle and those people become almost UNBREAKABLE. 

PAGE  1



PAGE  5
© Daniel D. Meyer | Christ Church of Oak Brook

 “Living Faith,” Harold Blake Walker, Chicago Tribune, September 17, 1965, Page B10.
 Larry Crabb & Dan B. Allender, Encouragement: The Key to Caring (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 
1987)
 Clyde Hertzman & Tom Boyce, “How Experience Gets Under the Skin to Create Gradients in 
Developmental Health,” Annual Review of Public Health, Vol. 31: 329-347 (April 2010)
 Larry Crabb, Connecting: Healing for Ourselves & Our Relationships (Nashville: W Publishing, 
1997) p.13.


