
HOW CAN FRIENDSHIP BE THE MEANS BY WHICH I EXPOSE PEOPLE TO THE GOSPEL? 
 

Porterbrook assignment, Gospel Living (Andrew Sampson) 
 
Over the past year, I’ve been reflecting on the things that God uses to help us grow. The American church 

leader Andy Stanley observes that there are five catalysts of spiritual growth, namely practical teaching, 

private disciplines, pivotal circumstances, personal ministry and providential relationships. In my 

experience to date, the latter has probably been the most formative influence on my Christian life. God has 

drawn me to himself, grown my faith and generally inspired me to be better through significant friendships. 

That raises a number of questions. How would I live my life differently if I really carried the conviction that 

God can work through my friendships with others to speak into their lives? Should I be more intentional in 

pursuing friendship with others, and particularly with non-believers? How would I rate myself as a friend? 

I was struck by Ralph Waldo Emerson’s (1841) essay on Friendship which is referenced in Unit 7 of the 

module. Here he suggests that there are two elements to friendship. The second of these elements, which 

I’m going to take first, is tenderness. Emerson writes: 

Can another be so blessed, and we so pure, that we can offer him tenderness? When a man becomes dear 

to me, I have touched the goal of fortune. 

His style of prose is old-fashioned and it’s tempting to dismiss it as overly sentimental. But I find myself 

challenged by his remarks. In our society, a man may have many ‘mates’, but few if any friends in the way 

that Emerson defines the term. I’ve noticed in my own life that what I call friendship can be little more than 

a union of convenience based around a common task, or a connecting of minds without the fierceness of 

heartfelt love. Emerson is scathing about such reductions: ‘I hate the prostitution of the name of friendship 

to signify modish and worldly alliances.’  

But it’s the first element of friendship which I find most deeply challenging. This is the element of Truth. 

Emerson writes: 

A friend is a person with whom I may be sincere. Before him I may think aloud. I am arrived at last in the 

presence of a man so real and equal, that I may drop even those undermost garments of dissimulation, 

courtesy, and second thought, which men never put off, and may deal with him with the simplicity and 

wholeness with which one chemical atom meets another. 

It’s the line ‘which men never put off’ which gets me. This is why friendship is so precious, so greatly prized. 

This kind of friendship – characterised by absolute sincerity – is so exceedingly rare. Emerson explains: 

Every man alone is sincere. At the entrance of a second person, hypocrisy begins. We parry and fend the 

approach of our fellow-man by compliments, by gossip, by amusements, by affairs. We cover up our 

thought from him under a hundred folds.  

Then Emerson goes on to describe his observation of a certain man who: 

… under a certain religious frenzy, cast off this drapery, and, omitting all compliment and commonplace, 

spoke to the conscience of every person he encountered, and that with great insight and beauty. At first he 

was resisted, and all men agreed he was mad. But persisting, as indeed he could not help doing, for some 

time in this course, he attained to the advantage of bringing every man of his acquaintance into true 

relations with him. No man would think of speaking falsely with him, or of putting him off with any chat of 

markets or reading-rooms. But every man was constrained by so much sincerity to the like plaindealing, and 

what love of nature, what poetry, what symbol of truth he had, he did certainly show him.  

Having read these reflections, I’m moved to ask two questions: firstly, do I really have friends – people with 

whom I am so genuinely sincere? Secondly, what has this to do with the Gospel? 



Taking these questions together, I feel challenged to form genuine friendships marked by tenderness and 

truth, and to be the kind of friend to others that Jesus is to me. I want to be a better friend. I want my 

friendships with others to be shaped by the gospel, for the gospel. I want to pursue friendships that are so 

marked by tenderness and truth, that they can become a conduit through which the gospel flows from one 

life into another. 

On top of this, as an elder charged with responsibility for caring for Christ’s people and helping them form a 

community that is after his own heart, I long for Grace Church to become a true ‘society of friends.’ Should 

not tenderness and truth characterise relationships in the church? In the Porterbrook notes, the author 

remarks how the qualities of true friendship should especially be found among God’s people, who can 

rejoice in the commonality we share as members of God’s family. 

A church where there is true friendship can show the world that the gospel is good news. The church is 

meant to function as a living, breathing, concrete demonstration of what the gospel is all about, so that 

when people look at the church they are drawn to Jesus. I want to be part of a church in which 

relationships are not superficial, in which there’s no hypocrisy or pretence – a church in which relationships 

are marked by authenticity, openness and vulnerability, and where we serve one another in love. In short, I 

want to be part of a church where we enjoy true friendship. 

How can Grace Church become a church life that? It starts with me being the kind of friend to others that 

I’d like them to be to me. The challenges are very real. There’s sin to contend with: the selfishness and 

pride of others and especially my own. Building a society of friends cuts directly against the spirit of 

individualism in our culture. A church that functions as a true society of friends is countercultural. Yet the 

challenge is worth taking on. As Emerson remarks: 

[T]o most of us society shows not its face and eye, but its side and its back. To stand in true relations with 

men in a false age is worth a fit of insanity, is it not?  


