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Introduction

Congratulations, class of 2011!

You've just over a week until graduation day. It is, without question, a significant milestone in your life. It marks progress and success. It marks both an end and a beginning.

You will have new goals to pursue. When I look at you, I see the potential for success in every one.

Success, however, does not come without challenges, obstacles, and yes, even failures. What is success? I believe success is not measured primarily by what you achieve. Rather, I believe success is more about how you respond to and overcome challenges, obstacles, and failures.

Some of you may become wealthy, others famous, and some may achieve positions of power – these things that are often considered measures of success. Others may not ever really see themselves in those lights. But every person here can be successful in life, if you so choose.

Transition

Whether or not you achieve true success can be determined by your assets.

Assets? You might be thinking, money, because the term assets is usually associated with investments, property, and the like. And I won't disagree that wealth can influence the rate and possibilities of success.

But wealth isn't the primary definition for assets that I have in mind.

Treasure in Heaven

The Bible records Jesus saying,

“Don’t store up treasures here on earth, where moths eat them and rust destroys them, and where thieves break in and steal. Store your treasures in heaven, where moths and rust cannot destroy, and thieves do not break in and steal. Wherever your treasure is, there the desires of your heart will also be.” (Matthew 6:19-21 NLT)

Since we cannot take fortune, fame, or power with us beyond the grave, Jesus must be thinking of something else when he says to lay up treasures in heaven.

I propose that what Jesus is speaking here in terms of treasure is first, your character, and secondly, relationships with others, such as friends and family.

For the remainder of this time I have with you, I want to focus on the latter – relationships, and more specifically friends.

I believe that the circle of friends you choose to keep around you will have direct bearing on whether or not you succeed in life. In fact, there is research whose results, I believe, can be extrapolated to show that friends may be the primary factor in you achieving success.

Illustration

Harvard professor Nicholas Christakis, a physician and sociologist, researches social networks and their effects. His findings are rather startling. 

He first studied the so-called obesity epidemic. He wondered if it really was an epidemic and if obesity could be passed from one person to another. In his research he discovered that if a person's friend is obese, that person's risk of obesity is 45% higher than if he has no obese friends. When a friend's friend is obese, the risk is 25% greater. When a friend's friend's friend is obese, there is still a 10% higher risk. Only at four degrees of separation is there no statistical significance.

Now these numbers could be due to three possibilities. First, the cause and effect principle: when one person's weight increases, the other person's also increases. Second, the idea that bird of a feather flock together: people with similar interests, appearances, etc. tend to cluster together. Third, that there is no discoverable explanation. Dr. Christakis found evidence for all three. But he discovered that within a given time period, say a year, if a friend becomes obese there is a 57% risk that the other person will also become obese. In other words, what he concluded was that obesity can be “transmitted” from one person to another.

Now I want to be clear that the point of the study isn't that you should base your friendship on body size or that you should be prejudiced against certain body sizes. It is about the hidden effects that your social network has on you, even from people you may not know.

Dr. Christakis went on to research others life areas to see if similar patterns and conclusions could be drawn from them. He researched behaviors such as smoking, drinking behavior, voting, divorce, and altruism. He discovered that the patterns held for these other areas. He also researched emotions such as happiness and depression. From what he found, he concludes that there is emotional contagion that takes place within social networks.

(http://www.ted.com/talks/nicholas_christakis_the_hidden_influence_of_social_networks.html, May 17, 2011)

What I extrapolate from his study is that there is a high likelihood that you will become like the friends you keep. Therefore, I have to believe that character attributes that contribute to life success or failure can also be transmitted from one friend to another.

Transition

I said earlier that I believe success is about how you respond to what life throws at you. Here is what I mean. Will you let obstacles derail you or will you find ways to overcome them? Will you avoid challenges or will you actively seek them out? When you make mistakes, when you experience failures, will you throw up your hands and wallow in pity, or will you find the courage to rise out of the muck and try again? The end results which are often defined as success are based upon successful habits that are cultivated.

Your friends will have great influence on how you respond. They will either encourage or discourage you. Your friends can help keep you on the road to success, or they can bring progress to a grinding halt.

Characteristics of Desirable Friends

If the friends you choose are so important, what are some of their desirable characteristics? The book of Proverbs has some suggestions.

Loyal

First,

A friend is always loyal, and a brother is born to help in time of need. (Proverbs 17:17 NLT)

There are “friends” who destroy each other, but a real friend sticks closer than a brother. (Proverbs 18:24 NLT)

Honest

Next, honesty.

An honest answer is like a kiss of friendship. (Proverbs 24:26 NLT)

Wounds from a sincere friend are better than many kisses from an enemy. (Proverbs 27:6 NLT)

A true friend is willing to speak the truth to you, even if it may hurt at the time. Someone who simply tells you what you want to hear is called an enemy in this proverb.

Wise

Next, true friends provide wise counsel.

The heartfelt counsel of a friend is as sweet as perfume and incense. (Proverbs 27:9 NLT)

The seeds of good deeds become a tree of life; a wise person wins friends. (Proverbs 11:30 NLT)

Challenging

Finally, good friends challenge you.

As iron sharpens iron, so a friend sharpens a friend. (Proverbs 27:17 NLT)

A genuine friend does not encourage their friends to sit around and become lazy and complacent. A true friend challenges and encourages their friends to be more, to learn more, to accomplish more.

Characteristics of Undesirable Friends

On the other side, the book of Proverbs also provides warnings about types of people you may not want as friends.

Superficial

First, superficial people, caring only about what they can get:

Unfriendly people care only about themselves; they lash out at common sense. (Proverbs 18:1 NLT)

Wealth makes many “friends”; poverty drives them all away. (Proverbs 19:4 NLT)

Dishonest

Next, people who are dishonest, flattering, and gossips.

Just as damaging is a madman shooting a deadly weapon is someone who lies to a friend and then says, “I was only joking.” (Proverbs 26:18-19)

To flatter friends is to lay a trap for their feet. (Proverbs 29:5 NLT)

A troublemaker plants seeds of strife; gossip separates the best of friends. (Proverbs 17:28 NLT)

Ungodly and Foolish

Next, those who are foolish and wicked.

The godly give good advice to their friends; the wicked lead them astray. (Proverbs 12:26 NLT)

Unforgiving

And then there are those who are unforgiving, bearing grudges:

Love prospers when a fault is forgiven, but dwelling on it separates close friends. (Proverbs 17:9 NLT)

Angry and Violent

Finally those who are frequently angry and/or violent:

Don’t befriend angry people or associate with hot-tempered people, (Proverbs 22:24 NLT)

Don’t envy violent people or copy their ways. Such wicked people are detestable to the LORD, but he offers his friendship to the godly. (Proverbs 3:31-32 NLT)

Transition

Desirable and undesirable friend characteristics. As people enter into your life in the coming years, keep these characteristics in mind, because you will take on the attributes of your friends.

You as a Friend

Friendship is a two-way street. If you want friends that will help you succeed in life, you must strive to be the kind of friend that will help others succeed in theirs. In other words, taking the lists that I gave to you just moments ago, you should strive to be loyal, honest, wise, and challenging. Conversely, you should work to eliminate from yourselves superficiality, dishonesty, foolishness, unforgiveness, and anger.

Jesus taught,

“Do to others whatever you would like them to do to you. This is the essence of all that is taught in the law and the prophets.” (Matthew 7:12 NLT)

What all this boils down to is love.

Towards the end of his time on earth he said,

“So now I am giving you a new commandment: Love each other. Just as I have loved you, you should love each other.” (John 13:34 NLT)

Paul, the Apostle, wrote,

Don’t be selfish; don’t try to impress others. Be humble, thinking of others as better than yourselves. Don’t look out only for your own interests, but take an interest in others, too. You must have the same attitude that Christ Jesus had.  

Though he was God, he did not think of equality with God as something to cling to. Instead, he gave up his divine privileges; he took the humble position of a slave and was born as a human being. When he appeared in human form, he humbled himself in obedience to God and died a criminal’s death on a cross. Therefore, God elevated him to the place of highest honor and gave him the name above all other names, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father. (Philippians 2:3-11)

Illustration

Lt. Cmdr. Greitens is a SEAL in the U.S. Navy Reserve. In an article for the Wall Street Journal, he wrote about who succeeds and who fails to make the team. You might expect the biggest, the strongest, and the most confident to make it. Here is what he writes.

What kind of man makes it through Hell Week? That's hard to say. But I do know—generally—who won't make it. There are a dozen types that fail: the weight-lifting meatheads who think that the size of their biceps is an indication of their strength, the kids covered in tattoos announcing to the world how tough they are, the preening leaders who don't want to get dirty, and the look-at-me former athletes who have always been told they are stars but have never have been pushed beyond the envelope of their talent to the core of their character. In short, those who fail are the ones who focus on show. The vicious beauty of Hell Week is that you either survive or fail, you endure or you quit, you do—or you do not.

Some men who seemed impossibly weak at the beginning of SEAL training—men who puked on runs and had trouble with pull-ups—made it. Some men who were skinny and short and whose teeth chattered just looking at the ocean also made it. Some men who were visibly afraid, sometimes to the point of shaking, made it too.

Almost all the men who survived possessed one common quality. Even in great pain, faced with the test of their lives, they had the ability to step outside of their own pain, put aside their own fear and ask: How can I help the guy next to me? They had more than the "fist" of courage and physical strength. They also had a heart large enough to think about others, to dedicate themselves to a higher purpose. 

(Excerpted from http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424052748703992704576307021339210488.html?mod=WSJ_WSJ_US_News_6, May 7, 2011)

I ask you, if others-centered attitude is the quality leading to success for something as intense and difficult as making a SEAL team, do you think it might be the case for other life situations?

Transition

Now we all know that friends can and do hurt each other at times. They aren't always loyal, and they can be motivated by self-interest. We know this is true because we ourselves are that way. Where do we turn when our closest friends fail us? How do we get the strength to get back up on our feet, to forgive friends that have failed us, and reconcile back with them?

Jesus is the Friend of Friends

The Apostle John wrote about love in this way:

Dear friends, let us continue to love one another, for love comes from God. Anyone who loves is a child of God and knows God. But anyone who does not love does not know God, for God is love. God showed how much he loved us by sending his one and only Son into the world so that we might have eternal life through him. This is real love—not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as a sacrifice to take away our sins. Dear friends, since God loved us that much, we surely ought to love each other. No one has ever seen God. But if we love each other, God lives in us, and his love is brought to full expression in us. (1 John 4:7-12)

The love that is spoken of here is not one of emotion, but one of choice: the choice to selflessly look out for and contribute to the good of another person.

John also wrote the following, spoken by Jesus:

This is my commandment: Love each other in the same way I have loved you. There is no greater love than to lay down one’s life for one’s friends. You are my friends if you do what I command. I no longer call you slaves, because a master doesn’t confide in his slaves. Now you are my friends, since I have told you everything the Father told me. (John 15:12-15)

Jesus wants to be your friend. Jesus is the ultimate friend, because he will not fail you. When things look impossible, when all human help seems to have evaporated, he is still present and willing to be your friend.

Jesus said, “I am with you always, even to the end of the age.” (Matthew 28:20b)

Paul wrote, “For I can do everything through Christ, who gives me strength.” (Philippians 4:13)

Challenge

Every one of you graduating next week can be successful in this life, according to God's measure of success. You can be loving and compassionate, placing others' concerns ahead of yours, just as Jesus did. You can cultivate positive friendships – what I call treasures – that will not only last through your time here on earth, but into eternity.

Because Jesus is completely good, when you include him in your circle of friends and desire to be like him, you will become a good friend to others.

If you already count Jesus to be your friend, good for you. Continue to walk with him.

If you know him, but maybe you don't really know him as a friend yet, get together with your pastor or someone else you see who has the kind of relationship with Jesus that you want, and learn how to grow your friendship with Jesus.

If, before today, you hadn't considered Jesus' offer to be your friend, now is the time. Don't wait. He wants to help you succeed.

Jesus wants to be with you through life's challenges, obstacles, and failures. He wants to be there to give you the strength and encouragement to succeed. He wants to take your hand and bring you back to your feet when you fall. Will you choose to let him?

Find good, trustworthy friends. Treasure them. Include Jesus in your circle of friends. If you do, you will succeed.

Illustration (Cut)

First, a story from the Bible.

King Solomon of Israel had died. In his place, son Rehoboam began to reign.

In this story, there was another man named Jeroboam. He had been one of Solomon's officials. However during the latter part of Solomon's reign, a prophet had spoken to Jeroboam and told him that he would become king over a part of Solomon's kingdom after his death. That didn't sit too well with Solomon when he heard about it. Solomon tried to kill Jeroboam, but he fled to Egypt.

When Jeroboam heard Solomon had died and Rehoboam was king, he returned. And here is what happened with Rehoboam.

[King] Rehoboam assembled Jeroboam and all the people. They said to Rehoboam, “Your father made life hard for us—worked our fingers to the bone. Give us a break; lighten up on us and we’ll willingly serve you.” 

“Give me three days to think it over, then come back,” Rehoboam said. King Rehoboam talked it over with the elders who had advised his father when he was alive: “What’s your counsel? How do you suggest that I answer the people?” 

They said, “If you will be a servant to this people, be considerate of their needs and respond with compassion, work things out with them, they’ll end up doing anything for you.” 

But he rejected the counsel of the elders and asked the young men he’d grown up with who were now currying his favor, “What do you think? What should I say to these people who are saying, ‘Give us a break from your father’s harsh ways—lighten up on us’?” 

The young turks he’d grown up with said, “These people who complain, ‘Your father was too hard on us; lighten up’—well, tell them this: ‘My little finger is thicker than my father’s waist. If you think life under my father was hard, you haven’t seen the half of it. My father thrashed you with whips; I’ll beat you bloody with chains!’” 

Three days later Jeroboam and the people showed up [to hear Rehoboam's response]... The king’s answer was harsh and rude. He spurned the counsel of the elders and went with the advice of the younger set, “If you think life under my father was hard, you haven’t seen the half of it. My father thrashed you with whips; I’ll beat you bloody with chains!” 

Rehoboam turned a deaf ear to the people... 

When all Israel realized that the king hadn’t listened to a word they’d said, they stood up to him and said, Get lost, David [for Rehoboam was the grandson of David]! We’ve had it with you, son of Jesse! Let’s get out of here, Israel, and fast! From now on, David, mind your own business. 

(1 Kings 12:3-16 TMSG)

The kingdom was split into two. There were twelve tribes, somewhat like what we have as states today. The larger group of ten went with Jeroboam. Rehoboam ended up with just two. All because he listened to the foolish advice from his so-called friends.

