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Getting the Most Out of


Christian Community




The world is growing—and shrinking. Even as the global village adds thousands more each day, technology diminishes the gap between us. Through a video screen, a breaking news event can be shared in real time across the world. Rapid travel offers us unprecedented access to each other. We can communicate with others through a computer modem, a cellular car phone or a specialized support group. But all the while, surveys tell us that people believe loneliness to be their greatest problem.


We all yearn for a sense of community. As our world continues to urbanize, we have more acquaintances and fewer friends. The small-town neighborhood and parish church have given way to the high-rise condominium and megachurch. Our social calendars are filled, and we have an infinite variety of options in choosing how to spend time. But somehow at the end of the day we wonder if anyone really knows us.


The Bible describes a revolutionary community designed for any society, in any age. It offers the blueprint for a spiritual kingdom where the King’s subjects are loved, nurtured and protected. In this kingdom, everyone has distinct gifts, yet differences bring people together. Anyone can be included, and no one is expendable. When the kingdom citizens are wounded, the community cares for them and restores their health. There is unconditional love, but uncompromising accountability. It’s a center of never-ending joy, celebration and worship.


The Bible’s most pervasive image for this new community is family. Amazingly, the Creator of the universe chooses to approach us as Father and invites us to enter into relationship with him as his children. And as the Father adopts us into his household, he introduces us to a wonderful extended family of brothers and sisters. The members of this family, like little children, make mistakes from time to time. They have quarrels, dishonor the family and disappoint their Father. Yet at other times they perform miracles. Ultimately, they constitute the most wonderful family we can ever claim. This is Christian community.


While you might certainly undertake this Bible study individually, Christian Community will have much to offer to groups. As you explore what it means to partake in the unique fellowship of the body of Christ, that fellowship can be enhanced in your group. In study eight on confession, for example, you might choose to have a cleansing time of confession in your group. The studies on worship and service would provide similar opportunities. This revision of the guide, prepared by Dale and Sandy Larsen, provides new features to enhance group life as you study together.


My prayer is that this guide will inspire, revitalize and empower the Christian relationships in your life so that you might one day have the experience of the early believers in Acts 2: the whole world will want the remarkable thing your community shares. For on our planet, every individual carries a deep desire to be “no longer foreigners and aliens, but fellow citizens with God’s people and members of God’s household” (Ephesians 2:19). May the study of God’s Word be your guide down that road.




Suggestions for Individual Study


1. As you begin each study, pray that God will speak to you through his Word.


2. Read the introduction to the study and respond to the personal reflection question or exercise. This is designed to help you focus on God and on the theme of the study.


3. Each study deals with a particular passage—so that you can delve into the author’s meaning in that context. Read and reread the passage to be studied. The questions are written using the language of the New International Version, so you may wish to use that version of the Bible. The New Revised Standard Version is also recommended.


4. This is an inductive Bible study, designed to help you discover  yourself what Scripture is saying. The study includes three types of questions. Observation questions ask about the basic facts: who, what, when, where and how. Interpretation questions delve into the meaning of the passage. Application questions help you discover the implications of the text for growing in Christ. These three keys unlock the treasures of Scripture.


Write your answers to the questions in the spaces provided or in a personal journal. Writing can bring clarity and deeper understanding of yourself and of God’s Word.


5. It might be good to have a Bible dictionary handy. Use it to look up any unfamiliar words, names or places.


6.  Use the prayer suggestion to guide you in thanking God for what you have learned and to pray about the applications that have come to mind.


7. You may want to go on to the suggestion under “Now or Later,” or you may want to use that idea for your next study.









Suggestions for Members of a Group Study


1. Come to the study prepared. Follow the suggestions for individual study mentioned above. You will find that careful preparation will greatly enrich your time spent in group discussion.


2. Be willing to participate in the discussion. The leader of your group will not be lecturing. Instead, he or she will be encouraging the members of the group to discuss what they have learned. The leader will be asking the questions that are found in this guide.


3. Stick to the topic being discussed. Your answers should be based on the verses which are the focus of the discussion and not on outside authorities such as commentaries or speakers. These studies focus on a particular passage of Scripture. Only rarely should you refer to other portions of the Bible. This allows for everyone to participate in indepth study on equal ground.


4. Be sensitive to the other members of the group. Listen attentively when they describe what they have learned. You may be surprised by their insights! Each question assumes a variety of answers. Many questions do not have “right” answers, particularly questions that aim at meaning or application. Instead the questions push us to explore the passage more thoroughly.


When possible, link what you say to the comments of others. Also, be affirming whenever you can. This will encourage some of the more hesitant members of the group to participate.


5. Be careful not to dominate the discussion. We are sometimes so eager to express our thoughts that we leave too little opportunity for others to respond. By all means participate! But allow others to also.


6. Expect God to teach you through the passage being discussed and through the other members of the group. Pray that you will have an enjoyable and profitable time together, but also that as a result of the study you will find ways that you can take action individually and/or as a group.


7. Remember that anything said in the group is considered confidential and should not be discussed outside the group unless specific permission is given to do so.


8. If you are the group leader, you will find additional suggestions at the back of the guide.






















1


Built to Last


Ephesians 2:11-22




We fell in love with the house. Better yet, we fell in love with the price. This home had everything. How could it be such a financial bargain? Suddenly, we found out. As we walked down a hallway, there was a sensation of moving downhill. The building had a shifting foundation.


Much of life is as unstable as that house. “Secure” jobs evaporate in corporate downsizing. Friends move away or their values change, and they drift away from us. Even some churches divide over petty issues. How can we establish relationships that are built on a truly reliable foundation?


 


GROUP DISCUSSION. Have you ever belonged to an organization which, in your judgment, failed to be what you had envisioned? Discuss what elements may have contributed to its ineffectiveness.


 


PERSONAL REFLECTION. Think about negative experiences you’ve had with an organization or group. How did the experience affect your future involvement with organizations or groups?






 


The Christian community, according to the apostle Paul, has been built for us with strong and lasting materials. As you read, keep in mind that the first Christians were Jewish. As non-Jews (Gentiles) began to join the faith, they did not share the religious and cultural heritage of the Jewish people. The church decided very early that the Jewish rite of circumcision was not necessary for a Gentile who accepted Christ (Acts 15:1-21). Read Ephesians 2:11-22.




1. How would you describe Paul’s emotions about Christ and the church?











2. What was the relationship between Jew and Gentile before Christ came (vv. 11-13)?











3. What differences in background and culture threaten the unity of your own church?











4. Explain what Paul means by the “dividing wall of hostility” (v. 14).











5. Christ himself “is our peace” (v. 14). How did he accomplish this peace (vv. 14-18)?











6. How do “dividing walls of hostility” keep people from hearing the gospel today?











7. What barriers stood in the way of your putting faith in Christ, and how did God overcome them?











8. In verse 19 Paul compares Christians to citizens and family members. In what ways does each of these two comparisons hold true?











9. In your own church, who are some people you would describe as “good citizens” or “good family members” (v. 19)?











10. What building materials make up the construction described in verses 20-22?











11. The apostles and prophets (v. 20) can represent the New Testament and Old Testament. Why are the Scriptures vital as the foundation of our Christian community?











12. Verse 22 identifies the true resident of the “building.” How does his presence affect your attitude toward the church?











13. In your relationship to your own church, consider ways in which you might resemble a pile of stones lying off to one side, instead of an integral part of the building. How will you become a more functional part of this dwelling place of God that is under construction (v. 21)?
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