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The Spiritual Discipline of Fellowship

This presentation is designed for people who have decided to accept Jesus Christ as
their Lord and Savior.

Learning Objectives

o0 s wN

Understand God'’s ideal of fellowship

Review Bible examples of successful and unsuccessful fellowship
Learn why fellowship is so important to the human being
Discover helps and hindrances to fellowship

See the results of faithful fellowship

Evaluate and improve fellowship-building skills

Content Outline

1. God created humans to live in relationships
2. Sin undermined fellowship
3. Old Testament story through which God hoped to teach true fellowship
4. Jesus came to show us God’s love in fellowship
5. Jesus prayed for His followers to have perfect unity with God and each other.
6. The early church experienced unprecedented unity
7. Real fellowships of real people are messy business
8. Three “One Another” passages in Romans 12,
Ephesians 4, and 1 Corinthians 12
9. Suggested evaluation questions
Background Material for the IFﬂLLﬂW

Presenter e s

Fellowship, like God, is, was, and will be. Before our
universe, there was fellowship. Before time as we mea-
sure it began, there was fellowship. God’s proclaimed

goal is that when time ends, what will remain is a Spiritual Discipline of
perfect community. Fellowship

It begins with the incomprehensible nature of our Cre-
ator. No human mind can imagine what a three-person — e

personality really is, but that’s what God presents to us
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as both fact and faith. Something like we would imagine a parent, something like we
would imagine a child, and something like we would imagine. .. wind? Light? Water?
Oil? Frankly, Spirit is something we can’t really imagine! And the whole truth is, God is
nothing like we could ever imagine.

So He (They?) set out to create beings “like us” (Gen. 1:26) and then to spend the rest
of eternity showing us, if one may coin an odd word, Themself.

God began by creating a community we like to call the biosphere. It’'s a growing, self-
contained, self-renewing, interdependent ecosystem of living beings. Then He made
people, and according to verse 27, apparently one way to illustrate the unity within
the Godhead was by creating two genders who were “fit for each other.” Hebrew
‘ezer, which comes from the root ‘azar, meaning to
“surround, protect, or aid.” (Strong’s Concordance) It is

of great interest that this word is the Hebrew equiva-
lent of paraclete, the word used in the New Testament
for the Holy Spirit.

So human fellowship began. Almost immediately, the
best and the worst features of community were made

A Community of Infinity

manifest. These two people, God declared, were “one FFoLLow

-----

flesh,” (2:24) to cling together above all others, to
“surround, protect, and aid” one another. It is no longer
possible for us to conceive what that perfect unity was
like. We can speculate that the nakedness and lack of shame described in verse 25
included complete transparency and understanding as they grew to know each other.
We do know it included perfect unity with their Maker, Who came to walk and talk
with them in the evenings. (3:8)

We also don’t know how long it lasted, but it doesn’t seem to have been long. One
day, a thief in the form of a serpent entered their paradise. Satan had chosen to give
up the community where he had been known and loved and try a different kind. He
wasn’t finding it as enjoyable as he had hoped, it seems, and in his rage and jeal-
ousy, he wanted to break up the happiness he saw. Divide and conquer was his first
thought. And it worked. Away from the other helper’s strengthening presence, one
person was easy to beat.

When God came calling, the broken style of human fellowship was already in force.
“She did it!” “It was his fault!” “Well, You’re the one who made her, God!”

From that day, humanity was no longer able to have direct contact with God. And it
wasn’t long at all until animals and humans began killing each other. Yet there was
and is a deep, unquenchable, overriding ache for union, for fellowship, for the longed-
for Other in every person born. We seem to have both the famous “God-shaped void”
of Augustine and a hole in our hearts for another person who will love us as we are.
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A desperate need to belong to a group of people who accept us and help to form us
and learn from us. A wish that a group could be somehow better for our presence,
lessened by our loss.

We try so hard to figure out how to fill those holes. We run from one sexual relation-
ship to another. We create gangs. We live in communes. We go to churches, syna-
gogues, mosques and the corner tavern. Or we hide from each other and try to plug
the holes by ourselves through drugs or overwork or simply filling our mind with
empty daydreams. Is this what God made us for? Didn’t He have a better plan than
this?

God Tries Again

Genesis is a particularly detailed picture of covenant

relationships being broken and mended, of God’s
unending work of reconciliation between person and
person, and between person and Creator. Among
other things, it shows that most of what God has ac-
complished in human history has been done through
families. God first reassured Adam and Eve that He had

Broken Covenants

not and would not abandon them, but that He would ~ drouow

send a redeemer. (Gen. 3:15) Not long after that, He
attempted to reconcile Cain and Abel. (Gen. 4.6, 7)
When that failed because of free will (God’s greatest
ally and fiercest enemy), He worked through Seth’s line, one of whom, Enoch, was

the first prophet to be shown great reunion of the second coming, as far as we know.

(Jude 14) It was a family in that same line, Noah’s family, who consented to salvation
in the form of the ark.

But God’s new beginning after the Flood didn’t seem to do much better. The
world-wide community of humans, speaking one language and working together,
conspired to “reach the heavens” with the tower now known as Babel because of
what God did there. (Gen. 11) He broke up the community! Why would God do that?
Apparently, to make new, smaller communities of languages and kindreds, through
whom He might work more closely.

God chose another family - the clan of Abram and Sarai of Chaldea, soon to become
Abraham and Sarah, friends of God. It was, on the whole, a pretty dysfunctional fam-
ily. They kept trying to “help” God accomplish His purposes, and there was enough
infighting to supply a long soap opera series. Is this what God means by fellowship?

Partly, yes. We are shown people making choices that break relationships, then often
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getting another chance to choose again. So Jacob, at Jabbok (Gen. 32:28-30), be-
comes Israel, another friend of God. He reconciles with the brother he had cheated
years earlier. (Gen. 33:3, 4) Joseph reconciles with the brothers who sold him into
slavery, and reunites his family. (Gen. 45) It is Joseph, again, who reiterates what
could almost be the thesis sentence for all of Genesis: “Do not be afraid. . . .You meant
evil against me, but God meant it for good.” (Gen. 50:19, 20)

Eventually, God rescues Abraham’s sons and daughters, now as “numerous as the
stars,” from the land of Egypt where they had been slaves and nearly forgotten all
about true worship. He draws them out to the wilderness with Himself, where they
can become a true covenant fellowship, and even teaches them an entire system of
worship based around the covenant of love between God and the His children. But
they continue a pattern of trying to connect with various forms of false worship they
see around them, in a union that is doomed from the start.

God sends prophets to call the people back into fellowship with each other and Him-
self. But by this time the system of worship He gave them has degenerated into list
after list of rules, and what little ability some people had to try to imagine the face of
God is nearly obliterated. Is this what God means by fellowship?

God Shows His Own Face

There is only one thing to do. God has planned it all along, and at just the right time,
Jesus comes to live and die as a human being and teach us firsthand what real unity
is all about. First, He lives in a family - possibly a rather dysfunctional one in some
ways. He shows us it is possible to love them anyway. Then He chooses a small group
of people to take with Him everywhere and train. It is instructive that He seems to
spend more time simply letting them follow Him around and watch Him work and
work with Him, than telling them things. He does teach them, too, and when He does,
He calls God “Daddy,” (a shocking idea to an obervant Jew of the time), and talks a
lot about God'’s basileia or realm (from basis, a base, according to Strong’s), where
things are completely upside down and sideways from anybody’s idea of a normal
realm or kingdom.

In this “Realm of God,” people are supposed to be like little children. (Matt. 18:4) As
Isaiah wrote, “A little child shall lead them.” (Isa. 11:6) In this realm, a son who ran off
with his father’s goods, wasted it all, and ruined his life is welcomed back with open
arms and no condemnation. (Luke 15:11-32) Did not Jeremiah say something like that?
“Ephraim is my darling son ... | will have mercy on him.” (Jer. 31:18-20) In this king-
dom, the last was supposed to be first, the greatest like the youngest, and the ruler
like a servant. (Luke 22:2, 27) Wasn’t the great King David himself chosen as the
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youngest of his house, and didn’t the law say that a king’s heart must not be lifted up
above his countrymen? (Deut. 17:20)

When they listened to Jesus, the people’s hearts must have stirred and tingled like
something long asleep beginning to awaken, like something lost showing up unex-
pectedly, like something forgotten, now newly remembered. Crowds followed Him,
hanging on His every word. Women ministered to Him and paid His way out of their
own pockets. Children brought Him their lunches, and thousands ate together like
one family. A Roman centurion, lepers, women from Syro-Phoenicia and Samaria,
demoniacs from “the other side of the water,” and at least one highly-placed Phari-
see reached out to Jesus, and in so doing, came a little closer to each other. So this is
what God means by fellowship!

By the end of Jesus’ earthly life, His friends may sometimes be bright-eyed with hope
and possibilities, but they’re not really getting it. They argue over who’s greater and
beg for the best places in His government and run away when He’s arrested. Two of
them betray Him, one with a kiss and one with an oath. It is in the middle of this con-
fusion that Jesus prays His ultimate prayer request for His followers in all ages.

“As You sent Me into the world, | also have sent them into the world. For their sakes |
sanctify Myself, that they themselves also may be sanctified in truth. | do not ask on
behalf of these alone, but for those also who believe in Me through their word; that
they may all be one, even as You, Father, are in Me, and | in You, that they also may
be in Us, so that the world may believe that You sent Me.

The glory which You have given Me | have given to them,
that they may be one, just as We are one; | in them and
You in Me, that they may be perfected in unity, so that
the world may know that You sent Me, and loved them,
even as You have loved Me. Father, | desire that they
also, whom You have given Me, be with Me where | am,
so that they may see My glory which You have given Me, o Dol

That They May Be One

for You loved Me before the foundation of the world. O

righteous Father, although the world has not known You, yet | have known You, and
these have known that You sent Me; and | have made Your name known to them, and
will make it known, so that the love with which You loved Me may be in them, and | in
them.” (John 17:18-26)

There are many fascinating mind-stretchers in this prayer. “You in Me, | in You, they

in Us ... I in them, you in Me.” Try drawing a diagram of that! But there is a good deal
more than first meets the eye. It is most often assumed, for instance, that when Jesus
asks His Father “that they ... be where | am,” He is speaking of going with Him to
heaven someday, and so He no doubt is. But take a look at Ephesians 2:6 where God
“raised us up with Him, and seated us with Him in the heavenly places in Christ Je-
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sus.” Was this, in fact, also an immediate prayer request? Was it fulfilled soon, in some
way? Is it fulfilled now?

“So that they may see my glory.” Does this only mean His glory after all things are
completed, or does it mean something present and immediate? When is/was Jesus’
moment of greatest glory? Is it the brilliance of His presence on the throne (with us,
incomprehensibly!), the blinding flash of His second coming? Perhaps the second of
the resurrection, when soldiers fell like flies? Or is it the bloody, gasping spectacle of
the Son of God and man giving up His life for us? Those He prayed for that night were
about to see that. Not only that, but millions have been staring spellbound, (or avert-
ing their eyes from) that heartrending scene for twenty centuries now.

Here’s what we know. Jesus’ ideal of fellowship for us is higher than we ever could
have imagined.

The Great Experiment

And so it began, the greatest experiment the world has ever known. Now that we had
seen and touched the face of God, was it possible for a human community to actu-
ally live out this astonishing ideal? There is a lot riding on it. One of the things Jesus
asked of His Father on that dark night appears to be dependent on this unity. “That
the world may believe.” In other words, when Christians live in loving fellowship with
God and each other, the world “may believe.” There are two ways, in English, that this
phrase can be taken. It may indicate possibility; in other words, “It’s possible that the
world will believe if they see your love.” Or it may mean ability; that is, “Your love will
make them able to believe it. They can’t, if they don’t see love as a result.”

No doubt both of these are true. Some people never will believe in the admittedly
outlandish story that the Creator of all things came down and became a baby, lived
without sin, and died to make it somehow possible for us to be reunited with this
Creator. Let’s face it—that is outlandish! Who could believe it? Those who see that
the result of believing it is a depth of love they have never experienced may believe.
It seems that the Holy Spirit can produce a mature and profound Christian love and
unity that may also seem outlandish and unbelievable. Our love of each other, there-
fore, takes on a truly sacramental value; that is to say, it connects us to a fuller life of
the Spirit, as does any sacrament, and it reaches out to make a connection as well to
anyone nearby that it can reach.

After praying this eloquent prayer, Jesus proceeded to demonstrate the power of
this outrageous love in the most profound way possible. He walked steadfastly to
hell and back for us. He suffered, thinking only of Peter and His other disciples, the
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women crying by the way, His mother. He died, paying attention to the soldiers, and
the seeking lost one dying beside Him. He rose again in a flash of lightning, yet His
first thought was for Mary Magdalene, and His second appears to have been for the
guilt and shame Peter was bowed under. He comforted them, fed them, tried to give
them some last words, breathed the Spirit on them, and finally went back to His
Father, leaving the work He had begun to be finished by shaky human hands. Heaven
and all its angels united with the handful of bewildered believers who went back to
the Upper Room to pray. And study. And discuss. And debate. And pray some more.
Until they were “ of one mind.” (Acts 1:14) On Pentecost, the day the Jews celebrate
the giving of the law on Mt. Sinai, the Holy Spirit crashed into their lives in a new and
more powerful manifestation.

Three thousand people, people who had seen the crucifixion a few weeks earlier,
people who might have seen resurrected people of earlier ages wandering around,
people, probably, who had shouted, “Crucify Him!” Three thousand people joined the
new community that day. What do you do with 3,000 new believers when there are
only 120 of you to begin with. What do you do? Acts 2:42-47 lays out the beginning
of the Grand Experiment:

“They were continually devoting themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to fel-
lowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer. Everyone kept feeling a sense of
awe; and many wonders and signs were taking place
through the apostles. And all those who had believed

were together and had all things in common; and they

began selling their property and possessions and were 1. Apostles’ teaching

sharing them with all, as anyone might have need. Day §; ;ﬂ:ﬁﬁ;‘;mad

by day continuing with one mind in the temple, and R

breaking bread from house to house, they were tak-

ing their meals together with gladness and sincerity e

------

of heart, praising God and having favor with all the SR
people. And the Lord was adding to their number day
by day those who were being saved.”

Verse 42 lists four things they were devoting themselves to; the foundational ele-
ments of the new Christian fellowship:

1. Apostles’ teaching
2. Fellowship

3. Breaking of bread
4. Prayer

There is more detail added in verse 46. They were in the temple daily (not necessar-
ily all of them at once), and this may, at this early point, have even been where the
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apostles were teaching. Perhaps they taught in the courts, as Jesus had. This would
explain why so many were being added. Many of those who had heard Jesus, but
hadn’t really believed or hadn’t committed, did now. The fellowship and breaking of
bread, verse 46 says, took place in homes. So it is clear that this throng of people
were somehow organized into smaller fellowships, ones that fit into houses. Prayer,
of course, was everywhere, as it always is.

All of these are things Christians do today. We, too, devote ourselves to the preach-
ing and teaching of the leaders among us. We, too, value fellowship and friendship,
both at weekly worship services and in our homes. We break bread together, in
communion services, at home meals, church potluck meals, picnics, and pretty much
any other chance we have to eat together. We pray.

The healthiest of us pray daily, and pray all day long.
We strive to live our lives in the constant atmosphere
of prayer. A. All things in common
Why, then, does this description of early unity seem B. Of one mind

so different to us? Why do we read these verses with
such wishfulness for what seems a vanished and

elusive joy? If the church today wants to replicate and _ iFoLLOW

continue this experience of communal living, there are
several things we must explore. Two major differences
strike us.

1. All Things in Common: First, the text says they “were together and had all things
in common.” This can’t mean they lived all in one building, or even in one enclave.
This is a tremendous number of people, in a time when whole towns numbered in
the hundreds. There would have been no building big enough. Besides, it says they
broke bread “from house to house.” Most of the people who heard Peter’s pente-
costal sermon had probably come to Jerusalem for the festival season just past, and
they went to their countries and carried this exciting news with them. They must
have done the same things in their homelands—praised together in crowds when
they could, and lived and worked in daily contact with their own growing circles at
home. But many lived there, or chose to stay. In what ways did they exercise this
commonality?

One possibility is that at first they may have believed Jesus was coming back right
away. It could have been an atmosphere somewhat like that of the Great Disappoint-
ment in 1844, when thousands of believers in the Advent thought Jesus was coming
that year. They, too, lost interest in earthly things, shared what they had, even left
crops unharvested. The early church does not appear to have gone to that extreme,
but they did share more than we’ve come to see as normal, even selling houses and
lands so they could meet each other’s needs.
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It is certain that when a person truly gets hold of the gospel—truly understands that
Jesus has opened a clear path to the presence of God for whoever will accept it—day-
to-day mundane details of living lose some of their hold. Once you get a glimpse

of how much God loves you, and begin to return that love, you start to notice those
around you in a new light. If they have a need, and you can fulfill it, it just comes natu-
rally to do so, and you know it goes both ways. When you have a need, you are not
afraid to share it with these brothers and sisters.

There have been endless attempts to recreate something like this atmosphere, both
spiritual ones such as monasteries, convents, intentional religious communities, and

a proliferation of cults of all varieties, and secular ones such as the kibbutzim in Israel
and environmentally aware communes in various places. If they are places where
people visit for a certain length of time, they seem to retain their feel of “something
different”—more togetherness than we are used to. Something we like, but then want
to leave and go home, back to life as we find it more comfortable, not quite so united.
If they are communities people bind themselves to by lifetime vow, and which are also
bound by prayer, like monasteries and convents, they can last for centuries, though
not without lists of rules, often long and minute. All other attempts generally seem to
break down after awhile and disappear. Certainly state attempts at communism as a
system of government have not succeeded in providing for even the physical needs of
citizens, let alone an atmosphere such as described in Acts.

2. Of One Mind: It does seem that if one could effectively create a group whose
members were likeminded about things in general, community living would succeed
much better. But what does “of one mind” mean? Does it mean they all thought just

alike? That can’t be, or there wouldn’t be so many counsels later encouraging diversity.

Besides, it’s impossible to think the exact same way in any two languages, let alone in
many of them, as they had that day. And if it did mean to think alike, the personality
cults we’ve seen in the past century would have worked better.

Well, does it mean they agreed on everything? If so, how could Peter and Paul, or Paul
and Barnabas have such sharp disagreements later? Unless we wish to believe that
these men were not in the Spirit during the times they had these disagreements, we
must accept the fact that sanctified Christians can disagree, sometimes vehemently.

If there is one thing we know, it is that God created us individuals, with different ways
of being. So what does “of one mind” mean? Let’s look more closely at the verse.
They “all with one mind were continually devoting themselves to prayer.” Ah. They all
agreed on one thing, at least. They agreed they needed lots of prayer.

There are dozens of other texts in the New Testament which speak of being of one
mind, or likeminded. Let’s look at some and see if there are other specific definitions.
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(Handout 1 can be used here.)

Be of the same mind toward one another; do not be haughty in mind, but associate

with the lowly. Do not be wise in your own estimation. Never pay back evil for evil to
anyone. Respect what is right in the sight of all men. If possible, so far as it depends
on you, be at peace with all men. (Rom. 12:16-18)

There are some specific characteristics of like-mindedness here. When we are like-
minded, we will not be haughty, or wise in our own estimation. We won’t seek re-
venge. We will respect—an interesting phrase—“what is right in the sight of all.” What
we do have in common, in other words. This little phrase could be one of the most
important of all. We could actually make it a practice to respect what was right in the
sight of all and leave the rest to God, instead of doing our utmost to be sure everyone
else believes what’s really right - that is, what / believe! In the last line, Paul recog-
nizes that it is, unfortunately, not always in our power to be at peace with all. But we
can do our prayerful best, and that will never happen so long as some of us see it as
our duty to correct the beliefs and behaviors of others.

“Now may the God who gives perseverance and encouragement grant you to be of
the same mind with one another according to Christ Jesus, so that with one accord
you may with one voice glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.” (Rom.
15:6)

Like-mindedness takes perseverance and courage, which come from God. It is about
glorifying God, not ourselves.

“Now | exhort you, brethren, by the name of our Lord
Jesus Christ, that you all agree and that there be no di-

visions among you, but that you be made complete in
the same mind and in the same judgment.” (1 Cor. 1:10)

1. Love God!
This passage looks, at first, as if it does mean to think e R ol E
. . . 3. Doit with all you've got!
exactly alike and judge everything the same. To be un-
derstood, it needs to be read in context. People were

dividing up in the name of their favorite preachers. “'m |

a follower of ... Billy Graham? Ellen White? Mark Fin-

ley?” If there is one thing in the world every Christian,

of every background, of every faith tradition, liberal,

conservative, or purple polka-dotted needs to be in agreement on, it is that we are
followers of Christ! Let’s enjoy the preaching and teaching of whichever of God’s
messengers speaks our own peculiar language. But let’s not get the servant mixed up
with the Master.
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“Finally, brethren, rejoice, be made complete, be comforted, be like-minded, live in
peace; and the God of love and peace will be with you.” (2 Cor 13:11)

Here, like-mindedness is linked to completion and comfort, and leads to peace. Isn’t
it a good feeling to be mature enough to think your very own thoughts and let others
think theirs, trusting the One Lord of us all to make mistakes clear in His own time?

“Only conduct yourselves in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ, so that whether
| come and see you or remain absent, | will hear of you that you are standing firm

in one spirit, with one mind striving together for the faith of the gospel; in no way
alarmed by your opponents. ... Make my joy complete by being of the same mind,
maintaining the same love, united in spirit, intent on one purpose.” (Phil 1:27, 2:2)
God’s followers may disagree courteously on all kinds of things, but they are standing
firm in one Spirit, united in love, and intent on one purpose—striving for the faith of
the gospel. When is it that we have reason to be alarmed by our opponents? When
they can rightly point a finger at our bitter spirit, divisiveness, and lack of love. If we
unite in God’s love, we will not have that to fear. But it seems impossible. You would
have to be like Jesus. “But we have the mind of Christ.” (I Cor. 2:16) How can that be?
It’s an old promise, really. It’s been around for thousands of years. Jesus said He had
come to make it reality in our lives.

“They shall be My people, and | will be their God; and | will give them one heart and
one way, that they may fear Me always, for their own good and for (the good of) their
children after them. | will make an everlasting covenant with them that | will not turn
away from them, to do them good; and | will put the fear of Me in their hearts so that
they will not turn away from Me.” (Jer. 32:38-40)

Then we’ll be able to keep the oldest, greatest commandments of them all: Love God!
Love everybody else! Do it with all you’ve got!

Living with Real People

It sounds so perfect, this early, excited, on-fire church. There was only one problem
with it; they let people in! And you know how those humans are. Sure enough, there
were problems at least as early as Acts 6 (and no doubt from the very first day, real-
istically). The thing about humans is that we live in this broken world, disconnected
from the God who made us, and therefore by default, disconnected from each other.
Every single one of us has been hurt and scarred and damaged. Every one of us gets
afraid, angry and sad. We have an almost inconquerable need to protect ourselves,
look out for our own interests, get defensive, judge others. The kindest, most loving
Christian gets a little sideways from time to time.
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When that happens, it’s good to remind ourselves where we came from and where

we’re going, and looking at One Another texts is a
great way to start. They are easily found—ust go to
Strong’s or another concordance and look up “anoth-
er.” Look for the letters and books of the New Testa-
ment, and watch for places where “another” has “one”
in front of it. (Or, in some translations, look for “other”
and find places that have “each” before it.) There are
way, way too many to go into here, so we’ll choose
three places, from Romans, Ephesians, and 1 Corinthi-
ans.

These three were chosen for this unit for a particular
reason: they are all right next to spiritual gifts pas-
sages. Why should this be so? Paul’s fascinating idea
seems to be that it is just this endless diversity of gifts
that leads to a complete, or whole fellowship.

“One Another” Passage Number One: The entire
chapter of Romans 12 is devoted to how to be a fel-
lowship of faith. If we were to outline it, it might look
something like this:

1. You can be a perfect sacrifice to God. Verses 1and 2.

2. Start by being humble. Verse 3.

3. We have many gifts, and it takes all of them to be
the body of Christ. Verses 4 and 5.

4. Some qifts are listed. Verses 6-8 are most often
listed, but 9-13 make an even more complete list of
spiritual gifts.

5. Join in the feelings of others, including your en-
emies, and don’t seek revenge. Verses 14-21.

You can be a perfect sacrifice to God.,

Romans 12: 1,2

------

Start by being humble. Verse 3

-----

Many gifts, one body of Christ. Verses
4and5s

CRCRC RS

Join in the feelings of others, even
your enemies! Verses 14-21

-----

The last half of the chapter in particular, lists specifics about how to treat “one an-
other.” Look for the good, be devoted to one another, give preference, be diligent,

rejoice, persevere, pray, give, share hospitality.

“One Another” Passage Number Two: Next we will study Ephesians 4. There are
hours’ worth of subjects for fruitful study and imitation in this little chapter. It would
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be difficult to even outline it, since there is so much packed into this text that the out-
line would be nearly as long as the chapter. Let’s focus on verses 1-3 and 25-32. This
first passage is a beautiful pastoral message from a pastor who has now been many
years in the work.

“Therefore |, the prisoner of the Lord, implore you to walk in a manner worthy of the
calling with which you have been called, with all humility and gentleness, with pa-
tience, showing tolerance for one another in love, being diligent to preserve the unity
of the Spirit in the bond of peace.”

What would happen if, every time a problem came up, as problems inevitably will,
each party sat down and read this passage to each other, and prayed through it in
detail, before even beginning on the admittedly hard work of actually figuring out
what how to resolve their problem? Some problems would disappear like mist in the
sunshine. Those which remained would begin to look less threatening if we could re-
ally practice looking on each other with humility, gentleness, patience, and tolerance.
What if we listened and didn’t judge or jump to conclusions? It isn’t easy. It wouldn’t
take diligence to preserve this bond if it were easy. But
once we remember the Spirit and seek that loving face,

everything seems possible again.

The middle portion of this chapter lists spiritual gifts Love
again, makes the point again that we are one body
with one Lord, and says that the only way we’ll ever

really grow up is in the stumbling exercise of our gifts, iroLLow

------

exactly the same as a baby stumblingly exercises her
body and grows up strong and graceful.

Verses 25-32 read almost like the book of Proverbs. Lay aside falsehood and speak
truth with one another. Don’t let the sun go down on your anger. Find something for
idle hands to do. Don’t grieve the Holy Spirit. It would be interesting to make and
decorate posters of these. At any rate, we need to have them all posted on the walls
of our minds and hearts.

Finally, Paul ends with another loving admonition: “Be
kind to one another, tender-hearted, forgiving each
other, just as God in Christ also has forgiven you.” In
other words, we are still human. Forgiveness will still be
necessary. But it is there when we need it, always avail-
able, to give and to receive. We must never forget that.

God Is Love: John 4:8

“One Another” Passage Number Three: Our final ex-
ample of these texts is found in 1 Corinthians 12. Verses
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four through 14 once again list gifts and emphasize the point that these many gifts
come from one Spirit and result in one complete body. Verses 14 through 26 make it
clear that the Corinthian church was having difficulty with living in loving fellowship.
Apparently, people were honoring some gifts above others, leading to controversy,
jealousy, and pride. Paul spends a good bit of time talking about how important all
parts of our bodies are, and how our whole bodies break down if one part is not func-
tioning. At the end of the chapter, verses 27 through 30, Paul lists gifts yet again, and
urges his readers to “earnestly desire the greater gifts.”

How strange! Didn’t he just get through insisting no gift was greater than another; all
were important? Didn’t he just say in so many words, in verses 24 and 25, that this di-
versity of gifts actually caused unity, “so that there may be no division in the body”?
This seems counterintuitive. If we are to be truly united, the Corinthians might have
asked, shouldn’t we all have the same gifts and the same jobs to do for God? No, says
Paul, just like our physical bodies, our churches need all their different parts, and they
need them to work efficently together, with no one making lists of who’s important
and who’s not. Now he turns around and says, “Earnestly desire the greater gifts.”
Then Paul moves into one of the most beloved and celebrated chapters in the Bible, 1
Corinthians 13. What is the greatest gift of all? Paul lays it out clearly in Romans 13:10:
“Love does no wrong to a neighbor, therefore love is the fulfilling of the law.” (Em-
phasis supplied.)

Jesus was pretty insistent about it. In His last hours with His disciples, with the weight
of the world beginning to make itself felt, He said again and again, “Love one anoth-
er!” Love everybody, love all the time, love as | have loved you. (See John 13:34, 35;
15:12, 17.) This is the only way the world is ever going to even consider buying into this
unbelievable story of grace and redemption.

Evaluating the Quality of Christian Fellowship

How can we know we are succeeding at being the kind of fellowship for which Jesus
prayed and gave His life? Does there have to be an influx of 3,000 souls in one day?
Well, that might be a good indicator. On the other hand, people in today’s instant-
gratification culture sometimes jump on bandwagons because it’s fun, or everybody’s
doing it, or the ads were compelling. They have an unnerving tendency to jump off
again just as quickly. Here are some questions (based on the Bible principles) we
might ask ourselves about the Christian fellowship or congregation we belong to:

1. Do | feel loved here? This isn’t as easy a question as it looks at first. Do | really feel
loved here? No matter how | act or look? Or do | just fit in because it’s what I’'m used
to, and | seem like the others and we’re all used to each other?
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2. Am | listened to? Do | listen to others?

3. What can | or can’t | share here? Would | feel safe telling someone here the secret
that has crushed my heart for years?

4. What happens when | sin against someone here?
5. What happens when someone here sins against me?

6. When was the last time we did something completely different? What happens
when we get outside our comfort zone?

The answers to these questions, faced with scrupulous honesty by those who are al-
ready members of our church, Sabbath School class, Bible study group, prayer group,
or other small group, will give us a reasonably good idea of how an outsider might
feel coming in. If we aren’t satisfied with the answers, there are a lot more “One An-
other” texts to study. And they all start and end with prayer and love, love and prayer,
forgiveness, prayer, and love! “God is love.” (John 4:8)

Handouts in this Package

1. What Does It Mean to be “of One Mind”?
2. Three “One Another” Passages
3. Suggested Evaluation Questions
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Discussion Questions

1. Why do you think sinfulness and community are so mutually exclusive? Be spe-
cific.

2. What are some of the things (good and bad) that the world has learned about
community through Abraham’s family?

3. What are some specific things we can learn about community from Jesus’ life and
ministry?

4. Why are unity and diversity so closely connected? Do you know of successful
communities which value sameness? Do you know communities which value diver-
sity? In what ways are each successful and unsuccessful?

An In-depth Group Discussion Idea

Spend some time studying Romans 12:9-18. List as many specific admonitions as the
group can find on a white board or flip-chart, and share stories of times when group
members have seen these things in action. Look for positive stories, either of times
when Christ’s love was shown, or times when there was a problem that was resolved
because someone showed Christ’s love.
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Group Activities

Activity 1

This activity could be done after presenting the section on “God Shows His Own Face”
in the Presenter Notes.

Purpose: To dig deeply and discover new insights into Jesus’ prayer for unity in John
17.

Preparation: Put this sentence on enough 3x5 cards that each participant may have
one to keep: “I do not ask for these alone, but for , who believes in Me
through their word, that they may all be one.” (John 17:20) You will need a board

or flipchart and markers. This activity may be done with the group as a whole or in
smaller teams; if the latter, you need room for the groups to spread out, as well as
flipcharts or posters for each.

Assignment: First, pass out the cards and invite each participant to put his or her
name into the blank. Then have a minute or two of silent prayer in which each one
contemplates and prays over this now personalized sentence. Next, have the group
delineate, on a white board or flipchart, each time the word “that” appears in this
portion of the prayer. How many times does it appear? Does it vary by Bible version?
(key below) What were the specific things Jesus was praying for? Which ones are
repeated? Why, do you think? Are they repeated exactly the same, or enlarged upon?

Time: Allow five minutes for the personalization of the cards and silent prayer. Use
a timer to prevent the silence from being cut to less than at least two minutes by our
modern anxiety with silence. Allow 30 minutes for the discussion. If you divide into

small groups, also allow 10 minutes for someone from each group to share at the end.

Key: There are ten appearances of the word “that” in the NIV:

that they themselves also may be sanctified in truth - verse 19

that they may all be one, even as You, Father, are in Me, and | in You - verse 21
that they also may be in us - verse 21

that the world may believe that You sent Me - verse 21

that they may be one, just as We are one; | in them and You in Me - verses 22, 23
that they may be perfected in unity - verse 23

that the world may know that You sent Me, and loved them, even as You have
loved Me - verse 23

8. that they also, whom You have given Me, be with Me where | am - verse 24

9. that they may see My glory which You have given Me - verse 24

10. that the love with which You loved Me may be in them, and | in them - verse 26
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Activity 2

This activity is most appropriately done at the end of the session.
Purpose: Deep study into the “one another” passages of the Bible.

Preparation: This would be a long and intense activity, if it were done all at one time
in a group. It would last at least an hour. Alternately, it could be personal study time
at home, or assigned one week, to bring back results the next week.

Assignment: Give each group member, or allow them to choose, one of the following
13 books of the Bible: 1 Corinthians, 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, Colossians, 1
Thessalonians, 1 Timothy, Titus, Hebrews, James, 1 Peter, 1 John and 2 John. Have each
person use a concordance to find “one another” passages in these books and share
the highlights of what they find.

If there is a large enough group, one could take each book from | Corinthians to Jude.
There are 20 books, or one person could take both Peters, and one could take all
three Johns, which would reduce it to 17. In the books not mentioned above, there are
no specific “one another” passages, but there is instruction on community which can
be found with a little research. It would be very interesting to do a long-term study of
just these passages, one per week, or whatever the group chooses.

Time: If you choose to do this as a group, allow at least an hour, plus time for shar-
ing, but be sure only highlights are shared. It could be useful to have a second session
for sharing what is gleaned and what changes participants want to make in their daily
lives.
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Handout 1

What Does it Mean to be of One Mind?

Look at the following passages. It would be good to read them in context, as well.
What specific characteristics of like-mindedness can you find?

Romans 12:16-18—“Be of the same mind toward one another; do not be haughty in
mind, but associate with the lowly. Do not be wise in your own estimation. Never pay
back evil for evil to anyone. Respect what is right in the sight of all men. If possible,
so far as it depends on you, be at peace with all men.”

In this passage, like-mindedness means:

Not

Not
Don’t
Respect
As far as possible
Romans 15:6—“Now may the God who gives perseverance and encouragement grant
you to be of the same mind with one another according to Christ Jesus, so that with
one accord you may with one voice glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus
Christ.”

In this passage, like-mindedness needs: and

Its results will be that we may:

2 Corinthians 13:11—"“Finally, brethren, rejoice, be made complete, be comforted, be
like-minded, live in peace; and the God of love and peace will be with you.”

In this passage, like-mindedness means:

Be

And its results will be

Philippians 1:27—“Only conduct yourselves in a manner worthy of the gospel of
Christ, so that whether | come and see you or remain absent, | will hear of you that
you are standing firm in one spirit, with one mind striving together for the faith of the
gospel; in no way alarmed by your opponents.”

In this passage, like-mindedness means:

To stand

And strive together for
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Why do you think Paul said we would then be “in no way alarmed by our opponents?

Philippians 2:2—“Make my joy complete by being of the same mind, maintaining the
same love, united in spirit, intent on one purpose.”

In this passage, like-mindedness means:

Maintaining
United in
Intent on

I Corinthians 2:16—“But we have the mind of Christ.” How did we get this mind?
“They shall be My people, and | will be their God; and | will give them one heart and
one way, that they may fear Me always, for their own good and for (the good of) their
children after them. | will make an everlasting covenant with them that | will not turn
away from them, to do them good; and | will put the fear of Me in their hearts so that
they will not turn away from Me.” (Jeremiah. 32:38-40)

In this passage, like-mindedness means:

One , one

So we will not
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HANDOUT
1. Do | feel loved here? Do | really feel loved here? No matter how | act or look? Or
do I just fit in because it’s what I'm used to, and | seem like the others and we’re all
used to each other?
2. Am | listened to? Do | listen to others? Spiritual
Disciplines:
3. What can | or can’t | share here? Would | feel safe telling someone here the secret Fellowship

that has crushed my heart for years?

4. What happens when | sin against someone here?

5. What happens when someone here sins against me?

6. When was the last time we did something completely different? What happens
when we get outside our comfort zone?




