Living Hope – Equipping Track

Church Is Community

“Just as each of us has one body with many members, and these members do not all have the same function, so in Christ we who are many form one body, and each member belongs to all the others.” Romans 12:4-5

God’s Family

As Christians we are members of God’s family, God’s household (Ephesians 2:19). In this present age God’s household on earth is the church (1 Timothy 3:15). As members of his family we all belong to one another. It is not necessary to be a formal member of a particular congregation (able to vote at church meetings etc.) to belong to God’s family. It is only necessary to have submitted your life to Christ. Both formal church membership and believer’s baptism are simply an outward recognition of the reality that a person already has a relationship with God through Jesus Christ. As members of his family, we belong to a community of people all over the world, who are called to love one another and to do good to each other (John 15:12; Galatians 6:10).

One Body, One Head

Read 1 Corinthians 12:12-31.

Question: Why is the picture of a human body a good description of the church?

	     

	     

	     

	     


The church is often described as ‘the body of Christ’. Every Christian is a part of it. We belong to one another and each one has a specific role to play. Christ’s body has no spare parts! The celebration of the Lord’s Supper, or Communion, symbolises the unity of the body of Christ (1 Corinthians 10:16-17).

Read Ephesians 1:22-23 and Colossians 1:18.

Continuing the picture of the church as Christ’s body, the Scriptures make plain that Christ is the head. This may seem obvious, but take a moment to consider what this means. Christ is in sole charge of his church. We are all his servants. If the body is healthy then we will all obey the commands of our head; we will move together in unity of heart and purpose, and we will accomplish all he desires! None of the schemes of the evil one can stand against a church like this! Note the warning against false teachers who have ‘lost connection with the head’ (Colossians 2:18-19).

Unity

Read John 17:20-23.

Here Jesus prays for all believers, that they may be one, even as God the Father and God the Son are one. He indicates to us that, where the church is united, it acts as a proof to outsiders that his message is true. When we look at the reality of the church on earth we see many divisions! However, we know that our Head desires unity, and those who submit to the Head will recognise their unity with all other Christians, even in the midst of great diversity! Every Christian is part of God’s universal family, whatever denomination or church they belong to. (Note: We do not, however, have any unity with false cults who only pretend to worship Jesus).

At the level of the local church, Christ’s desire for us to be united makes a very practical difference. Read Ephesians 4:1-6.

Question: What should our attitude be towards other believers in our church if we are living to please Christ?

Choose one option:

 FORMCHECKBOX 

Be humble, patient and forgiving

 FORMCHECKBOX 

Seek the good of others

 FORMCHECKBOX 

Avoid complaining and arguing

 FORMCHECKBOX 

All of the above

Close Community

“Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another…” (Hebrews 10:25).

There is great power in genuine Christian community. In general culture today people often live very separate, isolated lives. When they face a crisis there is often nowhere to turn for support. So couples split, families fall apart, and lives crumble. When the church is functioning properly the picture is very different: ‘Rejoice with those who rejoice; mourn with those who mourn.’ (Romans 12:15); ‘Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others.’ (Philippians 2:4).

Simply meeting regularly and sharing our lives together in an atmosphere of grace, acceptance and support can strengthen and transform our lives. We can be honest about our weaknesses because of the acceptance of Christ (Romans 15:7). “Our strengths create competition, but our weaknesses create community.” (Rick Warren, The Purpose Driven Life, page 277). The place of community in helping us grow personally and spiritually will be explored further in module E5.7 Body Life – The Place of Growth.

Gifts

Write out 1 Peter 4:10.

	     

	     

	     


Read this verse in its context, 1 Peter 4:7-11. All of us have gifts, talents, abilities we can use to serve others. The words ‘minister’ and ‘ministry’ are found in various places in the Bible, and generally they mean ‘to serve’ or ‘service’. Christ has called each of us to be his servants, and to serve one another in love (see Galatians 5:13). This is a key part of the purpose he has for our lives. We cannot discover the fulfilled life Jesus promised us apart from living to serve others (see John 10:10; Ephesians 2:10).

Read Romans 12:4-8 and 1 Corinthians 12:1-11, 27-31; 14:12.

Question: Why are the gifts or manifestations of the Holy Spirit given?

	     


Many gifts and abilities are mentioned in these passages. But these lists are only examples; they are not intended to be comprehensive or complete. (Consider some other examples: music, singing, children’s ministry etc.) There are basic, more ‘natural’ gifts that everyone can use, like serving or encouraging, and there are specific gifts give by the Holy Spirit to build up the church, like prophecy or healing. Spiritual gifts are the work of the Holy Spirit and he gives them to specific people as he chooses (1 Corinthians 12:11). Yet our own desires can also play a part: “But eagerly desire the greater gifts.” (1 Corinthians 12:31). If you ask for any particular gift you must be in submission to God’s will – you can be sure of a negative answer if you ask with impure motives, say, for your own glory.

Discovering your gifts is a process. And the gifts God gives you will most likely vary with time. For example, gifts of serving, helping and encouraging are likely to be the first ways in which God uses you. As you grow in your faith God may give you other gifts like teaching and leadership. Gifts tend to emerge over time, and you may not recognise them at first. Take advantage of opportunities available in your cell group. Your Cell Leader should allow you plenty of opportunity to experiment and to try things out. This is often the best way to discover your gifts. Often, others will recognise your gifts in any given area before you do – take note of feedback from your fellow believers.

A note of caution: Spiritual gifts can be abused (or faked). We must remember that, “the spirits of prophets are subject to the control of prophets” (1 Corinthians 14:32). Properly used, spiritual gifts will always build up those who are ministered to. Those receiving ministry should never feel bullied, exploited or controlled. If someone shares a prophecy (a word from God, not necessarily making any future predictions), the rest of the group should “weigh carefully what is said” (1 Corinthians 14:29), especially against the standard of God’s written word. The Spirit of God will never contradict his own word!

Love

Read 1 Corinthians 13:1-3.

This passage makes it very plain indeed that without love, all our gifts, service, hard work and sacrifice are worthless! Christ’s command to love one another as he loved us is the guiding principle for all our relationships within the church. Love is the ‘glue’ that binds us together. If we love one another with the love of Christ, we cannot hate, ignore or mistreat each other. Instead, we will be concerned for one another and will seek each other’s good. The New Testament is full of descriptions of the way we should treat our fellow believers in the church.

Here are just two examples:

“Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves. Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others.” Philippians 2:3-4

“We love because he first loved us. If anyone says, ‘I love God,’ yet hates his brother, he is a liar. For anyone who does not love his brother, whom he has seen, cannot love God, whom he has not seen. And he has given us this command: Whoever loves God must also love his brother.” 1 John 4:19-21

When we have genuine love for one another the community of the church is truly a great place to be, and this love is also the best proof to outsiders that the gospel is true and that we really belong to Jesus Christ, the Son of God.

Write out John 13:34-35.
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