




It is hard for us to visualize what early Christianity was like.  Certainly it was very different from the Christianity known to us today.


There were no fine buildings.


There was no hierarchy.


There were no theological seminaries.


There were no Christian colleges.


There were no Sunday Schools.


There were no choirs.


There were only small groups of believers



. . . small fellowships.

All they had was the fellowship; nothing else.  They had no standing; no prestige; no honor . . .

The early Christians were not people of standing but they had a secret power among them, and the secret power resulted from the way in which they were members of  one another .”

CREATED FOR COMMUNITY
From the beginning of human existence, it has been God’s design that man would live in community.  In Genesis 2:18, soon after God’s creation of Adam, the Lord states “it is not good that man should be alone.”  We were made for community.

In the New Testament, the value of relationships is confirmed through the life and ministry of Jesus.  In Mark 3:14 we read  “He appointed twelve—designating them apostles—that they might be with Him.” Life’s highest calling is to be the companion of Jesus.  For three years the disciples had the opportunity to see the life of Jesus up close and personal.  He did not teach them in a sterile classroom.  Life experiences were his classroom.  
The importance of relationships is also seen in our practical human experience.  When we are born, we are born into the context of community.  Every newborn child is completely dependent upon their parents for survival.  In the community of family we receive food, clothing, protection, instruction, correction, and love.  We are not independent creatures.  There is no such thing as a meaningful life apart from relationships with others and with God.

When we want to punish criminals more severely we put them in solitary confinement.  Even the criminal justice system recognizes that we were made to connect with others.  Isolation is punishment.

Generally speaking, life’s most exhilarating, heart pounding highs and life’s most gut wrenching, painful lows come from relationships.  When you walk into somebody’s home and look at the photographs hanging on the wall, they are not photos of houses, cars, jewelry or the money in their bank account.  They are photos of people. People they have shared life with. People they love.  It is a bold reminder that life’s meaning is largely derived from relationships.

LIFE IN COMMUNITY IS COUNTER-CULTURAL
However, a casual glance at our culture reveals a dilemma.  Even though we were created to experience close community, few seem to have discovered the riches of community.  Our fast paced lives and fragmented lifestyles have left many feeling busy with things to do but empty in their relational lives.  Our lives have never been more full, and yet less fulfilled.

We all know what it is like to be in a crowded room of people and still feel all alone.  It is possible to have hundreds of acquaintances and still have a pervading sense of loneliness.  Many Christians have become quite adept at masking their loneliness, but if the truth were known, they are dying on the inside.

Our lives abound with surface relationships, but are lacking in deep and intimate relationships.  For us to move toward a lifestyle of community, we will have to be value driven.  If we are going to value community, then we will have to make some choices.  We will have to choose to value people and spend time with them.

While there is a God-given longing for deep relationships, that longing can be kept in check by fear.  Getting closer to people can be risky.  We begin to ask ourselves questions like “Will they like me?”  Or we wonder “Can I trust them?”  Or we ask “If I really let them see me, will I be accepted?”
Undoubtedly, any time you enter into relationships, there is the possibility of hurt and disappointment.  Sometimes love will not be reciprocated.  Sometimes our expectations will not be met.  Sometimes our feelings will be stepped on.

However, the joy and fulfillment of meaningful relationships far outweighs the risks.  You are never more fully alive than when you are in communion with God and living in community with other believers.

THE CALL TO COMMUNITY
As a Christian, you have been given the command to live in community with other believers.  Hebrews 10:24-25 states “Let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds.  Let us not give up meeting together as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another. . .”

No Christian was ever intended to be an island floating through life alone.  Being a Christian means to be connected to other believers.

As you examine the New Testament, the church had two primary components.  First, they met together in large groups for times of worship and preaching.  Second, they met together in small groups for times of encouragement, prayer, sharing, teaching, and edification.

It was in the Small Group that people experienced body life and community.  Coming together in small groups was not seen as a meeting, but a way of life.  1st century Christians did life together. It is our prayer that your Small Group will become a way of life, not just another meeting you attend.  It is our hope that your life will become intertwined with those in your group.  Quite literally, your Small Group should become your spiritual family.  

THE CHARACTER OF COMMUNITY
Perhaps one of the best ways to let you capture the vision of community is to paint a verbal picture portraying the characteristics of community.  When you begin to see the following qualities being lived out in your life and in your group, you can be assured community is developing

· Encouragement—There must be an atmosphere where group members affirm and encourage one another regularly.  Finding tangible and creative ways to build each other up is imperative.

· Availability—Relationships cannot be developed apart from time together.  We must constantly pursue opportunities to get together outside the weekly meeting.

· Prayer—Prayer must be a core value of the group.  You should consider praying for the members of your group daily or weekly.  Also, there must be regular times for the group to come together in times of prayer.  The group is encouraged as they see God at work answering their prayers.

· Openness—As love and trust are built, people will feel more freedom to be transparent about their struggles, joys, hurts, and sins.  This is a pre-requisite for authentic community.

· Confidentiality—For openness to develop there must be a commitment to confidentiality.  People must be able to trust that what is shared with the group will not be repeated elsewhere.

· Accountability—We all need help in keeping our commitments to God.  Therefore, each group member is encouraged to voluntarily submit to another group member(s) for support, prayer, and help with areas in which they are seeking to grow.

· Life experiences—As you do prayer walks together, have lunch together, reach your friends for Christ together, have family outings together, laugh and cry together, and do life together, community is built.

COMMITMENT TO COMMUNITY

After a person has become a member of a Small Group, how does he/she enter into the community of the group?

David Finnell, in his book Life in His Body gives us some practical suggestions.

1.  Before you can enter into community with the group, you must be in communion with God.  A daily walk with God is essential to authentic community.

2.  Entering into community always involves giving something up.  It means placing God as the number one priority in your life.  It means placing your ambitions, goals, and activities behind your primary goal of serving Christ.  

3.  Commit yourself to make an investment of your time in the lives of the group members.  Choose to spend quality time with other group members.

4.  Choose to love everyone in the Small Group from the beginning.  Make allowances for others and their differences.  Patiently resolve conflicts and pray daily for the others.

5.  Be real with the group.  Open your life up to the Small Group community and your life will be richer because of it.


The Call to Community








Fleshing it Out





Read Acts 2:42-47.  What made the early church so dynamic and effective?


____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________





How would you describe your current friendships with others?


____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________





What would have to change in your life to live in community?


____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

















