Acts: The Basics Of The Christ-life

Building Community

January 13, 2013
Today we will be talking about community—the small, close-knit friendships we can experience with other people.  We are going to see that God created us to be in community; it’s an essential part of our experience as humans and as followers of Christ.  And healthy community is best built when we use the right tools.
Read Acts 2:42-47 (nlt)
42All the believers devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching, and to fellowship, and to sharing in meals (including the Lord’s Supper), and to prayer.

43A deep sense of awe came over them all, and the apostles performed many miraculous signs and wonders. 44And all the believers met together in one place and shared everything they had. 45They sold their property and possessions and shared the money with those in need. 46They worshiped together at the Temple each day, met in homes for the Lord’s Supper, and shared their meals with great joy and generosity—47all the while praising God and enjoying the goodwill of all the people. And each day the Lord added to their fellowship those who were being saved.

In this week’s passage, we see a beautiful picture of the young Jerusalem church.  This was before the persecution that spread the Christians far and wide and made life hard on the ones who stayed in Jerusalem.  What we see in Acts 2 is the essence of Christian community.  We can almost feel the newness of their faith, the fresh spiritual energy and devotion that seems to so fittingly describe their time together.  Is this kind of fellowship something that can be achieved today?  Is it a model for the 21st century church and for our youth group?

A healthy understanding of Scripture says that this picture of fellowship is indeed possible—and desirable.  Consider what we see these new Christ-followers doing: growing in knowledge, fellowshipping with one another, sharing life together, demonstrating compassion to others, worshipping and praising God corporately.  All of these are attainable today!  While the manner in which we meet might look different, these characteristics are ones we should strive for in our church and our youth ministry.

Our youth group has the potential to function exactly like the picture we see in Acts 2.  The size and common age-group/interests make our group even more primed to be this type of close-knit family.  You must want to see it happen, though.  It can’t happen by force, and it doesn’t happen by accident.  Do you see this kind of community as something that is valuable? 
In our previous lessons, we talked about sharing our faith with others.  In this lesson we’re going to discuss how to share our lives with one another.  Let’s take a closer look at the passage.
1. Build community through commitment
· What does it take to make a plant grow?  Does it happen on its own?
Many things happening at the same time.  Soil minerals and nutrient transfer, water to activate the enzymes to start germination as well as cause the seed to swell and break through to the surface, where light, carbon dioxide, and continued water causes photosynthesis to take over.  Proper weather helps.  For further study, see photosynthesis, chlorophylls, Calvin cycle, etc. 
· How is growing a healthy friendship similar to and different from growing a plant?

· What people, groups, teams, or programs are you committed to right now? What specific evidence can other people see that reveals your specific commitments?

· What evidence of commitment do you see in this passage from Acts 2?
· How many were committed?
· What are some of the advantages of having a close-knit bond with other Christians?

The kind of community we’re reading about in Acts 2 didn’t happen by accident.  Just like a plant needs certain elements for growth, this community took commitment, devotion, effort, and work.  But that commitment had an incredible payoff as more and more people began to follow Jesus.  Our dedication and effort are essential in building God-centered community.
2. Build community through concern for one another

· How aware are you of the needs of others in our small group or youth ministry?  How aware are others of your needs?

· If you are aware, how does this happen?  If you are unaware, why isn’t there more discussion about what each of us needs?

· What evidence of concern do you see in this passage from Acts 2?

· What are the rewards of promoting a spirit of sharing and compassion with other Christians?

A community that shares the love of Christ is a community of people who look after one another.  There shouldn’t be any needy person among a tight-knit group of Christ-followers. But it starts with individuals feeling safe enough to voice their needs.  This comfort with being open can emerge once a group puts a value on meeting needs.  If we are focused on just ourselves, needs will not be shared and will not be met. But if we can focus on others, we can build the kind of community where needs are met.
3. Build community through celebration
· How do celebrations help you build stronger friendships with other people?

· What are some good reasons Christians can come together to celebrate?

· What evidence of celebration do you see in this passage from Acts 2?
· Why is food an important component to an enjoyable celebration?
If you want to build a powerful and meaningful Christian community, take time to celebrate. We enjoy celebrating with other people because we enjoy recognizing victories, milestones, and significant individuals in our lives.  Celebrations are opportunities for us to focus on God as our provider and the source of all good things.
ADDITIONAL DISCUSSION [optional]

Read 1 John 1:5-10 (nlt)
5This is the message we heard from Jesus and now declare to you: God is light, and there is no darkness in him at all. 6So we are lying if we say we have fellowship with God but go on living in spiritual darkness; we are not practicing the truth. 7But if we are living in the light, as God is in the light, then we have fellowship with each other, and the blood of Jesus, his Son, cleanses us from all sin.

8If we claim we have no sin, we are only fooling ourselves and not living in the truth. 9But if we confess our sins to him, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all wickedness. 10If we claim we have not sinned, we are calling God a liar and showing that his word has no place in our hearts.

· Read 1 John 1:5-10. What effect can sin have on Christian fellowship and community?
· How can God-centered community play a role in helping us deal with our sin?
· Why are we so hesitant to bring our sin into the light?  What is it about sin that causes us to feel embarrassed admitting it to even our closest friends?
· If Jesus desires us to be in community with other Christians, what does that say about the community’s role in our process of spiritual growth? What are we depriving ourselves of when we don’t open up and connect authentically with other Christians?
APPLICATION

· What are some specific ways our small group or youth ministry already models the type of closeness, love, concern, and action we see in Acts 2?

· Where can we continue to grow and improve? What are some specific steps or strategies that would help us?
We can be better in sharing.  In order to cultivate a better atmosphere, we as a group need to make people feel safe to share without feeling judged.  We need to accept honest sharing and that each one of us is in a process of growth.  It’s not necessarily about immediately having the right answer when questions are asked.

We will also try not to dominate the conversation so that others will have a chance to share.

Since some girls may be more comfortable sharing with other girls, we will try to break up into groups (boys group, girls group) for discussion from time to time.

In order to make the middle school kids feel for welcomed and have a sense of belonging when they get into the youth group this summer, we will spend more time with them and mentor them to make the transition smoother.  From today onwards, during monthly combined service when the middle school students have Sunday School at 10:45am, youth members who are interested in helping and contributing to their development and modeling community and sharing, will sit in on their class.  We already got permission from the Education Deacon and all the teachers, but we’ll evaluate its effectiveness on a regular basis.
· A community is nothing more than a collection of individual relationships. If you want our youth ministry or small group to be a place of healthy, God-centered community, what will it require from each of you to see this become a reality? 

SUMMARY 
How would you describe the relationships we have with one another?  Do we exhibit a biblical picture of fellowship and togetherness?  One of the most instructive passages in the book of Acts is the meaningful snapshot we get of Christians in Jerusalem and their close fellowship with one another. In this lesson, we examined the behavior of these early Christians and are encouraged to see what changes we might make as a youth group to grow closer together.
For Keeps [Memory Verse]

All the believers devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching, and to fellowship, and to sharing in meals (including the Lord’s Supper), and to prayer (Acts 2:42 NLT).
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