THE PROMISE OF
COMMUNITY
How the People of God Live Together

SLIGO CHURCH CURRICULUM

SLIGO CHURCH CURRICULUM

Copyright © 2018 by Sligo Seventh-day Adventist Church
All rights reserved

4

The Promise of Community

Table of Contents
Introduction . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 7
PART ONE: Theological Foundations for Community
Chapter 1: Created for Community . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .15
Chapter 2: Redeemed for Community . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 27
Chapter 3: Glorified for Community . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 39
Chapter 4: Jesus and Community . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 51
		
PART TWO: The Concept of Community
Chapter 5: What is Community? . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 65
Chapter 6: Community and Personal Identity . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 79
Chapter 7: Community and the World . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 91
PART THREE: Fostering Community
Chapter 8: Diversity and Community . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 105
Chapter 9: Sin in Community . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 117
Chapter 10: The Word of God and Community . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 131
PART FOUR: Community at Work
Chapter 11: Worshipping Community . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 145
Chapter 12: Nurturing Community . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 159
Chapter 13: Community in Outreach . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 173
Contributors . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .187

Table of Contents

5

6

The Promise of Community

Introduction
The waters of baptism are a powerful reality in
a Christian life. They unite us with our Lord Jesus
Christ, in His death and resurrection. And they
also bind us to the Body of Christ, the church. The
Apostle Paul says, “For as many of you as were
baptized into Christ have put on Christ. There is
neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor
free, there is no male and female, for you are all one
in Christ Jesus” (Galatians 3:27-28, ESV). We are
baptized into Jesus, but we are also baptized into
the community of God’s people. The community
is our baptismal identity and our eternal destiny.
Because of our connection to Christ and because
of our baptism, we are no longer governed by
self-centeredness, but by this core identity in
Jesus Christ and in community. New Testament
scholar Richard Hays emphasizes this point as he
writes, “The biblical story focuses on God’s design
for forming a covenant people. Thus, the primary
sphere of moral concern is not the character of
the individual but the corporate obedience of
the church.”1 It does not mean that the life of an
individual believer is not essential, but the focus of
the Bible is on the community.

We are baptized into
Jesus, but we are
also baptized into
the community of
God’s people.

1

Richard Hays, The Moral
Vision of the New Testament: A Contemporary
Introduction to New Testament Ethics (New York, NY:
Harper Collins, 1996), 196.
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See Monte Sahlin,
Survey of Former & Inactive
Members, http://www.
adventistresearch.org/
sites/default/files/files/
exit-interviews-an-international-survey-of-dropouts-from-the-seventh-day-adventist-church.
pdf. Accessed November
15, 2017.
2
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Introduction

Since the moral vision of the Bible accords such
great importance to community, we should fully
expect that every local church would make it a priority.
However, the signs of the crisis of community are
everywhere around us. In its recent issue, a major
Adventist publication identified the retention of
new members as one of the main challenges that
our denomination faces today. The membership
statistics for the last decade and a half indicate that a
significant percentage of our new members have left
the church. It seems that at its core, this concerning
development is a symptom of the challenges that
we have with the vitality of community in our local
churches. When new members get baptized and
join the church, they often find themselves in a
local church that may talk about community but not
manifest it in concrete ways, or the church may be
too distracted to follow the biblical vision for the
people of God. A deeper analysis of the causes of this
development indicates as much.2 In our own Sligo
Church there are some worrying indications of the
crisis of community as well, and they concern all of us
and reflect on all of us.
The causes of this predicament are complex and
varied; they are both subjective and objective. The
solutions also are complex and varied. There are
massive and intimidating challenges before us, but it
is time to stem the disintegration of our community.
An effective place to start is dedicating ourselves as
the Sligo community of faith to a season of intensive
learning by studying together this community
curriculum.
We titled the curriculum The Promise of
Community because we believe that there is a great
and insufficiently realized potential in living as a

true biblical community. An essential promise of
community is that it represents the heart of the
mission of God in history. Demonstrating in practice
the biblical vision of community, will bring us more
in line with God’s will for each one of us. Functionally,
community has the potential to transform our lives
and our ministries. Real and unique people of God
who take the journey of faith together with us,
challenge the way we understand our own identity
and our purpose. They also compel us to conceive of
every task that we as a church attempt in much more
biblical and effective ways—in the mode and through
the agency of community.
The content of this curriculum is divided
into four parts. The first part, titled Theological
Foundations for Community, includes chapters 1-4.
It addresses biblical and theological foundations
for understanding of community. Chapters 1-3
develop the role of community in three classical
theological stages of the history of salvation:
creation, redemption, and glorification. In Chapter 4,
the focus is on the essential theological perspective,
highlighting the teachings of Jesus on community.
The second part, titled The Concept of Community,
includes chapters 5-7 and addresses the basic
definition of biblical community and elementary
conceptual issues related to community. Chapter 5
develops the definition of biblical community, its
relationship to the church, its supernatural nature,
and the main obstacles to community. Chapter 6
probes the role of biblical community in the personal
identity-formation of every Christian, with particular
emphasis on the significance of the doctrine of
the Trinity in this process. Chapter 7 elaborates
on the most urgent and often neglected issue of

An essential promise
of community is that
it represents the
heart of the mission
of God in history.
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the relationship of biblical community to the world
around us.
The third part, titled Fostering Community, includes
chapters 8-10 and discusses some essential dynamics
that need to be kept in mind when we ponder how
to build and nurture biblical community. Chapter 8
speaks of diversity and its impact on community, as
well as how the community might navigate the issue
of diversity. Chapter 9 reflects on the issues of sin and
conflict in the community and provides some practical
advice on how the community could approach these
issues. Chapter 10 explores the foundational issue
of the Word of God as a community-building and
community-sustaining reality.
The fourth part, titled The Community at Work,
includes chapters 11-13. It concludes the curriculum
by focusing on the mission statement of the Sligo
Church and explores the significance of community
for each essential aspect of the mission. Chapter 11
surveys the corporate worship mandate of the biblical
community and the ways in which the basic elements
of Christian corporate worship form community.
Chapter 12 addresses the nurturing function of the
community and its various dynamics, concluding with
an invitation to participate in the small group mode
of mutual nurture. Chapter 13 closes the curriculum
with the imperative of evangelism for the community
and explores the ways in which the community could
evangelize, not as separate individuals, but precisely
through the mode of community.
Editor in Chief,
Bogdan Scur
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Once you were not a people,
but now you are God’s people;
once you had not received mercy,
but now you have received mercy.

1 Peter 2:10

Introduction
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The Theological Foundations for Community

PART 1
THEOLOGICAL
FOUNDATIONS
FOR COMMUNITY

(Chapters 1-4)

The Theological Foundations for Community
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Chapter 1
Created for Community
Charles Tapp

SABBATH
Introduction (Genesis 1:1-2, 27)
One of the most foundational propositions of
Christian faith is that, “We know God ultimately
only as God comes to us—only as he gives himself
to be known— only as God reveals himself to us.”1
God reveals Himself to us in the creation narrative
found in the opening chapters of Genesis: “In
the beginning God created the heavens and the
earth. Now the earth was formless and empty,
darkness was over the surface of the deep, and
the Spirit of God was hovering over the waters”
(Genesis 1:1-2).2 “So God created mankind in his
own image, in the image of God he created them;
male and female he created them” (Genesis
1:27).
The title of Creator provides an insight into
God’s nature. It is in the act of creation that we
are first introduced to Him in Scripture. Because
the very act of creation itself begins in the mind
of the Creator, it provides us with a look into the
mind of God.
The creation of humanity was the crowning

Genesis 1:1-2, 27;
Psalm 8:4;
Genesis 1:26-27;
Deuteronomy 6:4;
Mark 12:29;
Genesis 1:28;
Leviticus 26:12;
John 17:20-21

Stanley Grenz and
J. T. Smith, Created for
Community: Connecting Christian Belief with
Christian Living (Grand
Rapids, MI: Baker Publishing Group, 2015)
Kindle Edition, 11.
2
This text and all
other quotations in this
chapter are taken from
the New International
Version of the Bible.
1
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Through the act of
creating humanity in
His own image God
revealed His own
nature and character,
but He also enabled
human beings to understand themselves
and the ways they
should express their
humanity.

act of God’s creation. Through the act of creating
humanity in His own image God revealed His own
nature and character, but He also enabled human
beings to understand themselves and the ways they
should express their humanity. “Acknowledging that
God is our origin also has implications for the human
nature we share in common with each other. Above
all, it means that we realize that God alone has the
prerogative to declare what it means to be human.”3
Consequently, as we reflect on the creation story, it is
safe to conclude that humankind was created in and
for community, because God lives in community.
In this chapter we will examine some of the
implications of human beings having been created
in the image of God, including why we as humans
have such a great need for community and the
insights that such a need provides in gaining a better
understanding of God, others, and ourselves.
What do you think of the proposition that we
cannot know who we really are apart from the
revelation from God?

SUNDAY

Created in God’s Image
(Psalm 8:4)

3

Grenz and Smith, 4.
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In Psalms 8:4 David asks the question that many
are still asking to this very day: “What is man?” After
taking into consideration God’s magnificent creation,
David couldn’t help but wonder why humankind
had been given such a prominent role in the overall
scheme of things. In other words, what makes human
beings so special?

The answer is found in what is probably the
most important scripture regarding the nature of
humankind. That is Genesis 1:26, where God says, “Let
us make mankind in our image.” The fact that we have
been created in the very image of God gives us status.
Created in the image of God, the life of each human
being is of inestimable value. The life of the alcoholic
staggering down the street, the unemployed young
man living in the projects, the prostitute plying her
wares in the night’s shadow, and the banker that lines
his pocket at the expense of the poor are all of great
value to God, because they were made in His image.
Some argue that to be created in God’s image means
that God has a physical body in much the same way
that we do. This is probably not the case, since God is
a spiritual being (John 4:24). But if the image of God
in human beings is not to be interpreted as physical
likeness, then what is it?
Being created in the image of God most likely
means that human beings in a very real sense are like
God and represent God, although they are not God.
The Hebrew words for “image” and “likeness” refer
to something that is similar but not identical to what
it represents. Human beings possess many of the
attributes that God possesses. Attributes such as moral
goodness, love, and the fact that we are relational
beings are just a few (Psalms 107:1; Exodus 25:8). So
when David asked, “What is man?” it wasn’t as if he
didn’t know the answer, but rather he was probably
reflecting on the fact that by shaping within human
beings similar characteristics to His own, God was
making a statement of how much He valued human
beings and of the God-like life He expected from

Being created in the
image of God most
likely means that
human beings in a
very real sense are
like God and represent God, although
they are not God.
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Without doubt, one
fundamental element of the nature
of God is that He
lives in community.

members of the human family.
Without doubt, one fundamental element of the
nature of God is that He lives in community. Some
might go as far as to say that God is community, in
that He exists in plurality—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.
Human beings, created in God’s image, must surely
reflect the essential plural nature of God.
God does not value human beings because of
wealth, education, or status, but because they were
made by Him, in His image. What is the measure
that you use to value other human beings?

MONDAY

Community as Human Nature
(Genesis 1:26-27)
The story of creation gives us as human beings
profound insight into the very nature of God. For
example, God’s nature is revealed in a powerful way
in the narrative of the sixth day of creation when He
unveils before the entire universe His creature, a
human being. God created human being as a plural
being—male and female. In creating human beings as
plural beings (Genesis 1:26-27), God reveals that, by
being created in His image, each human being was
made to exist in plurality or in community.
The connection that exists between male and
female is a reflection of that which is inherent in the
very nature of God. Simply put, humanity exists in
community because God exists in community. When
God declared that it was “not good” for Adam to be
alone, God was saying more than that Adam needed

18

Created for Community

a wife. Emotional, physical, and psychological drives
needed to be satisfied, and that was important. But
even more important was that, on his own, Adam did
not bear God’s image and thus could not carry out
God’s purpose. “God supplied this need for Adam
by creating for him a suitable helper (Gen. 2:18),
with whom he could do the work God assigned
to mankind, multiplying into a family and then a
community of image-bearing servants.”4
If God exists in community, Father, Son and
Holy Spirit, then humanity, in order to reflect God’s
image, must also exist in community. In fact, “the
emphasis on community as an integral part of God’s
design for creation is an important corrective to the
individualism that permeates both our society and
the church.”5
Our desire to experience community as human
beings is not a characteristic that we acquired along
the way; it is a result of having been created in
the image of God (Genesis 1:26-27). It has been
implanted in us by our Creator. Another way of
stating this truth is that community is essentially part
of what it is to be human. As John Donne reminds us,
“No man is an island.” To endeavor to live our lives
in a social vacuum in which we hear our own voice,
where we are challenged by our own thoughts, and
pursue our own interests, is to live in contradiction to
our nature and to God’s plan for our lives.
What new insights have you gained from the
fact that God created human beings to live in
community?

Our desire to experience community as
human beings is not
a characteristic that
we acquired along
the way; it is a result
of having been
created in the image
of God

Mike Leake, Created
to Relate, http://www.
lifeway.com/article/
sermon-created-relationships-family-church-genesis-ephesians. Accessed October
22, 2017.
5
Ibid.
4
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TUESDAY

A Community of Oneness
(Deuteronomy 6:4; Mark 12:29)
While God is
ultimately beyond
human comprehension, He has
revealed enough of
Himself to aid us in
solving the riddle
of how God can be
three and one at the
same time.

6

Grenz and Smith, 18.
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God’s arithmetic is often quite different from ours.
Not only does the Bible portray God as Father, Son,
and Holy Spirit (Luke 3:21-22; Matthew 28:19), it is
also emphatic that there is one God (Deuteronomy
6:4; Mark 12:29). While God is ultimately beyond
human comprehension, He has revealed enough
of Himself to aid us in solving the riddle of how
God can be three and one at the same time. “Four
statements summarize the contents of the trinitarian
understanding of God: God is one. God is three. God
is a diversity. God is a unity.”6
The concept of concurrent plurality and oneness
is fairly prevalent in the Old Testament. For example,
we read in Genesis 1:5, “God called the light ‘day,’
and the darkness he called ‘night.’ And there was
evening, and there was morning—the first day.”
Day and night are first stated as two separate time
periods, but subsequently are one (Hebrew, echad)
day. Then, in Genesis 2:24, we are told, “That is why
a man leaves his father and mother and is united to
his wife, and they become one (echad) flesh.”
Jesus did not see a conflict between the Trinity
and the oneness of God. The three members of the
Godhead were present at His baptism (Luke 3:21-22)
and mentioned in the Great Commission (Matthew
28:19), but He nevertheless insisted that God is one
(Mark 12:29). “Each of the three trinitarian persons
fulfills a specific role in the one divine program. The
Father functions as the source or ground of the

world and the originator of the divine program for
creation. The Son functions as the revealer of God, the
exemplar and herald of the Father’s will for creation,
and the redeemer of humankind. And the Spirit
functions as the personal divine power active in the
world, completing the divine program. Hence, we can
summarize the role of each in the work of the one
God in the universe: The Father is the Originator. The
Son is the Revealer. The Spirit is the Completer.”7
Commenting on the process of creating human
beings, Gilbert Bilezikian says, “There was one
solitary individual, but he had no oneness because
there was no one else with whom he could be
together in oneness. Since God is Trinity, he is
plurality in oneness. Therefore, the creation in his
image required the creation of a plurality of persons.
God’s supreme achievement was not the creation of a

Since God is Trinity,
he is plurality in
oneness. Therefore,
the creation in his
image required the
creation of a plurality of persons.

solitary man, but the creation of human.”8
How is your humanity enriched by the knowledge
that you were created to experience life and fulfil
God’s purpose for you in conjunction with other
human beings?

WEDNESDAY

Created to Create Community
(Genesis 1:28)
One of the most exciting times in the life of a
husband and wife is when they are about to bring
a child into the world. Just the idea of a newborn
brings sentiments of joy and excitement into the lives
of the expectant couple, often hard to put into words.
But what may be overlooked is that the miracle of a

Ibid, 18-19.
Gilbert Bilezikian,
Community 101 (Grand
Rapids, MI: Zondervan,
1997), 19.
7
8
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new life entering the world is an aspect of humankind
having been created in the image of God.
The fact that God created humankind in two
persons, male and female, was not by accident;
The generations of
the entire earth are
direct descendants
of our original
parents, Adam and
Eve. When we keep
this perspective in
mind, it helps us to
see the earth and
all of its inhabitants
as one very large
community.
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it was part of God’s plan for the expansion of His
creation’s community (Genesis 1:28). That God
created us to exist in community, and then placed
within us the innate ability to reproduce life, serves
as a strong message that it was God’s intention from
the beginning to expand the community beyond His
original creation. The generations of the entire earth
are direct descendants of our original parents, Adam
and Eve. When we keep this perspective in mind, it
helps us to see the earth and all of its inhabitants as
one very large community.
There are two clear conclusions that can be drawn
from the large global community that descended from
Adam and Eve. The first is that the Creator making
us in His image made us with creative ability and
instincts. The birth of each child is evidence of the
creative powers that God gave to human beings.
The second conclusion is that we need one another.
In order for community to work, there needs to be
a sense of mutual dependence on the part of those
who make up the community. Adam could not create
a child on his own; neither could Eve. It took both of
them to create a child. We need one another.
“The huge redwood trees . . . are the largest living
things on earth and the tallest trees in the world.
Some of them are 300 feet high and more than 2,500
years old. You would think that trees that large would
have a tremendous root system, reaching down
hundreds of feet into the earth. But that is not the

case. Redwoods have a very shallow root system. The
roots of these trees are, however, intertwined. They
are tied in with each other; interlocked. Thus, when
the storms come and the winds blow the redwoods
still stand. With an interlocking root system they
support and sustain each other. They need one
another to survive. So do we!”9

In order for community to work, there
needs to be a sense

How should the fact that each of us is a part of

of mutual depen-

the worldwide community of God help us to

dence on the part of

appreciate the communities of which we are a

those who make up

part in our everyday lives?

the community.

THURSDAY

Created for Relationship
(Leviticus 26:12; John 17:20-21)
The most striking part of the entire creation story
is bringing humankind into existence. It was not
until God created human beings that He declared
that His creation was “very good” (Genesis 1:31). We
may not know all the reasons why God declared the
creation of human beings as “very good” but one
reason may be that there is an aspect of creation that
reflects His image. Every creative act has a purpose
and we can safely infer from Genesis 1:26 that part
of the purpose for God creating human beings in
His image was to have a relationship with Him. The
triune nature of God means that God is a relational
being. The members of the Godhead relate to each
other and, in turn, God seeks to relate to His creation
that bears His image.
By the virtue of creation, we understand that
there is a unique relationship between God and

David Swensen,
Created for Community,
https://www.sermoncentral.com/sermons/
created-for-communitydavid-swensen-sermonon-church-body-ofchrist-40126. Accessed
October 23, 2017.
9
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humanity that is not replicated with any other part
of the creation. The Creator of the universe longs to

The motive that
prompts any action
by God is love, which
means that the
motive for creating
humanity was love,
and love can only
be manifested in
relationships.

10
11

Grenz and Smith, 20.
Leake
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have a relationship with human beings. Throughout
Scripture we see this yearning on the part of God: “I
will walk among you and be your God, and you will
be my people” (Leviticus 26:12). And Jesus, when
He presented His disciples with the Lord’s Prayer,
admonished them to approach God in this manner
saying, “Our Father in heaven . . . ” (Matthew 6:9). God
desires to have a relationship with us that is similar
to that which exists between the members of the
Godhead (John 17:20-21).
God desires relationships because God is love.
“Throughout all eternity God is none other than the
Father, Son, and Spirit bound together in an eternal
dynamic relationship. But what is the bond that unites
the Triune God we have come to know? The key to the
answer to our query lies in the biblical declaration,
‘God is love’ (1 John 4:8, 16).”10 The motive that
prompts any action by God is love, which means that
the motive for creating humanity was love, and love
can only be manifested in relationships.
Mark Dever shows us the path to love: “We
demonstrate to the world that we have been changed,
not primarily because we memorize Bible verses,
pray before meals, tithe a portion of our income,
and listen to Christian radio stations, but because
we increasingly show a willingness to put up with, to
forgive, and even to love a bunch of fellow sinners.”11
That is what the relational God did for us and that is
what humans who recognize that they are created in
God’s image and are creatures of love are expected to
do. It’s about relationships!

How does it make you feel to know that the
Creator of the universe designed you to relate to
Him in a way that exists within no other part of
His creation?

FRIDAY

Further Thoughts
“The Christian faith proclaims that we are God’s
creatures. We belong to the one whom Jesus
declared to be our heavenly Father. Because we are
the creatures of God, we can know both where we
come from and where we are going. In God we find
our origin and our destiny. And as we realize we
have in God an origin and a destiny, we can begin to
understand who we are.”12
“We do not create ourselves. I am not the source
of my own existence, nor are you the author of yours.
This seems to be obviously true, for we owe our lives
to a host of other people whom we call our parents
and ancestors. We are here because God wills that we
exist. But there is a deeper sense in which we do not
create ourselves. Ultimately, we owe our existence
to God, the Creator. We are not in this world simply
because our parents decided to have children. More
importantly, we are here because God has freely and
graciously bestowed existence on us.”13
“The creation of the world does not merely
begin the temporal sequence. More significantly, it
stands at the end of the historical process. ‘Creation’
indicates God’s future completion of his work in

We are here because
God wills that we
exist. But there is
a deeper sense in
which we do not
create ourselves.
Ultimately, we owe
our existence to God,
the Creator.

bringing the universe to its destined state. It is his

12

act in making the world in accordance with the divine

13

Grenz and Smith, 40.
Ibid, 43.
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design. Viewed in this manner, the act of creation is
not yet completed, for God is active in history bringing
about his world-creating work.”14
“See, I will create new heavens and a new earth.
The former things will not be remembered, nor will
they come to mind. But be glad and rejoice forever in
what I will create, for I will create Jerusalem to be a
delight and its people a joy” (Isaiah 65:17-18).
Reflect on the quotes above. How do these quotes
clarify the significance of our creation by God and
our life as community, in the present and in the
future?
Which perspectives presented in this chapter
challenge your thinking and your practice the
most? What do you plan to do to respond to these
challenges?

Stanley Grenz, Theology for the Community
of God (Grand Rapids,
MI: Eerdmans, 2008),
110.
14
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Chapter 2
Redeemed for Community
Pranitha Fielder

SABBATH

Genesis 3:1-13;
Genesis 3:15; 2:18-25;

Need for Redemption (Genesis 3:1-13)
Human beings were created for community with
God. God made us in His own image, and He did
so with great intimacy. While the rest of creation
was spoken into existence by God, the first human
being was molded by God’s own hand. The Creator
descended to the ground and, working clay with
His fingers, bent even lower, face to face with His
creation, to breathe into the nostrils of the first
human being His very breath. Afterwards, God
regularly sought the company of humans. The first
human being did not know existence apart from
community with God.
But God determined that human beings also
needed human community. After God fashioned
man with His hands and breathed life into him, the
woman was taken out of man’s side−she was his
very own flesh and bone. In the beginning of the
world, the whole human experience was marked by
deep intimacy; they were naked and not ashamed.
This perfect, intimate community was shattered

Revelation 21:1-3;
Genesis 9:8-17;
15:1-21; 12:2-3;
Exodus 20:1-17;
2 Samuel 7:11-16;
Matthew 26:26-28;
Luke 22:19-20;
Mark 15:33-39;
Ephesians 2:11-22;
Galatians 3:26-29;
1 Corinthians 12:12-26.
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Community with
God is essential
to human existence.

when sin became part of the history. It separated us
from God and from one another. The first action of
Adam and Eve, following their sin, was to hide—they
sewed fig leaves and covered themselves. When God
sought their company, they hid themselves among
the trees. Beyond estrangement, sin turned humanity
against God and against each other. In one breath,
Adam blamed his action on his wife and on God.
Community became strained, marred by division,
embarrassment, blame, and fear toward God and
other human beings.
Community with God is essential to human
existence. For all of humanity, God is the only source
of life and to be cut off from Him means death. Since
sin separated us from God, we were marching to
our eternal graves. But God intervened to restore
us to Himself and to one another. He set in motion
a plan that was designed to gather us back into His
community.
How would you describe your present attitude
to and relationship with your Sligo community?

SUNDAY

The Promise of Redemption
(Genesis 3:15; 2:18-25; Revelation 21:1-3)
In his great mercy, God has not abandoned
rebellious humanity. Following Adam and Eve’s sin,
God reached out to them. While still in the Garden
of Eden, before they heard God’s judgment over
them, Adam and Eve heard the most hopeful promise
from God: the Tempter that deceived them into
disobedience, his realm, and all that he stands for
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will be vanquished! God told them that a descendant
of Eve will crush the head of the serpent, but this
descendant will give his own life to achieve victory
(Genesis 3:15). Just as Adam and Eve were covered in
garments of skin to shield their nakedness, they will
have to be covered in Him to have their sins removed.
While Adam and Eve could do something to
cover their nakedness, they could do nothing to
restore community with God and each other. To
regain community with God and each other, they
had to surrender to God, believe, yearn, and hope.
Their salvation was out of their hands, completely
beyond the reach of their own abilities and resources.
If we were in their place, we might have very well
attempted to seize the initiative and inquire from God
what we must do to acquire redemption. But Adam
and Eve remembered enough of God’s character and
God’s ways not to do such a foolish thing, so they
surrendered the initiative for redemption to God.
Adam and Eve’s disobedience and failure to honor
God did not change God’s plan. God did not scramble
for an alternative course of action or a stopgap
measure. He remained faithful to His original design
for humanity. His original intent was that we would
be in community with Him and each other (Genesis
2:18-25), and His final intent is that we will be in
community with Him and each other (Revelation
21:1-3). What He intended by creating us is what He
intends by redeeming us.

His original intent
was that we would
be in community
with Him and each
other.

As you ponder that God did not abandon his initial
purpose for our lives and pursued this same pur-
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pose in His plan of redemption, what do you learn
about God?

MONDAY

Redemption Begins
(Genesis 9:8-17; 15:1-21; 12:2-3;
Exodus 20:1-17; 2 Samuel 7:11-16)

To redeem
humanity, God
had to destroy the
world with a flood
and begin again.

See Sandra L. Richter,
The Epic of Eden: A
Christian Entry into the
Old Testament (Downers
Grove, IL: InterVarsity
Press, 2008).
1

2

Ibid, 144.
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God does not redeem rebellious and lost humanity
overnight. He pursues his plan of redemption
through a series of steps, or covenants.1 Each one of
these steps is intended to incrementally reconstitute
community with God and fellow human beings. These
covenants are the plan of redemption in action.
By the time of Noah, the world had gone so far
away from God’s design that it had to be destroyed
and re-created, so to speak. Violence, wickedness,
and evil filled human hearts and turned them against
God and against each other as never before (Genesis
6:5-7). To redeem humanity, God had to destroy the
world with a flood and begin again: “What had been
done at creation is undone with the flood. The world
is brought back to its pre-creation state—‘formless and
void.’”2
After the flood, God made a covenant with Noah
that extended to all of humanity, because Noah was
the representative of the entire human race (Genesis
9:8-17). As He had told Adam and Eve to be fruitful
and multiply, so God told the same thing to Noah.
God reaffirmed His relationship with humanity, as
the intimate and personal relationship for which He
created us.
Later, after God had been forgotten, He found a
new man through whom He would continue to
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redeem the fallen world to Himself. God called Abram
(whose name later changed to Abraham) out of his
home and established a covenant with him (Genesis
15), as He had done with Noah. Abraham became
the father of the nation of Israel through which God
planned to redeem and bless the rest of the world
(Genesis 12:2-3). Out of his offspring the Descendant
of Eve was going to come.
Over time, the descendants of Abraham grew into
a nation and found themselves in bondage in Egypt,
and it appeared that their condition frustrated the
plan of God. But God raised another man—Moses—to
redeem his people from slavery. With mighty acts
that would never be forgotten, God freed His people
and made a covenant with them on Mount Sinai that
defined their relationship with Him and each other
(Exodus 20:1-17). God showed them that He is the
One who redeems and restores His people to Himself
and to each other. The people of Israel became a
focus of the rest of the Old Testament, because it was
through them that God planned to redeem all of
humanity.
The greatest manifestation of God’s desire to
be with His people in the Old Testament was the
tabernacle, or Sanctuary, God directed the Israelites
to construct. The tabernacle became the center of life
for this new community and the place where God
interacted with His people. Although the realities
of sin and the searing holiness of God kept the
people of God from encountering Him directly, He
still wanted to dwell in their midst. The Sanctuary
provided a way for God to remain close to His

The people of Israel
became a focus of
the rest of the Old
Testament, because
it was through
them that God
planned to redeem
all of humanity.

people, while protecting them from His awesome
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holiness. It was the closest form of community sinful
humans could enjoy with their Most High God in the
Old Testament. It testified that God is very serious
about restoring His people to the community and to
Himself.
The final covenant in the Old Testament was the
one with King David, the greatest of all Israelite kings.
As decades
and centuries
passed and one
disappointing king
replaced another,
the Israelites
wondered whether
there would be
a descendant of

In 2 Samuel 7:11-16, God promised David an eternal
dynasty, a seemingly impossible pledge. As decades
and centuries passed and one disappointing king
replaced another, the Israelites wondered whether
there would be a descendant of David that was going
to redeem his people. To the great joy of the entire
human race, the answer to their wondering was an
unequivocal Yes! God will indeed fulfill the promise
of eternal dynasty through a descendant of David—the

David that was

eternal Messiah whose reign will know no end. The

going to redeem

way to the fulfillment of the promise was paved by the

his people.

new covenant, established by Jesus the Messiah.
Explain in your own words how God built community in each of the covenants mentioned above.

TUESDAY

Redeemed through Brokenness
(Matthew 26:26-28; Luke 22:19-20;
Mark 15:33-39)
Just as God announced in Jeremiah 31:31-34,
the new covenant was going to redeem a people for
God. This new covenant was established by Jesus. In
Matthew 26:26-28 and Luke 22:19-20 we learn that
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His sacrificial death on our behalf sealed the new
covenant, the last in the series of biblical covenants
that constitute the plan or redemption in action.
The death and resurrection of Jesus Christ was the
culmination of the plan of redemption; it was the
pivotal point in God’s persistent and gracious initiative
to gather us to Himself and to each other.
But this watershed point in the history of the world
came at an unimaginable cost. Some of the most
distressing words of the Bible were uttered by Jesus
as he hung on the cross and cried, “’Eloi, Eloi, lama
sabachthani?’ which means ’My God, my God, why

The death and

have you forsaken me?’” (Mark 15:34). The Triune

resurection of Jesus

God, who had always known perfect community and
oneness, was now torn. The Son of God was separated
from His Father. While sin destroyed intimacy and

Christ was the
culmination of the
plan of redemption.

community, it was going to take nothing less than
the ultimate separation of divine community to make
return into community possible.
The price of sin—death—could not be circumvented,
and only the death of the Son of God could redeem
sinners. Jesus destroyed sin and death through His
own death and resurrection. This was the cost that the
community of the Triune God paid for our redemption,
for our restoration to community with God and each
other.
In Himself, by the way of His broken body and
poured blood, Christ forged a new community. At
Christ’s death, the veil in the temple, which prevented
sinners’ access into the presence of God, was torn in
two. This event symbolized an end to the separation
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between humans and God. Because He offered His
own body to be torn, He tore down the wall that sin
put up between human beings and God and between
human beings themselves.
In Himself, by the
way of His broken
body and poured
blood, Christ
forged a new
community.

Contact someone in your Sligo community, in
person or on the phone, this week. Share the
thoughts and feelings you have when you
consider that your community with God and
fellow human beings was forged at the price of
Jesus’ separation from His Father.

WEDNESDAY

Redeemed for Oneness
(Ephesians 2:11-22)
Not only did Christ’s death and resurrection
purchase our redemption, but they were the sacred
means by which He redeemed us for Himself and
each other. Ephesians 2:11-22 is a powerful text that
brings to our attention the consequences of the life
and ministry of Jesus. It argues that Jesus Himself is
the peace of the people of God. While we have Him
in our lives, while we trust Him and embrace Him
with all our being, we live a life of harmony with God
and each other. Jesus removes all existing disharmony, enmity, and hostility with God and other
human beings. He accomplished this reconciliation
“in his flesh”—by his death on the cross. By his death,
Jesus brought together two estranged groups of
people, Jews and Gentiles, and made them “one” (v.
15). Jesus created one new human race out of two
divided groups of people, a new people who live in
Him and under Him.
34
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Paul argues that reconciliation with God takes
place “in one body” (v. 16). Jesus made His followers
into one body by sacrificing His own flesh and blood,
and the Christian church became the body of people
reconciled to God. This community that Christ created
through His brokenness is one that ends enmity
between people. It was not simple socializing and
friendliness He was after. He ended the division,
prejudice, and self-interest that estranged us from
each other. What sin separated, Christ united in
Himself, in the church.
Through the church, the world should see the kind
of unity and oneness God intended. Our identity in
Christ should inform and supersede any other identity
we may have. In Him we become one with everyone
else who is in Him. We were not simply redeemed for
salvation; we were redeemed for community.

By his death, Jesus
brought together two
estranged groups
of people, Jews and
Gentiles, and made
them “one.”

What does it mean to you that you are a member
of one body, reconciled and united in Christ and
living under Christ?

THURSDAY

Redeemed for Restoration
(Galatians 3:26-29)
Our redemption is the way by which God removes
various divisions among us. Galatians 3:26-29 is an
often-quoted text to describe the new family Christ
has forged through His death and resurrection. In
short, the text says we are all children of God because
we have been baptized in Him and are covered in
Him; we are no longer primarily Jews or Gentiles,
slave or free, male or female, because we are all one.
Redeemed for Community
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When God made
a covenant with
him, Abram was
told that in him
all the peoples of
the world will be
blessed.

It is most interesting to note the reference
to Abraham in this passage. When God made a
covenant with him, Abram (Abraham) was told that
in him all the peoples of the world will be blessed.
Here in Galatians, we see not only that those who
had been divided by ethnicity, gender, or social and
cultural constructs are no longer to be separated, but
also that they are actually one, equally Abraham’s
offspring and heirs to the promise made to him.
These divisions that the passage addresses are
deep, obstinate, and long-standing. Jews did not
associate with Gentiles. Many cultures had laws and
regulations that divided slaves and free people and
governed how they related to each other. Women,
at the time, had no place or standing among men.
In this new community redeemed by Christ’s blood,
however, those who are in Christ are decidedly one.
In our time, it still is difficult to see beyond these
separations into which we are born or socialized,
but, as Christians, we have a new identity in Christ.
We need to begin seeing ourselves and others in
this new light, if we are going to be restored and
participate in restoring others to Him. The expectation
for Christians is that, since we are restored to God
and each other, we also become restorers. Christ
broke down the barriers, and we have to live this
new reality in practice. He made it possible through
the cross; we have to make it real in our lives. It is
Christian duty to be restored to and be a part of the
restoration of those who have been separated by race,
gender, ethnicity, age, money, education, or any other
division that keeps anyone from experiencing the
oneness Christ purchased by his own blood.
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How can you promote the unity and restoration of
diverse members of Sligo church to one body?

FRIDAY

Redeemed Community
(1 Corinthians 12:12-26)

The expectation for

1 Corinthians 12:12-26 offers one of the greatest
analogies of how a redeemed community should
work and exist—that of a body. As the passage
explains, each member of a body is a part of the
whole, each member plays a role, each member
works for the greater good, and each member is
necessary. Although some body parts are more
visible, and therefore receive more attention, less
known and less seen parts can be even more vital to
the health of the body. It is the same in the church
body. Every part of the body, every member of the
church, has a role to play and work to do. It is only
when each part works properly that the whole body
works and exists as it should.
If the church is to function as God intended, each
member must be in harmony with the rest and be
willing to participate in the ministry to which they
are called by God. Christ does not call any member
into His body without assigning them a work for
the health and growth of His church. When parts of
our physical bodies don’t work, in many cases, the
body can still function but not with the ease and to
the level it was designed; something is lacking and
it is felt in multiple ways. When members in the
church are not functioning, their church in most cases
keeps going, but it is not working to increase God’s
kingdom to the extent He intends.

Christians is that,
since we are restored
to God and each other, we also become
restorers.
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of God, but to be

We are members of the body of Christ because
we have been beneficiaries of an epic divine plan to
redeem sinful humanity. Throughout centuries and
millennia, God meticulously and lovingly labored to
rescue us from the destruction of sin and death and
restore us to community with Himself and each other.
From the beginning of the redemption story, God has
been redeeming us in community, by community,
and for community. We are not redeemed to be an
impediment in the community of God, but to be active
members and constructive participants in it. God’s acts
of redeeming us for Himself and restoring us to each
other are two sides of the same coin. These actions

active members and

always were meant to coexist in harmony.

We are not
redeemed to be
an impediment
in the community

constructive participants in it.

In what ways do you see your Sligo community,
your local community, and the world differently
when you consider that God has redeemed you for
community?
What personal changes are you willing to
implement in order to honor and advance the
purpose for which God redeemed you?
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Chapter 3
Glorified for Community
Bogdan Scur

SABBATH
Hold on to the Future
In the previous two chapters, we saw that
God created and redeemed human beings for
community. The first couple were fashioned by
God, placed in the Garden of Eden together, and
directed to form their own society and govern the
world on God’s behalf. When sin marred God’s
perfect world and cast humanity into disarray, God
sent His Son to deliver us to Himself and to one
another. He redeemed a people for Himself. All
throughout human history there has never been
a doubt that God intended to honor His original
purpose for us: that we live as people of God, in
the place God prepared for us, and enjoy glorious
communion with God.1
It is to be expected that God will not abandon
this purpose and that in the new creation the
redeemed people will glory together in the
everlasting union with their God. He was always
consistent in accomplishing his original purpose
for humanity, and it would be paradoxical to

Revelation 21:3;
Revelation 21:1-26;
John 14:1-3;
Revelation 7:9-15;
Matthew 6:10

Sandra L. Richter, The
Epic of Eden: A Christian Entry into the Old
Testament (Downers
Grove: InterVarsity
Press, 2008).
1
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We have to look
not only to what we
once were, but also
to what we will one
day become.

expect that God would want anything less for us in His
eternal kingdom.
Biblical descriptions of human life in the glorious
kingdom of God are not extensive. Instead, we hear
reverberations and invitations. Every once in a while,
a distant echo of the last trumpet resounds in our
hearts. We read short vignettes and, as if through a
veil, we begin to see a delicate light that suggests
God’s countenance. It is just enough to entice our
souls. At the same time, the authors of the Bible
struggle to see eternity accurately and express it
accurately, intimating that what eternity holds is much
too glorious for human senses and the human mind.
Nevertheless, we need to hold fast to these
inklings, for our identity as individuals and
community comes not only from the certainties of the
past, but also from the beckoning of the future. We
have to look not only to what we once were, but also
to what we will one day become. Therefore, in this
chapter we will look into the future and reflect on the
life of the community in God’s glorious kingdom.
What do you think of God’s commitment never to
abandon His original purpose for humanity? What
do you learn about God from this commitment?

SUNDAY

What the Prophets Saw
Throughout the ages, God’s people have dreamed
of life with no death, sickness, violence, or vast
disparities between rich and poor. And God’s prophets
saw visions of a world in which righteousness and
peace were the rule rather than the exception. They
40
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did not live to witness the fulfillment of their prophecies, but they, and we, will see these prophecies fulfilled in the earth made new.
Micah saw a time when weapons will be turned
into farm implements: “They will beat their swords
into plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks.
Nation will not take up sword against nation, nor will
they train for war anymore” (Micah 4:3)2. Isaiah’s
vision included a time when human distinctions
would be swallowed up in the magnificence of God’s
presence: “And foreigners who bind themselves to
the Lord . . . I will bring to my holy mountain and give
them joy in my house of prayer . . . for my house will
be called a house of prayer for all nations” (Isaiah
56:6-7).” Amos saw a world in which people would
never be displaced: “I will bring my people Israel back
from exile . . . . They will plant vineyards and drink
their wine; they will make gardens and eat their fruit”
(Amos 9:14). Isaiah also saw a time when fear will be
a thing of the past, and predators—both literal and
figurative—would be no more: “The wolf and the lamb
will feed together, and the lion will eat straw like the
ox . . . . They will neither harm nor destroy on all my
holy mountain” (Isaiah 65:25). John saw a time when
joy will take the place of sorrow: “[God] will wipe every
tear from their eyes. There will be no more death or
mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things
has passed away” (Revelation 21:4).
God inspired His holy prophets to imagine a reality
that transcends anything we have ever experienced−
a glorified universe with no trace of sin or death.
The future that is far beyond anything known or ever
dreamed will witness the triune God, redeemed and

God inspired His
holy prophets to
imagine a reality
that transcends
anything we have
ever experienced—a
glorified universe
with no trace of sin
or death.

All biblical quotations
in this chapter are
taken from the New
International Version
of the Bible.
2
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glorified people of God, and the rest of the creation
completely and blissfully reconciled and harmonized
to such an extent that this new world could be fittingly
called the eternal community.
In your opinion, how does the biblical prophetic
vision of future compare to prevailing cultural
visions of future?
The biblical prophets envisioned a
time when God
will dwell with His
people forever and
when the nations of
the world will have
the great honor of
dwelling with God.
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MONDAY

Eternal Communion with God
(Revelation 21:3)
The history of humanity began in the Garden of
Eden where the first couple enjoyed a perfect face-toface communion with God. God was in the midst of
His creation. But then, sin changed everything and the
human beings were banished from the presence of
God. Cherubim with a flaming sword guarded the gate
to the Garden, symbolizing the tragedy of their loss.
Intimate communion with God was no more.
However, Revelation 21:3, one of the most
comforting passages of Scripture, announces that the
face-to-face communion God had with humanity in
the Garden of Eden will be restored. Between Eden
lost and Eden restored, however, our communication
with God has been partial and imperfect. And all
throughout the Bible, God promises and intimates that
He is not giving up on His desire to be with His people
(the Sanctuary, the pillar of cloud and the pillar of
fire, the incarnation of the Son of God, the Pentecost).
The Biblical prophets envisioned a time when God
will dwell with His people forever (Ezekiel 37:27-28;
Zechariah 8:8) and when the nations of the world will
have the great honor of dwelling with God (Isaiah
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56:7; Zechariah 2:10-11). At the end of history, the
promises and desire of God will reach their final and
complete fulfillment. As the Apostle Paul states: “For
now we see only a reflection as in a mirror; then we
shall see face to face. Now I know in part; then, I shall
know fully, even as I am fully known” (1 Corinthians
13:12).
The eternal kingdom of God in the new heaven
and new earth will witness the most glorious sight—
the ultimate communion of God and His creation.
The Father, Son, and the Holy Spirit will dwell in the
restored, harmonious, and peaceful creation, with
the people of God. There will be no other gods for the
people of God; they will be free of any kind of idolatry
that harmed them all throughout history. All false
loyalties and false worship will end. The only true
God will be with them and will be their God. There
are no time limits or chronological constraints; the
communion with God will be unending.

The eternal kingdom of God in the
new heaven and
new earth will
witness the most
glorious sight—the
ultimate communion of God and His
creation.

What thoughts and affections do you have when
you ponder that your destiny is the face-to-face
communion with God?

TUESDAY

Eternal Community of God’s People
(Revelation 21:1-26)
Many Christians imagine God’s future kingdom
as something akin to a traditional and popular
understanding of heaven. They approximate it to
some combination of disembodied floating spirits
and winged angels tiptoeing on wooly clouds, against
the background of Bachesque organ music. But the
prophetic vision of the new world is very different. It
Glorified for Community
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The redeemed and
glorified people of
God are a city, which
means that they are
understood as a society or community.
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is more akin to a new earth (see Revelation 21:5), with
many glorified trappings of terrestrial bodily life.
A part of the last and greatest description
of God’s future kingdom in Revelation 21-22,
Revelation 21 presents a vision of the new creation
that is fundamentally communal. In this chapter,
the redeemed and glorified people of God are
predominantly identified as a community and are
functioning as a community.
The passage envisions an extraordinary wedding
scene. The Bride in this scene is corporate; she is
not to be envisioned as every redeemed believer
separately. Instead, there is only one Bride and it is
the holy city, the New Jerusalem. The redeemed and
glorified people of God are a city, which means that
they are understood as a society or community. The
city is so complex, populous, and vast that it cannot
be surveyed and appreciated from the ground level,
so John is transported to a high mountain, and from
there he observes the city coming down to the new
earth. This city, the Bride of Christ, is descending from
heaven, instead of ascending from earth, to meet her
Groom. The Groom has chosen to dwell on the new
earth, with his Bride, the people of God, so He meets
His Bride on the new earth and dwells with her as her
Husband and God.
Finally, the chapter speaks in a remarkable way
of the participation of other nations in the New
Jerusalem. Verse 3 uses the Greek words laoi autou,
which should be translated as “His peoples” (note
the plural noun). It means that the nations of the
world will not appear before God as assemblies of
independent individuals, but they will become God’s
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own peoples. Moreover, the city is so glorious that the
kings and nations of the world join in and surrender
their own glory to it (v. 24). Therefore, the city is the
epitome of the diversity of humanity since it opens its
doors to the nations of the world and welcomes them
into the community of God’s people.

The nations of the
world become God’s
own peoples.

How would you evaluate the culture of community
at Sligo church? Do we have a strong community
culture? Do we need to change or strengthen our
culture of community as we await the dawning of
the eternal kingdom of God and the eternal life as
God’s community?

WEDNESDAY

Mansions in Glory?
(John 14:1-3)
Many of us can recall the memorable translation of
John 14:2 in the King James Version, which begins, “In
my Father’s house are many mansions . . . ” Encouraged
by this exact wording and traditional Christian songs
about mansions in glory, generations of Christians
have longed for the pleasant dwellings promised to
the people of God in the future kingdom. The streets
of gold, marble walls, and manicured loans long ago
became part of popular Adventist lore.
But the context of Jesus’ promise and the echoes
in the text itself seem to point to a different reality.3
The word translated in the King James Bible as
“mansions” is the Greek word monē, which means
“dwelling place,” “abode,” or even “room.” When
Jesus used it, the reference probably did not conjure
thoughts of mansions, for nobody at that time lived in

This section reflects
ideas from Richter, 39.
3
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a mansion. Ordinary people lived in structures known
as four-room pillared houses. Each of these structures
The vision that
Jesus has for his
glorified disciples
is eternal life in the
midst of a caring,
loving, and affirming community.
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housed a single nuclear family and was adjoined to
other single-family units, occupied by relatives. It
was possible that such a compound would number
up to 30 individual members of an extended family.
This extended family and the compound itself were
called bêť ’āb (pronounced beth av), which means
“father’s house[hold].” The eldest male, the father
of the household, had the greatest and ultimate
responsibility for the safety, wellbeing, and successful
development of every family member. But the family
itself also provided vital support and protection.
Life outside of the father’s house was precarious.
If an individual separated himself or herself from bêť
’āb, from their own essential community, they would
deprive themselves of critical resources for life, vital
social network, and physical protection. Such a person
would be extremely vulnerable, and, therefore, it
was crucial for every individual in ancient Israel to be
attached to a bêť ’āb at all times. This connection to
community was a lifeline for every individual.
When Jesus said his “father’s house” has “many
dwelling places,” He did not promise His disciples
a consumerist vision of everlasting life, or eternal
five-star accommodations, per se. He promised them
and us eternal life in a place that is the quintessence
of peace, safety, and wellbeing. It is a place in the
household of our loving and comforting Heavenly
Father, in the middle of the family, whose members
we will address as brothers and sisters. We will be
in the community of God’s people, where we are
embraced, welcomed, and never estranged. We will be
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forever included and accepted. The vision that Jesus
has for his glorified disciples is eternal life in the
midst of a caring, loving, and affirming community.
Do you have experiences of being excluded,

The highest and

rejected, estranged, and discriminated against?

ultimate work of

What does the promise of eternal life in the

the redeemed and

household of God mean to you?

glorified community

THURSDAY

in the world made

Eternal Work of the Community
(Revelation 7:9-15)

new is the worship
and praise of God.

The highest and ultimate work of the redeemed
and glorified community in the world made new is
the worship and praise of God. That act−of giving
glory to one true God−represents the greatest
purpose and imperative throughout the eternal
ages for the community of God, and the ultimate
purpose of every human being who constitutes the
community of faith is precisely to glorify God and
worship Him forever. In this purpose, the community
joins the universe and the heavenly courts that
worship God in holiness and purity (Revelation 5:13).
Scripture records that worship of God in
community was an expectation for and practice of the
people of God throughout history (see Psalms 67:5;
122:1, 4; 149:1; Acts 2:46). At the same time, the
prophets of God held up a vision of corporate worship
at the end of the age and also in the world made new
(see Isaiah 2:2-3; Zechariah 14:16).
In Revelation 7:9-15 we see the vision of the Old
Testament prophets and poets being fulfilled in God’s
new world. The redeemed and glorified people of
Glorified for Community
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God, all those who believe in the holy life, sacrificial
death, and triumphant resurrection of the Son of God
as their only righteousness, stand before the Lamb and

The multitude
praises God eternally and ceaselessly.
Their work of worship and glorifying
God never ends—it
continues day and
night.

worship Him. The text is gloriously inclusive, for the
people are gathered “from every nation, tribe, people
and language.” All these diverse peoples, whose
number no one knows, are united into one immense
eternal community. They present themselves to God
as a community, they belong to Jesus Christ together
as a community, and they submit themselves to their
Lamb-like Shepherd as a community.
The numberless multitude of God’s people stand
before the Lamb and worship Him. They wear robes
washed in the blood of the Lamb, greet Him with palm
branches, and cry out praises to God and the Lamb
for salvation. The multitude praises God eternally
and ceaselessly. Their work of worship and glorifying
God never ends—it continues day and night. And this
solemn and joyful labor of love unites the glorified
community of God. This is the vision of our life in
eternity.
Can you imagine yourself in the numberless
multitude that worships God and the Lamb,
described in Revelation 7? What does the biblical
vision of ceaseless corporate worship of God
throughout eternity mean to you today? How does
it inform, or even challenge, your attitude toward
corporate worship in our church?
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FRIDAY

The Future Begins
(Matthew 6:10)
Jesus taught His disciples to pray for God’s will to
be done “on earth as it is in heaven” (Matthew 6:10).
This supplication is the great longing of His people.
If we love God and honor His will, we have to pray
for the day when the earth will resemble heaven
more closely. But our prayers ring true when they are
reflected in our lives. If we truly pray for God’s will on
earth, we will also work for the earth to resemble the
heaven more closely.
At some point, we will be tempted to believe that
all we should long for is here on earth, in this life−that
all the heaven we need lies in our children’s successes,
our favorite sports team’s victories, or in our vacations,
in good food, and in financial success. But the vision
of God’s future kingdom, where we will live as a
community and praise God forever as a community,
compels us to live the way of the kingdom today.
If the eternal community awaits us in the kingdom
of glory, and if this is the will of God for us at Sligo,
we ought to be about our Father’s business. As we
seek to uphold the will of God, we will lay down our
obsessive pursuits of status, wealth, pleasure and
recognition, and embrace with all of our being the
mandate of building the community of God in our
church. Our community will be wide and deep, based
on mutual love, forgiveness, generosity, and grace. We
will turn away from apathy, complacency, indifference,
and selfishness and turn to each other. Our pursuit of
such a community will demonstrate our allegiance to
heaven. We cannot wait any longer. The future has to

The vision of God’s
future kingdom,
where we will live
as a community and
praise God forever
as a community,
compels us to live
the way of the kingdom today.
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begin now.
Perhaps you have heard the expression: “They are
so heavenly minded that they are of no earthly good.”
May it not be said about our Sligo community. May
we rather hear the affirmation, “They are so heavenly
As we seek to

minded that they are of great earthly good.”

uphold the will of
God, we will lay

When you think about heaven, are you more

down our obsessive

prone to reflect on the absence of bad things,

pursuits of status,

or the presence of good things? How do those

wealth, pleasure

around you know that “heaven is in your heart?”

and recognition,
and embrace with
all of our being the
mandate of building

How inclined are you to look to the kingdom of
glory to understand who you are and what is the
purpose of your life? Explain your response.

the community of

How can you personally contribute to building a

God in our church.

true community of God in the Sligo Church? What
sacrifices will you have to make? Pray for your
personal commitment to the cause of community
in our church.

50

Glorified for Community

Chapter 4
Jesus and Community
William Johnsson

SABBATH
Jesus and Community (John 17:23)
Because human beings are social creatures,
they naturally group together on the basis of
common interest and preferences. The variety of
clubs, associations, and organizations available is
endless. Christians also form communities based
on their common interests and concerns. The
general name for Christian community is ecclesia,
literally “the called out ones” and translated as
“church.”
What makes Christian community different
from all the many clubs and groups where people
come today in community? Study carefully the
lead verse for this section (John 17:23). Christians
are joined to Christ in fellowship, and through
Him they become joined to one another. Jesus is
the glue that holds Christians together. So strong
is “the tie that binds our hearts in Christian love”
that spiritual brothers and sisters often are closer

John 17:23;
Luke 10:1;
Matthew 10:5-10;
Matthew 26:36-38;
Mark 3:13-19;
Matthew 13:52;
Matthew 10:42;
Matthew 18:6, 10, 14;
John 13:34-35;
John 17:11, 22, 23

than siblings.

Jesus and Community

51

that Jesus rose from

To the non-believer, Christian community does
not make sense. How can we bond with Someone we
cannot even see? No, we cannot see Jesus in the flesh,
but, through the Holy Spirit, He is as real and precious
to us as our dearest family member or closest friend.
Jesus is alive! We know Him; we love Him. “Though
you have not seen him, you love Him; and even
though you do not see him now, you believe in him
and are filled with an inexpressible and glorious joy”
(1 Peter 1:8).1
Thus, the community of believers in Jesus—the
church—becomes the greatest evidence to the
world that Jesus rose from the dead and lives in His
followers. So it was in the beginning of the church; so

the dead and lives in

God wants it to be now among us.

His followers.

SUNDAY

The community of
believers in Jesus—
the church—becomes
the greatest evidence to the world

Jesus and His Friends
(Luke 10:1; Matthew 10:5-10; 26:36-38)

All biblical quotations
in this chapter were
taken from the New
International Version
of the Bible.
1
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During His ministry in Galilee, Jesus attracted huge
crowds. Luke refers to “a crowd of many thousands”
(Luke 12:1). These men and women and children were
not followers of the Lord; they simply had heard about
Him and came, some from afar, to listen to His words
or to be healed by Him. Some of them, however,
became attracted to Jesus and became disciples.
As we read the Gospel accounts, we discern, as
it were, concentric circles around Jesus. The curious
crowd was on the outside, but beyond that, moving in
toward the Master, we see successive groups that were
ever closer to Him in community.
What was the largest circle of disciples? When

we read Luke 10:1, we see that there were 70
or 72, as some ancient manuscripts of the New
Testament suggest. Jesus sent them out two-by-two
on a training mission. They were to teach, heal, and
preach, and ultimately, announce the dawning of the
kingdom of heaven (compare Matthew 10:5-10).
In Mark 3:13-15 we read about a smaller group
of followers, with whom Jesus was in more intimate
fellowship. We shall look more closely at this group,
the Twelve, later, noting their characteristics and
diversity. They appear frequently in the Gospel
accounts. Sometimes particular ones are mentioned
by name, but usually the Gospel writers simply call

Among the Twelve,
three disciples were

them “the disciples” (in Mark, “apostles”).

closest to Jesus. He

The Twelve enjoyed high privileges. They had
the inestimable blessing of being with Jesus on His
travels, hearing Him preach and teach, observing
how He healed the sick and raised the dead. And they
were special to Jesus: He called them “friends” (John
15:15). As He approached the ordeal at the end of
His ministry, He craved their companionship. “I have
eagerly desired to eat this Passover with you before I
suffer,” He told them at the Last Supper (Luke 22:15).
Among the Twelve, three disciples were closest
to Jesus. He wanted them near at critical moments.
We read about them in Matthew 26:36-38 and Mark

wanted them near
at critical moments.

5:37.
Who were these three, and why do you think they
became so close to Jesus? What does Jesus’ desire
to have friends, particularly intimate friends, tell
you about Him?
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MONDAY

The Twelve
(Mark 3:13-19)

Instead of ordination as we understand it today, the
New Testament
has the idea of
commissioning for
a particular task or

Mark 3:14 in the KJV reads: “And he ordained
twelve, that they might be with him, and that he
might send them forth to preach.” This translation is
misleading. The Greek word translated “ordained” is
poieo, which means “to make” or “to appoint.” The
New Testament nowhere uses the word for ordination.
Instead of ordination as we understand it today, the
New Testament has the idea of commissioning for a
particular task or service by the laying on of hands
(see Acts 6:6; 13:3).

service by the lay-

What three purposes did Jesus have in view by

ing on of hands.

appointing the twelve apostles? (See Mark 3:1415) Do these purposes still apply to us today? Give
reasons for your answer.

In addition to the list of the Twelve in Mark 3:1619, there are two other complete listings in Matthew
and Luke and a fourth listing in Acts 1:13 that omits
the name of Judas Iscariot, who committed suicide
before the events that were recorded in Acts.
The names in these lists bear close resemblance.
There are a few differences, but these are probably to
be accounted for by individuals having more than one
name. The Twelve are the following:
Simon, later known as Simon Peter
Andrew, brother of Simon Peter
James and John, sons of Zebedee
Philip
Nathaniel, also named Bartholomew
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Matthew, also called Levi
Thomas
James, the son of Alphaeus
Simon, the Zealot or Canaanite
Judas, brother of James
Judas Iscariot
How diverse was this group of twelve? Note
especially the polarity: Matthew (tax collector)
and Simon the Zealot (member of a radical

Diversity among
the twelve disciples

party opposed to the government). What does
the diversity among the Twelve chosen by
Jesus suggest about the nature of Christian
community?

TUESDAY

The Disciples as Learners
(Matthew 13:52; 10:42; 18:6, 10, 14)
People in Jesus’ time were familiar with rabbis,
who went around teaching, and with students
who accompanied the rabbis and hoped in time to
become teachers of the law themselves. The Greek
word for disciple, mathetes, occurs more than 240
times in the Gospels. It usually refers to followers of
Jesus of Nazareth, but occasionally we find it in other
contexts, such as when there are references to the
disciples of John the Baptist (Matthew 14:12; John
1:25, 37; 3:25), disciples of the Pharisees (Matthew
22:16), or disciples of Moses (John 9:28).
While Jesus in several respects was similar to the
other itinerant rabbis of His time, in other respects
His practices differed sharply.
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Read carefully Luke 8:1-3. Probably you have read
these verses many times. What do you think is the
radical nature of what is being described here?

They played a vital
part, but it was not
in caring for food
preparations and
other chores. These
women—at least
some of them—were
women who occupied responsible
positions in society
and who were independently wealthy.

Luke’s account makes clear that many women were
part of the band that accompanied Jesus, going from
one town and village to another. This was something
unheard of in the society of Jesus’ time. It was radical.
It must have aroused criticism.
What were these women doing? They played a vital
part, but it was not in caring for food preparations and
other chores. These women—at least some of them—
were women who occupied responsible positions in
society and who were independently wealthy.
Mary of Magdala clearly had considerable means,
because she purchased a fabulously expensive jar
of pure nard to anoint Jesus’ head just before His
Passion. It cost more than a year’s wages—at least
$30,000-$50,000 in our terms today (Mark 14:1-9).
Joanna was the wife of Chuza, who managed the
household of King Herod Antipas. Herod was the
ruthless monarch who gave the order for John the
Baptist to be beheaded (Mark 6:4-29). We can only
speculate about how Joanna became a disciple of
Jesus. What must her husband have thought of her
being part of Jesus’ group?
Susanna was a prominent follower of Jesus though
we don’t know anything more about her other than
that the readers of Luke’s Gospel would have heard
about her.
How wonderful to have been a part of that
wandering band of disciples who accompanied
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Jesus and learned directly from Him! How can we
still allow Him to teach us today?

WEDNESDAY

The Test of Community
(John 13:34-35)
How will the world know that we are disciples of
Jesus? Read John 13:35.

In America today, millions of men and women
call themselves Christians. Religion is big business—
televangelists appeal for money and live luxuriously;
preachers attract crowds and develop mega-churches
with themselves at the center. But merely to profess
Jesus Christ does not make one a disciple. Jesus
said that not everyone who says, “Lord, Lord” will
enter the kingdom (Matthew 7:21). The litmus test of
discipleship today is precisely what it was 2,000 years
ago—love for our brothers and sisters.
What does it mean to “love one another”? Is it

The litmus test of
discipleship today is
precisely what it was
2,000 years ago—
love for our brothers
and sisters.

basically feeling good, or does it go further?
Try to spell out what it means in the context of
Sligo Church.

Read James 2:1-9. Here is an example from the
early church that we can readily grasp today: Two
men show up at Sligo for church. One drives up in
a Mercedes; he’s dressed in a one-thousand-dollar
suit. The ushers greet him warmly, shake his hand,
and make sure he finds a choice seat in the sanctuary.
Then, a homeless man wanders in off the streets. If the
church people are not impressed to see him, and they
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do nothing to make him feel welcome, they have
made James’s letter come true today.
What would a disciple at Sligo Church do in a
situation like this?

Read John 13:34. In The Message Bible, John 13:34
reads, “Let me give you a new command: Love one
another. In the same way I loved you, you love one
another.”
Why did Jesus say He was giving the disciples a
new commandment?
As followers of
Jesus, we are to love
in the same way
Jesus loved us. This
is something new!

Already in the Old Testament, the Lord had
commanded: “Love your neighbor as yourself”
(Leviticus 19:18). So the “new” commandment to
love one another was not new in time but in quality.
As followers of Jesus, we are to love in the same way
Jesus loved us. This is something new! That incredible
life of compassion, thoughtfulness and concern lived
again in the lives of men and women—the Roman
world had never witnessed anything like that. No
wonder the story of Jesus spread like wildfire. And it
can happen again.

THURSDAY

Unity in Community
(John 17:11, 22, 23)
What was Jesus’ prayer for His followers just before
He went to the cross?

John 17:23 reads, “I in them and you in me−so that
they may be brought to complete unity. Then the world
will know that you sent me and have loved them even
as you have loved me.”
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The disciples were far from united. They argued
among themselves as to who should be first in
importance. They were jealous and selfish, and they
were ambitious for their own interests. Jesus tried
to teach them that their thinking was the thinking
of the world, not His kingdom. When James and
John accompanied their mother to persuade Jesus
to ensure that they would have the places of highest
honor in His Kingdom, He told them: “You know that
the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their
high officials exercise authority over them. Not so
with you. . . .” (Matthew 20:25-26). Luke tells us that
even when the Twelve sat down with Jesus for the Last
Supper, “a dispute also arose among them as to which
of them was considered to be greatest” (Luke 22:24).

Jesus tried to
teach them that
their thinking was
the thinking of
the world, not His
kingdom.

Incredible!
Read Acts 2:1. This passage takes us 50 days
after the Last Supper to the Feast of Pentecost.
How different are the disciples now? Then what
happens (verses 2-4)?
What made the difference between their conduct at
the Last Supper and their conduct at Pentecost?

The cross made the difference. The cross shattered
all their ambition and pride for worldly honor and
glory. The cross showed the disciples how much
they needed forgiveness, how much they needed to
rely on God’s strength. The cross, as it revealed their
desperate need, also revealed the depths of divine
love and grace. The cross changed them.
What other factors contributed to the change
from a quarreling, arguing group to one that was
Jesus and Community
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unified? See Acts 1:14.

Jesus’ prayer in John 17 gives the key to unity.
Read verses 20-26, noting especially, the following:
Verse 21:
Verse 22:
Verse 23:
Verse 26:

“May they also be in us”
“that they may be one as we are one”
“I in them and you in me”
“in order that the love you have for me 		
may be in them and that I myself may 		
in them.”

What do these verses reveal concerning the nature
of Christian unity? Do the Father and Son lose their
individuality because they are united? Should
believers lose theirs for the sake of unity?

FRIDAY

The Sligo Miracle
He who in His ministry chose a diverse
group of twelve unlikely individuals to
form the foundation
of the Church, and
He who included
women in His traveling band of close
followers—He is the
One to whom Sligo
looks.

More than any other factor, Sligo Church takes its
model of community from Jesus Christ. He who in
His ministry chose a diverse group of twelve unlikely
individuals to form the foundation of the Church, and
He who included women in His traveling band of close
followers—He is the One to whom Sligo looks.
God has brought together a fusion of cultures and
nations in this congregation, which in several ways
distinguishes Sligo. Initially an all-white congregation,
Sligo has made the transition to a community in which
no racial or ethnic group predominates.
Today, the American society is increasingly
diverse. Racism, bigotry, prejudice, suspicion and
hatred can create a fragmented society, but Sligo
Church members demonstrate that in Christ healing
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is possible. At Sligo, people of different races and
ethnicities don’t just get along—they rejoice in
each other’s differences. In view of the fractured
state of society in America and elsewhere, the Sligo
community is nothing short of miraculous. Sligo,
albeit imperfectly, is a fulfillment of Jesus’ highpriestly prayer in John 17 “that they may be one.”
Sligo has also led the World Adventist Church in
the roles given to women. In the 1970’s, Sligo was the
first to include a woman on the pastoral staff. In 1975,
Sligo was the first to ordain women to the gospel
ministry.
We need to remember, however, that the Sligo
miracle must not be taken for granted. Community
is not automatic; it can be lost. Long-time Sligo
members can recall a sad period when the church fell
into division, and when ugly, racist feelings rose to
the surface and poisoned the atmosphere. So here are

At Sligo, people of
different races and
ethnicities don’t just
get along—they rejoice in each other’s
differences.

some questions we need to take to heart:
What are the warning signs of potential division?
How can Sligo be pro-active in maintaining
community?
What role does the Holy Spirit play in Christian
community? Try to be specific.
On a scale of 1-10, with 10 being highest, where
would you rate Sligo’s strength in community?
What do you perceive to be points of potential
conflict? What would you recommend to address
these areas?
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The Theological Foundations for Community

PART 2
THE CONCEPT
OF COMMUNITY

(Chapters 5-7)

The Concept of Community
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Chapter 5
What is Community?
Jean Arthur and Jeanette Bryson

SABBATH
Entirely Unique Community
We are created as social beings and during
our lifetimes we find ourselves in various
communities. Different connections motivate us
to join communities: ethnic background, hobbies,
work, living location, friendships, sports teams,
interests and passions, health concerns, and many
others. Some of the communities to which we
belong occupy us for a long time; with others,
the connection wears off quickly. Some command
a great deal of our time and energy; others are
almost incidental. But, to varying degrees, we are
all immersed in diverse communities.
There is nothing wrong with belonging
to communities established on positive and
wholesome principles. But there is one special
community, the community of faith, to which we
are all invited. Throughout history God has been
laboring to bring us to the community of faith

Ephesians 2:11-22;
1 Corinthians 12:12-31

Throughout history
God has been
laboring to bring
us to the community of faith and
He desires that all
human beings join
this community.

and He desires that all human beings join this
community. Whatever other community we are
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The community of
faith is an entirely
unique community.
It is established by
God, rather than by
human leaders, and
its foundations are
neither natural nor
human.

involved in, this one is essential for every human
being.
The community of faith is an entirely unique
community. It is established by God, rather than
by human leaders, and its foundations are neither
natural nor human. Instead, it exists because of God’s
mighty and glorious acts in creation and redemption.
God inaugurated the community when he set us on
this earth, and He re—forged it when He gave His Son
to reconcile us to Himself and each other.
Another reason why this community is unique
is that it is indissolubly bound to Jesus Christ.
Jesus is its head and without Jesus it would not
exist. Dietrich Bonhoeffer succinctly argued that
“We belong to one another only through and in
Jesus Christ.”1 He explains that the members of the
community of God would not truly know each other
or truly come to each other without the mediating
work of Christ. Furthermore, as believers are in
Christ, they are in Christ together. And they are
together only because they are in Christ.
Nothing like this remarkable community ever has
existed or ever can exist in human experience. That
we all—rich and poor, educated and simple, weak
and strong—are invited into this community is the
greatest privilege and joy of our lives.
What joys and challenges do you feel when
you know that you are called to belong to the

Dietrich Bonhoeffer,
Life Together (New
York: HarperOne,
1954), 21.
1
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entirely unique community of God?

SUNDAY

Church as Community
If a community of faith is a gathering of human
beings who share in common their experience of
salvation in Christ and see themselves as of God and
not of the world, then the church could be considered
a community of faith. The church can, to a large
extent, define itself in similar terms and, therefore,
the church and the community of faith can be used
interchangeably.
The church is the manifestation of the community
on both global and local levels. The global church
community is a gathering of people who, admittedly,

The church is the
manifestation of
the community on
both global and
local levels.

do not know each other and cannot all actively and
purposefully care for each other to the same degree,
but who, nevertheless, have a common faith in
Christ and a common set of beliefs and principles by
which they abide. This sense of the global church as
a community is joyfully obvious to Adventists every
five years at General Conference sessions. We may
not know a majority of session attendees, but we feel
a relationship and intangible connection, even with
those we meet for the first time in our lives. We feel
the pull of the community. The bonds are difficult to
capture and explain, but they are very real.
Sligo Church is a numerically much smaller
community than the global church, but it is still a
community of disciples bound together by the blood
of Christ, core beliefs, and common principles of
life. Also, because we are fewer in number, we have
the opportunity to implement successfully some
functions of community that cannot be accomplished
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on the global level. We can know each other deeply,
love each other genuinely, and care for each other
faithfully.
However, in order to know, love, and care for
each other effectively, Sligo Church would have to
divide itself into even smaller communities. It is
exceedingly difficult to truly know a thousand or
more people, let alone genuinely love them and care
for them. We have to worship together on Sabbath
mornings; we have to make important decisions in
our business meetings; we have to meet socially as
a church; and we certainly have to reach out to the
world corporately. But in order to nurture each other
In order to nurture
each other in faith
and watch over
each other’s souls,
we need to organize ourselves into
smaller groups,
where
everyone will be
able to express
themselves, be
known, be loved,
serve and be
served.
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in faith and watch over each other’s souls, we need
to organize ourselves into smaller groups, where
everyone will be able to express themselves, be
known, be loved, serve and be served.
If our Sligo Church is indeed a community of
faith, what should be our attitude towards church
attendance and participation?

MONDAY

The Community of God is Supernatural
(Ephesians 2:11-22)
The word supernatural often conjures up thoughts
of miracles, ghosts, and other-worldly beings. But in
the context of community, the word refers simply to
things that cannot be explained within the framework
of a natural worldview or by our normal way of
thinking.
In Ephesians 2:11-22, Paul points out that the

supernatural nature of the community of faith
is manifested by its unity. Those who were born
Gentiles were once separate from Christ, not allowed
to be a part of Israel, without God, and without hope.
But now the blood of Christ has brought them near
to God (vs. 12-13). In verse 14, Paul writes that Christ
has made the two groups (Jews and Gentiles) one
and has destroyed the barrier between them, the
dividing wall of hostility. The supernatural power
of God brought two groups that were historically
hostile together in unity. Because of Jesus’ sacrifice,
the Jews and Gentiles, as well as all believers today,
are no longer foreigners and strangers, but fellow
citizens with God’s people and members of His

Biblical community
is supernatural because, without God,
it is not possible.

household (v. 14).
Biblical community is supernatural because,
without God, it is not possible. Only the power of
God can put together a group of human beings
with nothing in common, who may have even
been hostile to each other in the past, and form out
of them a loving and supportive community, the
household of God. We naturally gravitate toward
and form communities with people who are similar
to us, and it takes the miracle of God to binds us
together into a community where similarity is not
required. Only God can make people of widely
divergent ethnicities, cultural contexts, income
levels, educational backgrounds, personalities, and
interests, deeply care for and love one another, treat
each other as brothers and sisters, and see Christ in
one another’s countenance. Without a doubt, the
community of faith is an incredible wonder of God.
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How aware are you that our Sligo Church is an
incredible miracle of God? To what extent do we
trust the supernatural power of God to create a
community of faith from our gathering of believers?
Should we work to grow such a community, or
should we entirely trust God to build it?

TUESDAY

Community as an Outpost
of the Kingdom of God

The community of
faith has a very high
calling to function
as an outpost of the
kingdom of God—to
serve the purposes
of the kingdom
and point to the
kingdom.

David VanDrunen,
Living in God’s Two
Kingdoms: A Biblical
Vision for Christianity
and Culture (Wheaton:
Crossway, 2010), 133.
2
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During the earthly life of Jesus, the kingdom
of God was manifested in His life and His mission.
He intended to establish the kingdom of God. The
first words of Jesus in the Gospel of Mark reference
His own ministry and claim, “The time is fulfilled,
and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and
believe in the gospel” (Mark 1:15; ESV). After
Jesus ascended to the Father, the kingdom of God
continued to dwell to a limited extent in the life of
the church community. Scholars refer to this reality
as the already kingdom of God, in contrast to the
not yet kingdom of God that is still to be established
at the Second Coming of Jesus. In other words,
the kingdom of God is already inaugurated in the
ministry of Jesus, and is proclaimed and lived out in
the community of faith, but it is not yet completely
consummated.
The community of faith has a very high calling
to function as an outpost of the kingdom of God—to
serve the purposes of the kingdom and point to
the kingdom. It is the only earthly institution that is
related to the kingdom of God.2 The Bible directly
connects the community of faith to the kingdom

of God. Jesus speaks of the authority that the
community has to invite people into the kingdom
and discern conduct appropriate for those in the
kingdom (Matthew 16:19; 18:18). In 1 Corinthians
10:11, the apostle Paul speaks of the church
community as experiencing the realities of the
kingdom of God. He also likens the community to the
kingdom of God’s Son in Colossians 1:13. Therefore,
it is obvious that the biblical witness identifies
the church community as a representative of the
kingdom of God on earth.
The Sermon on the Mount is often referred to
as the constitution of the kingdom of God, and the
personal and communal conduct presented in this
sermon is frequently identified as “kingdom life.”
When Jesus preached this sermon He explained
practical outworking of the principles of His kingdom
and He expected His disciples and all other disciples
throughout history to live out these principles. He
expected his community to be an outpost of the
kingdom principles, values, and attitudes, and in
such a way to demonstrate the kind of fellowship that
will take place at the consummation of God’s eternal
kingdom.3

The biblical witness
identifies the
church community
as a representative
of the kingdom of
God on earth.

How does Sligo Church live and function as an
outpost of the kingdom of God? Do you see it
as a privilege to be a part of the outpost of the
kingdom of God on earth? What does this high
calling mean for your personal life?

Stanley J. Grenz,
Theology for the Community of God (Grand
Rapids, MI: Eerdmans,
2000), 479.
3
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WEDNESDAY

Barriers to Community—Relationships

Very often the lack
of spiritual growth
in our own lives
reaps its destructive
effects in relationship with the people
of God.
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During our life in the church, we have
undoubtedly crossed paths and interacted with
individuals who were rude, deceitful, selfish
and vindictive. Some Individuals we have even
considered impossible to deal with, let alone love.
And to be very, very frank, at times we ourselves have
been guilty of being one of those people.
There is no question that sin and its effects
harm and diminish the community of faith. Pride
manifests itself in a thousand different ways in
our lives and, since none of us is immune to pride,
we bring all those manifestations of pride with us
into our community. Very often the lack of spiritual
growth in our own lives reaps its destructive effects in
relationship with the people of God. Some, who have
been hurt in the community of God, have changed
their place of worship, or stopped attending church
altogether. Some of those who have been hurt and
stayed, have become cynical, reserved, and passive.
Either way, these effects diminish our community
and our witness.
At the same time, superficial and perfunctory
relationships also harm our community. For many of
us, contacts and relationships within the community
of faith are largely reduced to a weekly polite “Happy
Sabbath!” or meaningless “How are you?” We come
to church to pay our dues to God or relieve some
sense of guilt we carry around, but our desire is not
to be truly known or to know others. With such an
attitude, we may not directly hurt anyone, but we
snub the cause of community. These actions and

feelings can keep someone from taking their place
in the community of God and may deprive it of
being all that God intended.
We will make significant strides in repairing
strained relationships in the community of God if
we keep in mind two things: that we ourselves are
sinners and that difficult people are children of God.
Whatever the level of frustration we may have, we
need the Spirit of God to help us carry the memory
of our own sinfulness and weakness, not because
we wish to keep indulging in sin and weakness, but
because this memory makes us humble. Jesus said
that “whoever has been forgiven little loves little”
(Luke 7:47; NIV). In order to love supernaturally,
and we will need the grace of God to love difficult
people, we need to experience the supernatural
forgiveness of God.
Furthermore, we have to remember that we are
not given the right to choose who will be in our
community. This decision is made by the providence
of our all-wise God. For some reason, He bound us
together with some easy and loveable people, but
also with some difficult and obstinate individuals.
And it is very, very important for our own souls to
learn to love them all.
Finally, as members of the community of God,
we have to honor the purpose God has for us. The
Word of God calls us to build relationships that are
deep, spiritual in nature, and mutually accountable.
Scripture commands us to watch over each other
and carry each other’s burdens. We must not ignore
this mandate for our community.

We will make
significant strides in
repairing strained
relationships in
the community of
God if we keep in
mind two things:
that we ourselves
are sinners and that
difficult people are
children of God.
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Have you ever suffered at the hand of a member
of your church? If yes, how did you respond? In
what ways have your own actions, words, and
attitudes hurt the Sligo community?

THURSDAY

Barriers to Community—
Career, Family, Location
Many of us find
our primary
personal identity
in our work, and
we measure our
success in life by
our career accomplishments.
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Some of us may say, “Yes, I get it. We are
made in God’s image and we are to reflect God in
all we do. God is a community and He made us
for community . . . I understand . . . But, I have a
demanding career and a family to look after, and I
live miles from the church. I have neither time nor
energy to be very involved in the Sligo community.”
These are all very real and legitimate reasons why
a person might struggle to find time for community.
Career. In our contemporary society we are very
much driven by work. Many of us find our primary
personal identity in our work, and we measure our
success in life by our career accomplishments. We
relish receiving a high salary, bonuses, promotion,
accolades, and public recognition, and we invest
enormous amounts of our time, energy, and
focus into our careers. Moreover, we feel a great
compulsion to stay employed and keep paying our
bills and hopefully preparing for a comfortable
retirement. For many of us, bringing work home,
physically or mentally, has become a way of life.
This all-consuming imperative of work leaves us
very little time to faithfully participate in our Sligo
community.
Family. Many of us feel an underlying sense of

guilt that we do not pay nearly enough attention
to our loved ones, and we feel remorse because
we know how salient family relationships are for
our lives. Many of us try hard to take time for an
occasional date with our spouse, share household
chores, keep the semblance of daily family dinners,
help children with homework, and drive our children
to sporting events and music lessons. There is very
little time, if any, to dedicate to our Sligo community.
Location. Very few of us live in close proximity to
the Sligo Church, thus we drive long distances to get
to the main church service on Sabbath morning. It is
a real challenge to find time to make more than one
trip per week for church-related activities, even if the
activities concern community-building.
Our work, our families, and our distance from
church are all very valid concerns. They rightfully
require much of our time and attention. At the same
time, we need to ask ourselves some very important
questions: How can we honor the imperative

For the sake of

of Hebrews 10:24-25 to awaken one another to

our God and His

love and good works and encourage one another

mission, let us step

increasingly more as the Second Coming of our Lord

back and plan to

Jesus Christ is approaching, unless we prioritize

incorporate the

biblical community? Should we expect to shoulder

Biblical imperative

each other’s burdens and in such a way fulfill the law

of community

of Christ (Galatians 6:2), if we do not even know each

into our weekly

other? Is it possible to exhort one another so that

activities.

none of us is hardened by the deceitfulness of sin
(Hebrews 3:13), if we do not meet with one another?
For the sake of our God and His mission, let us step
back and plan to incorporate the Biblical imperative
What is Community?
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of community into our weekly activities.
Which one of the obstacles to community
discussed in this section do you see as your
personal challenge? How can you reorganize
your priorities to invest your time and energies
in the Sligo community?

FRIDAY

Active Church Membership
(1 Corinthians 12:12-31)

Some of us may
have thought on
occasion, “Ah, if I
don’t do it, someone else will.”

For several years now, the Church has been
going through an ostensible crisis of volunteerism
and participation. It appears that many do not
want to serve their church or get involved in its
ministries, let alone lead out. Some may have
thought on occasion, “Ah, if I don’t do it, someone
else will.” Most likely, this regrettable development
suggests simply that for many community is not a
priority.
This attitude creates substantial logistical and
spiritual challenges. A relatively small core of
members, who are willing to participate and serve,
carry most of the burden of church ministries. We
see them greeting at church entrances on Sabbath
mornings; we see them lead out in worship
services; we see them attend the Church Board
meetings; we see them unlock and lock the church;
we see them serve in hospitality events. They make
great sacrifices for the sake of the community and
we owe them profound gratitude. But a number
of them are overwhelmed, overstressed, and
exhausted. They often suffer quietly, even though
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they serve with excellence. They also cannot fill
some essential leadership offices and functions for
which they are eminently gifted and which would
bring great blessings to the entire community,
simply because they cannot take on even more
responsibilities.
The Bible likens the community of faith to the
body of Christ (see 1 Corinthians 12:12-31). A body
consists of many organs and parts, and each one
of them is essential. It can continue to live without
certain organs and parts, but its health, function, and
efficiency will be compromised. If we remain on the
sidelines and refuse to serve and participate, our
community will likely hobble along into the future
without us, but its health, function, and efficiency
will be compromised.
We are given an incredible privilege to
participate in the community of God and its
ministries. God has given us gifts and has prepared
us for our unique place and role in the community,

If we remain on
the sidelines and
refuse to serve and
participate, our
community will
likely hobble along
into the future
without us, but its
health, function,
and efficiency will
be compromised.

and we should not reject God’s purposes for us
personally and for our community.
How does the vision of community presented in
this chapter compare to your own understanding
of community?
How do we build a community that is through
Jesus and in Jesus at Sligo church? How can you
personally participate in this endeavor?
How would you evaluate your present
involvement in the Sligo community? Are you
What is Community?
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overwhelmed, or hardly involved at all?
To what level of participation is God calling you?
Prayerfully consider this issue.
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Chapter 6
Community and Personal Identity
Don McFarlane

SABBATH
Introduction
The term Ubuntu, which originated in Southern
Africa, expresses the inter-connectedness of
people in a community. It literally means,
“I am what I am because of who we all are.”
Commenting on Ubuntu, Desmond Tutu, former
Anglican Archbishop of Cape Town, reflected, “My
humanity is caught up, is inextricably bound up,
in yours.”
The spirit of Ubuntu marked much of Old
Testament life. It was expressed in the concept
that biblical scholars call solidarity, meaning
roughly that in a community all members
represent one member and one member
represents all members. “[The] Israelites saw
society as an aggregate of groups rather than as
a collection of individuals, that in worship the
king could embody the aspirations of the whole
community, and that individuals in worship or
prayer could feel that their experiences were
those of the whole group.”1

John R. Rogerson,
Anthropology and
the Old Testament
(Sheffield UK: JSOT,
1984), 25.
1
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Doing one’s own
thing and looking
only after one’s
own interests was
a foreign concept
to the Old Testament life.

A resident alien in Israel was often associated with
a particular family. Such a connection was considered
necessary if that alien was to have a sense of identity
and be seen by others as belonging to the community.
Without such a connection, the alien had no real
standing in the society; he was treated as a non-entity
or a foreigner. If a resident alien was circumcised,
he could partake of the Passover (Exodus 12:43-49).
One’s identity derived from the group to which one
belonged. Doing one’s own thing and looking only
after one’s own interests was a foreign concept to the
Old Testament life.
In what ways can you demonstrate that you were
not created to live a life of solitude? How can your
Sligo Church family express their connectedness
with you?

SUNDAY

God chooses to live in community
in order to express His identity
God, as the Trinity, lives in community. But, why are
three members of the Godhead necessary when they
are each perfect in power and knowledge, and are of
the same essence? While we can only speculate on
the answer to this question, one fact is apparent: an
essential element of the divine nature is community,
living in partnership with others:
God is not only loving, He is love (1 John 4:8,
16). Love must have an object, argued Richard
of St Victor in the twelfth century. If God is love
and has always been love then he must always
have had ‘another’ upon whom to direct his
80
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love. Furthermore, argued Richard, love must
have a third party otherwise it is self-indulgent.
True love desires the beloved to be loved by
another. So the Father and Son desire to share
their love with another: the Holy Spirit.2
So compelling is God’s desire to be part of a
community that in His earthly associations He
chooses to attach Himself to specific groups of
people, defined by kinship or geography. He had
a special relationship with Israel, based upon the
covenant He made with them. Although the covenant
extended to all humanity, God chose to describe
Himself as belonging to a specific group. Thus He
called Himself “the God of the Hebrews” (Exodus
7:16), “the Mighty One of Israel” (Isaiah 1:24),
and “God of Israel” (1 Kings 8:23). In turn, Israel’s
corporate sense of community and identity was firmly
based on their relationship with God.
Jesus became known as a member of Joseph’s
family and a resident of Nazareth. He was Mary’s
son. If Jesus had come to earth merely as God, He
probably would have found it impossible to build any
kind of substantive relationship with those He came
to save. He most likely would have been regarded
with awe and fear but not with affection and love. In
order to be seen as a part of the human community,
Jesus often referred to Himself as the Son of Man.
Created in the image of God, it is natural for
human beings to find fulfillment and completeness
in community. “For if ‘God is what God is in
interrelatedness,’ then human transformation is
both dependent upon and realized in a similar
interrelatedness. Humans are created physically

If Jesus had come
to earth merely as
God, He probably
would have found
it impossible to
build any kind of
substantive relationship with those
He came to save.

Tim Chester, The
Good News of the
Trinity, https://www.
theologynetwork.
org/christian-beliefs/
doctrine-of-god/
the-good-news-of-thetrinity.htm. Accessed
November 13, 2017.
2
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through physical union, we grow in families through
loving attachment, and we become spiritually mature
through interdependent living.”3
When you consider God in community, whether as
the Trinity or on earth, what does it tell us about
the way He works and about how He desires us to
live?

MONDAY

Jesus Establishes a New Humanity

He did not come
merely to reform
society. He came
to establish a new
community and a
new humanity.

Tod E. Bolsinger,
It takes a Church to
Raise a Christian: How
the Community of
God Transforms Lives
(Grand Rapids: Brazos
Press, 1984), Kindle
Edition, 72.
3
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Jesus is often thought of as the world’s greatest
reformer, but to describe Jesus as a reformer is to
miss the magnitude of what He came to earth to do.
He did not come merely to reform society. He came
to establish a new community and a new humanity.
As Jesus miraculously formed the first community of
human beings through creation, He came to earth to
establish a new community through recreation.
The characteristics of this new community
are summarized in 2 Corinthians 5:14-20. In
this passage, God gives to members of this new
community a new point of reference: “Christ’s love
compels us” (v.14); a new purpose for living: “And
he died for all, that those who live should no longer
live for themselves but for him who died for them
and was raised again” (v.15); a new view of people:
“So from now on we regard no one from a worldly
point of view” (v.16); and a new identity: “Therefore,
if anyone is in Christ, the new creation has come”
(v.17). In other words, whoever is in Christ has a new
identity.
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Prior to becoming a member of this new
community, one’s identity is linked to human sinful
nature−to Adamic relationships−which ultimately
lead to death. But, by the miracle of conversion,
the old identity gives way to the new one in
Jesus. We become joint-heirs with Jesus and find
our significance and our raison d’etre in this new
identity.
It is important to recognize that this new
identity is wrapped up with being a part of the
new community through the experience of new
birth. As John Zizioulas explains, “The hypostasis
[underlying essence] of ecclesial existence is
constituted by the new birth of man, by baptism .
. . As the conception and birth of a man constitute
his biological hypostasis, so baptism leads to a new
mode of existence, to a regeneration (1 Peter 1:3,
23) and consequently to a new hypostasis.”4 This
new essence is not bestowed upon us individually;
it is experienced as one is embedded in the group
of people whom Christ rescued from Adam’s
condemnation (Romans 5:15-21).

It is important to
recognize that this
new identity is
wrapped up with
being a part of the
new community
through the experience of new birth.

How is my identity in the new church community
that is created by Jesus different from my
identity in the old community “created” by
Adam?
John D. Zizioulas,
Being as Communion:
Studies in Personhood
and the Church (Crestwood: St. Vladimir’s
Press, 1997), 53.
4

TUESDAY

All for One and One for All
Individualism is touted as one of the great
freedoms in our society, but the gospel is emphatic
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God knows that the
church is essential
for the growth
of each member,
for character
development, for
strength against
the evil one and for
encouragement of
one another.

Ellen G. White,
Selected Messages,
Bk 2, 3rd ed. (Hagerstown: Review and
Herald Publishing
Assoc., 2006), 396.
5
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in stating that the essence of humanity, as it is of
divinity, is experienced in community (see Genesis
2:18-25; John 17:20-23). We find meaning and
strength in one another. We can appreciate the
words of Ellen White when she wrote, “The church,
enfeebled and defective though it be, is the only
object on earth on which Christ bestows His supreme
regard.”5 God knows that the church is essential
for the growth of each member, for character
development, for strength against the evil one and
for encouragement of one another.
The Apostle Paul, when he met the Lord on this
way to Damascus, was not encouraged to go off on
his own to some secret place to commune with God.
He was brought immediately into contact with the
church and with believers who would nurture, build,
and protect him (Acts 9:22). And what a positive
force he became in the church!
Billy Chapel was still pitching for the Detroit
Tigers at age forty. In one game, as he took the
mound for the start of the eighth inning, he said to
the catcher, “I don’t know if I have anything left.”
The catcher replied, “Just throw whatever you got .
. . The boys are all here for you . . . We’re going to
be awesome for you tonight.” Chapel’s first three
pitches were balls; one more and the batter would
walk. The next pitch was a strike. The following pitch
was hit so hard by the batter that it looked like a
game-wrecking home run, but one of the outfielders
made a spectacular catch, followed later in the game
by a heroic grab by the catcher, a long throw from
third and a diving stop at third. The catcher was right.
The boys were all there for Billy, and Billy and the
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entire team had a remarkable win that night.
What a fitting analogy of the Christian
community! (See Romans 12:10; Galatians 5:13; 1
Thessalonians 3:12). When I have thrown all that I‘ve
got, I should expect the “boys and girls” to be there
for me—to help me with my weaknesses, to fight for
me when I cannot fight for myself, to bear me up
when I am about to fall. With God helping me, I am
going to give my all for “the boys and girls!” It’s all
for one and one for all!
What practical things can you do to support the
other members of the Sligo community and help
them understand that you are there for them?

WEDNESDAY

Competing Identities

As Christians, we

Most human beings belong to several different
communities and, consequently, have multiple
identities. It is natural that these identities compete
for pre-eminence in our lives. As Christians, we
should not allow culture, nationality, family,
achievements, failures, or possessions to assume
priority over our identity as the members of the
Body of Christ. Problems arise for Christians
when they allow other identities to become more
prominent in their lives.
There are areas of the world where cultural
practices are considered more important than
gospel principles. Christians freely participate

should not allow
culture, nationality,
family, achievements, failures,
or possessions to
assume priority
over our identity
as the members of
the Body of Christ.

in rites associated with death, the initiation of
pubescent girls, and other rituals, with the excuse
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The Apostle Paul
clearly teaches
that in the new
community that
Jesus established,
the kingdom
principles should
control culture and
nationality.

6

Bolsinger, 42.
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that they are fulfilling their traditional responsibilities
and following in the footsteps of their ancestors. In
developed countries, such as the United States, there
is a tendency to look at such practices with disdain
and disgust. However, we also have cultural practices
that are not congruent with Christian principles. Two
that come easily to mind are pervasive materialism
and rampant individualism.
When Mother Teresa first visited the United States,
she was asked by a reporter whether poverty in the
United States was as glaring as in her native Calcutta.
Mother Teresa responded by saying that she had not
seen much poverty of the body in the United States,
but had never seen such poverty of the soul and
such terrible loneliness. We have “a worldview that
says that since we are created as individuals we must
live as independently as possible in order to be fully
human.”6 This viewpoint is in direct contradiction to
the fact that we have been created to discover and
express our humanness in one another. The Apostle
Paul clearly teaches that in the new community that
Jesus established, the kingdom principles should
control culture and nationality (Galatians 3:26-29).
In Mark 3:31-35, Jesus teaches that in the new
community that He came to establish, kingdom
relationships are the relationships that really matter.
They take precedence over blood relationships.
What personal conflicts might we face when we
seek to align our conduct and beliefs with the
biblical community values as opposed to those of
the surrounding culture? How can we resolve such
conflicts?
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THURSDAY

Lessons on Community
from the Lord’s Prayer
Most Christians are familiar with the Lord’s
Prayer (Matthew 6:9-13). However, a better title
for the Lord’s Prayer might be the Disciples’ Prayer,
as it outlines how as followers of Jesus we should
approach God in prayer. The Lord’s Prayer helps us
understand that although there is merit in personal
prayer, God also expects us to approach Him as a
community of faith. Thus, the prayer begins with,
“Our Father” and uses plural pronouns when
referring to Christ’s followers: “Give us today our
daily bread. And forgive us our debts, as we also
have forgiven our debtors. And lead us not into
temptation, but deliver us from the evil one.”
It is evident that as a part of the Body of Christ, I
cannot be so focused on meeting my own needs and
pursuing my own dreams that I become oblivious
to the needs and interests of those around me. The
conduct of the four starving lepers in 2 Kings 7:3-11
provides a practical example as to why we should
not feel fulfilled and comfortable when our needs
are met while the needs of the other members of
our community are not. The Lord’s Prayer reminds
us that we stand or fall together. We are all part of a
circle.
According to Michael Brewer, “The larger we
make the circle included in the words ‘our’ and ‘us’
in the Lord’s prayer, the truer we are to its intent.

The Lord’s Prayer
reminds us that
we stand or fall
together. We are
all part of a circle.

Ultimately, it is meant to be prayed on behalf of all
creation; but it especially includes all of humanity . .
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We cannot recite
the Lord’s Prayer
in the way it was
intended by Jesus
and be oblivious
to the needs, fears,
and anxieties of

. . And through its inclusion of humanity it brings to
expression the picture of how the structure of human
society is built.”7 Rephrasing the Lord’s Prayer into
a personal supplication is unthinkable, according
to Brewer: “[T]he phrase ‘My father, who art in the
heavens’ is already repugnant, but ‘Give me this day
my daily bread’ is even more so.”8 We cannot recite
the Lord’s Prayer in the way it was intended by Jesus
and be oblivious to the needs, fears, and anxieties
of those in our community. Each of us has a persona
larger than our individual selves—any community of
which we are a part.

those in our com-

What personal conflicts might we face when we

munity.

seek to align our conduct and beliefs with the
biblical community values as opposed to those
of the surrounding culture? How can we resolve
such conflicts?

Michael Brewer,
The Social Forms
Implied in the Lord’s
Prayer, http://www.
thechristiancommunity.org/features/
essays-and-articles/
the-social-formimplied-in-thelord%E2%80%99sprayer/. Accessed
November 13, 2017.
7

8

Ibid.

John Donne, “No
Man is an Island,”
https://web.cs.dal.
ca/~johnston/poetry/
island.html.
9
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FRIDAY

Summary and Application
John Donne’s “No man is an island” musings
from the 17th century have stood the test of time
and are as true today as they were when originally
written. Donne wrote that “every man / is a piece of
the continent, a part of the main,” and he explained
that “any man’s death diminishes me, / because I
am involved in mankind.”9 It was Donne’s suffering
from a life-threatening illness that led him to search
for a wider significance in personal and natural
events and to write these lines. In that search, he
concluded that human beings are all interconnected,
finding meaning and fulfillment only as that
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interconnectedness is explored and pursued. Each
one of us has a responsibility to something bigger
and greater than ourselves. It is called humanity.
That humanity may be in our home, on our street, in
our workplace, or in our church.
The church, without question, is the most
significant community, and it is where the new
human identity that Jesus established resides and
where the reality of a community knitted together
by Christ’s love is displayed. When the early church
spoke of koinonia (1 Corinthians 1:9; Philippians
1:5; 1 John 1:3), members were expressing a
concept akin to spiritual intimacy. The church was
not merely a place, a set of social activities, or a
repository of shared beliefs. It was a living, breathing
organism that bound members together in shared
experiences, shared resources, shared sufferings,
shared joys, and shared hope.
If the early church is to be an example to us
today, koinonia or fellowship is not essentially
about participating in an occasional potluck. It is
about sharing our lives with other members of the
community. No one can be a Christian as an isolated
individual. Each person finds his or her Christian
identity in a common life together.

The church, without
question, is the
most significant
community, and it
is where the new
human identity
that Jesus established resides and
where the reality
of a community
knitted together
by Christ’s love is
displayed.

God brought into existence a human race,
not simply a collection of individuals,
giving them a whole network of relationships,
and with collective as well as individual
privileges and responsibilities. Under the
old covenant, he established a special covenant
relationship with a people . . . Under the new
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covenant too, he has a people, joined to him
by faith in Christ . . . Christians are shown not
simply to have an individual relationship with
God, but membership in a community with as
much sense of common interests as was the case
in Old Testament days. 10
How would you describe, in your own words, the
relationship between community and personal
identity?
What changes do you need to make in your life in
order to become an active and productive part of
the community called the church?

G.W. Grogan, The Old
Testament Concept of
Solidarity in Hebrews,
http://tyndalehouse.
com/tynbul/library/TynBull_1998_49_1_10_
Grogan_OTSolidarity.
pdf. Accessed November 13, 2017.
10
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Chapter 7
Community and the World
Barry Casey

SABBATH
What is the World?
Throughout its history, Christianity has had an
ambivalent relation to the world. The ambivalence
lies in the fact that the world is a phrase with
meanings that are multiple and relative to their
times. Frequently, the term is understood as the
created order, the totality of which is spoken of in
Genesis 1 and 2. All things created by God make
up this world—the sky above us, the earth beneath
us; everything that is not fashioned or imagined
by humans. Moreover, the world implies the
power opposed to the kingdom of God, or the
arena of spiritual conflict on this physical Earth
which has been dominated by evil. In other
words, for many Christians there is a world within
the world, a spiritual battleground within the
physical boundaries of planet Earth.
But another meaning for the world is culture,
a word that connotes vast categories of human
endeavor. Culture is the human environment that
flourishes in the natural environment and is made

Throughout its
history, Christianity has had an
ambivalent relation
to the world. The
ambivalence lies
in the fact that the
world is a phrase
with meanings that
are multiple and
relative to their
times.
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The challenge is to
understand what
the world is for us,
who belong to many
different communities, including a
community of faith.

up of language, customs, technology, history, social
organizations, habits, ideas, beliefs, practices, music,
the arts, and values. Culture is what people make
and form—everything from mathematical formulas to
computers, light bulbs, sermons, politics, and prayers.
Furthermore, culture is always social. It is created,
transmitted, received, and nurtured with others. We
shape our culture and then it shapes us. Everything
we think or do or say or make is inextricably linked to
this social foundation, which we create and maintain
and upon which we depend.
When people of faith look at the world, they see
multiple images. There is the natural world that is
given, not produced by us. There is the cultural world,
the objects of which are imagined, thought, and built.
And there is the supernatural world of powers, spirits,
angels, and God.
The challenge is to understand what the world is
for us, who belong to many different communities,
including a community of faith. In this chapter, we will
try to keep these multiple images in view in order to
see more clearly the place that our community of faith
might hold in relation to the world.
What thoughts do you have when you think
of the world?

SUNDAY
Is the World a Problem?
We Christians are often confused about the world.
On the one hand, there is an idea of the world as
something we choose. On the other hand, there is the
obvious fact that we are ultimately part of the world,
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whether we choose it or not.
In the history of the Christian church, the world
has frequently been identified with the sinful and
the immoral, and thus something to be rejected.
The church saw itself as a pilgrim, passing through
history and the world and having to watch itself not
to be tainted by the world. But to regard the world
as merely a physical space filled with lost people
“running to and fro” is to sidestep our calling. The
world is also within us: we wear the clothes of the
world, listen to the music of the world, read the
books of the world, and participate in the economy
of the world. We are an inextricable part of world
relationships, humanitarian endeavors, cultural

The world is also
within us: we wear
the clothes of the
world, listen to the

accomplishments, and altruistic aspirations. Thus, if
we are in the world (an empirical fact) and the world
is in us (a considered judgment), then, as Christians
and human beings, we have a responsibility toward it
(Jeremiah 29:7).
We are faced with a choice: will we reject the world
because it is sinful or will we do what we are called
by Christ to do—work to make the world better, more
free, more loving, more humane? If we choose the
latter, it must be with the recognition that we, like the
world, are both glorious and fallen. It is not a matter
of righteous people stooping to save a fallen world,
but rather struggling people choosing to let God work
through them for the sake of righteousness in the
world.

music of the world,
read the books
of the world, and
participate in the
economy of the
world.

Why should we work for the well-being of a world
headed for destruction? If we do not identify with
the world, how is it possible to do the work of
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Christ in the world?

MONDAY
Our Vocations in the World

As Christians, God
has called us to
work in this world—
to teach, to preach,
to care for, and
to suffer with the
world. But there are
jobs and then there
are callings.
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As Christians, God has called us to work in this
world—to teach, to preach, to care for, and to suffer
with the world. But there are jobs and then there
are callings. A calling is another name for a vocation
(from the Latin vocare, “to call” or “to summon”). If we
are called or summoned to do something for God, we
can be assured that God will supply us with the ways
and means to accomplish it.
Take Moses, for example. God called him to be
the major player in setting His people free. However,
it seems that Moses had a speech impediment;
perhaps he was a stutterer or perhaps he was simply
afraid of public speaking. He probably hoped,
whatever the impediment, that it would be enough
to get him off the hook, but God was having none
of it. “I will give you the words to say,” God said.
Objection overruled.
Or, take Amos or Jeremiah or Ezekiel, each called
by God to speak a prophetic word to Israel. None of
them wanted the job; all of them resisted the call.
Think about Jonah skittering off on a ship headed
in the opposite direction from Nineveh. In fact, it
appeared that if one was angling for the role of a
prophet, Jonah was not right for the job.
Whatever form our individual vocations in the
world may take, fulfilling them will require courage
and sacrifice. It will require courage because God
sets the bar high for us and we won’t get the details
in advance, if ever. So, we walk by faith, not by
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sight. And doing so involves living sacrifice, because
becoming who we are meant to be also means giving
up everything that would come between us and God’s
love.
How do we know if we have received a call? Is
our call related only to what we feel we are good
at and enjoy doing? Does every Christian have a
calling to a particular vocation in the world?

TUESDAY
In the World, Not of the World
This phrase is familiar to us, although it doesn’t
appear in Scripture as such. In John 17, Jesus’ prayer
for unity among believers is not that his disciples be

To be in the world
is to be constantly
confronted with
choices.

taken out of the world, but that they be protected
from the evil one. He also claims that “They do not
belong to the world, just as I do not belong to the
world” (John 17:16; NRSV).
In the first section, we mentioned three meanings
for the world: the physical creation, the spiritual world
that is hidden but present, and the cultural world in
which we are immersed. This text—and this famous
phrase—reverberates through all three worlds. The
challenge is to discern how we may move through
these worlds and still follow our calling in Jesus.
To be in the world is to be constantly confronted
with choices. It can become exhausting. Why couldn’t
God have made us so that choosing the good was
automatic? Instead, God seems to have set it up so
that we need freedom to make our way in the world.
Our freedom to choose means we can work in the
world without fear—fear of the world and fear of
Community and the World
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We are in the
world, the world
God gave us, and
we have the freedom to choose the
good in this world.

failure. Because we are covered with God’s grace, we
can truly take chances, try new things, and step out
in faith. In that sense, the big picture becomes rather
simple. In fact, the tagline for Christians might be:
“Good has gone bad. By the grace of God, shall we
try again?”
We may be overwhelmed by the cruelty and
the suffering of people in the world. We may be
tempted to abandon the world to itself. But this
is our world, the place where we find our calling.
Playwright Christopher Fry writes, “In our plain
defects we already know the brotherhood of man.”
There is much to dare and to try while we are here.
So, when Jesus prays that God will keep us in the
world and protect us from the evil one, there is a lot
at stake. We are in the world, the world God gave
us, and we have the freedom to choose the good in
this world. The purpose and the punchline is Jesus’
prayer of hope about us: “[T]hat all of them may be
one . . . so that the world may believe that you sent
me” (John 17:21).
What would it mean for the Sligo community to
be in the world, but not of the world? How can
we build such a community?

WEDNESDAY
Salt and Light in the World
We are not entirely at home in this world. Yet,
we are called to be the salt of the earth and to
add savor to the world (Matthew 5:13). That is the
paradox in which we live. Christians, people who
see themselves as pilgrims just passing through,
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are also citizens, parents, homeowners, students,
patients, leaders, farmers, manufacturers, and
politicians. Like everyone else, Christians are invested
in this world. It is hard to anticipate the end to the
world when you are trying to build a hospital or take
out a loan for graduate school. How do you live with
one foot on the throttle and the other on the brake?
How are we to be—to act and live—in the world as
people of faith? Two metaphors, salt and light, help
us perceive the vocations that Jesus has for us. The
power of these metaphors is that they are instantly
understandable. Just mentioning them brings
images to mind, and we fill in the gaps.
Consider two things that make salt an apt
metaphor for the way we can work in the world.
First, salt is versatile and can be easily used in many
situations. Likewise, we can be effective witnesses for
Christ wherever we are, through what we say and do,
and how we do it. We do not need heavy equipment,
advertising, or advanced degrees. We speak as the
Spirit leads us, right where we are. Second, and most
importantly, salt is pervasive—a little goes a long way.
It suggests we can add savor in the world quietly
through compassion and humility. This is work that
can be done by individuals within their communities,
person to person, day after day.
The second metaphor, that of light, offers a
contrast to salt. Imagine a city on a hill, says Jesus, its
lights blazing at night for all to see. Imagine lighting
a lamp in your house. You do not hide it, you lift it
up so that it lights every dark corner (Matthew 5:1416). There are times when we are called to stand up,
stand out, and give light to the world. During times

How are we to
be—to act and
live—in the world
as people of faith?
Two metaphors,
salt and light,
help us perceive
the vocations that
Jesus has for us.
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of despair and fear, we must be visible, calling
out injustices where they occur, and offering an
alternative to hopelessness.
In what ways are you salt and light in the
world?

THURSDAY

On the Boundary

It could not have
been easy for Jesus
to be constantly
misunderstood
for reaching out to
those who needed
Him most.
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Christians who are in the world, but not of
the world, may find themselves on the boundary
between the church and the world. They identify
both with the suffering in the world and with
the Christ who suffers for the world. They live
and serve in the world and in the church.
Straddling that boundary can be challenging and
uncomfortable.
Jesus found Himself criticized for counting
among his friends the tax collectors and
prostitutes, the very people some of those in
authority thought of as reprehensible and beyond
salvation. It could not have been easy for Jesus to
be constantly misunderstood for reaching out to
those who needed Him most. After all, he came for
those who were lamed and blinded by sin, not for
those who viewed the world with untrammeled
eyesight and had incorruptible will. The irony,
of course—Jesus’ inside joke—is that everybody
is blind and lame and corrupted but He loves us
anyway. He even asks us to speak in His name to
our fellow patients, both inside the church and
outside.
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Yet, when we, like Jesus, live and work on the
boundary, we too may be misunderstood. The goal
of living out Jesus’ love in the world may be seen by
others in the church as selling out to the world. We
may be seen as the problem, when the real problem
is the great need we all have of Jesus. But we do
have choices.
We can ignore the problem, confront the problem,
or transform the problem. The boundary-dwellers,
those who are committed to following Jesus, will not
be satisfied with the first option. There is too much
at stake. Nor are they willing simply to confront the
problem. Rather, they want to transform it. Their love
for the community and its mission compels them
to work it through. As light and salt they live in the

The goal of living
out Jesus’ love
in the world may
be seen by others
in the church as
selling out to the
world.

church and in the world. They shine light on the
problem and they work quietly and pervasively, like
salt, to transform it. They stay because they believe
that the wounded, broken body of Christ in the world
is a constant healing for the world.
Do you feel that you are living on the boundary
between the world and the church? If yes, how do
you navigate the life on the boundary?

FRIDAY
The Paradoxical Community
There are many paradoxes in Christian life and
we cannot live without them. Teacher and author
Parker Palmer writes of the place of paradox in the
Christian life as “the promise that if we replace
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We are people who
need the Gospel
and who learn it by
living it; what we
add to the mission
comes through
our uniqueness
as individuals and
our solidarity as a
community.

Parker Palmer, The
Promise of Paradox: A
Celebration of Contradictions in the Christian
Life (San Francisco:
Jossey-Bass, 2008),
xxix.
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either-or with both-and, our lives will become larger
and more filled with light.”1 In expanding the
boundaries of our understanding through paradox,
we give ourselves a new way to think in complex
and confusing times. We need another way—the
Christian life involves certainty and safety, but also
faith and risk.
We are boundary-people here in the world
that God gave us, deeply in love with this planet,
yet not entirely at home in this culture, or any
human culture really. We are people who need the
Gospel and who learn it by living it; what we add
to the mission comes through our uniqueness as
individuals and our solidarity as a community.
Spiritual writer Henri Nouwen speaks of the
worshipping community as one that prays together
and waits together in patient expectation. What
are we waiting for? We wait to see the fulfillment
of God’s promise of a new heaven and a new earth,
a city with God at the center. In the meantime, we
live each day by the Word. It is remarkable that as
Christians we are in constant need of what God has
for us. Once is never enough, whether it be prayer,
understanding, acceptance of grace, or the lifeblood
of faith. Every day is another commitment, another
day of saying Yes! to Jesus. We live, yet Christ lives
in us. Another paradox.
We are to work out our salvation with fear and
trembling, yet we are not alone. Each of us stands
alone before the throne of God—we’re told to come
boldly!—yet we are part of a community that is
there to support us. We are to be in the world. The
paradox? To truly be for the world.
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While reading this chapter, was your understanding of the world challenged? If yes, in what ways?
What are the communities in the world in
which you participate? How can you invest your
resources, time, and energies to transforming
these communities for the sake of righteousness
in the world?
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Fostering Community

PART 3
FOSTERING
COMMUNITY

(Chapters 8-10)

Fostering Community
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Chapter 8
Community and Diversity
Olive Hemmings

SABBATH
Understanding Diversity (Acts 10:1-33)
Diversity is the essential nature of creation.
Biological processes thrive on diversity, but
society and its institutions seem to resist it. As
individuals we tend to gravitate toward those
with whom we identify and with whom we feel
comfortable. We also find it difficult to tolerate
those who hold ideas that differ from ours. This
fear of difference leads to hatred and violence.
The problem is that faith communities most
effectively perpetuate this fear in the form of
dogmas and policies. This phenomenon does not
generally appear explicitly, but most often hides
in generally accepted forms; such as projection,
stereotyping, relegation, and delegation.
Projection. Projection is a means by which we
deny the existence of inner conflicts by attributing
them to others.1 We often project our own fears
of diversity on God and then make them into
religious ideologies. For example, in Acts 10:14,
28 we see that the Jews feared the non-Jews,

We often project
our own fears of
diversity on God
and then make
them into religious
ideologies.

Sigmund Freud, Case
Histories II, Penguin
Freud Library (London:
Penguin Press, 1988),
132.
1
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Stereotyping is the
practice of attributing a particular
quality to a group.
This often has the
negative effect of
justifying barriers
against them.

and that became part of their religious dogma of
“common and unclean.”
Stereotyping. Stereotyping is the practice of
attributing a particular quality to a group. This often
has the negative effect of justifying barriers against
them. For example, Peter had to receive a vision from
God before he could enter the house of the Gentile
Cornelius, because he believed that Gentiles were
unclean (Acts 10:28).
Relegation. Relegation is the practice of assigning
to a person or thing a lower position or rank. We often
do this based on the perceptions held about that
person by virtue of race, gender, class, or age. These
factors ought not to occupy a position of prominence,
but gender relegation remains rampant in faith
communities.
Delegation. To delegate means to assign
responsibility in a community. Delegation is a very
good way to organize and divide labor for maximum
efficiency. However, when we base delegation
on stereotyping and relegation we encourage
divisiveness within the community.
Read Acts 10:27. How does it explain the meaning
of Peter’s vision? In what ways do we render
some “unclean” in the church community? What
dogmas do we use to justify these? What policies
do we use to enforce them?

SUNDAY
Diversity in Godhead, Diversity in
Humanity (Genesis 1:27; Exodus 3:14;
John 4:24)
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In Genesis 1:27 we read that God created Adam
in God’s image. The Hebrew word Adam (translated
“man”) in this verse does not mean “man” as in the
male of the species, neither is it a name. The word
for man as in the male of the species is the word ish.
In Genesis 1:27, Adam is a generic Hebrew word
meaning humanity, both male and female. Adam in
this verse is “them”—“male and female.”
In Exodus 3:14, Moses seeks a name from God.
Moses’ question indicates that he perceived of God as
“he” (maybe one of the many gods he was acquainted
with in that culture). God does not reply with a name,
but with the radical declaration—“I AM”. God cannot
be named or identified, because God transcends the
very creation. The language we use for God is human
language. We call it anthropomorphic, meaning that
we transform the divine into human terms such as
“king” and “father” in order to relate more closely to
God.
The word we translate as “Spirit” in the New
Testament is in the neuter gender. The “Spirit” of God
that moved in the creation (and all other uses of the
term in the Old Testament) is in the feminine gender.
We cannot in a literal sense attribute gender to God.
God cannot be absolutely identified in terms of
gender (or any other creaturely category). However,
when we use only male terms to relate to God, it
undermines the idea that the image of God is also
in womankind. Male dominance is contrary to the
Creation story in Genesis. This distortion of the
nature of humanity may lie at the root of the lack of
gender diversity in leadership in the faith community
throughout history.

Adam is a
generic Hebrew
word meaning
humanity, both
male and female.
Adam in this verse
is “them”– “male
and female.”
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Read John 4:24. What does it say about God? How
can this fact transform our thoughts about God and
gender?
Read Genesis 1:28. To whom does God give
dominion over the earth? What does this say
about gender diversity in leadership in the faith
community? How can your language about God
and humanity reflect diversity?

MONDAY
One God, Many Cultures
(Romans 3:29)

Paul builds his argument for Gentile
inclusion on an
unshakable foundation of radical
monotheism.

The phrase in Galatians
3:15 that we translate
“faith in Christ” literally
translates “faithfulness
of Christ”.
2
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The Apostle Paul had a major concern in his
ministry, namely to justify the mission to the Gentiles.
Why did he have to justify it? Jews believed that only
they had access to salvation because God made the
covenant of salvation with them. Others could have
access to salvation, but they must first become Jews.
This is called proselytizing. The most important part of
this process was male circumcision, because this was
the means by which Abraham ratified the covenant
of salvation. Paul argues against this requirement
in his letter to the Galatians, introducing the radical
idea that God’s righteousness is also for Gentiles as
they are, not as they become Jews with all the cultural
norms that involve being Jewish.
The message that Jesus and his followers
preached was the ancient Hebrew prophetic gospel
of righteousness (righteousness meaning justice).
Paul builds his argument for Gentile inclusion on
an unshakable foundation of radical monotheism.
God is the God of all, and Christ’s own faithfulness2
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to God is the only basis for any claim to God’s
righteousness/justice. Paul calls the cultural literalism
of proselytization “works of law” (Galatians 3:10) or
“works of flesh”, and invites believers to be “in Spirit”
(Galatians 5:16; Romans 8:9) or be “in Christ”. This
erodes the distinctions between Jew and Gentile,
slave and free, male and female (Galatians 3:28),
or any other fleshly distinctions, because through
Christ, not through circumcision, all have access to the
righteousness/justice of God.
To be in Christ is to become blind to the fleshly
things of this world—our cultural norms and bodily
forms that hinder full fellowship in the community
of the righteous. A particular lifestyle, worship, race,
gender, or nationality does not recommend us to God.
It is Christ who writes that recommendation with his
own blood.
When we transform our culture into religion,
we subscribe to a religion of flesh, rather than one
of Spirit, and our cultures become gods. When we
provide seats at the table for all regardless of cultural
preferences, we begin to walk in the faith of Christ and
embrace a common humanity springing from One
Source. That is “radical monotheism”—a genuine belief
in one God. True monotheism is not a mere dogmatic
confession, but a full commitment to the cosmic cry for
oneness and peace.

A particular lifestyle,
worship, race, gender, or nationality
does not recommend
us to God. It is Christ
who writes that recommendation with
his own blood.

Is there only one way to be a true Seventh-day
Adventist? Explain your answer.
How does God regard the believer who is not a
Seventh-day Adventist?

Community and Diversity

109

TUESDAY
One Gospel, Many Ways
(1 Corinthians 8:13; 10:29-30)

What actually bears
upon our salvation
is the extent to
which we can all
abide in love in
spite of our differing convictions.

This text and all other
quotations in this chapter are taken from the
New Revised Standard
Version of the Bible.
3
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The text in 1 Corinthians 8:13 is a well-known
passage that is often exposited in sermons. The
focus of responsibility seems to be always on the
one causing the stumble, and never on the one
stumbling. But Paul does hold the one who stumbles
accountable to the same degree as the offender. Paul
believes that while the offender may be insensitive
to the weak, the stumbling one may be intolerant of
diverse convictions within the body of Christ.
The conversation about food offered to idols is
part of a larger conversation in 1 Corinthians about
unity in the diverse and opinionated Corinthian
community. Paul’s call is for unity, not conformity,
because too many of our differences have no real
bearing upon our salvation. What actually bears upon
our salvation is the extent to which we can all abide in
love in spite of our differing convictions. This is how
the conversation develops:
The church is stronger when it focuses on matters
that have real bearing upon our salvation; “Food will
not bring us close to God” (1 Corinthians 8:8).3 Paul
agrees with the strong and knowledgeable believers
in Corinth that “no idol in the world really exists” and
that “there is no God but one” (8:4), but he argues
that since it really matters not whether we eat or
do not eat meat offered to idols, the strong should
refrain from it if it causes the weak to stumble (8:8-9).
Paul holds the “weak” as accountable for unity in
the body as those with “strong conscience.” “For
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why should my liberty be subject to the judgment
of someone else’s conscience? If I partake with
thankfulness, why should I be denounced because of
that for which I give thanks?” (1 Corinthians 10:2930). This is a challenge to those of “weak conscience”
to grow up. It is an exhortation to “not seek your own
advantage, but that of another“ (10:24).
Paul’s summary statement on the matter is found
in 1 Corinthians 10:31-11:1, “Whether you eat or
drink . . . do all to the glory of God . . . .” It is directed
to the entire community, not just the “strong.” Focus
on your relationship with God, rather than stand in
judgment of a fellow believer’s relationship with God
(1 Corinthians 10:30).
Judging others creates chaos in community.
Seeking common ground brings about unity in spite
of our different convictions.

Judging others
creates chaos
in community.
Seeking common
ground brings
about unity in spite
of our different
convictions.

To what extent is your use of 1 Corinthians 8:13 an
attempt to have your own way in the community
of faith?

WEDNESDAY
“Discerning the body of Christ,”
Affirming the Poor
(1 Corinthians 11:29)
Growing up in the church, I discovered that
many people missed communion service because
they feared they might “drink judgment against
themselves” due to some secret sin, or not being
sure that they are “worthy” to partake. What Paul
addressed was a class issue in Roman society that
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had spilled over into the church.4 The passage
regarding the issue (1 Corinthians 11: 17-34) starts
out by telling us what Paul means by partaking in
an “unworthy manner.” It says, “I hear that there are
divisions among you . . . For when the time comes to
eat, each of you goes ahead with your own supper,
and one goes hungry, and another becomes drunk”
(11:18-22).
The behavior of rich members of the Corinthian
community transformed it into a pagan banquet
where the rich separated themselves from the poor
in order to enjoy the best of the feast, leaving the
poor with little or nothing (11:22). Thus the meal had
become a symbol of the oppression of the poor rather
than a celebration of their liberation. It had become
an occasion for class division, rather than a celebration
of our common humanity in hope of liberation. The
passage suggests the rich had a place of honor in the
community, whereas the poor had none.
The background of the communion meal in the
early church was the Jewish Passover—“a sacred
meal and a celebration”5 of God’s deliverance of the
oppressed from the Egyptian bondage. It includes
two phases—the celebration feast and the symbolic
breaking of bread we call “the Lord’s Supper.” A
major feature of the Passover was the intimacy
and fellowship meant to bond Israel in solidarity
repeating the statement: “This is the bread of the
affliction our ancestors ate when they came from
Egypt.”6 In like manner, the Communion Service is
to bond the church as one body in Christ repeating
Christ’s statement “This is my body . . . .”
Those who enter around the Lord’s table to eat
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and drink the symbolic body and blood, having little
regard for the poor and marginal among them, do so
in an unworthy manner and drink “judgment against
themselves.” To “discern the body” is to embrace our
oneness in Christ in hope of a glorious future.

To “discern the
body” is to embrace
our oneness in

We often persist in sinful behavior unconsciously.

Christ in hope of a

Becoming conscious is the beginning of reform.

glorious future.

Discuss various ways in which we unconsciously
enter the Communion Service without “discerning
the body.”

THURSDAY
A New Humanity Embraces Diversity
(Galatians 3:28)
Paul’s encounter with the resurrected Christ was a
great awakening. It gave him a better understanding
of the purpose of God through Christ. He returned
to the Scriptures with clearer lenses. He came to
understand that his Judaic faith and all its mores
and norms do not recommend anyone to God
(righteousness apart from law). God established the
covenant with all humanity, not just the descendants
of Abraham. The Christ event gives access to the
righteousness/justice of God to all, not just those who
practice Judaism.
Paul’s argument in Galatians reveals how the
circumcision requirement is divisive. It means
that millions who do not practice circumcision and
subscribe to other Jewish norms have no hope, even
if they acknowledge God. It also means that women
have no direct access to God’s righteousness/justice.
By abandoning the necessity of circumcision and
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To be in Christ is
to become blind to
the fleshly things
of this world, particularly our cultural
norms and bodily
forms that hinder
full fellowship of all
in the community
of the righteous.

all that goes with it, Paul makes the conclusion that
there is no longer Jew or Gentile, . . . slave or free, . . .
male and female (Galatians 3:28), or any other fleshly
distinctions, because through Christ, not through
circumcision, all have access to the righteousness/
justice of God.
Paul points his readers to that hope of resurrection
that can be realized only as one lives “in Christ.” This
“in Christ” experience he describes as a spiritual
experience over against a fleshly experience. Thus
he uses the terms “in Christ”/“in Lord” and “in spirit”
interchangeably to exhort the church to embrace a
new humanity. When we focus on flesh, we focus on
our historical selves – our race, gender, social class,
nationality, even our religion. We tend to view these
as the indicators of our status before God and in the
community of faith. When we walk by Spirit, the
outward flesh has no significance beyond its ability
to enable us to live our best life. This is the new
humanity in Christ. We stop marking off boundaries
against each other based on racial, national, and
biological differences.
To be in Christ is to become blind to the fleshly
things of this world, particularly our cultural norms
and bodily forms that hinder full fellowship of all in
the community of the righteous.
Can you think of any religious practice that may
hinder your spiritual development?

FRIDAY
Love Outperforms All Differences
(1 Corinthians 13:8-13)
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Diversity is the very nature of existence. Could this
be the Creator’s way of teaching us to love? Too much of
the division, war, and violence comes from the rampant
intolerance toward difference. The Corinthian church
divided over all kinds of issues. 1 Corinthians 13 is a
climactic point at which Paul calls the church to consider
what really matters. It implies that all the controversy
and division over differences emerge from spiritual
immaturity in what really endures—love.
Much too often individuals and groups want to
embrace and affirm only those who look, believe,
and behave as they do. There is a primal fear that
sometimes becomes evident even in a Sligo Church
potluck—the fear of sitting with someone of another
race or even social class. Love teaches us that in spite of
our differences, we are all the same. As Leah Daughtry
says, “you don’t have to be just like me to be just like
me.” We come from one eternal source that cannot
be defined by any one earthly group, or opinion, or
set of doctrines. These earthly things will all perish
with time. We tend to divide over our earthly, partial
understanding of things about which we may never
have a full understanding. Because we are earthbound, our understanding is always changing. But that
understanding must always be defined by love, so that
even though difference may appear threatening, love
quells our fears and makes us one.
The church is not a particular culture to protect, nor
is it a body of doctrines to embrace or dispute. Rather
it is a community of living, breathing believers with
one task—to learn and grow in grace and love in all our
different ways of being.

Much too often
individuals and
groups want to
embrace and affirm
only those who
look, believe, and
behave as they do.
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How is your definition of yourself the same
or different from your definition of the church
community?

11 6
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Chapter 9
Sin in Community
Bogdan Scur

SABBATH
Sin and its Consequences
Even though members of the community
of faith have received Christ as their Savior and
Lord, they still experience real struggle with sin
in their lives. Christians abide “in grace” (Romans
5:2) and “under grace” (Romans 6:14), but they
are not immune to sin’s destructive influences (1
John 1:9; 2:1).
The Word of God offers various perspectives
on sin. The Hebrew word chatha and the Greek
word hamartia, usually translated as “sin,” both
mean “missing the mark,” or “falling short of
a standard.” In 1 John 3:4, we learn that sin is
breaking the law of God. In another text, Romans
14:23, Paul argues that it is a violation of faith. At
the same time, the root, or the core issue of sin
concerns deep and fundamental aspects of our
being. Sin corrupts and darkens the human heart
(Mark 7:21-23; Romans 1:21), the command
center of our entire being. As sin creates a
separation from God, it degrades our minds

Sin corrupts and
darkens the human
heart, the command
center of our entire
being.
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The highest
purpose of human
life is communion
with God and
faithful reflection
of His character.
Whenever we do
not maintain this
communion, sin
takes over.

(1 Timothy 6:5; Romans 8:7-8) and our spiritual
discernment (1 Corinthians 2:14; 2 Corinthians 4:4).
Not even our affections are spared the negative
influence of sin (Titus 3:3; John 3:19).
Sin is reflected in behavior, but it is
fundamentally a question of being, rather than
doing. Sin is disruption of community; it is failing
to be in fellowship with God and with other human
beings.1 The highest purpose of human life is
communion with God and faithful reflection of
His character (Genesis 1:26-27). Whenever we do
not maintain this communion, sin takes over. We
become dissatisfied with our role in God’s creation
and we endeavor to determine our identity and the
purpose of our lives by ourselves. But sin is also
manifested in the breakdown of human community.
Living apart from God, we also violate our role in the
community of faith. Pride and selfishness become
our guiding principles.
We are all born into this dysfunction and are
habitually rebellious against God. Sin is universal
and affects us all (Isaiah 53:6; Romans 3:23; 5:12;
1 John 1:8-10). This means that all families, all
churches, all relationships, all communities, are
afflicted by the bane of sin.
What patterns of sin do you notice in your
life? In what ways are these patterns of sin
manifestations of a broken community with God

Stanley J. Grenz, Theology for the Community
of God (Grand Rapids,
MI: Eerdmans, 2000),
187.
1
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and others? To what extent have you become
comfortable with or tolerant of your sins?

SUNDAY
Our Sin Affects Community
As the disruption of the communion with God,
sin brings disastrous effects into our personal
lives and the lives around us. The story of the Fall
(Genesis 3:10-13) records the beginning of the sin’s
corruption of every important relationship in human
life: communion with God, interaction with other
human beings, harmony with the rest of creation,
and self-acceptance. Ever since sin entered the world,
its influence has been destroying communities
and God’s purpose for community has continued to
decline and even disappear.
The destructive influence of sin is manifested
in our communities primarily though pride and
its myriad expressions. Pride is our core problem
(Proverbs 16:18; James 4:6), and, therefore, it
degrades all our relationships. It seeks to possess
power, to have the last word, to determine principles
of right and wrong, and to use God as a sanction for
its actions.2
Pride and its sinful manifestations create conflicts
in the community of faith. Life in the community of
faith is fundamentally oriented toward others; this
is how the Bible teaches us to relate to our fellow
brothers and sisters in the church (Romans 12:10; 1
Corinthians 10:24). But, pride and selfishness are not
other-oriented. They are self-oriented, so they erode
and destroy the community. A prideful person enters
the public sphere with a predominant drive for selfadulation, self-protection, and self-comfort, and such
blatant and pernicious worship of self creates friction
and resistance in other members of the community. It

Pride is our core
problem and, therefore, it degrades all
our relationships.

Terry D. Cooper, Sin,
Pride & Self-Acceptance:
The Problem of Identity
in Theology & Psychology (Downers Grove,
IL: InterVarsity Press,
2003), 49-55.
2
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Our community
will begin to heal
when everyone
owns the destructive influences,
repents of them
genuinely, and
begins to build a
different legacy.

clashes ferociously with the pride of other believers.
It is in our nature to insist that the reason why our
community is not what it can be, is the sin of other
members. It is somebody else’s fault, certainly not
ours. But, this, of course, is erroneous reasoning.
Because we are all sinners and because sin lives in
all of us, we all harm our community. Our community
will begin to heal when everyone owns the
destructive influences, repents of them genuinely,
and begins to build a different legacy.
How are your sins affecting the community of
faith at Sligo? How does pride manifest itself in
your life and, through you, in the life of the Sligo
community? Take time to pray for forgiveness and
strength to leave the destructive attitudes and
conduct behind.

MONDAY
What is Conflict?
A nervous and agitated brother in the church
snapped at you for no particular reason. Some church
members talked behind your back, gossiping and
spreading rumors in order to destroy your reputation.
You felt compassion and lent a considerable sum of
money to a fellow church member, but he continues
to act as if it never happened. Certain members of our
community act around you as if you are not worthy
of their time and attention. You have been burned
conducting business with some church members. As
you led a casual conversation on a specific topic, a
fellow church member insensitively excoriated your
opinions and humiliated you in public.
12 0
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We all have similar experiences. Some of them
escalated into conflicts among us that may not have
been resolved to this very day. These momentary
and long-term conflicts weaken the fabric of the
community of faith.
Disagreements in the community are to be
expected; many of them are due to our inherent
diversity or simple misunderstandings. But, not
every disagreement becomes a conflict. Conflict
is dispute that arises when other members of the
community refuse to give us what we want, and we
do not want to accept, overlook, or go along with
their refusal. By its nature, conflict is a clash of two or
more individuals who refuse to compromise on their
self-centered inclinations. In James 4:1-2 we learn
that the main cause of conflict among us is that our
passions or pleasures that fight within us demand
their own way and do not get it. Our incessant
desires demand to be satisfied and they dictate the
course of life to us. When they are frustrated and
denied, they often react belligerently and lash out at
anyone who is responsible for denying them.
Therefore, we see that our conflicts are
a consequence of sin. Since pride and selfcenteredness are so deeply ingrained in our hearts,
conflicts arise in our relationships. Our sinful self and
its perennial demand to have its desires satisfied
are the reason why we quarrel and fight, even in the
community of faith.

Our sinful self
and its perennial
demand to have
its desires
satisfied are the
reason why we
quarrel and fight,
even in the community of faith.

Think of the last conflict you had with someone in
the Sligo community? How did you respond to the
conflict? What does your response to the conflict

Sin in Community

121

say about the principles that guided you at the
time of the conflict? How did self-centeredness
manifest itself in you and the other person(s) in
the midst of the conflict?

TUESDAY
Unhealthy Responses
to Sin and Conflict

The same sinful
nature in us that
is still undergoing transformation by the grace
of God is causing
conflicts among
us and leading
us to respond
to them in unhealthy ways.
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Since we are called by God to live in community,
and since all of us are sinners wired to pride and selfcenteredness, conflicts will inevitably arise among
us. We cannot escape conflict in the community of
faith and should not be surprised by it, just as we
should not be surprised by sin in community.
But, the reality is that the community of faith
continues to be surprised by and unprepared
for sin and conflict in its midst, and we react in
unhealthy ways. The same sinful nature in us that
is still undergoing transformation by the grace of
God is causing conflicts among us and leading us to
respond to them in unhealthy ways.
Pride manifested in self-righteousness pushes
us to root out sin in others or win a conflict,
disregarding the ways of God’s grace and ignoring
love, compassion, and patience. We go around and
intrude upon people in the community with whom
we have no close relationships and to whom we did
not demonstrate unconditional love, seeking to get
them right. We insist on continuing confrontation or
escalating differences of opinion in order to prove
the point that we are right and the other person is
wrong. Under the guise of service and ministry to

others, we actually serve our own pride and selfrighteousness by trying to demonstrate our moral
and spiritual superiority.
Pride manifested in the desire for selfpreservation and comfort pushes us to ignore or
disregard sin and conflict. We may feel it is just too
sensitive, too difficult, too messy, and too painful
for everyone involved to confront sin in others and
attempt to resolve conflict. We know from our own
experience how destructive and contentious sins
and conflicts can be, and it makes us crave peace
and tranquility—at all costs. On the other hand, we
are often so consumed with ourselves and our own
concerns that we have neither time nor energy to get
involved in the lives of others. Therefore, deliberately
or inadvertently, we let the torments of spiritual
struggles remain shrouded in secrecy and conflicts
fester and corrode the community.
The Bible continuously warns us not to disregard
sin and conflict in our midst (Matthew 18:15; Luke
17:3; Galatians 6:1; Ephesians 4:25-26; Hebrews
3:12-13; James 5:19-20). Biblically speaking, the
community of faith does not have an option of
ignoring or disregarding sin and conflict in its midst.

Biblically
speaking, the
community of
faith does not
have an option
of ignoring or
disregarding sin
and conflict in
its midst.

What is the greater temptation for you: to selfrighteously pursue sin in others, or to ignore
and disregard it? How would you evaluate the
Sligo community’s attitude to sin and conflict in
its midst? Which unhealthy attitudes does our
community manifest?
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WEDNESDAY
Dealing with Sin in Community

The community
has a responsibility to regain a
sinning brother
or a sinning sister by lovingly
confronting sin
in its midst.
We cannot
justify, ignore,
or disregard sin,
if we are to obey
Jesus.
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Jesus gave us the principles to deal with sin
in community. In Matthew 18:15-17, He teaches
His disciples in all historical periods what to do in
case sin is discovered in the midst of them. Jesus’
instructions are challenging, because they go
against the spirit of our time and against our natural
inclinations.
According to verse 15, the responsibility for
addressing sin in the community is on each member
of the community. Jesus says that those who have
been sinned against, and those who have sinned
against others (Matthew 5:23), are first to speak
about the sin to the other party personally, faceto-face. This specific instruction, however, does not
mean that the community members should not
address sins that do not involve them personally
(Galatians 6:1). The community has a responsibility
to regain a sinning brother or a sinning sister by
lovingly confronting sin in its midst. We cannot
justify, ignore, or disregard sin, if we are to obey
Jesus.
If face-to-face interaction does not produce
results, the number of those involved in dealing
with sin should still be small. We are to seek help
of no more than one or two persons. On one hand,
involving other persons is a gesture of humility, for
they are called upon out of acute awareness that
either party in the conflict may not understand the
situation accurately. They are needed to provide a
different perspective on the situation, help establish

facts, and remove any possible misunderstandings.
On the other hand, the number of those involved
should remain small because everything should be
done to communicate the intent to love the person,
regain them, and preserve their reputation.
It would be great if these steps were to result in
acknowledgment of sin and genuine repentance. But,
if they do not help, we should not let the sinner just
be and give up any further attempt to restore them.
As hard as it is for us to contemplate or practice the
art of reconciliation, we should follow the instructions
of Jesus when it is necessary to involve the entire
community in dealing with sin among us. Having to
deal with sin in public enables the community to see
the odious nature of sin and recoil from it; it raises the
reality of grace and the possibility of repentance, and
it teaches the entire community how to deal with sin.3

As hard as it
is for us to
contemplate or
practice the art
of reconciliation, we should
follow the
instructions of
Jesus when it is
necessary to involve the entire
community in
dealing with sin
among us.

Why is it important for us as a community to take
the instructions of Jesus on responding to sin
seriously? What sins are considered worthy of
community action? Of the more limited, one-onone, approach? Which instruction mentioned in
Matthew 18:15-17 would be most difficult for you?
Explain your answer.

THURSDAY

Mark Dever and Jamie
Dunlop, The Compelling Community: Where
God’s Power Makes
a Church Attractive
(Wheaton, IL: Crossway,
2015), 178.
3

Dealing with Conflict in Community
In their concise and practical book on conflict
resolution, Ken Sande and Kevin Johnson share some
sound counsel.4 They offer four general principles that
we need to keep in mind if we want to bring peace out

Ken Sande and Kevin
Johnson, Resolving Everyday Conflict (Grand
Rapids, MI: Baker
Books, 2011)
4
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What brings glory
to God in our
conflicts is trusting God, obeying
God’s will, and
emulating the
character of God.
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of the discord in our communities.
Bring God Into Your Conflict. In the heat of a
conflict, we are usually fiercely engrossed in using all
our verbal skills and arguments to win the dispute
and prove our superiority. Our attention is completely
horizontal. Against our natural inclination to keep
talking in the midst of a conflict and demonstrate
how great we are, we have to stop, lift our hearts
up, and ask ourselves what would demonstrate the
greatness of God. What would bring glory to God
(1 Corinthians 10:31)? In our conflicts we either
demonstrate that we have a big God or that we have
a big sense of self. What brings glory to God in our
conflicts is trusting God, obeying God’s will, and
emulating the character of God.
Own Your Part of a Conflict. In our conflicts we
quickly tend to assign the blame to the other person,
maximizing his or her culpability and minimizing
our own. However, if we want to resolve our conflicts,
we need to begin by acknowledging our own
contribution to these conflicts. Jesus teaches us in
Matthew 7:3-5 that we cannot even see our conflict
properly, until we recognize our contribution to it. To
fully own our part in a conflict, we have to admit it to
ourselves, confess it fully and specifically to the other
person, change our behavior, and ask for forgiveness.
Help Others Own Their Part of a Conflict. This step
in dealing with conflict is difficult and sensitive and
should not be done by persons too eager to correct
others. Often we are very reluctant to confront others,
but we have to do it out of obedience to God and love
for our fellow believer who may be “caught in a sin”
(Galatians 6:1). Our mission is to mend and restore,

not to deride and humiliate. We should approach
the other person face-to-face, listening carefully,
and prayerfully discerning the methods that are
appropriate to the situation and the needs of our
fellow believer.
Giving Forgiveness and Arriving at a Reasonable
Solution. Offering forgiveness enables us to move
beyond solving a problem to restoring a relationship.
We are capable of truly forgiving others only as we
remember how God forgives us (Ephesians 4:32).
Forgiveness is a difficult and costly action when
we decide not to hold the offence against others. It
involves entrusting the offence against us to God
and granting forgiveness whenever the other person
repents. Only then full restoration of the relationship
is possible.
Are you in conflict with anyone in the Sligo

Offering forgiveness enables us
to move beyond
solving a problem
to restoring a
relationship.

community? If yes, how can you apply the
principles from this section to resolve the
conflict?

FRIDAY
Investing in Love
To a significant extent, we are all products
of our environment and culture. In a church as
diverse as Sligo, with more than seventy different
ethnic backgrounds and some 140 languages, it
is not too difficult to upset someone, especially if
we do not understand their cultural background.
Misunderstanding and false assumptions are bound
to happen in the midst of such diversity. However, in
Jesus Christ we are all one true family tied to each
Sin in Community
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We need to
accept the reality
of human weakness—our own
and that of other
members of the
community.

5

Ibid, 107.
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other, not by our blood but by His blood, and we
must learn to live in harmony.
We need to accept the reality of human
weakness—our own and that of other members
of the community. When we take this reality into
consideration, we are not as surprised by sin and
conflict among us. To be sure, we do not celebrate
or relish sin and conflict, but we are not bent out of
shape when they happen.
Genuine love for one another teaches us not
to be distraught when difficulties happen in the
community of faith. It teaches us to have patience
and makes us bold to take risks with other sinners.
There is no other attitude or power that binds us
to one another into a true community as love.
Love is of God and from God; it alone covers a
multitude of sins (1 Peter 4:8) and fulfills the law
of God among the people of God perfectly (Romans
13:8-10). Our efforts to be at peace may not be
reciprocated, or the process of reconciliation may
be difficult, frustrating, and protracted. Permanent
and steadfast commitment to love others, even
those with whom we are in a bitter conflict, keeps
us from descending into a life of defeat by anger,
enmity, and vindictiveness.5 Moreover, when we
love unconditionally, we emulate God who loves us
with such love in order to change our incorrigible
hearts. Finally, relentless love preserves and unifies
the community of faith and prepares it ahead of time
to deal with sin and conflict.
Sligo members and Sligo community have to
invest in love. When we seek God and trust Him
to empower us to pursue love and nurture love in

our hearts and our community, we choose “a more
excellent way.” Wonderful things will take place
among us when we love each other faithfully and
unconditionally.
Practically, what would it mean for you to invest in
love? How can we do this in the Sligo community?
Is there a member of the Sligo community with
whom you need to reconcile? How can you begin
that process?
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Chapter 10
The Word of God in Community
Joseph Khabbaz

SABBATH

2 Timothy 3:16;

Introduction

1 Peter 1:22–23;

In the main sanctuary of Sligo Church, Bibles are
conveniently located at the back of each pew. On
a typical Sabbath morning, everyone is invited to
take one, turn to the chapter and verse shared, and
read along.
The visual of having several Bibles in each pew
of Sligo Church would suggest that the Word of
God is the foundation of our church. To add to the
visuals, we have multiple Bibles in our homes.
You can probably picture in your mind copies of
the Bible laying around, or lining the bookshelf
in your living room. Bibles in the church, Bibles in
homes. Could there be any doubt that the Word of
God saturates and guides every aspect of our life as
community?
Meanwhile, poll after poll reveals that the
overwhelming majority of Christians, even a
majority of churchgoers, do not read their Bibles
regularly. Not very many church members study
Scripture daily, or meet with fellow members

John 17:17;
Deuteronomy 8:3;
Romans 10:17;
James 1:22
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The Bible defines
our identity and
rallies us around
community. As

to share what they learned from the Bible. Is it a
surprise then that church attendance is sporadic?
Should we be baffled that we face significant
challenges of community in the Christian Church?
The Bible is not just a devotional book that we
dutifully read together in our church services and on
religious occasions. We cannot read it with the same
attitude as when we take cough medicine. Rather,
the Bible is the book that reads us. It is the book
that transforms us, as individuals and as church.
The Bible defines our identity and rallies us around
community. As we open it and read it in community,
God calls us to understand our true condition and
change together through its power. God invites
Christian communities to be transformed through
His Word.

we open it and

Have you ever witnessed the power of God’s

read it in com-

Word in the church, your own life, or in other

munity, God calls

communities to which you belong? If you have,

us to understand

how was that power manifested?

our true condition
and change

SUNDAY

together through

The Word of God Constitutes
Community (2 Timothy 3:16)

its power.

History is very important for Christian faith and
the people of God understood themselves in light
of the history told by the Word of God. The people
of Israel passed the story of God’s dealings with
their ancestors from generation to generation. The
echoes of the exodus from Egypt, rebellion in the
desert, God’s faithfulness and forgiveness, idolatry
in the Promised Land, judgment of the exile and

13 2
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the return, thoroughly permeate the pages of the
Old Testament. There is no doubt that the memory
of the past pulsated with vibrancy and vitality in the
midst of God’s people. The people of Israel regularly
remembered it, reminded each other of it, and
understood themselves to be at all times right at the
center of this story. As they consistently retold the
story of their ancestors, they learned and relearned
who they were.
The Word of God tells the real and authoritative
story of the community of faith and defines its
place and role in history. We, the community of God
at present time, need to hear the story of God as
well. In order to orient ourselves in the present, we
need to hear the story of our past and our future.1
The Bible is the only book that tells us where we
come from, who we are, what is our heritage, what
is our role in the history of salvation, and where
we are ultimately going. The Word of God is so
essential for our self-understanding as individuals
and community that without it there would be no
community of faith.
In 2 Timothy 3:16, we learn that the Holy Spirit
uses the words of Scripture to instruct us. The Word
of God establishes our identity as community and as
individual members of that community. It teaches
us how we become members of the community
of faith and what it means to be a member of the
community. Therefore, an urgent imperative before
us as individual members of the Sligo community
and before the entire church is to understand how
the Word of God defines and constitutes us as the
people of God.

The Word of God
is so essential for
our self-understanding as
individuals and
community that
without it there
would be no community of faith.

Stanley J. Grenz, Theology for the Community
of God (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 2000), 390.
1

The Word of God in Community

133

What is your personal identity in light of the Word
of God? What is the identity of Sligo Church? How
would you define your role and the role of Sligo
church in the history of salvation?

MONDAY
The Word of God
Transforms Community
(1 Peter 1:22-23; John 17:17)

Is it possible for
us at Sligo to
have a community where there
are no masks, and
loving honesty
permeates all our
relationships?

Quoted in Scot
McKnight, 1 Peter:
The NIV Application
Commentary (Grand
Rapids: Zondervan,
1996), 91.
2
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Spiritual author and former seminary professor
Howard Snyder diagnoses a particularly concerning
malady of the Church. He writes, “The church today
is suffering a fellowship crisis . . . In a world of big,
impersonal institutions, the church often looks like
just another big, impersonal institution . . . One
seldom finds within the institutionalized church
today that winsome intimacy among people where
masks are dropped, honesty prevails, and that
sense of communication and community beyond
the human abounds—where there is literally the
fellowship of and in the Holy Spirit.”2
Is it possible for us at Sligo to have a community
where there are no masks, and loving honesty
permeates all our relationships? Can we be a
community that is supernaturally inclusive and
supernaturally deep? The power and love of our
God give us every reason to believe that such a
community is possible. But, how can a community
like this be forged?
In 1 Peter 1:22-23, we learn that spiritual
transformation is a necessary foundation for a loving
community of faith. Mere intellectual assent to a
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community’s belief system is inadequate. There has
to be a transformation, so complete and profound
that it is likened to a new birth. 1 Peter 1:23
associates the new birth experience of a Christian
community with seed. It states that there are two
kinds of seed—corruptible and incorruptible. When
our communities are generated by corruptible seed,
however innocuous that seed may be, their vitality
is weakened and they cannot reflect all the glorious
divine ideals for the community of faith. However,
when communities are formed from incorruptible
seed, they become transformed and their actions of
sincere love resemble God’s vision. Apostle Peter says
that this incorruptible seed is the Word of God, which
is active and eternal.
We cannot have a supernatural and loving
community at Sligo without being increasingly
sanctified. In his gospel, John recorded a prayer of
Jesus, “Sanctify them by the truth; your word is truth”
(John 17:17; NIV). Jesus is praying for the community
of believers when He prays “sanctify them.” Then
he states that the means of sanctification is God’s
Word. The Word of God has the power to sanctify
a community of believers. Therefore, the Word of
God does not only define us and constitutes us as
community, but also leads to sanctification.
How can Sligo church respond to perceived lack of
transformation in church communities? How does

The Word of God
does not only
define us and
constitutes us
as community,
but also leads to
sanctification.

the eternal Word of God live in a community of
faith?
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TUESDAY
The Word of God Sustains Community
(Deuteronomy 8:3)

If you want to
persuade someone that they do
not live on bread
alone, would you
give them bread
as a part of your
argument?
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The most recurring word in Deuteronomy 8:3 is the
word you. Even though this is second person singular
you, Moses is speaking to the entire people of God as a
community. Moses reminds the people of God that as a
community they suffered together with hunger, and as
a community they received God’s sustenance together
through the manna which God provided and through
the word that God spoke to them. God chose to save
and prosper a nation, not just unrelated individuals.
Still, this verse presents an apparently oddsounding argument. It claims that God humbled His
people and let them hunger and fed them with very
material food—manna—so that they would understand
that they do not live on material food alone, but on
every word of God. If you want to persuade someone
that they do not live on bread alone, would you give
them bread as a part of your argument? But this was
a different kind of bread—the one the people of God
did not know and did not bake themselves. It was the
bread of miracle, provided without any effort on the
part of the people at all. It was the bread of God. When
the people of God were in need they could not go and
sow wheat or rye in the middle of the Sinai desert.
Their only hope was God and His all-powerful Word.
Therefore, even manna was the proof that they were
entirely dependent on God and His Word!
Another reason why the bread is a part of this verse
and this argument is that the community of faith
needs to know that the Word of God props them up
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in a similar way that the bread does. Just like bread,
the Word of God is the basic sustenance of life. It is
the bottom-line fare of life that fills our souls the way
bread fills our bellies. It satisfies and holds us for a
long time. It puts strength into our limbs and sends us
into a new day. This is what the Word of God does for
us as individuals and community.
How do you feel when you eat a piece of hearty
bread? In what ways does this experience resemble
what the Word of God does for us as individuals
and community? As you eat your bread this week,
remember the sustaining power of the Word of God.

Just like bread, the
Word of God is the
basic sustenance
of life. It is the
bottom-line fare
of life that fills
our souls the way
bread fills our
bellies.

WEDNESDAY
Hearing the Word of God as Community
(Romans 10:17)
According to Romans 10:17, the faith of a
community depends on hearing the Word of God.
Therefore, hearing Scripture is essential in the life of a
community. The most prominent and visible venue for
hearing the Word of God in the community is listening
to a sermon (see Romans 10:14). The role of preaching
is to give the community an encounter with God
through His Word, so the sermons that the community
hears should be biblical. What it means, is that the
exposition and application of the Word of God should
normally take precedence over any other element
of a sermon. In the present moment of the history
of Christian Church, when a sermon is imagined in a
myriad different ways, we need to remember that the
promise of faith is associated with the Word.
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Studying the Bible
together as a community can be one
of the best ways to
grow in our faith,
as we discover
the viewpoints of
others that can enhance our biblical
understanding.

Preaching is very important, but not the only way
a community hears the Word of God. A community
can leverage its sermons in teaching its members
how to carefully listen to Scripture. Sermons have a
great potential for demonstrating to the community
members how they should study the Bible
individually and in groups. Sermons do not have to
turn into lectures on biblical interpretation, but they
could practically demonstrate methods of Bible Study.
Studying the Bible together as a community can
be one of the best ways to grow in our faith, as we
discover the viewpoints of others that can enhance
our biblical understanding. True church community
should be a safe haven for those seeking to have their
major questions answered, doubts healed, and fears
comforted. Imagine what our Sligo church community
would be like if we took more time to listen to the
Word of God together!
Do you feel that here at Sligo we need more of a
culture change than a behavioral change, when
it comes to listening together to the Word of
God? How can we immerse all our meetings and
interactions in Scripture? How can your individual
life contribute to this culture change?

THURSDAY
Living the Word of God as Community
(James 1:22)
As important as hearing the Word of God is for a
community of faith, it is insufficient. In James 1:22,
we learn that hearing the Word, without going any
further, is not acceptable in God’s eyes. The Word
13 8
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of God is not meant to be only heard, but obeyed
and lived. Jesus himself said as much in His Great
Commission when, in Matthew 28:20, He argued
that an essential characteristic of the community of
His disciples is obedience to His commandments.
Obedience to His Word is a central element of His
great missionary mandate to the Church.
Therefore, there is a great imperative before us as
the Sligo community: we have to obey and live the
Word of God and we have to teach the people of the
world to do the same. The ultimate goal of all our
sermons, all our services, all our ministries, and all
our small groups has to be the obedience to the Word
of God.
As a community, Sligo church has made important
and intentional strides to be obedient to the gospel.
In the past our church was predominantly made
up of Caucasian church members. However, during
the 1960’s and 1970’s a more faithful listening
to Scripture caused Sligo church to grow in the
area of social awareness. Sligo began to see its
responsibility towards social justice with a much
broader perspective. The church began to open
its doors to the homeless and placed a priority on
racial reconciliation. Because of Sligo’s courageous
and Christ-centered work, it is a different and more
diverse church today than it was 50 years ago.
Our history is evidence of what a community can
accomplish when the Word of God takes root and
lives among us.
But, we are not perfect and have much work ahead
of us, if we want to stay obedient to the Word of God.
As we walk the journey of obedience, we have to keep

The ultimate goal
of all our sermons,
all our services,
all our ministries,
and all our small
groups has to be
the obedience to
the Word of God.
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As we walk the
journey of obedience, we have
to keep in mind
that genuine
faithfulness to
the Word of God
is best nurtured
in community, in
an atmosphere
of accountability,
authenticity, and
encouragement.

in mind that genuine faithfulness to the Word of God
is best nurtured in community, in an atmosphere of
accountability, authenticity, and encouragement. All
of us, Sligo members, need to gather regularly in
smaller groups to share with one another progress
we are making, or lack thereof, in living the Word
of God. These meetings have to be marked by
authenticity, for when we are unable to be authentic
and honest with ourselves and one another we
cannot have real community. Finally, we need to be
patient with each other, for we are all striving against
sin, and we cannot tire of encouraging each other
with the hope of the gospel.
How would you evaluate your own progress in
living the Word of God? In what ways can you serve
others in the Sligo community in their efforts to be
obedient to the Word of God?

FRIDAY
Summary and Application
On August 5, 1888 Ellen White wrote, “The Word
of God is the great detector of error; to it we believe
everything must be brought. The Bible must be our
standard for every doctrine and practice . . . We are
to receive no one’s opinion without comparing it
with the Scriptures. Here is divine authority, which
is supreme in matters of faith. It is the word of the
living God that is to decide all controversies.”3
Ellen White wrote these words during a time
when the Adventist church community almost split.
It was during the theological crisis of 1888 that
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Seventh-day Adventists discovered that a person
could be an Adventist, but it did not necessarily mean
they were Christian. The theological discussions
of the time were so toxic and not Christ-like that it
threatened to end the Adventist community that had
recently been formed and was growing. The central
issue of the crisis was that the Adventist church had
lost sight of what kept the church unified. Certain
leaders within the church sought to utilize unbiblical
methods to resolve biblical issues. Ellen White boldly
and unequivocally spoke up against this approach
and sought to draw the attention of the church
community back to Scripture. She understood the
importance and relationship between the study of
Scripture and a unified church community.

Ellen White
understood the

What habits can you put in place to read the Bible

importance and

more consistently? What can you do to ensure that

relationship be-

the Word of God lives in you this week and into the

tween the study

future?

of Scripture and
a unified church
community.

In what practical ways can the Bible create
community in Sligo church? How can we as a church
make the Bible more accessible to the community
both inside and outside the church?

Ellen G. White, 1888
Materials Volume 1
(Washington, DC:
Ellen G. White Estate,
1987), 201.
3
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Chapter 11
Worshipping Community
Bogdan Scur

SABBATH
Where are we today?
There are many wrinkles to the story of
worship in the Christian Church today. One of the
most disconcerting is that worship attendance
is in continuous decline. Even though there are
segments of Christianity that are growing in
membership and attendance, the overall picture
of worship attendance gives reason for concern.
Contrary to our perceptions and estimations, it
appears that worship attendance is less than we
have always thought.1
These national and cultural worship
attendance trends are manifested locally as well.
Granted, there is good news and bad news about
our present situation. The good news is that
corporate worship is the best attended activity in
most churches. Many of us realize the importance
and centrality of a congregation gathered for
worship. It seems safe to say that no other formal
or informal function or activity in many churches
is as well attended.

See, for example,
Michael Lipka, What
surveys say about
worship attendance
– and why some stay
home, http://www.
pewresearch.org/facttank/2013/09/13/
what-surveys-sayabout-worship-attendance-and-why-somestay-home/. Accessed
November 13, 2017.
1
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Our hope is that
the Sligo community of faith
would experience
a fresh conviction
of the centrality
of worship in the
community of faith
and act on the
imperative of worship attendance
and participation.

This text and all other
quotations in this
chapter are taken from
the English Standard
Version of the Bible,
unless otherwise
stated.
2
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The bad news is that it is still a small percentage
of membership that regularly attends worship
services, and even more disconcerting news is
that this percentage is presently on a declining
trajectory. It seems easy to grow a bit tired and
bored with weekly witnessing and rejoicing
together. Acknowledging the church community as
a miracle of God’s grace is beginning to grow old.
Worship attendance and participation in church
activities fall very short of God’s vision for His
community presented in Scripture: “Let everything
that has breath praise the Lord”2 (Psalm 150:6).
Discomforting reality is that many upon whom
we rely to sing faith into our lives, to hold our
hands and our lives in prayer, to support us, and to
challenge us, are not with us. We sorely miss them,
because we know them and we love them. But we
also deeply miss them in the most objective sense—
our community is weaker for their absence.
We cannot afford to look the other way and
pretend that we do not have challenges. Therefore,
the remainder of this chapter will highlight the
biblical vision and significance of corporate worship
for the community of faith and the ways worship
defines and forms the community. Our hope is that
the Sligo community of faith would experience a
fresh conviction of the centrality of worship in the
community of faith and act on the imperative of
worship attendance and participation.
What is the worship attendance that you perceive
at Sligo church on a weekly basis? Are you
attending each week? In your estimation, is your
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worship attendance pattern part of the problem or
part of the solution?

SUNDAY
The Imperative of Worship
for the Community of Faith
Worship is the highest calling of every Christian
and the preeminent task of every church. It is the
only eternal activity of both the believer and the
church. We Christians often think that mission is
the central purpose of the church, but mission and
evangelism have a higher rationale. We take the
gospel to our neighborhoods and to the far corners
of the earth to call all people to their God because,
“Great is the Lord, and greatly to be praised” (Psalm
145:3). God desires to be worshipped (Psalm 96:9)
and that is why we announce His glory and His deeds
among the nations of the world (Psalm 96:3-4). One
day the work of evangelism will end because in
the eternal kingdom of God all will know Him and
there will be no need to convince anyone about Him
(Jeremiah 31:34). Therefore, in the present age we
can neglect neither evangelism nor worship.
Communities of faith have been gathering
together for millennia to worship God in response
to His revelation in creation and salvation. We can
never have enough of the beauty revealed to us
in the created order. The grace of the Tuscan hills,
azure waters of the Caribbean, majesty of the Grand
Canyon, splendor of the redwoods, smell of the
summer rain, elegance of flamingoes, the purity of
a new-born child, all awaken songs and praises to

Worship is the
highest calling of
every Christian
and the preeminent task of every
church. It is the
only eternal activity
of both the believer
and the church.
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We can never get
over our salvation.

God from whom all these miracles come (Revelation
4:11; Psalm 95:1-5; 104:24-25). But even more so, we
gather together to remember and celebrate God, who
saved us. We can never get over our salvation. We are
ever-stunned how God saved our family of faith from
the house of slavery in Egypt in the Old Testament
(Exodus 20:2). And we are ever-enthralled and everriveted by the incarnation, crucifixion, and resurrection
of the Son of God on our behalf. Our love, our songs,
and our praises are delighted captives to His beauty
and glory forever (Revelation 5:11-13).
Worship is a profoundly countercultural activity
of the community of faith. The community gathers
together to praise the Other, God, in a culture that
prizes self-sufficiency and self-obsession. That is
why refusing or neglecting to gather together and
participate in worship is rejecting God’s unique way to
wean us away from our self-absorption.
Do you live up to the imperative of worship as an
individual and as a member of the Sligo Seventh-day
Adventist Church? Do you long with all of your being
to worship God for His creation and salvation?

MONDAY
Individual or Corporate?
Love and enjoyment of nature is a significant part
of the Adventist ethos and lore: we enjoy Sabbath
walks in the nature; we love to listen to and learn
about God’s miracles of creation; we advocate naturefriendly health principles; and we invest significant
resources as a denomination in studying the natural
world and relating it to the biblical revelation of God
as Creator. It is not a stretch to assume that we may
14 8
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want to substitute a stroll in the park, camping in
the mountains, or spending a weekend by the sea
for congregational worship. We may think that it
is sufficient to pay our homage to the Sabbath if
we worship alone, without unnecessary noise and
without mingling with “unpleasant” people.
However, the biblical revelation testifies that our
eternal and preeminent duty of worship is primarily
corporate activity. Even though the Bible intimates
that worship involves all of life (Romans 12:1-2; 1
Corinthians 10:31), and that we should worship God
personally (Psalm 42:1-2; John 4:23-24), its main
emphasis is on worship as something that the entire
community does when it gathers together. God
expects each one of us to participate in corporate
worship (Psalm 113:1; 149:1; Hebrews 10:25). It is
not an option for a Christian; it is a requirement for
every believer. Thus, when we are not in corporate
worship, we are not fulfilling the purpose of our
existence and we are depriving God of the praises we
ought to give Him in the congregation of His people.
As we think of the church and our worship
attendance, some of us may have strong convictions
like, I am not getting much from Sabbath morning
worship! or, On Saturday morning I would rather be
anywhere else but in church! or, Nobody in the church
seems to care much about me! Our experiences and
our convictions certainly matter, but our ultimate
standard and motivation has to be, What does God
desire? And God desires that all the earth would
worship Him (Psalm 66:4; 86:9; 117:1), so to all of
us He says, Come! (Psalm 95:1-2, 6; 100:1-2). And
in our attempt to be faithful to what God desires, the

God expects
each one of us
to participate in
corporate worship.
It is not an option
for a Christian; it is
a requirement for
every believer.
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example of our Lord Jesus Christ should compel and
encourage us (Luke 4:16).
Is it sometimes easier to skip Sabbath morning
service and spend that time in nature or in some
other way? If so, how could you regain a desire
for corporate worship? What convinces you that on
Sabbath morning you should be in church?

TUESDAY
Preaching and Community

Preaching is a
central element
of our worship
service and it
builds community in diverse
ways.
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Preaching is a central element of our worship
service and it builds community in diverse ways. One
of the most prominent ways is by teaching to us and
reminding us of our foundational story. Since Sligo
Church is a very diverse community with different
ethnic backgrounds, languages, passions, interests,
and concerns, that we are together in one loving and
caring fellowship and that we feel deep invisible,
yet real, connections with one another, is a miracle
of God (1 Peter 2:10). What holds us together in the
same community is, fundamentally, the story of the
gospel, proclaimed and taught to us in our Sabbath
sermons. The sermons present to us the narrative of
the incarnation, crucifixion, and resurrection of our
Lord Jesus Christ that gives us identity as community
and creates the passion, care, and concern that we
have for one another.
Our sermons build and strengthen our community
by teaching us how to be a community. The Word of
God has supernatural and incomparable power to
pierce and dispense with our moral pretenses and
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self-delusions (Hebrews 4:12). Therefore, when the
Word of God is proclaimed, it exposes the follies of
our practical conduct and confronts our moral failures:
“preach the word; be ready in season and out of
season; reprove, rebuke, and exhort, with complete
patience and teaching” (2 Timothy 4:2). Our pastors
work diligently to instruct us about what it means to
be the true biblical community and how should we act
as members of this community. We should listen to
their sermons with eagerness and anticipation that we
will learn how to genuinely love each other and how
to demonstrate this love in practical ways (see Romans
12:9-21).
The Holy Spirit works though the preaching of the
Word of God to make the community alive. Jesus said,
“It is the Spirit who gives life; . . . The words that I have
spoken to you are spirit and life” (John 6:63). The
Spirit of God is the life-giving power (Ezekiel 36:27;
37:9-10). When the Word of God is proclaimed in our
sermons, the Spirit of God unites with the Word to
accomplish the work of the Word in our hearts and
lives (1 Thessalonians 1:5; 1 Corinthians 2:4; Galatians
3:2). The Holy Spirit uses the mode of the proclaimed
Word to transform our lives and enable us to live the
Word of God as community.

Our sermons build
and strengthen
our community by
teaching us how to
be a community.

Reflect on last week’s sermon. How did it help you
understand who we are as a community of faith and
how we should act as a community? How did the
Holy Spirit speak to you in the last sermon? Prepare
to listen the next sermon with the same anticipation.
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WEDNESDAY
Singing and Community

There is something wondrous
and wonderful
when a community of faith sings
to God.
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There is something wondrous and wonderful
when a community of faith sings to God (Ephesians
5:19; Colossians 3:16). For one, as we sing and
make music, we forge community across history,
across geographical regions, and across ethnic and
social boundaries. We sing songs like The Lord’s My
Shepherd with lyrics that reach back all the way to
David; and Be Thou My Vision that is dated to the
eighth century; and A Mighty Fortress Is Our God
from the sixteenth century. These hymns unite us
with the heroes of Christian tradition who are long
gone but whose faith still lives in us and through
us. They are ours and we are theirs. We sing songs
like the Polish carol Infant Holy, Infant Lowly; and
the African American spiritual Give Me Jesus; and
the song of dying Henry Francis Lyte Abide With Me;
and the Appalachian song What Wondrous Love is
This. Singing these songs, we embody the breath
of the Christian experience across the world, and
we become part of a community that embraces the
oppressed, dying, lonely, and disconsolate.
As we sing the songs and hymns of diverse
Christian traditions, we join a great cloud of
witnesses (Hebrews 12:1) across time and across
the world. Our local community of faith joins the
voices which reverberate through the epochs
of the past history. But our singing does not
make us only a historical community; it defines
us as the eschatological community. We sing in
anticipation and with the foretaste of the day when
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a great multitude will sing a new song to the Lamb
(Revelation 14:1-3).
Meanwhile, our singing creates a sense of unity
in our local church (Colossians 3:15-16). As beautiful
as the songs and music of trained musicians among
us are, there is an even more lovely sound in our
church: “The most beautiful instrument in any
Christian service is the sound of the congregation
singing.”3 Congregational singing has to have a
most prominent place in worship services. As we sing
each other’s favorite hymns and songs we learn to
understand each other and respect and value diverse
experiences and emotional states represented among
us each Sabbath morning. We give voice to a broad
spectrum of deep and often-suppressed sensations
in our hearts and we learn to better carry each other’s
burdens (Galatians 6:2).

Congregational
singing has to
have a most prominent place in
worship services.

Do you sing in worship services, or do you remain
silent? How can you maintain joy in belonging to
the diverse community of God through singing?
Make a commitment to always sing in worship
services.

THURSDAY
Prayer and Community

Jonathan Leeman,
Reverberation: How
God’s word brings
light, freedom, and
action to His people
(Chicago, IL: Moody
Publishers, 2011),
159.
3

In obedience to the biblical mandate to pray for
one another (James 5:16; 2 Corinthians 1:11), Sligo
Church has a wonderful habit of mentioning its
afflicted members by name in its pastoral prayers.
We call these prayers pastoral not because pastors
lead them, but because that is how we pastor one
another; we shepherd each other and care for each
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The church kneeling in prayer is a
moving weekly
practice that
reaches beyond
generalities and
clichés and brings
to our minds the
faces and voices
and hearts of specific human beings
in our community.

other in a unique ways by these prayers. The church
kneeling in prayer is a moving weekly practice that
reaches beyond generalities and clichés and brings
to our minds the faces and voices and hearts of
specific human beings in our community. They love
us enough to trust us with their needs and burdens
and they make their needs and burdens public.
We lovingly receive their needs and burdens and
make them our own. This practice creates a sense of
compassion, love, and unity.
Our corporate prayers are not the mere words
and thoughts of a person leading us in prayer. First,
our participation in corporate prayers on Sabbath
morning cannot be reduced to mere overhearing
someone else’s prayer on our behalf. When we say
amen at the end of our prayers, we confirm that
we have not just listened in, but labored ourselves
in prayer on behalf of our various needs, and we
confirm that this prayer is our prayer too. Second,
our corporate prayers are commitments to actions
that build the community in tangible ways and reach
far beyond the limitations of time and space in our
Sabbath morning worship service. When we pray for
one another, we are committing ourselves to allow
God to use us to bring our prayers to fruition:
If we pray in the corporate body for someone
who is ill, for example, then as members all
of us look for ways to “put legs on our prayers”
by sending cards or taking flowers, preparing
meals or doing housework, caring for children
or in some other way easing the strain, helping
to defray medical expenses or offering rides to
the doctor.4
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When we pray on Sabbath mornings, we unite
ourselves to the global community of God’s people.
As we intercede for the messengers of the gospel
in far corners of the world, for pastors and leaders
of the Adventist Church locally and worldwide, for
persecuted brothers and sisters, we see ourselves
no longer as merely the community on the corner of
Flower Avenue and Carroll Avenue, but as members
of the Global Body of Christ.
How can we as a community make prayer even
more prominent in our worship services? What role
can you play in this effort? Commit to participate
actively and attentively in our corporate prayers on
Sabbath mornings and other occasions.

When we pray on
Sabbath mornings,
we unite ourselves
to the global community of God’s
people.

FRIDAY
Commitment to Corporate Worship
What can each one of us do to ensure that
the worship of Sligo Church is honoring God and
pleasing to God? We can start by taking time to
understand and appreciate God’s perspective on our
corporate worship. As we have mentioned in this
chapter, God desires to be worshipped, not only in
private, but especially by His gathered people (Psalm
95:1-2). God sends His disciples to the nations of the
world so that the number of those who worship Him
may grow, not stagnate or diminish (Matthew 28:1820). All the people of the earth owe God praises and
worship for who He is and what He has done for us.
That has not changed and will never change.
Every one of us has to take a stand about this call
to the universal worship of God. Will we be among

Marva J. Dawn, A Royal
“Waste” of Time: The
Splendor of Worshipping God and Being
Church for the World
(Grand Rapids, MI:
Eerdmans, 1999), 184.
4
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Will we open
our hearts to His
matchless goodness, kindness,
and gentleness
and respond with
our songs, praises,
and prayers?
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those who are equivocating and resisting the call,
or will we humble ourselves and embrace God’s
invitation to give Him glory? Will we open our hearts
to His matchless goodness, kindness, and gentleness
and respond with our songs, praises, and prayers?
It is essential that every one of us makes
worship attendance a priority. There will be days
when a sermon will not be particularly moving,
when singing and music will be disorganized and
uninspiring, when prayers will feel like drudgery,
but we still have to be in church for at least three
reasons. First, we have to be in church because
God expects our worship and infinitely deserves
our worship, “Great is the LORD, and greatly to be
praised, and his greatness is unsearchable” (Psalm
145:3). Second, we have to be in church because
that is where God promised to meet us, “Yet you are
holy, enthroned on the praises of Israel” (Psalm 22:3,
NRSV). Third, we have to be in church because every
Sabbath there will surely be many in attendance
who need us to sing the faith to them, for on that day
there may be no song in their own hearts.
There are two further practical things we can
implement to enhance our corporate worship. First,
we should actively participate in worship services.
When you enter the sanctuary, before you do
anything else, earnestly pray that God will help you
focus and be attentive during the service. And then,
sing the songs thinking of what you are proclaiming,
labor and intercede with God in corporate prayers,
and listen carefully for the beckoning of God to you
in sermon. Second, we should maintain a vibrant
personal devotional life. The passion of our private
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worship will inevitably affect our participation in
corporate worship. When we delight ourselves in
the Lord (Psalm 37:4) in private, we will not be able
to contain ourselves from delighting in the Lord on
Sabbath morning.

When you enter
the sanctuary,
before you do
anything else,
earnestly pray

Reflect on your worship attitudes in light of the

that God will

last section of this chapter. Do you feel that your
attitude to worship attendance needs to change? If
so, in what ways?

help you focus
and be attentive
during the

Are you convinced that God deserves your worship

service.

and your praises? If you are not, pray for this
conviction.
In what ways can you contribute to Sligo corporate
worship services to ensure that they honor God
and are pleasing to Him?
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Nurturing Community

Chapter 12
Nurturing Community
Joan Francis

SABBATH
What is Nurture?
The Sligo Church mission statement, which
is difficult to miss the moment we step into
the sanctuary, identifies three basic tasks of
the community of faith: worship, nurture, and
outreach. The statement implies at least two
important things about nurture. First, nurture is
one of the very few essential tasks that should
occupy us, and it is difficult to exaggerate its
importance for the community of faith. Second,
even though nurture is not everything that
the community does, without it, there is no
community of faith. In fact, there would be no
worship of God and no outreach to the world
without robust Christian nurture.
Nurture is a parental and familial term, for it
primarily describes what parents and siblings do
when they extend love and care to the children
in the family. The family rallies together and
provides instruction and resources to nurture
children so that they may live and flourish, but

Nurture is a parental
and familial term,
for it primarily describes what parents
and siblings do
when they extend
love and care to
the children in the
family.
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The community
of God, inasmuch
as it obeys the
instructions for
nurture in the
Word of God and
emulates the work
of God in the world,
takes up this same
task and embraces
it with passion and
faithfulness.

Edmund P. Clowney,
The Church (Downers
Grove, IL: InterVarsity
Press, 1995), 143.
1
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also that they may grow and leave the ways of
childhood and become adults. The Bible uses the
language of nurture and care to speak originally
and fundamentally of the instructing, providing,
disciplining, encouraging, and empowering actions
of our God toward His community. God is our first
and ultimate Nurturer. However, the community of
God, inasmuch as it obeys the instructions for nurture
in the Word of God and emulates the work of God in
the world, takes up this same task and embraces it
with passion and faithfulness.
Theologian Edmund Clowney argued that the
goal of Christian nurture is, “. . . to know the Lord,
to do the Lord’s will, and to be like the Lord.”1 Thus,
nurture can be defined as a whole range of the
instructing, providing, disciplining, encouraging,
and empowering actions of the community of faith
in order to ensure union with Christ, obedience to
Christ, and Christlikeness in its members. Through
the attitudes and habits of nurture, the community
and its members are brought to bear fruit for God
(John 15:2).
We cannot define nurture in exclusively spiritual
terms, separating it from practical daily life. To know
the Lord, to be obedient to His will, and to be like
Him means that we will live our embodied, daily,
practical lives in distinctive and recognizable ways.
We will have a different work ethic; we will eat
different food; we will watch different television
programs; we will spend our money differently.
Nurture affects every area of our lives. At the same
time, it has a fundamentally spiritual foundation—it
inevitably begins with and essentially stands on our
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relationship with God.
How do you understand Christian nurture? Did
this section challenge your view of nurture? In
your mind, how effectively do we nurture one
another in the Sligo community?

SUNDAY

Nurture and Community
Nurture establishes and strengthens the
community of faith, but, at the same time, the
community is best equipped to extend nurture
and care to its members. As mentioned in the
previous section, God is our first and ultimate
nurturer. Spiritual care is always fundamentally and
authentically the ministry of God to His people.
Through the power of the Holy Spirit, God transforms
us into different people and a different community.
But this spiritual care is extended by God through
the means of community and in the context of
community. God uses us all together to build the
community of faith.
The Apostle Paul makes this point in Ephesians
4:16. This verse is long and complex in both the
original Greek and English translations. Grammatical
analysis of this verse indicates that the subject of
the long sentence it consists of is the body, or the
community of faith, and the object of the verse is the
growth of the body. So, the verse says that the body
causes its own growth. The community grows the
community. Neither pastors, nor elders, nor gifted
ministry leaders have the decisive role in the nurture

Through the power
of the Holy Spirit,
God transforms us
into different people and a different
community. But
this spiritual care
is extended by God
through the means
of community and
in the context of
community.

of the community of faith. This role belongs to the
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God assembled us
together as we are,
and He fully expects
that each one of us
will make a vital
contribution to the
building of the
community.

community as a whole. It is the New Testament model
of nurture and care.
God’s vision for the community of faith is that it
builds itself in love while it functions as a community.
The community is not built by individual and isolated
members, but by all members together, connected,
and cooperating in harmony. The growth of the
community takes place as all parts of the body work
properly and as they are connected together. The
community needs all gifts and talents and it needs full
participation of every member. The purpose of God
is accomplished when no one stands by or remains
passive.
Therefore, every one of us in the Sligo community
needs to rethink our own investment and involvement
in the Body of Christ. We have to understand that we
are not together in the Sligo community by accident,
but by the providence of God. God assembled us
together as we are, and He fully expects that each one
of us will make a vital contribution to the building
of the community. That is why we are together. We
all need to ask ourselves an urgent question: Am
I harming the Body of Christ with passivity and
indifference?
Why do you think community is the best context
and means for Christian nurture? How can
you ensure that you will not deprive the Sligo
community of the unique nurturing gifts that God
gave you?

MONDAY

How Community Nurtures
There are a number of ways our church community can
16 2
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nurture its members for communion with Christ,
obedience to Christ, and Christlikeness. An obvious
method that we employ every Sabbath is the preaching
of the Word of God (Romans 10:17). God gave to His
church the gift of pastors and teachers and expects
that this gift will be used to nurture the community
of faith (Ephesians 4:11-12). Preaching should focus
on explaining and teaching the Word of God. The
Word of God is powerful (Hebrews 4:12) and our
preaching should allow it to do its work among us.
Such preaching instructs, edifies, and encourages. But
it also weans members off relaying predominantly on
secondary devotional sources and encourages them
to study the Bible for themselves. We should not
teach each other to be predominantly consumers of
thoughts, but to be creators of thoughts.
The spiritual gift of teaching is also employed in
a vigorous program of Christian education in the
community of God (Titus 2:1; 2 Timothy 3:16). The
program of Christian education in the church is an
important strategic method for a community of faith
to nurture its members. We pride ourselves on being
people of the Book, so we need to know it well and be
skilled in studying it for ourselves. We have to teach
each other how to make full use of this primary source
of life and instruction. We also should engage in a
robust program of education in personal spirituality,

God gave to His
church the gift of
pastors and teachers and expects
that this gift will be
used to nurture the
community of faith.

ethics, theology, church history, and other vital areas of
Christian life.
A simple but absolutely essential way of nurture
is direct personal relationships among the members of
the community. When informal personal conversations
and interactions become an important element of the
Nurturing Community
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When informal personal conversations
and interactions
become an important element of the
church culture, they
serve as a powerful
and effective method of nurture.

church culture, they serve as a powerful and effective
method of nurture. There are many opportunities
for conversations and interactions among
community members on a regular basis. However,
the relationships that are truly transformational go
beyond gossip, sports talk, and exchange of cooking
recipes. They are intentionally spiritual in nature
and grounded in spiritual realities and perspectives,
even when they revolve around mundane issues of
life. They provide opportunity to the members of
the community to speak the truth in love (Ephesians
4:15) and stir up one another in love and good works
(Hebrews 10:24).
Are you involved in any of the three ways of
community nurture discussed in this section? If
yes, how would you describe and evaluate your
experiences? If not, what stands in your way?

TUESDAY

Gospel Nurture
In an important way, the human element in
Christian nurture is indirect and incidental. The help
and support within the community of faith is not
based on human wisdom, eloquence, argumentation,
or charisma. All of these traits are helpful and could
have an important role in getting people to follow
Christ. But none of them has the power to
change lives. Only the gospel of a crucified and risen
Christ has this power. “Only Jesus the Messiah can fix
what has gone so wrong in us and around us . . . He
alone touches deep enough to untangle the roots

16 4

Nurturing Community

of everything else that troubles us.”2 This is why
Christian nurture is fundamentally gospel nurture and
it is centered on Jesus Christ.
The gospel of Jesus Christ is the water and the
air of Christian nurture. The death of Jesus on the
cross radically transforms the way we live our lives (2
Corinthians 5:14-15). It enables us to see ourselves in
the true gospel light and it shows the way to personal
and community transformation.
There are two fundamental transformative lessons
we learn at the cross. The first is the lesson of our
inherent sinfulness. At the cross we learn the truth
of our transgressions in all their odious colors. We
were sinful before we met Christ, and we still remain
sinful; we are in daily need of grace and forgiveness.
This lesson dispels the illusions of our innocence
and moral superiority, and it makes us humble. The
second lesson instructs us that God forgives our sins at
the cross of Christ and cleans our moral and spiritual
slate. This astonishing truth of God’s grace fills us with
joy and hope and dispels pessimism and depression
about our spiritual prospects. The cross teaches us that
it would be an affront to God if we refuse to embrace
his mercy and hope for the future. Therefore, our
preaching, our education programs, and our informal
interactions have to rest on and continually point to
the cross of Christ. The cross has to have the central
place among us and we have to commend it to one
another continually.
The gospel of Jesus Christ transforms our nurturing
relationships as well. The cross of Christ is not only our
story but it shapes our conversations and interactions

We were sinful
before we met
Christ, and we
still remain
sinful; we are
in daily need
of grace and
forgiveness.

David Powlison,
Speaking Truth in
Love: Counsel in Community (Greensboro,
NC: New Growth Press,
2005), 41.
2
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Those who have not
ceased praising God,
because they have

in the community of faith in very fundamental ways.
Those who have not ceased praising God, because
they have received the grace at the foot of the cross,
cannot turn away from that grace when they interact
with others. We cannot lead one another to the
cross by being rude, indifferent, and insensitive. We
have to relate to one another with the same grace,
kindness, generosity, forgiveness, and patience
extended to us by Jesus. It is not easy to live by
these principles, and that is why the biblical vision of
nurture is based on costly love.

received the grace at

How does the gospel function in your life? Do

the foot of the cross,

you talk about it often with your friends in

cannot turn away

the church? What would it take for the gospel

from that grace when

to completely reshape your conduct and your

they interact with

attitudes in life?

others.

WEDNESDAY

Nurture in Small Groups

In addition, there are
more than fifty other
instances of so-called
one-anothering in the
New Testament.
3
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The biblical mandates for the community
include speaking the truth in love (Ephesians 4:15),
confronting sin in one another (Galatians 6:1-2),
watching over one another’s hearts (Hebrews 3:1213), and stirring up one another to love and good
works (Hebrews 10:24).3 These mandates imply
focused, individualized, and customized concern
for each member of the community. They require
undivided attention, frequency of interaction,
unhurried attitude, and confidentiality, which cannot
be accomplished either in large church gatherings or
even in ministry groups and church committees.
While there is no doubt that spiritual nurture
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and spiritual mentoring can take place indirectly in
church board meetings, choir practices, book clubs,
or financial committee, such venues cannot be and
should not be the primary vehicles of nurture. They
do not provide sufficient time, undivided and focused
attention, and requisite trust and confidentiality
that is essential to spiritual nurture. The community
should pursue nurture in forums that are specifically
designed for unhurried interaction and that are
focused exclusively on spiritual growth.
One such forum is that of small groups. Arguing
for the benefits of small groups, Ellen White wrote,
“We meet together to edify one another by an
interchange of thoughts and feelings, to gather
strength, and light, and courage by becoming
acquainted with one another’s hopes and aspirations;
and by our earnest, heartfelt prayers, offered up in
faith, we receive refreshment and vigor from the
Source of our strength.”4
Small groups give us courage to stop pretending
to be who we are not, and become real. We need an
intimate circle of fellow believers who will hear out
and hold in confidence that our faith is shaken, that
our marriages are struggling, that we are caught in
a vortex of addiction, that we are heartbroken about
our wayward children, that our prayer life is non-

The community
should pursue
nurture in forums
that are specifically designed
for unhurried
interaction and
that are focused
exclusively on
spiritual growth.

existent. Deep down in our hearts we all yearn to be
real and small groups offer us this opportunity.
Moreover, small groups enable us to be much
more strategic and efficient in the way we nurture
each other. In the Word of God, we are urged to
encourage each other daily (Hebrews 3:13). This is

Ellen G. White, Testimonies for the Church,
vol. 2. (Mountain
View, CA: Pacific Press
Publishing Association,
1871), 578.
4
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only possible if we exist as a church of small groups.
Philip Ryken writes, “A church that met only weekly
might be a teaching church and a worshiping church,
but it could hardly be a caring church.”5
Small groups en-

What is your opinion on the potential of small

able us to be much

groups to be the forum in which true Christian

more strategic and

nurture takes place? Would you like to belong

efficient in the way

to a small community where you can be real?

we nurture each

Elaborate on your answer.

other.

THURSDAY

Secret and Besetting Sins
in Community

Philip Graham Ryken,
City on A Hill: Reclaiming the Biblical Pattern
for the Church in the
21st Century (Chicago,
IL: Moody Publishers,
2003), 87.
5
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The passage in Hebrews 3:12-13 implies that sin is
deceitful and that it has hardening effects on our lives.
Sin deceives us by offering powerful gratification and
happiness while hiding its destructive side-effects and
consequences. To use a fishing metaphor: it offers us
a desirable bait and hides the hook. When we do not
seek joy in God, the gratification of sin becomes the
escape on which we rely. As a result, our God-given
resistance to sin is weakened and our hearts are
hardened in the life of rebellion. That is how besetting
sins oppress us.
Besetting sins thrive in secrecy. On one hand,
when we are estranged from our community there is a
lack of accountability in our lives. We quietly tolerate
besetting sins and do not acutely feel the obligation to
live holy lives because we are not very close to anyone
in particular. Sedated by unending self-deception, we
do not see ourselves, nor do we hear from any one
else, the truth of our spiritual condition.
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No one reminds us of our death to sin and of our new
life of freedom in Christ. On the other hand, when we
drift alone, we are deprived of close association with
people who live free of the same sins that oppress
us. If we would closely associate with them on a
regular basis, their lives would serve as a powerful
motivation for our fight against besetting sins
(Proverbs 27:17).
We are created to live in community and grow in
community. We need community—both the entire
congregation and a small group. Just as much as our
worshipping community is essential for our spiritual
maturity, so is a small group. Small group is the place
where it is difficult to hide, where we are truly known.
It is the place where we are able to share on a deeper
level what is happening to us and what are the
patterns of sin against which we struggle. In a small
group we can be transparent, without fear that our
trust will be violated. In a small group, we can fight
against our besetting sins much more efficiently.
Small groups that support people in their
struggles with secret and besetting sins must be
deliberately planned, built, and nurtured. Members
of small groups need to have some essential spiritual
traits and attitudes. First, it is essential that they not
be judgmental or easily offended by the depth of
human brokenness. Second, since it is impossible to
deal with besetting sins without vulnerability, each

In a small group we
can be transparent,
without fear that
our trust will be
violated. In a small
group, we can
fight against our
besetting sins much
more efficiently.

member needs to exemplify vulnerability and be
open about their own struggles with sin. Third, they
have to be unflinching in keeping conversations
confidential.
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What are your besetting sins? Why do you think
these sins still plague you? Do you fight against
them, or did you make peace with them? How can
participation in a small group help you in your
struggle with these sins?

FRIDAY

Commitment to Nurture
and Small Groups

We are just too
busy with our own
lives and prefer
to be left alone to
pursue our own
interests and
pleasures.
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Even though we are instructed to live our lives by
the principles of the Word of God, the reality is that
we are influenced by the spirit of our times. Many
Christians live deeply individualistic and distracted
lives, giving the community of faith little attention and
a marginal amount of time. We are just too busy with
our own lives and prefer to be left alone to pursue our
own interests and pleasures.
Much too often we reach out and offer help to
our fellow believers only after tragedy strikes: once
their marriages fall apart, their children have issues
with law and addictions, their health completely
deteriorates, or their faith fades away. We are quite
exercised, active, and generous to one another once
the crisis comes to the head. It is the right thing to do.
But, we are not doing well at all on being proactive
and faithful in extending Christian nurture. When a
crisis is in its inception, hardly anyone of us is aware or
available to offer instruction, advice, discipline, prayer,
and love. Few of us act as a faithful presence in the
lives of our brothers and sisters.
How long will we tolerate this condition? How
long will we remain passive and indifferent? How long
will we defy God’s purpose for our own lives and
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for our community of faith at Sligo church?
Let us respond to the call of God and refuse to
tolerate isolation, passivity, and indifference in our
lives. Let us honor God by wholeheartedly embracing
the vision of a nurturing and caring community
within our Sligo church. We should hide no longer. It
is high time for us to abandon the life of secrecy and
suffering in solitude. Is it not true that there is not
much joy in this kind of life after all?
Our church is about to launch a small group
initiative and we count on your gifts and your
participation in this initiative. We want to journey
together, care for one another, and nurture one
another. We want to give opportunity to everyone in
our church to be known and to know others, to serve
and be served. When the call is extended in a couple
of weeks, please join us.

We should hide
no longer. It is
high time for us to
abandon the life of
secrecy and suffering
in solitude.

In what ways are you being nurtured in the
Sligo community? How would you evaluate your
spiritual growth in the last year?
How can you reorganize your daily tasks and
responsibilities in order to help other members
of the Sligo community grow in faith? Who are
the people in our community that could use your
nurturing help?
Do you belong to a small group that is focused on
Christian nurture and spiritual growth? If you do,
what is your experience? If you do not, what would
it take for you to lead or join a group like that?
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Chapter 13
Community in Outreach
Bogdan Scur

SABBATH
Gospel and Community
“This line shall not break where I stand,” is
a phrase that is recited after the Ordinance of
Humility in some churches. When a group of
believers join hands and make such a pledge,
each person is expressing the fact that they
belong to something bigger than themselves—a
spiritual community. It is a community that gives
them identity and in turn each one has a duty
to represent the community and advance its
objectives. Each one is a cog in the community
wheel.
This principle is especially important in the
church’s witness to the world. We Adventists see
ourselves in the light of the First Angel’s Message,
as tasked with proclaiming the everlasting gospel
to all the peoples of the earth (Revelation 14:6).
This task of sharing the gospel with everyone
is a part of our identity, and, therefore, it is not
just the work of the pastor or the professional
evangelist. It is the work of the entire community,

This task of sharing
the gospel with
everyone is a part
of our identity, and,
therefore, it is not
just the work of the
pastor or the professional evangelist.
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As each member
contributes to the
church sharing the
gospel as a community, the witness
of the church
becomes powerful
and persuasive.

Tim Chester and Steve
Timmis, Total Church:
A Radical Reshaping
around Gospel and
Community (Wheaton:
Crossway, 2008), 55.
1

2

Ibid, 58.
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the work of each cog working in tandem. As each
member contributes to the church sharing the gospel
as a community, the witness of the church becomes
powerful and persuasive.
The gospel has brought Christians to salvation,
and as the community that has been saved through
the proclamation of the gospel, their work now is
to proclaim the gospel to others in order to bring
them to salvation. “The gospel word and the gospel
community are closely connected. The word creates
and nourishes the community, while the community
proclaims and embodies the word.”1
Tim Chester and Steve Timmis argue, “Ideally
evangelism is not something to be undertaken
in isolation. Of course, if opportunity presents
itself, the gospel word should be spoken clearly
and sensitively in conscious dependence upon
the Holy Spirit—whenever, wherever and to
whomever. But evangelism is best done out of the
context of a gospel community whose corporate
life demonstrates the reality of the word that gave
her life.”2 In other words, individual Christian
witness is very important, but even more powerful
and persuasive is the witness of the entire church
community through the life lived together. It is by
the witness of the community that the world will
know that God sent Jesus to redeem humanity (John
17:20-23).
What are the differences between evangelism as
individuals and as a community? Explain these
differences in your own words. How can you
demonstrate that you understand the significance
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of the church evangelizing as a community of
believers?

SUNDAY

Christian Community Is Evangelism
The witness of the entire church community is
essential if the world is to see the display of God’s
power in the lives of believers. God brought Israel
into existence in order “to show off his splendor to the
nations through their life together.”3 In Deuteronomy
4:6-7, God enjoined Israel, “Observe them carefully, for
this will show your wisdom and understanding to the
nations, who will hear about all these decrees and say,
‘Surely this great nation is a wise and understanding
people.’ What other nation is so great as to have their
gods near them the way the Lord our God is near us
whenever we pray to him?”4
A similar concept is expressed in the New
Testament, when Jesus says to the church in John
13:35, “By this everyone will know that you are my
disciples, if you love one another.” While personal
evangelism is important, it seems that there is no
witness that surpasses that which is done by the
community as a whole. A case in point is Acts 2, where
we read about the life together of the new Christian
community. Who would not be attracted to a community
that cares for each other and ensures that the needs of
every member were met? “ . . . [W]ithout introducing
non-Christians to the local church, evangelism ignores
the greatest evidence we have for the truth of the
gospel.”5
Kara Powell, Jake Mulder, and Brad Griffin, in a
Washington Post article in September 2016, wrote that

The witness of the
entire church community is essential
if the world is to
see the display of
God’s power in the
lives of believers.

Mark Dever and Jamie
Dunlop, The Compelling Community: Where
God’s Power Makes
a Church Attractive
(Wheaton: Crossway,
2015), 188.
4
All biblical quotations
are taken from the New
International Version,
unless otherwise
indicated.
5
Dever and Dunlop,
189.
3
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Effective evangelism takes place as
people see our love
for each other and
the principles of
the Christian faith
at work in our lives.

Kara Powell, Jake
Mulder, Brad Griffin,
“To attract young
people to your church,
you’ve got to be warm.
Not cool,” https://www.
washingtonpost.com/
news/acts-of-faith/
wp/2016/09/06/
to-attract-young-people-to-your-churchyouve-got-to-be-warmnot-cool/?utm_term=.75c191a3595b.
Accessed August 2,
2017
6
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what attracts young people to a church community
is authenticity and connection. The authors came to
this conclusion after researching 250 congregations
and interviewing 1300 young churchgoers. Terms
used by the young people to describe the church
of which they wanted to be a part were welcoming,
accepting, belonging, authentic, hospitable and
caring.6
Christian community, in the truest sense of the
term, is evangelism. If all Christian communities
were functioning as described by these young
people, our proclamation would be powerfully
supported by our life together. The world would
know that we are Christians by our living, and the
glory of God would be displayed in our lives (2 Peter
2:9). Effective evangelism takes place as people
see our love for each other and the principles of the
Christian faith at work in our lives.
What changes do you need to make in your
relationship with the Sligo community to ensure
that you are helping it to fulfil God’s purpose?

MONDAY

The Hermeneutic of the Gospel
Great missionary and missiologist Lesslie
Newbigin describes the local congregation as the
“hermeneutic of the gospel.” By this he means that
the local congregation is the means by which people
understand the gospel. “I have come to feel that the
primary reality of which we have to take account in
seeking for a Christian impact on public life is the
Christian congregation. How is it possible that the
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gospel should be credible, that people should come
to believe that the power which has the last word in
human affairs is represented by a man hanging on
a cross?”7 Newbigin further writes, “I am suggesting
that the only answer, the only hermeneutic of the
gospel, is a congregation of men and women who
believe it and live by it. I am, of course, not denying
the importance of the many activities by which
we seek to challenge public life with the gospel—
evangelistic campaigns, distribution of Bibles and
Christian literature, conferences, and even books such
as this one . . . But I am saying that these are all
secondary, and that they have power to accomplish
their purpose only as they are rooted in and lead back
to a believing community.”8
It appears that over the years we have been
emphasizing the secondary things, as described
above, as opposed to the main thing. Church leaders
and members have been busy leading or being
involved in various evangelistic events, all of which
are admirable, but the main thing of being a loving
and Christ-like community in which God’s power is
displayed has had scant attention. The following
passages describe the kind of Christian living that is
guaranteed to have an extraordinary impact on the
world:
Isaiah 1:17—“Learn to do right; seek justice.
Defend the oppressed. Take up the cause of the
fatherless; plead the case of the widow.”
Matthew 5:16—“. . . let your good deeds shine out for
all to see, so that everyone will praise your heavenly
Father.”
1 Peter 2:12 (NLT)—“Be careful to live properly

Church leaders
and members
have been busy
leading or being
involved in various
evangelistic
events, all of which
are admirable, but
the main thing of
being a loving and
Christ-like community in which God’s
power is displayed
has had scant
attention.

Lesslie Newbigin, The
Gospel in a Pluralist
Society (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1989), 227.
8
Ibid.
7
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among your unbelieving neighbors. Then, even if
they accuse you of doing wrong, they will see your
honorable behavior, and they will give honor to God
when he judges the world.”
The gospel in word only during the first century
of the Christian Church would not have made much
sense on its own. As Newbigin implies, claiming that
a man hanging on a cross is the Savior of the world
was not in any way an attractive message, but none
could deny the power of God in the life of the church
community. The early Christians lived the life that
they preached about.
The church is
described as the
Body of Christ, with
Christ being the
head. This means
that some members are to be the
hands, some the
ears, some the feet,
some the heart,
some the eyes.

Thomas S. Rainer, I
am a Church Member
(Nashville: B&H Publishing Group, 2013),
12.
9
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In what ways does you own life exemplify the
truths of the gospel of Jesus Christ, crucified and
resurrected? How can the Sligo community live
the gospel out more faithfully?

TUESDAY

The Body Motif
So far, we have established that evangelism
is best accomplished by the church community
as a whole. However, as the church is made up
of individual members, if it needs to evangelize
corporately, then each member has to play a role in
doing so. As Thomas Rainer says, “With a country
club membership you pay others to do the work for
you. With church membership, everyone has a role
or function.”9
One analogy that is used for the church in the
New Testament is a body (1 Corinthians 12:12-27;
Colossians 1:18, 24). The church is described as
the Body of Christ, with Christ being the head. This
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means that some members are to be the hands, some
the ears, some the feet, some the heart, some the
eyes. And each part of the body needs to contribute to
the function of the body. This is a concept that has the
potential to make some members nervous or fearful,
because they are of the opinion that they could never
do evangelism or be involved with outreach. They
see it as a work for professionals. The good news is
that God has already taken our apprehension into
consideration and has gifted each member for the
work He wants them to do (Ephesians 4:7-16; 1
Corinthians 12:8-10; Romans 12:3-8). He has given
each Christian at least one spiritual gift, which is to
be identified and used in building up the church and
expanding God’s kingdom.
In using the metaphor of the body to describe the
church, Paul is saying that the church on the one hand
is a unified whole, as the body is. It is to be unified
in spirit and mission. On the other hand, the body
is not only unified, it is also made up of many parts.
Because we are different parts of the body of Christ,
with different gifts and abilities, we will function
differently. We may be comfortable with some
outreach programs of the church and not others. “. . .
Our different gifts and personalities can complement
one another. Some people are good at building
relationships with new people. Some are socialites
. . . Some people are great at hospitality. Some are
good at initiating gospel conversations. Some are
good at confronting heart issues.”10
While living the gospel is the most effective way of
evangelizing, evangelistic events are often necessary
to attract people to the embodiment of the gospel

The good news
is that God has
already taken our
apprehension into
consideration and
has gifted each
member for the
work He wants
them to do .

Chester and Timmis,
62.
10
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While every member is required to
live in such a way
as to contribute to
the corporate impact of the community, they are also
expected to use
their spiritual gifts
to attract others to
the community.
There is no such
thing as an inactive
Christian.

that is found in the community of believers. While
every member is required to live in such a way as to
contribute to the corporate impact of the community,
they are also expected to use their spiritual gifts to
attract others to the community. There is no such
thing as an inactive Christian.
What are your spiritual gifts and how may you use
them to contribute to the function of the Body of
Christ?

WEDNESDAY

Practical Ways to Evangelize
as a Community
Often the initial contact between a person
outside the church and the church itself is through
an individual member. In their book, The Inviting
Church, Roy Oswald and Speed Leas say that 86
percent of people who join the church were initially
invited by a friend or a relative.11 In this segment
we examine how an individual and the church
corporately can work together in sharing the gospel:

Quoted in Linton
Thomas, “Imperatives
of Evangelism,” http://
www.firstubchurchbronx.org/sermons/
imperatives-of-evangelism/. Accessed August
2, 2017.
11
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1. Demonstrate in your day-to-day living
that your identity and happiness come from
your relationship with Christ and not from
your possessions, education, or job. People
will be attracted to a Christian whose joy is in
Christ.
2. Make a list of specific people that you would
like to bring to Christ and intercede for
them daily. Identify ways in which you can
build relationships with them and introduce

them to the community of believers.
“Introductions might involve nothing more than
inviting both Christian and non-Christian friends
for a meal or an evening out.”12
3. Invite those with whom you have built a
relationship to church. The worship service on
Sabbath morning is a good starting point. It
may not be wise to invite your guests to
both Sabbath School and the worship service to
begin with. That may be too long a time for
someone new to be sitting in church.
The most important part of the steps above
is the introduction of your contacts to the church
community, where they can see the church “at work”
and experience its loving relationships. The church
community, where members love one another, will
always be attractive to the outsider. If Jesus is exalted
by the community of faith in word and deed, people
will be drawn to Him.

The church community, where
members love
one another, will
always be attractive
to the outsider. If
Jesus is exalted by
the community of
faith in word and
deed, people will
be drawn to Him.

How can my local church community be more
attractive to the surrounding community?

THURSDAY

Community in Social Outreach
Taking an active interest in the community or doing
anything that addresses social needs, such as poverty
or powerlessness, can be easily separated from the
idea of evangelism by some, but Jesus does not make
such a distinction. Speaking of the poor and the
needy, Jesus says in Matthew 25:40, “. . . whatever you
did for one of the least of these brothers and sisters of

Chester and Timmis,
61.
12
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Christians should
not become politicized, but they
should work for the
right of every person to be treated as
a son or daughter
of God and with
the dignity that
befits such a title.

John Coffey, The
abolition of the slave
trade: Christian
conscience and political
action, http://www.
jubilee-centre.org/theabolition-of-the-slavetrade-christian-conscience-and-political-action-by-john-coffey/.
Accessed August 3,
2017.
13
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mine, you did for me.” As Christians, we are required
to exercise our compassion and love for others in
tangible ways.
Christians should take their beliefs and values
into the public arena and apply them to the
important social issues of the day. This is a powerful
demonstration of the nature of the kingdom of God.
“On 22 May 1787, twelve devout [Christian] men
assembled at a printing shop in the City of London . . .
The twelve established themselves as the Committee
for the Abolition of the Slave Trade . . . The cause
was promoted in a flood of publications: sermons,
pamphlets, treatises, poems, narratives, newspaper
articles, reports and petitions . . . Within twenty
years of that seminal meeting in the printing shop,
the slave trade had been abolished throughout the
Empire.”13 This was as a result of the church’s work
and witness.
The church also played a major role in ending
desegregation in the United States. Churches
provided financial support, the Bible provided the
rhetoric, and Christian ministers, such as Martin
Luther King Jr., provided leadership.
Christians should not become politicized, but
they should work for the right of every person to be
treated as a son or daughter of God and with the
dignity that befits such a title. How can we work
for the amelioration of conditions for the poor and
disenfranchised in the society? We can support nonpartisan organizations that work to improve the lives
of people in our local communities, nation, and the
world. We can seek to influence government policies

Community in Outreach

for the good. We can also vote for those whom we
believe will address the injustice problems in the
society that concern us.
Until the church takes a sincere interest in the
plight and lives of those outside its walls, there is
no real reason for the “outsider” to want to join the
church community. The mission of Jesus, as expressed
in Luke 4:16, is not designed to be just a mantra that
is recited from time to time, but rather a springboard
for kingdom work among those outside the church.

The worship services
of the church have

What are the social issues that our church should
be addressing? How can you participated in these
causes?

enormous evangelistic potential,
and church leaders
should make every

FRIDAY
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effort to ensure that

The worship services of the church have enormous
evangelistic potential, and church leaders should
make every effort to ensure that this potential is
realized. Churches that are growing today are most
likely those that understand the magnitude of this
potential and organize and conduct their services in
such a way as to harvest what God has grown.
First, services are to be done in such a way that
leaves worshippers in no doubt that God is present,
that His Spirit is at work in the music, sermon,
fellowship and all else that takes place. There must
be evidence that God is at work in the lives of church
members and that Christianity is a palpable reality and
not an elusive ideal. “Let us never forget that worship
is part of what defines us as a church. People in our

realized.

this potential is
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Sermons that are
most effective for
both believers and
non-believers are
those that deal
with their hopes,
fears, struggles,
dreams, values and
current events.

Sally Morgenthaler,
Enlarging the Circle:
How to make your
worship evangelistic, https://www.
reformedworship.org/
article/march-1997/
enlarging-circle-how-make-your-worship-evangelistic.
Accessed, August 3,
2017.
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culture—in your community—are longing to meet God.
The marvelous thing is that, when they come into a
corporate worship setting, they encounter this God
inhabiting the praises of his people (Ps. 22:3).”14
Second, our worship services should be accessible
to non-members. Outsiders who are in our services
should be able to understand what is happening and
what is being said. Terms that are understood only
by Adventists should be clearly explained or avoided.
Non-members should not have to leave a worship
service wondering, “What was that all about?”
The sermon should address the world in which
non-members live and the issues that confront them,
which usually are the same issues that confront
Christians as well. Sermons that are most effective
for both believers and non-believers are those that
deal with their hopes, fears, struggles, dreams,
values and current events.
Mark Dever and Jamie Dunlop list three things
that happen when worship services are accessible to
non-Christians: (1) unbelieving attendees are able
to engage with the service; (2) the church is taught
that it is normal for non-Christians to be present, and
that not everyone they meet after the service is a
Christian; and (3) the church is taught how to engage
with unbelief, how to apply scripture winsomely to
the objections of non-Christians.15
God needs a community that loves lost people
passionately, one that understands that it represents
God’s character and the kingdom that Christ came
to establish. If each congregation is truly the
community of faith in character and practice, there
would be no limit to its reach.
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How can our services be more evangelistic,
without diminishing worship of God? What is the
role you can play in this endeavor?
Where exactly would you take your nonbeliever friends to introduce them to your
Sligo community? Would you feel comfortable
bringing them to your community? If your
answer is no, what would make you more
comfortable?
How has your understanding of the church
and evangelism been challenged as a result of
studying this chapter? What changes are you
prepared to make in order to ensure that Sligo
church evangelizes and serves as a community?
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Faith and Reason Sabbath School.
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husband Kelan, a pastor at the Fourth Street Friendship
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and Political Studies at Washington Adventist University.
She has taught and served as an administrator at
Northern Caribbean University and Atlantic Union
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2004, Joan Francis serves as a Sabbath School teacher
for Women and the Word class, as Women’s Ministries
coordinator, and as an Elder.
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Olive Hemmings is a professor in the Department of
Religion at Washington Adventist University and the
current president of The Adventist Society for Religious
Studies. She is a national and international itinerant
preacher and, with her husband Charles Paintsil, runs
a family of five. A member of Sligo for the past fifteen
years, she is one of the teachers of the Woman and the
Word Sabbath School class.
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William Johnsson, formerly a longstanding member
of Sligo Church with his wife Noelene, now resides
in retirement in Loma Linda, California. He served as
editor-in-chief of Adventist Review and Adventist World.
Dr. Johnsson earned a PhD degree in New Testament
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Joseph served as Director of Tertiary and Young Adult
Ministries for the South Queensland Conference prior
to his call to Sligo Church. He has worked as a Chartered
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to study for the ministry at the Andrews Theological
Seminary. His passion is to empower youth and young
adults in their journey to become disciples of Jesus
and emulate Christ’s life and ministry in all that they
do. He and his wife Christina enjoy overseas mission
trips, playing basketball, and spending quality time
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