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1st lesson this month on the topic:  The Roads Less Traveled
What this lesson is about: This lesson is about the necessity of staying connected to a community of believers.
How this lesson can impact your life: Value Christian community and commit to develop meaningful relationships in your church.
Our lesson outline today covers 3 topics:

1. “The Foundation for Community” Ephesians 4: 4-6; Because God is one, oneness or unity is to characterize the Christian community.
2. “The Purpose of Community” Ephesians 4: 7, 14-16; Christ gives grace gifts to believers, who should use those gifts to contribute to the church’s unity and ministry.
3. “The Characteristics of Community” Ephesians 4: 25-32; Kindness, compassion, and forgiveness should be prominent characteristics of the Christian community.
As a new year begins, we often evaluate the roads we just traveled and begin to think about new roads;

· This month we will be challenged to explore some less traveled roads of spiritual disciplines.
· We can approach this study with a “business as usual” attitude;

· Or we can accept the challenge to dig deeper into God’s Word, discovering new treasures.

· Are we sitting in our “spiritual rocking chairs” waiting for the years to pass?

· We should be taking the challenge to grow more like Christ.

· Today we will start our 5 week journey on some “Roads Less Traveled.”

A man attended the funerals of two friends;
· The first was an 85 year old man who had been an active church member most of his life.
· The church was filled with friends on the day of his funeral.

· His wife and children were surrounded by love.

· Everyone laughed, cried, and reflected on a life lived well.

· After the funeral everyone was invited to the fellowship hall for a meal.

· The family commented several times on how they could not have made it through his illness and death without their church family.

· The second funeral was a 78 year elderly lady.

· She nor her family had any church connections.

· 23 people, mostly family and a few neighbors gathered at the funeral home chapel.

· After a brief, impersonal service, the family members were making plans to meet at a local restaurant for lunch.

The contrast between the two funerals is obvious and sad;

· People who do not have fellow believers to support them do not realize what they are missing.

· We who have that bond understand how valuable and vital the Christian community is to us.

Someone read our 1st group of Scripture verses (The Foundation for Community) Ephesians 4: 4-6.  Listen to how often the word “one” is repeated in these verses.

In his letter, Paul presented God’s eternal purpose;

· To provide redemption through Christ for all people, Jews and Gentiles.

· Through Christ’s atoning death on the cross;

· God provided a way for sinners to be reconciled to Him.

· In Christ, God created a new race-“one new man”..Christians (Eph. 2:15).

· People who place faith in Christ become members of His body, the church.

Christ is the head of the church (Eph. 1: 22-23);

· Each local church is the expression of Christ’s body in its particular area.

· Every local church is to be unified in spreading the good news of salvation God has provided in Christ.

Paul stressed the necessity for oneness or unity in the “body,” the church;

· Notice that he used the word one seven times in these 3 verses.

· These seven elements are the foundation for a strong and vibrant community within each church.

· One body (the church).

· One Spirit (who empowers the church).

· One hope (confidence that believers will experience God’s victory over sin and death).

· One Lord (Jesus Christ the head of the church).

· One Faith (expressed in each believer’s coming to Christ).

· One baptism (to publicly confess one’s faith in Christ and enter into the full privileges of church membership).

· One God and Father of all (who receive His grace through faith in Christ.
Because God created us as unique individuals;

· We will often have different opinions about some things.

· But there can be no diversity about these basic essentials for community in the church.

· There is no room for “me first” or “I’m always right” attitudes among believers.

· We are members of a team called by God to be the body of Christ on earth.

· Humility, gentleness, patience, and love should characterize members of his body v2.

Are there any disagreements over nonessential things that threaten to crack the foundation of your community?

· Pray about what the Lord would have you do to help maintain a strong foundation for your church community.

The spirit of oneness in a church does not happen automatically;

· It takes work.

· As believers, we must intentionally and continually determine that we will work in unity with one another.

· Not allowing minor differences to raise barriers that destroy our community.

Someone read our 2nd group of Scripture verses (The Purpose of Community) Ephesians 4: 7, 14-16.  Listen to how we the body are to grow as these verses are being read.

Paul moved from the unity of Christ’s body-the church made up of all believers;
· To the marvelous diversity within the body.

· To ensure mutual dependence among believers, “grace was given to each one” v7.

· Grace here does not refer to saving grace but to a grace gift-a spiritual gift.

· Each Christian has at least one grace gift, but no believer has all the gifts.

· Believers complement one another as they live in community and serve Christ in the church and beyond.

· Each Christian has a vital function in the body.

· Exercising grace gifts contributes to the church’s realizing God’s purpose for His new people.

Christ determines each believer’s grace gifts;

· In His sovereignty over His body;

· He decides each Christian’s function(s) for His body’s benefit.

· “According to the measure of the Messiah’s gift” v7, points to Christ as the source of grace gifts-eliminating pride of accomplishment.

· With our gifts from Christ, we can minister to other believers.

· We also need to allow other believers to use their gifts to minister to us.

Does your church allow new believers to grow this way?

· Every church needs to evaluate how they select believers for their committees and other service functions.

· Does your church have “permanent” committees?
· We need to recognize everyone’s gifts and get everyone active in His ministry in our churches.

As believers grew toward spiritual maturity;

· They would “no longer be little children”, easily swayed by false teachings v14.

· False teachers figuratively rolled the dice, using trickery to cheat.

· They are always well schooled in the shady art of leading others astray.

Rather than being gullible to false teachers’ schemes;

· Believers were to speak “the truth of love” v15.

· They were to live and act in the truth with integrity.

· They were to allow love (agape, God’s kind of love) to shape their speech and behavior.

Paul urged believers to grow toward spiritual maturity in every aspect of their relationship with Christ;

· Believers’ goal was to advance toward the maturity of Christ, the church’s head.

· As the church’s head, Christ is sovereign over it and is the source of its life.

Using images of the human body and of construction, Paul stressed;

· That Christ’s body had many individual parts v16.

· Each part must perform its function properly for the body to grow.

· The body must be a unity, with each part contributing to the health of the whole.

· Today, in must churches, 20 percent of the members do 100 percent of the work.

· The church, with dependence of Christ, will build “up itself in love” v16.

As a Christian, you are important to other believers’ lives and growth;

· God can use your testimony and life experiences to encourage and even mentor others.

· Are you doing this today?

Because God imparts His grace to us in different ways;

· Diversity characterizes the church.

· In whatever ways God has gifted and equipped us;

· We are to help one another grow in Christ;

· Living the truth in love and supporting one another.

Take a moment and think of one spiritual gift that God have given you.

· What are three ways you could use that gift for Him?

Someone read our last group of Scripture verses (The Characteristics of Community) Ephesians 4: 25-32.  Listen to what we are not to do as these verses are being read.

In verses 17-24, Paul contrasted believers’ new life in Christ to their former manner of living;

· Their Christian lifestyles were not to reflect their pagan environment.

· This new life involved a continuing process of renewal at the center of their beings.

In verses 25-32 (our printed verses), Paul elaborated on specifics of new life in Christ;

· Truthfulness was to characterize Christian community.

· Believers were to lay aside or renounce “lying” (falsehood, deceit).

· Instead, they consistently were to “speak the truth” in love v25.

One essential mark of community is trust;

· Believers had to keep their word because they shared a common bond in Christ.

· As members of His body, they were related closely and were to practice honesty with one another.

Christians were to deal constructively with their anger toward other believers;

· Paul used Psalm 4:4 to urge Christians to “be angry but not sin” v26.

· Believers who became incensed or irritated with other Christians were to resolve the conflict before the sun set.

· There were to face the issue squarely and quickly rather than let it simmer and become divisive.

Paul mentions that when pagans became Christians they were not to go on stealing;

· This was a common practice during this period of history.

· They were to “do honest work with their own hands” v28.

· By working hard, they would supply their needs; even more, they would earn resources they could “share with anyone in need.

· Christians were to replace the attitude of taking with the attitude of giving.

Paul warned against corrupt, unfitting speech that would harm the Christian community;

· Believers were to ensure their speech was good-useful, pleasant, and suitable.

· Such fitting speech would “give grace to those who heard it” v29.

Verse 31 is a list of elements in believers’ lives they were to remove;

· The list begins and ends with attitudes.

· “Bitterness” is nurtured resentment that refuses to be reconciled to people perceived to be offenders.

· “Anger” is a flare-up of temper that soon subsides.

· “Wrath” is a settled, simmering disposition of hostility.

The list includes two uses of speech;

· “Insult” conveys the idea of raising one’s voice at another in a quarrel.

· “Slander” is speaking evil of someone and damaging the person’s reputation.

· “Wickedness” is “malice”-ill will that seeks opportunity to harm another person.

A believer removing divisive, destructive elements from their lives is not enough;

· Christian virtues are to replace wrong attitudes and use of speech.

· Believers are to be kind in their interaction with other Christians.

· Believers are to be compassionate.

· They are to feel with others in their distress and help if possible.

· Christians are to keep on “forgiving one another” v32.
The study theme for this five-lesson study is “Roads Less Traveled”;

· Five spiritual disciplines that make a difference in a believer’s life.

· The first discipline less practiced is a Christian’s active and consistent involvement in a community of believers.

· You can set the pace for other believers as you demonstrate that you value Christian community.

Unnecessary Gentleness

One of Bud Blake’s Tiger comic strips shows a group of children playing football.  One little boy stands and watches as a girl carries the football right past him.  When he is asked why he didn’t tackle her, he replies, “I was afraid I would hurt her.”  Later, on his way home, he is complaining about what happened to him.  He says, “I got thrown out for unnecessary gentleness.”  In certain sports a player is sometimes thrown out for unnecessary roughness, but never for unnecessary gentleness!

In the life and work of the church, we must learn to be gentle.  We must follow Paul’s admonition to walk “with all lowliness and meekness, with long-suffering, forbearing one another in love” (Ephesians 4:2).  Roughness is always unnecessary in the church.

Love is to be the trademark that identifies followers of Jesus (John 13:35).  Love demands courtesy and kindness.  Love demands that we learn how to disagree without being disagreeable.  Love desires to handle both the sinning believer (Galatians 6:1) and the one who requires further instruction (2Timothy 2: 24, 25) gently.  If we exercise gentleness, we can keep the unity of the church intact.  If we fail to be gentle-if we use “unnecessary roughness” with others-we risk dividing the body of Christ.

Even the soldiers who crucified Jesus would not divide the robe of Christ.  Let us not be guilty of dividing the body of Christ.

Prayer:

Thank you Lord for our church community.

Help each of us discern the gifts You have given us.

Grant us the courage to use those gifts for Your glory.

Help each of us do our part to make our church the dynamic body of Christ that it needs to be.
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