Small Group Notes: Pembury Baptist Church, January 18th 2009

VITAL SIGNS 3: CHURCH ATMOSPHERE

Philip explained that church atmosphere is not a question of heat or cold but the ambience that regular members and occasional visitors feel when they are in the church. Churches can be welcoming or unwelcoming! Philip suggested that 1 Peter 2:4-5 helps us to understand that a warm and welcoming church is based on the living cornerstone, Jesus on whom we the congregation are built as further living stones to be God’s house, making spiritual sacrifices as a holy priesthood. Sacrifices are something we do that is pleasing to God, and make him feel at home amongst the congregation. Such sacrifices over the centuries explain the awe and reverence one feels in a cathedral, for example.

To explain further what spiritual sacrifices are, Philip went through 1 Peter 4:7-11. This emphasises the following points, which make the church a place God loves to be but without which a church may go astray:
· A focus on God’s plan, exemplified by the return of Christ. The opposite is shown by the wicked servant in Matthew 24:48-51.

· A passion for prayer. Philip suggested we reflect on whether we pray enough, generally and in the church in particular. He also pointed out that prayers of deliverance and of repentance are needed if evil spirits such as a spirit of criticism are to be kept at bay from the church.

· Deep love for one another, so we emulate Jesus and follow his command in John 13. We can have circles of blessing in the small group so people say how much they appreciate one another and why. Love is measured by how well we treat newcomers to the church – are they welcomed or ignored?

· Forgiveness, so love covers a multitude of sins. This means not just forgiving direct acts but also letting go of irritation at people’s idiosyncrasies. In a small group, it was suggested there could be an EGR, someone who irritates the life out of all the others by dominating the conversation, by interrupting others….so the others feel like throttling them. EGR stands for extra grace required. But when we reflect, we are all EGRs, and need to ask others’ forgiveness for it! Philip warned that without forgiveness a “bitter root” could grow, especially if people take themselves too seriously.

· Hospitality without grumbling. True love goes beyond words as Matthew 25:35-36 emphasises. So there is a challenge to us to show practical love to our neighbour, not leaving it to others. It has to be willing, grumbling devalues hospitality. But also it can be joyful, as the Burns Night will be (Deuteronomy 14:26).

· Use of spiritual gifts of careful speech (as if speaking the very words of God) and serving (with the strength God provides).

In summary, we are called to make these spiritual sacrifices to God. They have to be directed to God’s glory and not ours. The church will then and only then be the place where we and God himself love to be, where newcomers are made truly welcome, where those on the fringes feel included, where seekers after spiritual truth can find answers. 

Have you been to an unwelcoming church? What was your experience?

What do you understand by the term “sacrifice”, what connotation does it have for you?

Consider the list of spiritual sacrifices and reflect on how much they are reflected in PBC, and your small group.

As a further exercise it is suggested to cut out the “one another” phrases below and arrange them for the church from 1 to 10, in the view of the small group. This gives us a further “health check”.

	love one another (John 13:35 - this command comes 16 times) 

	be devoted to one another (Romans 12:10) 

	honour one another above yourselves (Romans 12:10) 

	live in harmony with one another (Romans 12:16) 

	build up one another (Romans 14:19; 1 Thessalonians 5:11) 

	be likeminded towards one another (Romans 15:5) 

	accept one another (Romans 15:7) 

	admonish one another (Romans 15:14; Colossians 3:16) 

	care for one another (1 Corinthians 12:25) 

	serve one another (Galatians 5:13) 

	bear one another's burdens (Galatians 6:2) 

	forgive one another (Ephesians 4:2, 32; Colossians 3:13) 

	be patient with one another (Ephesians 4:2; Colossians 3:13) 

	be kind and compassionate to one another (Ephesians 4:32) 

	speak to one another with psalms, hymns and spiritual songs (Ephesians 5:19) 

	submit to one another (Ephesians 5:21, 1 Peter 5:5) 

	consider others better than yourselves (Philippians 2:3) 

	look to the interests of one another (Philippians 2:4) 

	bear with one another (Colossians 3:13) 

	teach one another (Colossians 3:16) 

	comfort one another (1 Thessalonians 4:18) 

	encourage one another (Hebrews 3:13) 

	stir up one another to love and good works (Hebrews 10:24) 

	show hospitality to one another (1 Peter 4:9) 

	employ the gifts that God has given us for the benefit of one another (1 Peter 4:10) 

	clothe yourselves with humility towards one another (1 Peter 5:5) 

	pray for one another (James 5:16) 

	confess our faults to one another (James 5:16) 


We are to do these things because we belong to one another (Romans 12:5; Ephesians 4:25). 

