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The Tabernacle

This portable temple was built in the wilderness by the Israelites
circa 1450 BC after they were freed from Egyptian slavery. The
Tabernacle was the first temple dedicated to God and the first
resting place of the Ark of the Covenant. It served as a place of
worship and sacrifices during the Israelites’ 40 years in the desert

while conquering the land of Canaan. GRAPHIC BY KARBEL MULTIMEDIA,
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Faith Without Walls: Leaders Notes
‘Moving from a place of human strength to human weakness’
Faith without Walls will explore the journey from tabernacle to temple; its joys and its pitfalls, the journey from fabric to stone and then… beyond.  What if faith was never meant to have walls?

These 10 sessions are about exploring the text and what we really think about the God we encounter and how what we think challenges how we feel, and how we feel changes what we do.

Please be patient with those in the group, in conversation and especially in listening.  As you explore together moving from a place of human strength to a place of human weakness please be sensitive.  Please also be prepared to be encouraged and uplifted as the Holy Spirit reveals new or refreshing insight into your Christian life.
Why do we always seek to retreat to a place of safety?  Do you ever feel that you are defending God all the time instead of him protecting you?  Over the coming weeks you will explore these, and other questions – some questions you will discover for yourself!

Each session relates to an Old Testament passage with a New Testament passage.  The Bible was always meant to be read together, as an Old and New Testament, and literally – as a group.

The group material has each session on one easy-to-read page.  Please discourage the group from reading the summary and not answering the questions; the order is important!

One final note before we begin: ‘Feel free to disagree with these notes, its sometimes the best way to have a discussion!’
Marc Terry
An Introduction for the Group Leader or Facilitator
Over the next 10 sessions you will look at moving from a place of human strength to a place of human weakness.  

When under pressure we have a tendency to ‘bunker down’ for safety, and that includes sometimes, protecting our God whom we have come to love.  

If we are protecting God, then we can be sure this is a God of our own making: The real God needs no hiding, he is his sanctuary.  Read Matthew 16:23, Jesus telling Peter to get behind him – Peter could not protect Christ from what he knew he needed to do.

Faith without Walls will explore the journey from tabernacle to temple; its joys and its pitfalls, the journey from fabric to stone and then… beyond.  What if faith was never meant to have walls?

Walls, refuge, safety, fortresses – come up time and again in the Bible.  Sometimes they seem to help, other times they get in the way.  Israel sometimes suffers without a temple and in other times it positively flourishes without it.

How do we live without one temple, one site to worship God?  Do we still feel the need for focal place to meet?  What do we really think about church buildings, deep down?

To help us to get to grips with where and when we live our faith, we will explore how Israel and later the Jewish population and early church dealt with places of worship.

To help you plan ahead, there are some guidance notes for each session and a little bit of a clue as to what comes in each session:

Session 1: Setting the Scene – Psalm 96: 1-9 and Matthew 21: 12-17

God in his sanctuary, with Israel in the tabernacle and as Christ clearing the temple.
Session 2: The Beginnings of the Tabernacle

Its provision, the ark, and the how it moves and sets down. Pillar of cloud and fire.
Session 3: The Israelite Camp

Setting up camp in the wilderness, with God at the centre and mutual protection.
Session 4: Keeping God outside the camp

Israel begin to worship God from a distance – he’s there when they need him, but on the outskirts of the camp. (Ex 33:7-20)
Session 5: The Building of the Temple

David’s plans, Solomon’s wisdom and the building of the greatest temple.  Why did David hand over plans?  What’s with all the expensive interior décor?  Why have God in one place? (Other places of worship are barred)
Session 6: Faith without a home

Israel in exile, no temple and the growth of faith and obedience. See Daniel.
Session 7: The Eagerness to Build a Shelter

Ezra/Nehemiah and the rebuilding of Jerusalem and the new (poorer!) temple.  Why are we so quick to ‘fix’ things, to ‘cement’ them?  Why are we uncomfortable with a state of ‘flux’?  What was the effect of the new temple?  What happened to the expression of faith?
Look also the transfiguration and the disciples wish to build walls.
Session 8: Growing up and Living without Walls

Mary was denied room at an Inn; the safety of walls was a very last-minute thing.  Does this have anything to teach us?  What about an adult Jesus who says he has nowhere to lay his head (Luke 9:58)

Session 9: The Destruction of the Temple: 

Jesus predicts the destruction of the temple.  What does this mean for the future of the Way?
Session 10: Ephesians 6 – The Armour of God and Luke 7: 1-10
Faith without Walls.  The true fortress relies on God as the sanctuary (Ps 96:1-9 et al) and refuge.  The armour of God looks at Roman armour; the shields are used in a defensive formation that allows them to still march forward.  Bunkering down does not work; God calls us on, to follow him, and that means leaving the walls behind, travelling together, looking out for each other and taking refuge in Christ.

A General Welcome and Introduction
To help these sessions along never underestimate the importance of a warm welcome, and a moment to pray together to open our hearts and minds.

‘Father God, we pray that you would still our minds from the busy-ness of the day and quiet our hearts to listen to you.  We pray that your Holy Spirit would guide us we explore your Word this evening, through Christ, our Lord. Amen.’

It’s important that the sessions don’t begin with conversations about work and dishes - at least that they aren’t still happening during the session!  It is right and proper that these sessions reflect on real life; it’s not always helpful though to be discussing the ironing mid-topic!

A Good Farewell!
If discussions have been free flowing amongst a trusted group of friends then tempers may have flared (even if under the surface!).

Encourage everyone to leave those feelings to God in prayer.  Any other frustrations relating to the topic are ours to pray through together and apart until our next session.

Always try to pray through a summary of your time together, not forgetting your own prayers for each other and your concerns.

Sessions

You will see quite quickly that each session is similar in pattern.  The idea is that the pattern becomes familiar and comfortable, helping discussion.  Familiarity breeds contempt though, so don’t be afraid to take breaks in the session or adapt how you run the session – but please do stick to the same readings and questions!

Session 1: Setting the Scene for the weeks ahead.
A Welcome and Introduction
A general welcome and introduction to the session.  A short opening prayer.

Read: Psalm 96: 1-9 

Take a few minutes to read and consider the verses then, when all are ready have one person read the verses aloud.

1. What does ‘sanctuary’ mean to you?

The Hebrew word miqdas defines a place ‘set apart’ (which is what ‘holy’ means) for the worship of God.  It is not unique to the Jewish or Christian faith.  

Israel’s earliest sanctuary was the movable tent that contained the ark.  (Exodus 25-31)

It’s often thought of as a place of safety, Exodus 30:10 tells of Aaron making the annual atonement sacrifice at the horns of the altar (the altar in the tabernacle having horns on each corner).

Adonijah grabbed hold of the horns to claim sanctuary from Solomon (1 Kings 1:50).  For ages since, and in times of stress and severe strife, churches and temples have been places of refuge and sanctuary.

Explore the psalms for more references to the word ‘refuge’ – they are littered!

2. What differences do the offerings (verse 8) make to God?
‘Splendour and majesty’ and ‘strength and glory’ are personified before God in his sanctuary.  They are like angels in attendance.  All this exists before the offerings are made. 

So, do the offerings make God stronger or are they meant for something else?  Compare with Hosea 6:6-7

3. For whose benefit is the sanctuary?

By now there should be some opinions developing, let them range freely before holding those thoughts and moving to the next passage.

Read: Matthew 21:12-17
1. How do you react to verses 12 and 13?

Honest answers are best!  How do people really feel?  It might help to imagine Jesus coming into our church and throwing over tables in the centre and chairs in the church.  Is it something you have wanted to do or did you want to ask Jesus to be quiet?

Compare with John 2: 12-16.  The Synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark and Luke) place the cleansing of the temple at the end of his ministry.  John places it at the beginning.  John might be making a point, a clear declaration to the start of Jesus’ ministry or there really were two occasions that Jesus went through the temple like this.  Compare details of the two and you will find differences (but of course, they may be different views of the same event).  You have just joined 1980 years of debate!

2. Does Jesus respect the temple?

The easy answer is ‘yes’ – how can he not?  He is God after all…

What if the answer could be ‘no’?  Just for a moment, run with it – maybe your group really feels ‘no’ is the answer.  Explore it.  Could this be righteous anger, an anger that burns against injustice? The kind you feel when you learn of innocent people killed on the news, that rages against injustice rather than an individual?

Take a look at the following passage: Luke 2: 49 – Mary returns to find the twelve-year-old Jesus still sat in the temple.

“‘Why were you searching for me?’ he asked, ‘Didn’t you know I had to be in my Father’s house?’” (NIV)

The King James Version reads ‘” …I must be about my Father’s business.’”

Does this younger Jesus change your opinion to this question?

Summary

Over the coming weeks we will come back to Jesus and the temple, as well as the life of the people, Israel.  We will see how people come to rely on a temple as the place of God and how that helps and hinders their faith.

Together we have explored what sanctuary means to us and a little of what it means to God as a place of worship.

We will explore further what it means to be about ‘God’s business’ outside of four walls. 

In our next session we will explore Israel and their response to the first tabernacle, it would be helpful to have already read Exodus 25-29 (it is only 5 pages!)

A Good Farewell
Closing reflection and prayer.

Session 2: The Beginnings of the Tabernacle
A Welcome and Introduction
A general welcome and introduction to the session.  A short opening prayer.

Recap
Take 5 minutes to recap discussions from the last session and summarise and then allow another 5 minutes for any thoughts and reflections on the previous session that have occurred since your group last met.
Read Exodus 25: 10-15 and Exodus 26: 1-5

Take a few minutes to read and consider the verses then, when all are ready have one person read the verses aloud.

1. What do you notice about the design of the tabernacle (look at the layout and colours)?

The tabernacle was to be 15ft wide, 15ft high and 45ft long.  The colours (purple, red, blue) used expensive dyes, red and purple particularly.  As such they were used by royalty (and its why we roll out a red carpet at special events).

Israel’s royal leader, their King, is God – there is even a throne seat (the ark) and royal courts (Exodus 27:9)

Appendix 1 may help you visualise the tabernacle and reflect on the question.

2. Why are the instructions for the tabernacle so precise?

The attention to detail matters, it is about giving God your best and finest efforts and from a practical point of view all of it could be packed away and carried to the next cam

3. How would you feel if you could pack up a sanctuary – your favourite tranquil place of church, or meeting place with God and take it with you?

Allow the group to explore the question and answer freely – in considering the question, would it help or hinder you to take the sanctuary with us?  It would provide a permanent refuge, then again, perhaps in always looking in one place we miss God elsewhere?

Read: Psalm 15 and Mark 9: 38-40

Take a few minutes to read and consider the verses then, when all are ready have one person read the verses aloud.

Is Psalm 15 asking who qualifies to enter the tabernacle or how we should behave to be allowed to stay?  How easy was it for people to enter the tabernacle who were not part of Israel?

If reading from the NIV the first verse reads ‘O LORD, who may abide in your sanctuary?’  The New Revised Standard Version (NRSV) reads ‘O LORD, who may abide in your tent?’  The psalmist (David, here) is thinking of the tabernacle.

The tabernacle as we have met with it, in Exodus is for the people of Israel only, that won’t always be the case!

1. Looking at Mark 9: 38 honestly, do you feel the disciples did the right thing?

Remember, Jesus was not around for the disciples to ask; they saw someone behaving, as they did, whom they did not recognise.  Were they stopping an imposter, trying to prevent someone corrupting Jesus’ teachings and efforts or was there jealousy involved?

2. The exorcist is unknown to the disciples but perhaps not to Christ!  Who do we know who are coming to Christ alone?

The exorcist might be known to Christ but the disciples don’t recognise him as one of their ‘club’.  Jesus’ words are moving faith outside of the temple walls and back into everyday life.

No one can do ‘deeds of power’ in Christ’s name and be against him.  The Greek word for ‘power’ dynamis, used in this passage can be translated mighty power or miracle (suitable for an exorcist!) but elsewhere it is translated as virtue.

Are there people we know, whose virtue and character are changing in Christ’s name who are not part of our club, who have not been to our ‘sanctuary’?

Summary
Jesus calls to whom he chooses, some of whom (most of whom!) we will never have met.  Some will have not set foot inside of our church yet cross the threshold trying to put into words a God they have come to know quietly on their own, who we know as Christ!  Do we try to stop them (how could they possibly know?) or welcome them!
Letting people in, opening ourselves up to new relationships makes us vulnerable but its all part of moving from a place of human strength to a place of human weakness so that we can further God’s kingdom.
A Good Farewell
Closing reflection and prayer.  Consider praying for people identified in the last question.

Session 3: Setting up Camp
A Welcome and Introduction
A general welcome and introduction to the session.  A short opening prayer.

Recap
Take 5 minutes to recap discussions from the last session and summarise and then allow another 5 minutes for any thoughts and reflections on the previous session that have occurred since your group last met.
Read Numbers 2: 1-3

Take a few minutes to read and consider the verses then, when all are ready have one person read the verses aloud.

1. Why was the camp arranged facing inwards?

See Appendix 2 for help.

The arrangement is very important.  For many reasons.  Firstly, it focuses the camp, the entire people on the tabernacle, every time they camp, they remember that God is in their midst.

When the camp marches, everyone has their order, there is a front and back – as firstborn Son, Reuben’s tribe should lead but after the failure of Reuben, Simeon and Levi (Genesis 49: 3-7), Judah is giving pride of place.  It is from this tribe that the Messiah will come.

Every tribe knows its place.  Each tribe has its banner; each triad of tribes has its standard.  Tradition says the colours of the banners matched the colours in the priest’s breastplate (ephod).  Tradition also records the banners – that led by Judah is a lion, that of Reuben the figure of a man, of Ephraim an Ox, and Dan an Eagle.

See Ezekiel 1:10 or Revelation 4:7 to see how these creatures reoccurs.  It is worth noting also that the four gospels are compared to the same creatures often: 

Matthew – Human, Mark – Lion, Luke – Ox, John – Eagle.  There is a reason you often see these images repeated in stained glass!

2. What are the risks of arranging the camp this way?

Take a moment to talk this through freely; you may surprise yourself with answers.

Exodus 33: 7-10 shows that each tribe stood at its own tents and watched when Moses entered the Tent of Meeting.  It is difficult to appreciate if this is respect or fear (or both!) of getting too close.

Israel, a nation was meant to draw people in; other nations were to see their lifestyle and join in (hence why they eventually cared for refugees and welcomed the ‘alien’) but at this point in their history they are protecting themselves, surviving.  This is about focusing their lives on God.

Long term if we copy this (which many churches have) we live looking inwards to God, hoping people looking at our backs will feel welcome and come in!  We are nice and safe but it’s hard to greet people on the outside.

Perhaps we have built churches like this camp but made real walls and just perhaps God is removing those walls and asking us to turn and face out, he is still with us through his Holy Spirit so we’re safe even if it is a little risky!
Read Luke 10: 1-4, 18-20

Take a few minutes to read and consider the verses then, when all are ready have one person read the verses aloud.

1. How does it feel to be a ‘lamb among wolves’?

How does it feel?  This may not be your experience of life with Christ, for others this might be all they have felt the journey of faith to be like.

Take comfort in Isaiah 11: 6-9.  For those who feel always threatened, remember them in your closing prayer at the end of this session.

2. Do you believe verse 19 is always true? Explain your answer.

People will answer this question differently according to their view of harm and their perspective on life.  See Acts 20:24 and Philippians 3: 7-9.  If our view is eternity, where will be perfected in Christ, its greatness lessens our pain on this earth, says Paul.

Living with that pain on earth for some though, is overwhelming – and that is why groups, like these, are so important.
Summary
Is safety the same as security?  God promises us eternal safety but we may still feel insecure!  He may promise us security and ask into situations that we might feel are unsafe.

If we are God centred, like the Israelite camp, then we look to God as our refuge and our security so that when we are hard pressed on every side, we remain strong (2 Corinthians 4: 8-12).

With God’s strength and God at our centre, our church, our group turns to face outward and like the disciples goes out to take his peace to the world.

A Good Farewell
Closing reflection and prayer.

Session 4: Keeping God Outside the Camp
A Welcome and Introduction
A general welcome and introduction to the session.  A short opening prayer.

Recap
Take 5 minutes to recap discussions from the last session and summarise and then allow another 5 minutes for any thoughts and reflections on the previous session that have occurred since your group last met.
Read Exodus 33: 7-11

Take a few minutes to read and consider the verses then, when all are ready have one person read the verses aloud.

1. What do you notice about the placing of the tent?  Why might this be?

Notice how verse 7 differs from the layout of the camp that we learned of in the session 3.  The ‘Tent of Meeting’ is not the same as the Tabernacle.  The ‘Tent of Meeting’ is an extra tent!  Literally a tent of meeting by appointment, where people could go to meet with God, usually interceded by Moses – it did not involve any of the other offerings or sacrifices.

Moses though, sets this tent away from the people for good reason: Look at Exodus 33:4 – God wants his people to move on from Sinai to the promised land but he is so angered by their sin he will not go with them, if he is among them he will consume them.  Moses thinks it best to keep a safe distance from the people!

Numbers 11: 16-17 also shows again that God will meet people in the tent of meeting, away from the Tabernacle.

2. Are there times we prefer to keep God at ‘arm’s length’ or just outside the camp?  What ways have we found or learned to do that?

Allow the group to talk freely, remembering confidentiality.

Some example ideas might be that we remove ourselves from the camp – we stay away from places where we know we can find God.  So, when we really need God the most, we found ourselves pulling away.  We stay away from church, for example, where God and fellowship are ready to support us.

Perhaps we blame God for something, so that we have a reason to keep him away from us.
It might also be at happy times!  Maybe we have a pay rise and feel convicted to give some of it to God regularly but will find a way to keep God away from it – we need to save it for the car or boost savings, perhaps.

Read Hebrews 13: 11-14

Take a few minutes to read and consider the verses then, when all are ready have one person read the verses aloud.

1. Looking at verses 11 and 12: Do we place God outside our camp or does he choose to be there himself?  Explore your answers

The answer to this may be both. Jesus ‘set his face to Jerusalem’ and knew what must be done.  His prayers in Gethsemane showed him grappling with and submitting to his Father’s will.  He chose to go to the cross, outside the city wall, next to all of places the rubbish dump.

Yet we took him there.  Us as humans, we carry the responsibility of taking him outside the city walls and crucifying him.  As the worship song says ‘it was my sin that held him there.’

You may want to disagree or add your own answers!

Summary

There are times in our life when we place God outside of our walls.  We build up defences to protect ourselves from the world around us, when that job belongs to God.  In the end we find we have also excluded the one who challenges us to change, in God himself.

But it is not all our own doing; God chose to place himself outside the city, to be crucified in Christ for us.  God chooses to live among us in his Holy Spirit but he places himself at times outside our walls, calling us from a place of human strength that we can defend to a place of human weakness, outside of our comfort zones, that only he can defend.
A Good Farewell
Closing reflection and prayer.

Session 5: The Building of the Temple
A Welcome and Introduction
A general welcome and introduction to the session.  A short opening prayer.

As group facilitator, read ahead and in light of the final question, keep extra time for closing prayer.

Recap
Take 5 minutes to recap discussions from the last session and summarise and then allow another 5 minutes for any thoughts and reflections on the previous session that have occurred since your group last met.

Read 2 Chronicles 3: 1-8
A similar record of the building of the temple is recorded in 1 Kings 6: 1-22

Take a few minutes to read and consider the verses then, when all are ready have one person read the verses aloud.

1. Why do you think the instructions for the temple are so precise and so grand?

Would they be any less holy without?

In part the building of the temple represents a permanence in the Promised Land.  They are putting down roots.

Attention to detail is important, God gave directions to Moses about the building of the tabernacle too and they were precise.  Ultimately, it is about following God’s direction and being prepared to go to those lengths.  (Plus of course, someone wrote down some precise building measurements).

Worth noting in 2 Chronicles 3:8 the Most Holy Place, housing the ark was overlaid with 600 talents of gold.  1 Kings 10:14 says this amount is all the gold Solomon’s kingdom would receive in a year!  This is dedicated giving!

2. If we were going to honour God today, what grand gesture might we make?

Allow people to answer freely; it might be that some would like to build another temple.

If not a temple – what might it look like, this gesture.

Consider how many of the group’s answers have walls or are objects.  How many are material offerings and how many benefit others?

Read Matthew 4: 1-11
Take a few minutes to read and consider the verses then, when all are ready have one person read the verses aloud.

1. Look at verses 5-7 in particular. How do you feel about Satan confronting Christ at the top of the temple?

This is not the same Solomon’s temple, that temple has long since been through cycles of destruction and rebuilding but its purpose is the same!  And here, Satan takes Christ and tempts him to throw himself from the roof.  

Rabbis expected the Messiah to return and call people to repentance from the roof the holy place (they also expected a repetition of manna being supplied in the wilderness which is why they wanted to make him King when he supplied the bread).

Christ is uniquely tempted to use/abuse all of his power at his disposal by Satan yet he faithfully chooses the role of servant.

Christ refuses Satan and sends him away.

When we stop to think, having Satan so close (on top of) the temple might make us a little nervous! Perhaps it should but know always, for all time, that Christ has won.
Summary
It is easy to feel threatened by our enemy (it is just easy sometimes to his benefit to ignore him).  What protection is there if Satan can stand atop the holy temple?

We need to keep things in perspective.  If we believe in Christ then the devil exists.  He will occasionally put up a fight and make things difficult but Mark 4: 1-11 shows us that he cannot tempt Christ and we know through the crucifixion and resurrection that Christ has already won the battle.

Our defences lie not in earthly walls but the protection and life that comes through faith in Christ.

A Good Farewell
Closing reflection and prayer.

Leave a little more time tonight; particularly with regard to emotions brought forward by the last question.

Session 6: Faith Without a Home
A Welcome and Introduction
A general welcome and introduction to the session.  A short opening prayer.

Recap
Take 5 minutes to recap discussions from the last session and summarise and then allow another 5 minutes for any thoughts and reflections on the previous session that have occurred since your group last met.

Read Daniel 1: 1-6 and 8-14
Take a few minutes to read and consider the verses then, when all are ready have one person read the verses aloud.

1. How would you feel if the church we use as ‘home’ were ransacked and emptied?

Explore the answer fully to this question.  Are there items that would be missed?  Items that we couldn’t do without?  Is it simply a God-given opportunity for a spring clean or a test of faith?

Remember Session 1 when the group explored Matthew 21:12-17 and Jesus overturning tables in the temple.

2. Did the people ‘Israel’ deserve to be taken into captivity?  What makes you give that answer?

Note: By this point in Israel’s history, the northern territory of Israel had fallen, leaving only Judah, which contained the remnants of the people Israel, descendents of the covenant between God and Abraham.

Israel fell to Assyria in 740 BC, the first deportation of Judah to Babylon occurred in 605 BC and included Daniel, the second in 608 BC included Ezekiel, the third in 586 BC was when the Babylonians destroyed the Jerusalem and the temple.

2 Chronicles 36: 11-16 tells the story of Zedekiah who rebels against God and against King Nebuchadnezzar.  Does this change your answer?

3. Looking at Daniel 1: 8-14, how does Daniel differ from Zedekiah?

Zedekiah rebelled against God whilst he lived in the Promised Land.  Daniel miles from home and without a temple, is dedicated to God and will not be defiled.  Does Daniel’s environment improve his faith or was it always this way?

Read John 20: 19-20
Take a few minutes to read and consider the verses then, when all are ready have one person read the verses aloud.

1. Why were the disciples hiding?

The disciples were hiding in fear; if their Rabbi had just been crucified then they had little protection from those who wanted the troublemakers silenced.

History tells of another ‘Rabbi’ – also named Judas with his own disciples, around Jerusalem at the same time as Jesus.  Judas and all of his followers were killed.

2. How would you feel to see Jesus in the room when you’d locked the doors?

Explore the answer simply, giving time to move beyond the obvious answers.  Maybe surprised?  Perhaps looking for other entrances you thought you had locked?  Vulnerable, after all you thought no one could get in?
Summary
All too often, like the disciples, when under threat we retreat to a place of safety, sometimes physically, sometimes emotionally.  Sometimes, with good reason.

Yet God can and does refine our faith and like all refinement processes things can get a little hot during the process.  Sometimes the period in our lives that show the most growth in our faith occur when we are the most exposed and vulnerable.

Removed from the Promised Land, into exile, with no temple, Daniel and his friends showed remarkable faith.

Fortunately for us, even when we hide away and lock the door, Jesus can still find a way in behind the walls and encourage us once again to move outside in his name.

Session 7: The Eagerness to Build a ‘Shelter’
A Welcome and Introduction
A general welcome and introduction to the session.  A short opening prayer.

There are fewer questions in this session (after the last session!) so take time think deeper around the theme of these studies: Faith without Walls and what it means to your group to move from a place of human strength to a place of human weakness and how faith grow during those periods.

Recap
Take 5 minutes to recap discussions from the last session and summarise and then allow another 5 minutes for any thoughts and reflections on the previous session that have occurred since your group last met.

Read Ezra 6: 13-18
Take a few minutes to read and consider the verses then, when all are ready have one person read the verses aloud.

1. Imagine yourself in the position of the Jewish exiles.  How would you feel now that you had completed rebuilding the temple?

Having been taken into exile in Babylon, eventually, through God’s grace and the people’s perseverance they are allowed to rebuild their temple in Jerusalem.

It is significant once again as a place for God in the Promised Land.

Also, surrounded by foreign gods for years, this is a place the Jewish people can call home.

In session 6 this group looked at the destruction of the temple in 586 BC, this new, much smaller one, was rebuilt and completed on 12th March 516 BC (it is possible to do the calendar comparisons and know the actual date!)

Read Haggai 2: 3-5

Note, how despite all the changes, in places, in people, in buildings, in time – still God assures his people of the covenant he made with them.

Read Matthew 17: 1-5
Take a few minutes to read and consider the verses then, when all are ready have one person read the verses aloud.

1. Why was it so important for Peter to build three shelters?

Mark 9: 5 gives us a clue – Peter was so frightened at what he saw he didn’t know what to say.  We forget sometimes the wonder and power of the stories we read in the Bible!

Peter could have been thinking of creating a place where they could once again communicate with God, just like in the days of Moses (Exodus 29: 42).  Remember the Tent of Meeting from Session 4?  

Again, Peter could be re-enacting the Festival of Booths, which reminds the Jewish people of their history in the wilderness (Leviticus 23: 42).
Summary
Peter was eager to one way or another to ‘cement’ the moment of Christ’s glory.  Of course, that could not happen until after the crucifixion, resurrection and ascension, there is no short cut.  Isn’t that always the hardest lesson to learn?

The human desire to build shelters and more importantly permanent structures (be they buildings or processes) can sometimes mean we miss, like Peter, what God is trying to say in the moment.  The exiles learned the hard way, that God was not restricted to his temple, he moved with his people through their exile and home again.  The people wept over the smaller, less impressive temple.  Not God though, he wept over his people.

A Good Farewell
Closing reflection and prayer.

Session 8: Growing Up and Living Without Walls
A Welcome and Introduction
A general welcome and introduction to the session.  A short opening prayer.

Recap
Take 5 minutes to recap discussions from the last session and summarise and then allow another 5 minutes for any thoughts and reflections on the previous session that have occurred since your group last met.
Read Luke 2: 1-8

Take a few minutes to read and consider the verses then, when all are ready have one person read the verses aloud.

1. What do you notice about Joseph and Mary’s home life as they prepare for Jesus’ birth?

Think in terms of the theme Faith Without Walls.  

Pay attention also to Matthew 2: 19-23.

Luke gives only 7 verses to the nativity story when his gospel contains over a thousand!

Mary and Joseph travelled around!  Firstly, they fled to Egypt (Matthew 2:13) having been warned by God and then (Matthew 2: 19) are encouraged to return to Nazareth. Once there, (Luke 2:1) Caesar orders a census so Mary and Joseph go their town of birth, Bethlehem.  God will keep Mary and Joseph safe, yet apparently this doesn’t include a stable home life (pardon the pun!), or even to begin with, a family home – they are reduced to bringing Jesus into the world in an animal shelter.

Read Luke 9:57-61
Take a few minutes to read and consider the verses then, when all are ready have one person read the verses aloud.

1. Paying attention to verse 58, how do you feel about Jesus never having somewhere to call ‘home’?

Jesus’ security lay in his Father, while he was about God’s work, he was satisfied that God would provide (something he tried to teach his disciples when he sent them out in pairs).  Yet being always ‘on the go’ and being threatened must be exhausting.

2. How does Jesus manage without having his own ‘four walls’?

Look for examples and you will find that Jesus prays, often, early in the morning – pray for the day before it begins rather than react to it.

Jesus also relies on hospitality; he rests a lot at the house of friends, and we know from his relaxed attitude at Mary and Martha’s house that he has stayed there before.

Whilst we are exploring a Faith Without Walls, we are using the literal meaning and physical presence of walls to explore the spiritual walls that hold us back.  Here though, giving someone a place of refuge and rest, a place away from the troubles in real terms can never be underestimated.  Hospitality could be the most under-used gift of the Holy Spirit.

As the group explores Jesus’ life, you will find more answers!

Summary

Jesus’ early life was very much that of a refugee, his parents being displaced from their home three times!  On two occasions we might recognise them today as people claiming political asylum.

However settled his youth, Jesus would find himself again as an adult in ministry called from place to place, with nowhere to call a home of his own.

When God calls us away from places of comfort then like Mary and Joseph, we must place our faith in God and like Jesus we must soak up the resources that God offers us through his relationship with us.

Faith Without Walls echoes the public ministry of Jesus Christ and it didn’t hold him back.

A Good Farewell
Closing reflection and prayer.

Session 9: The Destruction of the Temple
A Welcome and Introduction
A general welcome and introduction to the session.  A short opening prayer.

Recap
Take 5 minutes to recap discussions from the last session and summarise and then allow another 5 minutes for any thoughts and reflections on the previous session that have occurred since your group last met.
Read Luke 21: 1-9

Take a few minutes to read and consider the verses then, when all are ready have one person read the verses aloud.

1. Do you think a temple like this one, built by Herod, was a fitting tribute to God?  Discuss your answers with each other.

The temple was very richly adorned and massive.  Mark 13: 2 tells us that the stones were large, in fact some were discovered 36 feet long and these were not quarried on site!  As for richly adorned, Herod gave vines made of gold to adorn the temple and clusters of grapes on the vine were as tall as a man.  More and more is coming to light through archaeology and historical documents.

In the light of Jesus’ comments in verses 3-4 does the group’s opinion change?

2. Was Jesus’ prediction about the destruction of the temple a reference to himself or the temple building they were just leaving?

Jesus’ prediction is often muddled with the conversation he has about himself.  John 2:19 is among the events of Jesus clearing the temple.  When asked for a sign from the Jews, you can read Jesus’ response.  Here he talks about himself and predicts his resurrection.  In Luke 21:1-9, Jesus’ prediction is about the destruction of the temple itself.  In AD 70 the Romans so totally destroyed the temple that not one brick was left upon another, they were prised apart to get at the gold that had melted and run between the bricks when the roof was on fire!

 Read Acts 2: 1-3, 41-44
1. What kind of temple would you build that could hold all of these people?
The temple of Jesus’ day had various courts, some for gentiles (non-Jews), some for women; some were used for trading like buying the sacrificial animals or converting visitor’s currency to the temple currency.

On the day of Pentecost, three thousand people were added to followers of The Way (named after Jesus’ saying of John 14: 6 and before the nickname ‘Christian’ had been coined).  Not all of the people welcomed at Pentecost would be welcomed in the temple.  The temple could easily hold that many but should it?

Summary
Jesus warned the disciples about the impending destruction of the temple, perhaps because he knew the disciples so admired it – but at no point are their instructions recorded from Jesus to rebuild it, so how concerned was he about it?

His Great Commission (Matthew 28: 16-20) doesn’t seem overly concerned with attachment to buildings, whereas Pentecost would seem to emphasise that the people are the church.  Christ acknowledges a holy place like the temple as a place to meet with God (he visits it time and again!) but he encourages his disciples to take that relationship beyond the walls.

A Good Farewell
Closing reflection and prayer.

Session 10: Surviving and Growing in a Faith Without Walls
A Welcome and Introduction
A general welcome and introduction to the session.  A short opening prayer.
This session concludes the series of sessions so the questions are short.  It might allow your group time perhaps to reflect on other sessions in the series.

Recap
Take 5 minutes to recap discussions from the last session and summarise and then allow another 5 minutes for any thoughts and reflections on the previous session that have occurred since your group last met.
Read Luke 7: 1-10

Take a few minutes to read and consider the verses then, when all are ready have one person read the verses aloud.
1. Why is it important to record a centurion’s faith in the gospels?

Allow the group to discuss freely; you may question as a result why other topics are included!

So it is with the roman centurion.  He works for the oppressing army, as the Jewish population sees it, he exercises power over a hundred soldiers and in a town of Capernaum would therefore be well known, yet he is responsible for building the local synagogue.  A cynic would suggest this a process known nowadays as 'hearts and minds' - winning over the local population to keep them quiet but the evidence suggests something different.
He is genuinely moving where God wants him to go, he is seeking Christ to heal his servant (not his slave, slaves became part of the family almost, working for a family for life, a servant could be dismissed at any time and left homeless!) so he sounds like a nice man.
But from the Roman's point of view here is something quite odd.  A man, this centurion, moving from a position of human strength to a position of human weakness, relying not on armour, arms or forts, denying even the need for someone as glorious as Christ to come under his roof.
His humility is the all the sign of the faith that Christ needs to see, the centurion through his experience recognises authority and works under it, he understands what it is means to serve and to lead and so he submits himself to the authority of Christ and is open to the mystery of his healing.
To receive this blessing all he needed to do was let down his ‘walls’ and move from a place of human strength to a place of human weakness.
Read Ephesians 6: 10-18
1. Why do you think Paul chooses a Roman soldier for his image of the armour of God?  How else might you choose to picture it if you were to rewrite this passage?

The Roman soldier was well known to the Ephesians (to whom Paul was writing) and to most of the world in which the Early Church was growing.  It is easy to imagine and it makes for great metaphors!

The sword of the spirit – Christ’s tongue is elsewhere referred to as a double-edged sword.

The shield of faith that extinguishes flaming arrows of the evil one makes use of the roman shield: 3 feet tall and coated in leather the shield would be soaked so that flaming arrows fired at approaching soldiers would be extinguished as they hit the shield.

The shields could be overlapped to form walls and a roof, each man taking responsibility to protect the one to his left.  This ‘turtle’ formation was highly defensive and very difficult for the enemy to break down.

But if the Roman soldiers stood there all day, they would eventually be picked off.  The defensive formation came into its own when it marched – when it continued forward in the face of the onslaught it was a formidable human battering ram!
Summary

The trouble is, when the going gets tough, spiritually, or when our faith is tested, sometimes not even tested but just at the first sign of rain, we bunker down and dig in.  And instead of seeking God for our own protection we step in front of God like our little pet and protect him from questions about suffering and persecution and inequality.
God does not need protecting by us.
A church that moves forward in its faith, together, is capable of protecting each other and moving forward in the courage of God, despite all that comes up against it.
But only if we get it the right way around, we cannot build fortresses and entrench ourselves and expect to move where God wants us to move.

Sometimes being called to follow him moves us outside of our comfort zone, outside of our walls, from a place of human strength to a place of human weakness,  

where instead of exercising power we exercise servant leadership, to discover that instead of being protected from without we are built up from within.
A Good Farewell
Closing reflection and prayer.
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