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~Worshipping, Growing & Sharing the Love of Christ in North Wiltshire -




Faith Without Walls

‘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.
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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?

2. What differences do the offerings (verse 8) make to God?

3. For whose benefit is the sanctuary?
Consider and remember your answers, thoughts and feelings, about God, his authority, sanctuary, safety and worship and bring all that to the second half of this session together. 

Read: Matthew 21: 12-17
Take a few minutes to read and consider the verses then, when all are ready have one person read the verses aloud.

1. How do you react to verses 12 and 13?

Honest answers are best!  How do you 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 ever wanted to do?  Do you really want to ask Jesus to be quiet? 
2. Does Jesus respect the temple?

Summary

Over the coming weeks we will come back to Jesus and the temple, as well as the life of 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 too as a place of worship. In our next session we will explore Israel and their response the tabernacle.

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 the colours)?

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

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?

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 (in Exodus) who were not part of Israel?

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

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

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.

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?

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

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’?

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

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?

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?

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

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.

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

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?

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 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.

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

(2 Chronicles 36: 11-16 tells the story of Zedekiah who rebels against God and against King Nebuchadnezzar)

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

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?

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

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.

A Good Farewell
Closing reflection and prayer.

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?

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?

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?

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’?

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

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.

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

Read Acts 2: 1-3, 41-44
1. What kind of temple would you build that could hold all of these people?
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?

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?

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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