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I remember it like it was yesterday, and I imagine that you have it burned 
into your memory. I was in college, snoozing through an alarm before  
class was to begin. My roommate woke up all the guys in the house and 
said, “I think y’all should come in here and see this.” Knocking the sleep 
from our eyes, we staggered into the den, plopped down on the couch, 
and suddenly became mesmerized by the news we were watching. One 
building was on fire. Soon, an airplane would fly into the second tower. 
We sat there, mostly silent, watching in disbelief. We didn’t know what to 
think or how to think. We were stunned. Our hearts sank. Our country had 
forever changed that day, and we knew it. 

The days following 9/11 were passionate, patriotic days. I remember long 
lines at gas stations, following big trucks with giant American flags flying 
from their beds. Families and neighborhoods united together for a common 
good. Sporting events and teams started implementing more focus on the 
“National Anthem” or “God Bless America.” That passion was fueled by a 
sense of honor or duty. 

But many days were scary days. There was real fear that another attack 
would come soon or that our economy would fail. Many of our friends 
enlisted to fight a long battle. There was real tension in the air. But 
churches had full services, and prayer was frequent. Emails shared 
messages of hope and encouragement. Ribbons were tied around trees to 
show support. We called people we loved to check in. We banded together, 
and we cared for each other.

Unfortunately, it didn’t last too long. Soon, we all returned to our 
common way of life. We lost our sense of community and replaced our 
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calling to each other with ideas of selfishness and self-centeredness. 
Not intentionally—it just happened. We failed to keep our enthusiasm 
for others. It has been said, “life happened.” We got busy with all of our 
errands, our schedules, our lives. 

We are now in similarly uncertain times. We have been told by doctors, 
family members, and governments that if we are to make a difference 
in this virus, we need to stay away from each other, often in isolation 
from those we love the most. I have seen jokes about how introverts have 
been longing for the days of isolation and extroverts, myself included 
in this, are craving some sort of interaction with people. Humor aside, 
obviously we all need interaction. We all are hurting and coping to various 
degrees in this isolation. We have been able to use technology to unite 
churches across the country; we have set up video calls with extended 
family members or friends so that we can share a meal together; we have 
called our friends to check in and then talked for hours. We are craving 
community. We are made for it.

When we turn our attention from ourselves, we can experience true 
community. Throughout Scripture, we are reminded to live in unity, to 
break bread, to share, to love one another. I’m reminded of Psalm 133  
when David compares living in unity to worship and blessing. He writes:

How delightfully good
when brothers live together in harmony!
 
It is like fine oil on the head,
running down on the beard,
running down Aaron’s beard
onto his robes.

It is like the dew of Hermon
falling on the mountains of Zion.
For there the Lord has appointed the blessing—
life forevermore.
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When we live in unity, it is good and pleasing to the Lord. Living in 
unity is like worship, like a fine oil that is consecrating the priest, 
covering the 12 tribes, and therefore consecrating all the worshipers. 
When we live in unity, we receive the blessing of a heavy dew coming 
down from the mountain to satisfy our land. As Walvoord and Zuck wrote 
in their commentary, “It symbolized what was freshening and invigorating. 
The refreshing influence of the worshiping community on the nation 
was similar to the dew on vegetation.” 1 When we live in unity, build 
community, reach out to those in need and, love our neighbor, the  
Lord blesses us.

The very word community is defined by Merriam-Webster as “a unified 
body of individuals.” 2 We can build a community around activities, 
hobbies, sporting events, television shows—anything that people rally 
around together. How often are we able to band together around ideas 
contrary to the One that brings us a blessing? How much greater would it 
be to center our communities around the fellowship Acts 2 speaks of? 

They devoted themselves to the apostles’ 
teaching, to the fellowship, to the breaking 
of bread, and to prayer.

Everyone was filled with awe, and many wonders 
and signs were being performed through the 
apostles. Now all the believers were together 
and held all things in common. They sold their 
possessions and property and distributed the 
proceeds to all, as any had need. Every day they 
devoted themselves to meeting together in the 
temple, and broke bread from house to house. 
They ate their food with joyful and sincere hearts, 
praising God and enjoying the favor of all the 
people. Every day the Lord added to their number 
those who were being saved.

Acts 2:42–47
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This type of intentionality led to the spread of the gospel and added to 
their number daily. What an incredible sense of unity! Let’s break this 
passage down. The followers had two main goals: devoting themselves to 
teaching and to fellowship (breaking of bread and prayer characterize the 
fellowship).

First, the teaching: Every day they devoted themselves to meeting 
together in the temple. This passage comes on the heels of Peter’s sermon 
to the apostles and their questioning of how to apply what he taught: 
“Repent and be baptized.” This is the teaching that pierced them to the 
heart. The verb “to cut” might be better translated as “to strike violently, 
to stun.” Immediately taking action, they began to teach others to repent 
(to have a change of heart, to reverse the direction of your life). This is the 
message and teaching that would continue throughout the early Church 
and today. The “many signs and wonders” point to the validity of the 
apostles and their divine appointment as Jesus too had performed many 
signs and wonders. Having everything in common, selling possessions, 
and generously giving was not a form of governmental socialism or 
communism, as it was voluntary, and the possessions were not distributed 
evenly, but to those in need as needs emerged. Meeting every day in the 
temple courts was antithetical to traditional Judaism, showing their need 
and desire for daily teaching. 

Second, the fellowship: breaking bread in their homes would allow great 
numbers of people to join together—including strangers—to enter, sit, 
and eat together with glad and sincere hearts. Furthermore, this could 
refer to the observation in remembrance of Jesus, His crucifixion, and His 
resurrection. This is a joyous, fruitful occasion. Everyone is enjoying the 
favor of all the people.

Ultimately, when teaching and fellowship came together, the Lord added 
daily to their number being saved. If our goal is to help usher people 
to the throne of Jesus, this is a clear guide on how we should treat our 
communities. Luke continues in Acts 4:32, “the entire group of those who 
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believed were of one heart and mind.” Imagine the focus and attention, the 
love and joy, that permeated a collective of believers in the early Church.

LOVE THE LORD YOUR GOD

As we are developing a strategy for how to build community, I’d like to 
examine two types of relationships. In order to build community, the first 
relationship that needs to be intact and strong is our relationship with 
God—our vertical relationship. It is the overflowing of our love for God 
that allows us to reach out to others and build community. We must be in 
tune with what God wants us to do, how to act, and how to live. We are to 
hear His voice and live ready, in season and out, to accomplish His will. 

And the second is our horizontal relationships. This is how we interact 
with anyone and everyone around us. Specifically, who right now is in 
your sphere of influence that you need to show Christ’s love to? I’ve heard 
it said that we can only love God as much as the person we love the least. 
Now, I’m unsure of the validity of the statement, but I enjoy the sentiment 
of the idea. If I am to love God with all that I am, I need to be able to 
extend the same grace to others that has been offered to me. 

Something to ask yourself: have you ever replayed something from 
your past only to come up with better lines or better ways to handle the 
situation? I know I do, often. “If I had only said this or had the quick 
zinger to lighten the situation or make me funnier. If I had only been more 
intentional with my actions or handled my anger better, I wouldn’t have 
been in the same situation I got myself into.” I’m sure we’ve all thought 
about ways we could have done things differently. 

This is what I think the Pharisees constantly felt when they talked and 
interacted with Jesus. They weren’t trying to make a funny quip or charm 
the situation, but they were trying to trap Jesus. Returning to Walvoord 
and Zuck’s commentary, they state, “The religious leaders of Israel had 
one goal: to get rid of Jesus of Nazareth. They would do this through any 
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means possible, even if it meant cooperating with lifelong enemies.”3 The 
scene was in the temple where Jesus was teaching. These well-trained 
religious leaders came up to Him, posing questions, ready to question and 
trap Him. And Jesus is about to teach them about vertical and horizontal 
relationships. We’ll start in Matthew 21.

Jesus walks into the temple and begins to teach. Seeing this, the chief 
priests and elders of the temple—guys that have studied and memorized all 
of their lives—became unsettled. These are biblical (well, Old Testament or 
Hebrew Bible) scholars. They have been trained and mentored by previous 
priests and scholars; there’s a lineage to what they believe. The first 
question they ask to Jesus here is who trained Him. “By what authority 
are you doing these things? Who gave you this authority?” (Matthew 21:23) 
They want to know if the mentor is reputable; they want to know if what 
Jesus is saying is worthy to be taught to others; they want to know if what 
He is saying is authoritative and right. However, what He is saying is 
contrary to what they’ve been taught. They certainly hadn’t given Jesus the 
authority to claim to be the Messiah. They didn’t like the people’s praise 
of Him, the clearing of the temple, or the healings He’d been doing. It’s 
disruptive. It’s different. And they don’t like it. 

I’d love to point out that so rarely does Jesus answer questions with a 
direct, declarative statement. In this instance, Jesus responds with a 
question, and when the Pharisees can’t answer, Jesus refuses to answer 
their question. In turn, He presents them a series of parables. Confused 
and angry, they retreated and plotted how to trap Him in His words. 
Finally, an expert in the Law (the early books of the Old Testament) 
approached. Knowing there are 10 Commandments and 613 Levitical laws 
on how to live, he asks Jesus which of these is the most important. To 
make this as clear as possible, one of the rare moments when Jesus speaks 
without metaphor, He recites something the expert in the Law would 
know. The Shema.

In Deuteronomy, we find the Israelites about to inherit the promised land. 
Chapter 4 is a call to obedience and how to worship, chapter 5 reminds 
them of the Ten Commandments, then in chapter 6, we have the Shema. 
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Obedience is how the Israelites show their love and affection for God.  
“The Law was given so that the people could express their reverence (fear) 
for and obedience to the Lord in a concrete manner.”4 The blessing of the 
land and long life is wrapped in adherence to the statutes and commands 
that were given. Not just any land, the land flowing with milk and honey—
the good land.

“Shema” in Hebrew means “to hear.” Verse 4 starts with a calling for Israel 
to hear the next line, similar to current phrases like “if you don’t hear 
anything else I’m about to say, listen to this.” The author is asking Israel to 
tune in here. I invite you to do the same. 

Listen, Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one.

Deuteronomy 6:4
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The Lord is one. Today, many find themselves pulled in different 
directions. In the time of the Israelites, it was specifically polytheism with 
many gods and not knowing where you stood with each god. Today do you 
find yourself bowing down to the god of Netflix, or consumerism, or even 
great things like volunteerism? All of these are unfulfilling. The Lord alone 
is God. What should our response be? Love.

Love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all 
your soul, and with all your strength.

Deuteronomy 6:5

This is an intimate relationship—all of who you are is to love the Lord. 
Matthew’s Gospel changes strength for mind, while Luke and Mark’s 
Gospels include all four: heart, soul, mind, and strength. The idea here is 
that all of you (heart, soul, mind, and strength) loves all of God, the only, 
one true God that is fulfilling and satisfying. 



The second is like it: Love your neighbor as 
yourself. All the Law and the Prophets depend on 
these two commands. 

Matthew 22:39–40
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From the Charles Spurgeon Study Bible: “God is love, for he commands 
us to love him. It seems to me a blessed privilege for us to be permitted 
to love one so great as God. It is a command, but we regard it rather as a 
loving, tender invitation to the highest bliss. ‘With all your heart’ means 
intensely. ‘With all your soul’ means sincerely, most lovingly. ‘And with all 
your strength’ means with all your energy, with every faculty, with every 
possibility of our nature.” 5 

With our passionate, deep love and vertical relationship intact, we can 
work on our horizontal relationships. Jesus continues in Matthew 22: 

It is worth noting that we are only able to love others as much as we love 
ourselves. Now, I am an incredibly selfish, self-loving person. Often I am 
the first person I think about when I wake up and the last person I think 
about before I fall asleep. If I am hungry, tired, or busy, I think about my 
needs first. This is normal. We are all trapped inside our own selves, so 
how do we break that cycle and start caring for others in the same manner 
we care for ourselves? How do we think about if others are hungry, tired, 
or busy? How do we remove the selfishness and put on gratitude for those 
around us? How do we truly and deeply care for others? This is the key to 
building a community. 

This then begs the question, who is our neighbor? Lucky for us, an expert 
in the Law asked Jesus this very question in Luke’s Gospel. Following 
Luke’s description of the Shema, in Luke 10:30–37 Jesus responds with 
a parable. 
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Jesus took up the question and said: “A man was 
going down from Jerusalem to Jericho and fell 
into the hands of robbers. They stripped him, beat 
him up, and fled, leaving him half dead. A priest 
happened to be going down that road. When 
he saw him, he passed by on the other side. In 
the same way, a Levite, when he arrived at the 
place and saw him, passed by on the other side. 
But a Samaritan on his journey came up to him, 
and when he saw the man, he had compassion. 
He went over to him and bandaged his wounds, 
pouring on olive oil and wine. Then he put him on 
his own animal, brought him to an inn, and took 
care of him. The next day he took out two denarii, 
gave them to the innkeeper, and said, ‘Take care 
of him. When I come back I’ll reimburse you for 
whatever extra you spend.'"

“Which of these three do you think proved to be a 
neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of the 
robbers?”

“The one who showed mercy to him,” he said.
Then Jesus told him, “Go and do the same.”

There is a lot in this passage. Without getting into the details of the size of 
the path and inability to easily go around this man, or why it’s important 
to note that he has no clothes and can’t speak—two identifying markers of 
who this man is—or the contextual storytelling sequence of the priest, the 
Levite, then the outlier of the Samaritan (who would’ve been shocking to 
this audience), or why we should think metaphorically of ourselves in this 
story as the robbed man and less as the Samaritan allowing Jesus to be the 
Merciful Savior to this man... All this aside, who is our neighbor? The man 
that had mercy. And Jesus’ response is “Go and do the same.”

We are to have mercy on everyone. Regardless if we know where they’re 
from, or if they’re ceremonially unclean, or if they’ll cost us time and 



Now I urge you, brothers and sisters, in the name 
of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of you agree in 
what you say, that there be no divisions among 
you, and that you be united with the same  
understanding and the same conviction.

1 Corinthians 1:10
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money, we are to have mercy on everyone. This is not a passive command. 
Go, seek them out, find ways to have mercy on others. Merriam-Webster 
describes mercy as compassion, forbearance, blessing, gentleness, charity, 
clemency, empathy, generosity, softness, goodness, humanness—to 
name a few. Galatians 5:22–23 says, “But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, 
peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-
control.” This is how we are to treat everyone we come in contact with, our 
neighbor.

Jesus has just summarized all of the Law and Prophets. He has boiled all of 
Scripture down to just two points: love God and love others. This defines 
who we ought to love in two easy sentences. Both our vertical relationship 
and our horizontal relationships summarize Scripture. If these two simple 
commands encapsulate so much, why would we focus our attention 
elsewhere? 

HOW TO LOVE OTHERS

GATHER TOGETHER

1. Be intentional
The first step in building a community is to be intentional about 
gathering together. During the coronavirus pandemic of 2020, I have 
found it incredibly interesting that we have found ways to connect 
and reconnect with people that previously, in many cases, we hadn’t 
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tried this hard to reach out to. Churches have moved online, and 
numbers of them have seen increases in attendance. Small groups 
have moved to platforms like Zoom or Google Hangouts and are 
continuing to meet even though members are isolated in their own 
homes. Did you know that during times of crisis, Hallmark will 
often see a rise in card sales? Whether you use high-tech solutions 
or low-tech phone calls or a mailed letter, we are all craving some 
intentional communication. It should not be surprising that the Latin 
root word for community and communication is the same. Reach out. 
Be intentional. 

2. Get through the awkward stage
I recall when I started volunteering with a para-church ministry 
and was asked to lead and disciple the freshman boys. This group 
of unwieldy, energetic boys that somehow knew no boundaries on 
food consumption, joke-telling, or wrestling had me both laughing 
hysterically and also considering quitting almost every week. We 
needed to push through the rough spots of getting to know each 
other, and I needed to earn the right to be with them through some 
hard times as seniors and beyond. The night they all graduated from 
high school, we gathered together and I prayed over them. That was 
one of the most heartfelt nights I’ve ever experienced, all because it 
showed that when you push through the initial awkwardness (as we 
did several years before), you can open up together and get to the 
good stuff. Play the get-to-know-you games for months if you need 
to—the beginning stages should feel light, creating the foundation for 
deep conversations to come. 

3. Be consistent
It is far better for your community to know that you will be there 
every week than for you to have one amazing group on an irregular 
basis. A weekly meeting that has a set schedule and rhythm will 
build more community than sporadically forwarding emails to the 
group or having an incredible worship night every so often. We are 



creatures of habit and love routine, so knowing what to expect is 
crucial. Following a similar pattern each week is also a good idea. 
Starting at the same time, adhering to a loose agenda, and wrapping 
up approximately at the same time will help build consistency in your 
group. Similarly, because your group is a collective of individuals, we 
need to be consistent in our availability and response to individual 
group members, as well. Think of the group as a whole and focus on 
the individuals. 

TEACHING

4. Study Scripture
Each time you meet together, studying Scripture should be at the 
forefront. Returning to Acts 2, the followers devoted themselves to 
the teaching. Devoted. They were filled with awe at the signs and 
wonders, validating the Scriptures. We can do the very same. We 
can analyze Scripture, consult commentaries, and lead a discussion 
around how to implement the learning into our everyday lives—
because that’s when we need it most, every single day. Your group 
is not an opportunity to simply open your Bible and wing it. Using 
a Bible study curriculum like Bible Studies for Life is a great option 
to ensure that what you’re studying is trustworthy and relatable to 
everyday life. Be like the noble Bereans of Acts 17 and examine the 
Scriptures to see what is true.

5. Share Burdens
Similar to how the early Church shared possessions to give to anyone 
in need, we can also share our burdens with the group, allowing 
them to come alongside us and walk with us through the trial. The 
early Church believers were able to meet the needs because they 
knew the needs. We too need to inform our group, with honesty and 
vulnerability, of our prayer requests or physical, tangible needs. 
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6. Pray
My community ends our time together with prayer each week.  
We pray over the requests, we lift each other up in praise, and we 
thank God for each other. We also have a group message board that 
lists our prayer requests so that we can pray over the list throughout 
the week. If you want to get close to someone, start praying for them 
by name every day. It’s amazing how God will work in your life to 
consistently put them on your mind and then reach out to them to 
follow up on their requests. 

FELLOWSHIP

7. Break Bread
Each week, we have a very small setup of snacks. Depending on who 
brings them, we have a pretty wide variety of healthy to junk food. 
This could be something as simple as a veggie tray or bag of chips—
this is not a time to show off your culinary prowess. Snacks allow  
for people coming straight from work (or others to have something to 
nibble on) to settle their hunger and allow for us to study. It’s a small 
touch of hospitality, welcoming the group into the home. We tend to 
have people trickle in over about 15 minutes in the beginning, and 
the snack allows for people to mingle and ask how weeks have been 
without much structure. 

8. The Table
Every few months, we take a night off and have a meal together. 
This allows everyone to contribute something to the meal, and we 
all sit down and eat together. This makes us all slow down for just a 
moment, relax, and be with each other. These nights have become 
one of my favorite parts of our community. Often, they are hours long 
and we greatly enjoy each other's company. In the warm spring and 
summer months, we find ourselves circled around a picnic in the park 
or around a fire pit in the evenings. What’s important to remember: be 
with your people.
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9. The Festivals
We enjoy gathering together around holidays such as July 4th, 
Thanksgiving, or some made-up holiday that allows us to have a feast. 
We take a full day to spend with our people. We bring loads of food, 
games, and music to celebrate together. We bring our kids and invite 
many families from the neighborhood. We have blow-up mountains 
and waterslides and “best pie” contests and cakewalks. Scavenger 
hunts, walkie-talkies, mock-Olympic games, treasure maps, talent 
shows, and sing-alongs are great ways to spend time together—even 
for the adults! A little bit of competition goes a long way with our 
group—and a trophy that gets passed from winner to winner is a huge 
hit. Just remember to keep it lighthearted and welcoming to the new 
friends brought into the group. We love being all together.

Bible Studies for Life is built upon Scripture, yes, but also two major 
cognitive philosophies of study. The age-appropriate study plans 
for adults, students, and kids are based upon the largest research 
study on discipleship ever conducted. In doing so, we have created 
a balanced approach to studying Scripture that meets people in a 
relatable to everyday life way. 

Our research has led us to create the Discipleship Pathway for 
adults and the Levels of Biblical Learning for kids and students. 
Both the Discipleship Pathway and the Levels of Biblical Learning 
have portions committed to building community with those around 
you. We are reminded that maturing believers focus their lives and 
attention on developing community. Each year, Bible Studies for Life 
is committed to studying each aspect of the Discipleship Pathway and 
Levels of Biblical Learning. The following are phrases and signposts 
focused on community building: 

God loves all people, regardless of ethnicity or 
status, and proved His love by sending Jesus to 
bear the penalty for our sin on the cross.
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We are called to love all people and live in 
community with those within the church.

God values all people and calls Christians to live 
on mission for the sake of reaching the lost with 
the gospel.

We are to be involved in reaching the nations 
through prayer, giving resources, loving actions, 
and sharing the gospel.

Our faith is personal but it is not intended to 
be private. Our horizontal relationships should 
develop just as our vertical relationship with God 
does. Transformation is occurring when relational 
maturity is evident in our lives. 

May we not lose sight of the intentionality the coronavirus forced. 
While we hunkered into isolation in our homes, the gospel spread 
through technology, and we connected with those around us. I have 
received and sent more messages to friends and family. This forced 
season of rest has caused us to slow down and reflect upon what 
truly matters. Friends matter. Family matters. People matter. Your 
community matters.
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