DNA Session One – PART OF THE FAMILY

Note to those elders (eldership couples) taking the session: The goals of this time are: 1) To let them get to know you better, after all we cannot expect them to entrust their lives to our leadership and care if we haven’t let them get to know us in some way. 2) To let them catch the heart of this church, so be sure not to overload them with information without letting them catch our passion. 3) To make it clear what we are calling them to, if they want to become part of the family and team. 4) To keep energy levels in the room high with periodic interactive or solo-reflective exercises throughout the time. Also feel free to cover some material that you deem less important rapidly, and slow down on that material that you deem more important. 

Start off over a meal.

Then play a fun get-to-know each other activity. A recommended one is to, over a period of ten minutes, to get everyone to find three people in a row, and swap information about your past (with the first person), your present (with the second person) and your future (with the third person). 

Then introduce them to the eldership team, who can stand up front and briefly introduce themselves to the people. 

Before we're anything else, Friends First is a family and a team. DNA is all about how you can become part of this family, and part of the team. 

Tonight we’re going to look at ‘being part of the family’ - what this family looks like, where it comes from and where it's going.

1) We’re a spiritual family. 

a) The church is a family. The Bible uses many images to describe what a local church really is. It is variously described as an army, or a body, or a temple, or a bride. But the church is most often described as family. That’s why the most basic thing about us is thhat we’re a family, a spiritual one. 

b) God is our Father. In this church we all have our own stories of how Christ’s forgiveness first became real to us, and how we experienced God the Father adopting us as his children. No matter our age or stage in life, the thing that brings us together as a family is Christ’s undeserved forgiveness. 

c) We've got brothers and sisters. The moment Christ makes us his own, we begin to share the same spiritual genetic (or DNA) that all those who have been graced by his forgiveness possess. It’s not long after we discover the Father, that we begin to discover each other. 

Jesus treated his 12 disciples like a family. And he gave them a huge instruction: ‘Love each other as I have loved you’ (John 13:34,35).  Where do we get this love for one another from? Not from ourselves, but from God. Jesus made it clear that it would be our experience of his love that would empower us to really love one another. 

2) We’re a family bonded by the past and by the future. 

One of the most fascinating things about families is that they are not just bonded together by the present moment. They’re also bonded together by the past and by the future.

a) Bonded by the future. A family gets closer when everyone shares the same dream and vision for what the family will become. When a family fails to share a vision and a dream, then the family begins to tear off in many directions. DNA is an opportunity for us to share our vision and dreams with you.  

b) Bonded by the past. Every family has a sense of shared history. Over time you will hear many stories of our past – but tonight let me briefly tell you about our journey so far…

Tell the story --- 

How the church started

Our history of venues

A few key prophetic moments

3) We’re a family committed to gathering together every week. 

If you’re close to your earthly family, you’ll know how important it is to prioritise your times together. In the same way, we as the Friends First family commit to gathering together regularly. It’s the only way we can become the strong, focused, united, warm, genuinely bonded family that our Father calls us to be. 

There are two main family gathering times every week, and a third one that is also important…

a) Sunday gatherings.

On Sundays, we get together as the whole family. We have a gathering in the morning and a gathering in the evening. We gather to worship God together, to listen to him in his Word and by his Spirit through the preaching, and to hear from the leadership team of the church where we’re going, and what we’re up to.

Sundays are a major hospitality moment for our family. Many people moving from other cities, and many people from our city who don’t normally go to church, visit on a Sunday. We try to do our best to make them feel welcome, and to help them find their way to God and into relationships within this church. 

b) Midweek small groups (aka home groups). 

The bigger our family grows, the smaller it needs to become. Small groups provide the ideal place to really build meaningful relationships with each other. 

In our small groups, we commit to learning to love God together, to loving each other more deeply, and to loving those beyond our church together.  Although our relationships are 24/7, we meet together once a week too. In these small group gatherings we typically try do three things: 

1) Get into each other’s lives, often over a meal or a snack, and usually accompanied by loads of laughter. The focus is on really getting to know each other over time; our histories, our dreams, our struggles and more.

2) Get into God’s Word together, sometimes by talking about the previous Sunday message, and sometimes by talking about a specific section of the Bible that we’re going through. We're not trying to simply accumulate more information about the Bible, but learning how to apply God’s Word to our lives. 

3) Get into God’s Presence together, usually through singing songs together or praying together. Praying together can be unnerving for some, so we try to not put any pressure on newer members of the group. But once you feel safe in your group and step out, you'll be amazed at how God’s presence draws near to you as we pray and worship together. 

If you consider yourself part of our family, then do everything you can to commit to both Sunday meetings and to a mid-week small group every week. Of course you can miss some... if you have a chronic sickness, or your car breaks down, or you’re away on holiday, or you’re having a baby – but spending regular time together is a non-negotiable in this family!

c) There is another important family gathering: prayer meetings.

We have a weekly prayer meeting. And we pray 30 minutes before Sunday morning meetings and 20 minutes before Sunday evenings.

We pray because we believe that the only way to stand tall as a church in our city is if we humbly kneel before God in persevering prayer and radical dependence on his grace. 

4) We’re a family with a unique personality.

Every family has its own distinctive quirks, feel, style, vibe. For example, some families are very affectionate, others not so.

Friends First has its own personality too. Much of our personality flows out of our long-held biblical convictions, and some of it comes from our unique setting at this time and place in history.

Interactive exercise: In groups of four try describe the personality you’ve experienced in your exposure to the Friends First family up till now. Then get a representative to share with the larger group. 

Note to facilitator: some of the common answers are warm, authentic, chirpy, fresh, young etc.

5) We’re a family that has leaders.

We’re a family with one parent – God himself. Despite each of our own preferences and opinions, God and his Word will always have the final say. We're not only happy to embrace God as Saviour, but as Master too. So we're submitted to his leadership of our lives. Thank goodness that none of instructions to us are arbitrary. They all flow out of a heart that loves us and really wants the best for us. Doing God’s will brings us the greatest joy and peace, whereas not doing his will has just the opposite effect on our lives. 

God the Father leads this family through his written Word, the Bible. To the degree that we take the Bible seriously, to that degree we take God himself seriously. To obey the Bible is to obey God. And to disobey the Bible is to disobey God himself. 

Through his Word, we discover that God chooses and appoints some people to be leaders, to represent his fathering to the family. So although every fellow-believer is a brother or a sister, some are also fathers and mothers too.  

In a good family, parents courageously and sacrificially seek the well-being of the children, whereas in a dysfunctional family, parents wrongly think that the children exist for their well-being. Sadly, instead of giving to their kids, they take from their kids. Similarly, in a healthy spiritual family, leaders exist totally for the well-being of the people they lead, and not the other way around. Godly leaders are not in it for power or privilege, but simply because of love, and the reward of helping people become all they can become in God. 

The Bible describes how leaders and those they lead are meant to relate to one another:

· Hebrews 13:7, ‘Remember your leaders who have spoken the Word of God to you. Consider the outcome of their way of life and imitate their faith.’ 

· This verse makes it clear that all of us need some leaders:

· Who know us personally and who speak into our lives.

· Who remind us to take God’s Word seriously.

· Who set an attractive, godly example of faith and life.

· Hebrews 13:17, ‘Have confidence in your leaders and submit to their authority, because they keep watch over you as those who must give an account. Obey them so that their work will be a joy, not a burden, for that would be of no advantage to you.’

· This verse makes it clear that all of us need some leaders:

· Who have God-given authority to speak into our lives.

· Who take spiritual responsibility for our lives and will get in trouble from God if they fail to watch over us.

· Who we seek to honour and encourage, ultimately for our own benefit. 

· We all need to choose our leaders wisely. Leaders do not get to choose who they will lead, rather, it is people who get to choose their leaders. 

· Elsewhere in the Bible, we see that there are two kinds of leaders in the local church: the eldership team and the deacon team. 

· The eldership team is the highest authority in the local church. They seek God for the direction and strategy of the church. They oversee the doctrine of the church (what the church teaches and believes). They are appointed by an external team, called an apostolic team (more about this later). 

· Then there is the deacon team. They are appointed by the elders to lead specific spheres within the life of the church. In Friends First, this includes those who lead a ministry like the kids ministry, or a small group, or the worship band, etc.

· Every believer should be submitted to an eldership and deacon team. In Friends First we certainly believe this to be so. And even those in the eldership and deacon teams are submitted to each other – so everyone is ‘submitted’ to others. 

· But what does submission to leaders practically mean?

· It means that we need to learn to trust them with regards to the leadership of the church. Although we can give our perspective in how they should lead the church, they do not need our permission. Although all God’s people at times can discern what God is saying to the church through his Spirit, it is not everyone’s responsibility to lead the church. The best thing we can do is to share with the leaders what we believe we sense God saying, and then leave it in their hands. 

· It means that we need to entrust our lives to their care and input. It is possible to attend a church without entrusting yourself to the leaders. But this is not wise or best – for you or for the church you claim to be a part of. The way to entrust yourself to  godly leaders, is to invite them to speak into your life, especially around big decisions you’re making. For example, in Friends First, we ask all those in our family to talk it through with leaders before making very big life decisions – like getting into a relationship, or deciding whether to leave the country, or get engaged, or start a business, etc. This is not because you need their permission, but because you’d be crazy to not invite their perspective. Elders and deacons are not permitted to control your life, but they are commanded by God to watch over your life. It's very hard (maybe impossible) for them to do this if you don’t invite their care and input.

· It means that we need to be open to being challenged about any belief system or behaviour in our lives that is incompatible with the clear teaching of the Bible. That's why, before you submit to leaders, it's crucial that you decide to submit your life to God and to his Word. 

6) We’re a family with deep convictions. 

There are many convictions our family has, but for shortage of time, allow us to briefly touch on three…

In our family, we believe everyone should get baptised. 

· Christians are those who have decided to take God and his Word seriously. One of the clearest instructions Jesus ever gave was ‘Go and make disciples, baptising them’ (Matthew 28:19). The early church repeated this same message, ‘Repent and be baptised’ (Acts 2:38). We believe that as soon as possible, every Christian should be baptised.

· Of course, baptism is loaded with wonderful meaning too:

· The baptism waters are like a press release. Although choosing to follow Christ is a deeply personal matter, it is not a private one. Jesus instructed us to go public with our choice. 

· The baptism waters are like a bath. In Acts 22:16, Paul was ‘baptised, washing away his sins.’ It depicts spiritual cleansing from the guilt of sin.

· The baptism waters are like a graveyard. Romans 6:4 says, ‘you were buried with Christ in baptism’. The old you – the you that had lived without Christ – is dead and buried. 

· The baptism waters are like a maternity ward. Baptism reflects how Christ has made you a new creation (2 Corinthians 5:17). 

· Many people have been baptised as infants. They may think, ‘I don’t need to get baptised.’ But our family is profoundly convinced that though an infant baptism may have been a very meaningful moment for the parents who witnessed it, it is not a biblical practice. Every single baptism in the Bible happens only after a person chooses to follow Christ. Tiny infants are too young to make that choice. See www.friends-first.com and click on ‘free resources’ and then on ‘dna stuff’ for more. 
· Many Christian people say, 'I’ll get baptised when I feel good and ready to do it – and I don’t need anyone pressurising me.' But Jesus and his disciples were very clear on the matter: if you call yourself a Christian, then get baptised as soon as possible! Delayed obedience on this matter is a form of disobedience – not to Friends First, but to Christ himself.

In our family, we believe everyone should consistently and generously finance the church and its mission.

Christ taught more about money than he did about prayer, heaven and hell combined. If you call yourself a Christian, then Christ wants to set you free from the power of money, and he wants to use your money in ways that advance his kingdom. We’ve discovered that Christ is not as concerned with increasing our standard of living as he is with increasing our standard of giving. Christ clearly taught, ‘It’s more blessed to give than to receive (Acts 20:35)’.

The Bible gives a pattern of every believer giving a portion of their income as a way of financing the church and its mission. The starting point of how much to be given is a tenth, but Christ may call people to give much more. 

There are also three other opportunities to give over and above this regular proportional giving: 1) to the mercy needs of people within Friends First (called the Friends First family fund) and the needs of people in our city (called the Friends First Foundation – which is tax efficient for corporates to give to) 2) to the NCMI team as it works into Africa and 3) to unusual kingdom opportunities that the elders will alert the church to from time to time.

Until everyone in our family begins to give what God wants them to give, this family will not be able to become all it is meant to become. 
See www.friends-first.com and click on ‘free resources’ and then on ‘dna stuff’ for more.
In our family, we believe in biblical gender roles within the marriage.

We believe that God calls a man and wife to team together in his purposes as joint-heirs. They are totally equal in value and importance. But in this team, we believe there are distinct roles. We believe that the man is given the responsibility of sacrificially and lovingly leading his wife. In other words, the husband is the team-leader. Obviously, chauvinism (the domination of one’s wife) is totally unacceptable, but we believe that the non-leadership of one’s wife is also unacceptable. 

We’re convinced of this because 1) Ephesians 5:21-33 makes this so clear and attractive and 2) we as eldership couples have experienced the wonderful fruit this has brought to our marriages and ministries. See www.friends-first.com and click on ‘free resources’ and then on ‘dna stuff’ for more.
If you’d like to know more we really encourage you to check out these resources. And then, once you’ve looked at them, you can talk through it with an elder if you still have questions. 
