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Session 1: Prayer

Welcome to the February Midweek Experience Curriculum. The theme for this
month’s Sunday divine services is “Fellowship with the Lord”, and our midweek
experience sessions will address this theme by exploring three ways we can
practice fellowship.

The first session focuses on the subject of prayer. We’'ll discuss how prayer
results in a richer fellowship with God the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. The
second session examines the parable of the wedding garment in Matthew 22.
Together we'll explore God’s loving offer of fellowship with all mankind, as well as
His expectations of those who accept His offer. The last session centers on the
parable of the Prodigal Son. This parable highlights the unconditional joy that God
the Father feels when lost souls find their way home. We’ll consider our fellowship
with each other by examining the conduct of the unhappy older brother.

NAC Catechism

13.1 Prayer

In many religions, prayers are an
expression of devotion to a higher
being. Praying is generally considered
an expression of devoutness.
Christians understand prayer as an
opportunity given by God for human
beings to enter into contact with Him.

Now, let’'s begin our session on prayer. As Christians, prayer is something we are
taught to do from the moment we become believers. Children are taught to pray at
bedtime. Families pray before meals. We pray for ourselves when confronted with
challenges and trials. We pray together as a congregation at church. Prayer is a
fundamental part of the Christian life and it supports our fellowship with the Lord.

Our prayers lose their effectiveness when they become routine and we start
praying without thinking about what we’re actually saying. This can happen when
praying is just another scheduled item on our to-do list. When pausing to pray it is
good to take a moment to reflect on our relationship with God and recognize the

New Apostolic Church USA



2015 February FACILITATOR GUIDE = Session 1: Prayer o 4

NAC Catechism

13.1 Prayer - continued

In prayer, the believer experiences:
God is present, God hears, and God
answers. Thus the believing human
being bows before God’s majesty and
love in humbleness. Prayer is closely
related to the Holy Spirit (Romans 8:
26). In the Old and New Testaments,
prayer is a verbal expression of
belief in the God who has revealed
Himself as the Creator, Sustainer, and
Redeemer.

God addressed mankind first.
For this reason, prayer is always
mankind's response to God's word.
The figurative image of prayer as
the “breathing of the soul” clearly
expresses the necessity of prayer for
faith. Faith without prayer is not a living
faith. Prayer brings to expression love
and reverence for God. Petitions are
brought to God in the knowledge that
the Almighty will lead all things to the
benefit and eternal salvation of the
supplicant.

121.7.21
Our Father in heaven...

The form of address “Our Father”
identifies this prayer as a communal
prayer in which those praying profess
to be children of God. In this fellowship,
Jesus Christ is the “firstborn among
many brethren” (Romans 8: 29).
Whenever He prayed, He addressed
God as Father (Luke 22: 42; 23: 46;
John 11:41;17:1).

The relationship between Jesus and
His heavenly Father is unique. Since
Christ taught human beings to pray
to God as the “Father in heaven” He
incorporated them into His relationship
with the Father. When human beings
address God as their “Father’, this
alludes to the reality that God has
created them, that He is their Lord,
and that He provides for them.

reason we are praying. As New Apostolic Christians we believe God is present,
God hears, and God answers. We trust Him to answer in His way and at His time.

We profess our trust in God when we pray in the following ways:
To God, Our Father...

Jesus instructed his followers in Matthew 6:9 to pray “In this manner: Our Father
in heaven...” As the Son, Jesus wanted the people to know God the way He did,
as a loving and kind Father. This was really different from the understanding the
Jews had of God at the time. Today, though, we believe our God is the omniscient
and omnipotent Creator, and also our Father, the One who loves us and desires to
spend eternity with us. Therefore we trust Him to care for us and assist us.

We pray In Jesus Name...

What does it mean to pray in Jesus’ name? It means more than simply saying
those words at the end of a prayer. It means praying as Jesus prayed, both in
content and in approach. Ask yourself, “would Jesus be praying for this?” And,
“how would He pray for it?”

Do we approach our Father the way that Jesus did? Jesus was very humble
towards His Father, demonstrated when He prayed “Your will be done” in the
Lord’s Prayer and in the Garden of Gethsemane.

By praying “Your will be done” we acknowledge that we don’t demand God to
give us whatever we ask, but that we know He will care for us in His perfect way.
Finally, we pray in Jesus’ name because we trust that Jesus is our Mediator.

1 Timothy 2:5 states For there is one God and one Mediator between God and
men, the Man Christ Jesus.

When we pray, we are aided by the Holy Spirit...

In Romans 8:26 we read: Likewise the Spirit also helps in our weaknesses. For we
do not know what we should pray for as we ought, but the Spirit Himself makes
intercession for us with groanings which cannot be uttered.

This verse reassures us that the Holy Spirit teaches us how to pray. Even when
we find ourselves without words, in moments of stress and anxiety, He speaks for
us.

And when we end a prayer, we say “Amen...”

“Amen” is a Hebrew term meaning something is solid, faithful, and true. From the
Catechism we know that the word “Amen”, which stems from Hebrew, translates
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NAC Catechism

12.1.7.21
Our Father in heaven...
- continued

God is the source and sustainer of
that which He has created. In love and
trust, and without fear, human beings
can address Him as “Father”.

The words “in heaven” emphasise
that God is exalted above all earthly
existence. He—God, the Father—is
greater and higher than everything,
and yet, in His omnipresence, He is
close to us human beings (Psalm 139;
Acts 17: 27).

Going Deeper

Who do we pray to?

Jesus taught the disciples to pray to
the Father (Matthew 6:9) and He did it
Himself. See, for example, the Lord’s
Prayer (Matthew 6:and the High
Priestly Prayer (John 17).

Jesus wanted to share the special
relationship He has with His Father
with us. Our Catechism teaches:
“When human beings address God as
their “Father”, this alludes to the reality
that God has created them, that He is
their Lord, and that He provides for
them. God is the source and sustainer
of that which He created.

Jesus serves as our Mediator, (1
Timothy 2:5) and the Holy Spirit is
our Teacher and intercessor (Romans
8:26-27) in prayer. They are all
involved in our prayer as the Triune
God. Jesus said, ‘I am the way, the
truth, and the life. No one comes to
the Father except through me.” (John
14:6) We pray to God our Father and
have access to Him through Jesus
Christ.

as: “So be it!” It concludes the Lord’s Prayer, and once more reinforces every plea
and statement that has been brought to God in this prayer. Often Jesus Christ
said, “Verily, verily”. He was saying ‘I tell you, that is the truth. What | say is the
word of God”.

2 Corinthians 1:20 reads For all the promises of God in Him are Yes, and in Him
Amen, to the glory of God through us.

When we say amen after the prayer, we express, “Yes, that's what | want. Yes, |
believe You can give me that.” Admit it - sometimes we pray and we don'’t really
mean what we say. Have you ever prayed “forgive us our debts, as we forgive our
debtors”, but you have no desire to forgive a particular debtor, let alone allow God
to forgive them? We must always ask ourselves: are we serious when we say
“amen” to our prayers?

In future months we'll talk about the anatomy of a prayer, but for now, please
discuss the questions found in this section of your participants guide. Thank you.

Discussion Questions:

» How do you express to God in your prayer that He is indeed your Father?
How do your prayers reflect this Father-son, Father-daughter relationship?

* How would using the “in Jesus’ name” filter, transform our prayers? How
does this change the way we approach God?

Let’s look at the Roman 8:26 — 27 verses but in the NLT version: And the Holy
Spirit helps us in our weakness. For example, we don’t know what God wants us to
pray for. But the Holy Spirit prays for us with groanings that cannot be expressed
in words. And the Father who knows all hearts knows what the Spirit is saying, for
the Spirit pleads for us believers in harmony with God’s own will.

Think about that: even when we don’t know what to say, or say something wrong,
the Spirit prays for us more deeply than we could pray for ourselves, in God'’s will.
This is the gift of the power of the Holy Spirit in us.

» Describe a time when you felt weak in prayer, or were so anxious that you
could not pray. How did you feel the comfort of God in that moment, even
when you couldn’t find the words?

» Describe what the word “Amen” at the end of a prayer means to you.
* What are some “habits” we get in when praying? What are some of your

personal repetitious catchphrases and what can you do to make your
prayers more meaningful?
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* How have your prayers moved from a monologue to a dialogue? Do you
feel God speaking to you, and how do you respond to Him when you
pray? Share an example if you're comfortable doing so.

* What helps you remain focused while you are praying? Examples: A
person who speaks more than one language, prays in their least familiar
tongue, so they concentrate on every word. Another person writes their
prayers down before speaking them.

Personal take-home question:

* How has your prayer life changed over the years? Based on what we've
discussed today, how will your next prayer be different?

Session 2: Fellowship in the Kingdom

Going Deeper

The King

Only the king noticed that the man
didn't have on a wedding garment. It
could be that we want to decide who is
worthy (sometimes even of receiving
testimony, i.e., an invitation). Perhaps
we feel people who act in certain ways
or choose certain lifestyles are not
invited by God and not worthy of our
love.

Let's make the invitaton on our
church signs (“All are Welcome”) a
living reality in our congregation, love
everyone, and let God decide who is
appropriately dressed. After all, the
Lord knows those who are His. (2
Timothy 2:19)

Use in reference to the third discussion
question.

Welcome back! In our first session, we discussed how meaningful prayer leads
to a richer fellowship with Jesus Christ. Let’s bridge fellowship in prayer with a
discussion about fellowship in the Kingdom. The parable of the royal wedding is
an excellent way of doing this.

Jesus told the parable of the royal wedding to give an image of God’s invitation
to fellowship with us. His wish is that we gain nearness to the Triune God which
can only begin when we believe two things: that Jesus Christ is the Son of the
living God, and that through His victory over sin and death we can have present
and eternal fellowship with Him.

This parable shouldn’t be confused as a reference to the marriage feast in Heaven
which will occur after the return of Christ. Jesus’ intention was to illustrate His
desire for followers to accept His call. Before we delve into this any further, |
invite you to pause and read this parable in Matthew 22:1-14.

Jesus describes a king who sends messengers to invite a specific group of
people to a feast. These people refuse, some making light of the offer relative
to other more pressing engagements in their lives while others are angered
by the invitation and do violence to the messengers. The king responds very
harshly to the murderers. He then sends his messengers again to invite people
indiscriminately. Verse 10 reads, So those servants went out into the highways
and gathered together all whom they found, both bad and good. Many respond
and now the hall is filled with guests. But there is more to this parable. As was
the custom of that time, every guest was given a garment to put on. Of those in
attendance, one person in particular stands out. The king notices him because
he has not put on his garment.
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Bible References

The attributes of
the garment

GRACE
Matthew 18: 21-25
Luke 19: 8-9

HUMILITY
1 Peter 5:5
Luke 14:11
Luke 19: 9-14

LOVE FOR GOD
Matthew 22: 37-38

LOVE FOR OUR NEIGHBOR
Matthew 22:39

The king demands an explanation and the man has no response. Once again
the king deals harshly, having him bound and thrown into outer darkness where
there is weeping and gnashing of teeth. This description is also used by Jesus in
other teachings to describe the judgment scene.

We could address many aspects of this story, but we will focus on two concepts
directly applicable to our lives and decisions today. First, let’s talk about the
importance of heeding the call to the feast, the present Kingdom. This call comes
from a loving God through His Son, and it's an offer of eternal life to all mankind -
both bad and good. This means whether your past is good or not, you still receive
an invitation. It’s up to you to decide whether to accept it or not. Many things
could keep us from accepting the invitation, but ultimately, they all stem from the
same condition; we don’t sufficiently value the offer of eternal life.

Now here’s the second point | mentioned that makes this parable applicable
to our lives. Accepting the invitation brings us closer to God, but He ultimately
expects something more than our partaking of the sacraments and attending
services. In the same way that God expected the man to wear the proper attire to
remain in the feast, God expects us to put on the garment of salvation to remain
with Him in fellowship eternally. We can do this by applying the teachings of
Christ to our lives. Our Chief Apostle describes the garment in this way:

It is a garment of:

+ grace, humility, love for God, and love for our neighbor.

We need to put on this metaphorical garment to live as true followers of Christ.
Ok, we've accepted God’s invitation to commune with Him at church, we've
shown up and we’ve listened to the service. Remaining in true fellowship with
God means taking the next step and striving to become more and more like
Jesus.

This concludes the session about fellowship through the acceptance of God’s
invitation. Next time we’ll talk about the type of fellowship that we have with each
other and how it brings us closer to God.

In your groups, please discuss the questions found in this section of your
participant guide.

Discussion Questions:

* You will recall from the parable that many people invited initially chose
not to accept the invitation to the feast. God calls us today to be a part
of His Kingdom. What do you think keeps people from accepting God’s
invitation, despite His desire for everyone to accept it?
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Going Deeper

The return of Christ
Aquote from Chief Apostle Schneider:

The return of Christ cannot be fixed
to a date or a special event. What
is crucial for us is not when the Lord
comes, but why He is coming: Jesus
is coming again in order to take to
Himself those who belong to His
bride and later will belong to the royal
priesthood. For this to happen it is
important to love the Lord as well as
our neighbor and to be true witnesses.
That is the purpose of our spiritual
preparation!

* What does the garment described by our Chief Apostle (the garment of
grace, of humility, of love for God, and of love for our neighbor) look like in
real life? How would one put on the “garment” mentioned?

* What does the verse “Many are called but few are chosen” (Matthew
22:14) mean to you? Who does the choosing? If we are truly wearing
the garment (grace, humility, love for God, and for our neighbor), then
Jjudgment goes away and we see our true responsibility, which is to love.

* Accepting the invitation in the parable, equates with receiving the
sacraments. But putting on the garment is a step more; it is becoming and
living as a disciple of Christ. When did you decide that you wanted to put
on the “garment”? How difficult is it to keep the garment on?

* What things have stood (or stand) in your way of drawing close/closer to
God?

* The Chief Apostle recently said, “Don’t ask when the Lord is coming,
but why He is coming.” The Kingdom is and will come. What are our
responsibilities as citizens of the present Kingdom? How will that prepare
us for the Kingdom that will come (the 1000 year Kingdom of Peace)?

Session 3: Our family

Welcome back! In our last two sessions, we discussed the idea of fellowship by
looking at some important passages in the bible. First, we talked about fellowship
with God in prayer and examined how Jesus prayed and how he taught us to
pray in Matthew 6:9. Then we took fellowship to another level by looking at the
parable of the wedding feast and what it means to enter into and remain in
fellowship with God.

In our final session, we're going to talk about fellowship with one another, or more
specifically with our “family” members, as taken in the context of the parable of
the prodigal son.

As you know, family members can sometimes be harder on one another than
friends and neighbors may be. Jesus told this parable to make the point that we
need to love these difficult family members as God loves us. On the other hand,
when we demand fairness over grace, and fail to assume the nature of Christ in
dealing with our brother or sister, fellowship cannot occur.

Luke 15 records Jesus telling three consecutive parables about things or people
who were lost. They are: the lost sheep, the lost coin, and the lost son. The
parable of the lost son is a little different than the other two. Among other things, it
addresses the conduct of the older son. Though there are three main characters,
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Additional Content

The workers in the field

The script notes that the “older son
feels he should receive greater
recognition for his faithfulness and
loyalty.” This conduct is reminiscent
of the first group of workers in Jesus’
parable on the workers in the field.

Read Matthew 20: 1-16 and think
about the similarities in the parables.

Consider this in conjunction with this
quote from our Chief Apostle:

The love to the Lord is inseparable
from the love to our neighbor. Jesus
expects of His own that they love
their neighbor as He loves them. He,
who is perfect, is willing to share His
heritage with us, the sinners, because
He loves us. The commandment of
love demands from us that we love
our neighbor as we love ourselves.
If we veritably love, we do not grow
indignant if the Lord gives the same to
our neighbor as He grants to us..

and each character’s conduct teaches important spiritual lessons, today we’ll
focus on just one character—the older son—and touch on just a few aspects of
his conduct.

Please pause now and read the parable in Luke 15:11-32, and as you do, focus
your attention on the older son’s conduct.

Here are a few reasons the older brother also needs to repent:

First, like his younger brother, the older brother displays a sense of entitlement.
His “what’s in it for me?” attitude is evident when he points out that he has
remained with his father, yet the father never held a celebration in his honor.
The older son feels he should receive greater recognition for his faithfulness and
loyalty. His attitude makes us wonder: does he regret having remained faithful
and loyal, in light of the reception his brother received? What motivated him to
remain with his father? Was it love and loyalty, or, the prospect of material gain
and of being elevated over others?

Because of his sense of entitlement, the older son is upset that his father has
forgiven his brother; it doesn’t seem fair. He reminds his father of all the bad
things his younger brother did. “Fair” to the older son seems to be that he wants
the younger to be treated according to the law. He should suffer for his misdeeds
and shouldn’t get a second chance.

Second, the older brother lacks the loving and gracious attitude of his father, in
that he exhibits no love for his brother or joy over his return. His conduct does not
align with the teaching of Luke 15, or of Jesus’ command to love our neighbor as
we love ourselves, and to love one another as He has loved us. Because of his
attitude, the older son does not share the joy of fellowship or being reunited with
his brother. He also cannot share in the joy of his brother’s salvation.

God wants all mankind to be saved. That is the goal of His plan of salvation.

If at the Last Judgment God in His righteousness determined all mankind could
enter into eternal fellowship with Him, He would be pleased. But would we?
Might we feel “shortchanged” because we wind up with the same reward as
someone who comes to love, believe, and follow the Lord at the “last minute”?
May we feel we “deserve” more because we have “done more”, and/or have
“done it longer”?

God’s capacity to bless is different than man’s. When the father says to the older
son, “Son, you are always with me, and all that | have is yours”, Jesus is saying,
that His Father’s capacity to bless and share is infinite. It is impossible for a man
to say to more than one person, “All that | have is yours” but God can and does
say it. This is hard to understand because our human experience teaches us that
we have finite resources, and to give one everything means another has nothing.
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Going Deeper

Joy in fellowship

This parable, from the beginning, is
about family, about community. To
the father in the story, the return of
the son completed the family again,
it didn't undermine it like the older
brother thought. Often our view of
community, of family, differs from that
of our Father.

In Jesus’ compassion, we see that He
welcomed all to His table. If we look at
the surrounding verses they tell us that
the Pharisees were upset because
Jesus was eating with sinners and
that creates an interesting backdrop
to the story. Jesus welcomed those
sinners (similar to the lost brother),
but also those who figured themselves
set apart, or better, (the older brother).
And even with all these different
personalities gathered, the table, the
community, is a place of joy.

The parable is left open ended — will
the older brother join the celebration?
Will we be open to forming inclusive
community in our church, in our
neighborhood? Even if we feel it's at
a cost to ourselves? Or do we build a
community that excludes?

But our Heavenly Father is different. His resources are infinite. There is no limit
to what He has or to what He can do. In short, nothing any of us could ever do
would entitle us to the great gift of God and His Son, Jesus Christ.

As Paul says in Romans 3:23, ...for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of
God. We are utterly dependent on His grace, and our only motivation is our love
for Jesus Christ.

This concludes our session on family and our midweek experience series on
fellowship. Hopefully your understanding of fellowship with the Lord has been
deepened. In your group, please discuss the questions for this section in your
participant guide. Thank you.

Discussion Questions:

» Discuss why the older son must also repent in this parable even though
he stays at home with his father and obediently carries out his daily tasks.

» The older son believed his conduct required his father to respond to him in
a certain way. Describe a way in which people try to control God through
their obedience.

* What does your “good conduct” entitle you to?

« If God’s grace is free and we cannot earn it in any way, what motivation is
there to live an obedient life?

« Ifatthe Last Judgment God, in His righteousness, determined all mankind
could enter into eternal fellowship with Him, He would be pleased. In the
end we would have the same reward as someone who comes to love,
believe, and follow the Lord at the “last minute”. What would allow us to
rejoice as He does over this?

* What does this parable tell you about God’s heart for us? What does it tell
you about the heart God wants us to have?

* What is your personal call to action from this parable and discussion?
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