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Overview and Objectives
Title:
Tradition, Ritualism and Change
Text:
Matthew 9: 14-17
Date:
Sept, 9 2009
Objective(s):
By the end of this lesson participants will have:

1. Looked at the various rituals that are part of our religious lives.

2. Gained an understanding of how various rituals can actually detract from our relationship with God rather than strengthen it.

3. Considered how we can adjust our emphasis on legalism and rituals.

4. Examined ways to renew our focus on inward transformation rather than outward conformity.
This Week - Notes for Leaders and Facilitators 
1. Pray for the Lord to prepare your group members to come with open hearts to do self-examination and reflection around developing an authentic love relationship with God. 
2. Consider using the “Fabulous Four” or “Triads” strategy.  Depending on the size of your group, this would involve having your group members answer questions in clusters of three or four people.  This strategy allows more members the opportunity to share.  And could provide a framework for deeper, more personal sharing. 

3. The Faith Builder is the “Doers of the Word” section for personal growth and accountability. Group members may need a few moments of silence to read the questions and listen for what the Holy Spirit may be saying to them.  Encourage members to share aloud with at least one other person, if not the entire group, to encourage accountability and support.  Remember to check in about these commitments at your next meeting.
General Overview and Schedule for Facilitators

1. Opening Prayer and Faith Builder Commitment Review 

(10 minutes)
If you haven’t been taking time for the faith builder review, please take a moment to read this section in the participants’ copy below.  The Faith Builder Commitment is the core of the group discussion.  It is the action item between the participant, God and the group.  It’s the encouragement to become “doers of the word and not hearers only”.  

Given that this is the closing segment for each meeting, following meetings should start with a check in from the group on how they did with their commitment.  There may be only 1-2 respondents or none.  But giving the time is one way group members will be able to encourage one another and hold one another accountable to grow in Christ.  (This can also be done in accountability/prayer partnerships.)
2. Sermon Recap







(10 minutes)

This section is designed to be a simple review of the message.  It’s also a time when participants can share insights or ask questions from their personal notes.  For some meetings this sharing may be so rich, that it, along with the Faith Building Commitment Section for personal application, may be sufficient.  Allow the Spirit to guide.

3. Discussion Questions






(40 minutes)

Different SBCC writers have different styles, but the goal of the discussion questions is to wrestle more deeply with sermon truths through open ended questions or activities, so participants can apply what they’ve heard and grow.   Depending on the Faith Builder Commitment sharing in the beginning of each session, or the quality of the recap discussion, there may not be time to answer all the questions.  It’s helpful to highlight key questions you feel led to tackle prior to the meeting to keep the group moving toward the Faith Builder Section.

4. Faith Builder Commitment and Closing Prayer


(10 minutes)

As mentioned above.  This segment is designed to be the “rubber meets the road” of the evening.  In most cases, unless the Spirit has another plan, all discussions should be leading up to the moment when participants have the opportunity to make a personal application or commitment direction about what they’ve discussed.  This does not need to feel heavy or forced, but needs to be included each meeting to allow the Spirit to move as he desires.  Gently encourage group members to share their commitments so the group may encourage one another.

Closing prayer would include faith builder commitments as well as prayer requests.
5. Fellowship/Support






(20 minutes)

Some groups do this at the beginning of the meeting, others after, and still other as part of the closing prayer.  Regardless, it’s an important element of the meeting.  This is the time group members may share what’s going on in their lives and how the group may support them, share announcements, or even share a meal.  It can be whatever you feel your group needs to grow as an authentic, caring family.
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I. Opening Prayer
II. Faith Builder Commitment Sharing (from previous meeting)
III. Sermon Recap – Sharing Notes & Insights
A. Introduction 

i. Rituals can be seductive.  They can make the human experience feel special.  We often see rituals as passage-ways to the divine.
ii. John’s disciples were sincere when they asked why Jesus and his disciples didn’t fast.  During Jesus’ time fasting was a key component of Jewish tradition.
iii. Fasting has taken on many different faces in recent years.  People do it to improve health, to lose weight, even to attempt to bribe God.
B. In the bible fasting is not typically tied in to extra spiritual expression.  Instead it is associated with those in dire need.
i. Fasting is an expression of extreme sadness in the Bible. 

ii. When we fast we express the need for God in the midst of despair.
iii. It is not appropriate to fast when things are going well.  For this reason fasting is linked to humility and not a sign of spiritual or physical strength.  Many fast because it makes them appear more spiritual.


C. Religious rituals and routines always have the possibility of taking away true Godliness by the mere fact that we are doing the ritual.  They can become an end rather than a means.
i. We must not allow the rituals to take the place of what it was supposed to be guiding us to.  We have to work to keep rituals in their place.
ii. Jesus told John’s disciples that fasting is a good thing, but now is not the time for it.  Jesus was there in the midst.  One day he would be removed from them, then would be the time to fast.
iii. Fasting is a meaningless experience if it isn’t performed with the right heart attitude.  This was often the case with the Pharisees.
D. We must not emphasize outward conformity rather than inward transformation.
i. Jesus made it clear that he was not simply reforming Judaism, he was coming to renounce the old ways of doing things and present something totally new.
ii. Jesus cut through all of the commentary and dialogue of various Rabbi’s.  He took his teachings directly from the scriptures.
iii. We must be mindful of the temptation of tradition and rituals that can sever our relationship with the Creator.  Rather than a meaningful relationship, we end up with a list of do’s and don’ts.
iv. Legalism often turns a love relationship into a relationship of rules.  When the relationship is genuine, we will automatically live to please God.
IV. Group Discussion
1. Is fasting still worth doing today?  Is it beneficial?  Why or why not?
2. Do you ever fast?  Under what circumstances do you usually fast (a certain time of year, during difficult times, certain days of the week)?
3. Are there religious rituals that you do that you don’t really understand the point of?
4. What religious traditions are most meaningful to you?  Why are they meaningful?

5. Have you ever spent time with religious people who consistently convey to others what rules must be followed if you are to be part of the community of believers?  
6. Has someone ever pushed you to partake in a religious ritual?  How did it make you feel?

7. Do you ever find yourself citing various “rules” to others (how to talk, what to wear, what not to eat or drink)?

8. How might the church in America be effected if Christians cease to emphasize rules and regulations and start focusing more on building a love relationship with God?
9. How can we go about emphasizing inward transformation rather than outward confirmation?  What do you see as the difference?   

a. What would this look like in your life?

V. Faith Builder Commitment and Closing Prayer
Take time this week to think about the purpose of some of the rituals you partake in.  What it their purpose?  What is their origin?  What impact do they have on you when you do them?  Knowing and understanding the rituals will help to keep them from taking an inappropriate place in our lives.

Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation:  The old has gone, the new has come!  (2 Corinthians 5:17)


















