
Lesson Fourteen 

FELLOWSHIP WITH OTHERS 

We need other people.  Without other people our life would be dull and meaningless.  So we join clubs and 
groups and organizations.  We invite others into our homes.  We visit others.  We have parties, dinners, and 
teas. 

Yet, our contact with other people is often disappointing.  We frequently sense that something is missing in our 
fellowship.  When the conversation is over and we return home, it is often with a faint sense that the evening 
should have had more meaning. 

What is it that we long for in our contact with other people?  Could it be honesty?  In most social interaction, we 
are forced to put on a mask over our true selves.  We are expected to display our party manners and to act in 
approved ways. 

But what we can't do is to be ourselves.  Real honesty is resented and feared.  For example, can you imagine 
yourself saying at the next tea, "It is hard for me to get along with my neighbor.  I have done such mean things to 
her just out of spite.  I need your help in learning to love her."  

You can probably picture how eyebrows would raise.  It would be acceptable to gossip about the faults of your 
neighbor, but you can't confess your shortcomings and ask for help. 

However, when we experience authentic Christian fellowship, we discover this freedom to "be ourselves."  We 
can be honest because we are with those who have also known God's forgiveness.  Pretense is unnecessary. 
We know that we are imperfect individuals who are striving (and often failing) to be perfect. 

Furthermore, true fellowship is characterized by an atmosphere of love.  We can be ourselves in such an 
environment. We know we aren't going to be judged or criticized.  We know we are with people who can be 
counted on to bear our burdens.  

It has been said that true fellowship is characterized by three things; mutual love, burden bearing, and a spirit of 
unity:1  In our study we will examine a short passage bearing upon each of these aspects.

A.  Mutual Love 
John 15:12-17 

This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you.  Greater love has no man than  
this, that a man lay down his life for his friends.  You are my friends if you do what I command you.  No  
longer do I call you servants, for the servant does not know what his master is doing; but I have called  
1you friends, for all that I have heard from my Father I have made known to you.  You did not choose me,  
but I chose you and appointed you that you should go and bear fruit and that your fruit should abide; so  
that whatever you ask the Father in my 1name, he may give it to you.  This I command you, to love one  
another. 

Revised Standard Version 

These words were spoken by Christ on the eve of His death.  They are directed to the small group of men who 
will form His church not many days hence.

1. What is Christ's twice repeated command?
___________________________________________________________________________________

2. What is a command? 
___________________________________________________________________________________

1 Baker's Dictionary of Theology, Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, p. 219. 



Who can give commands?
___________________________________________________________________________________
 

What should our response be to a command?
___________________________________________________________________________________

3. Upon what example are we to pattern our love for others according to Christ? 
___________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________

4. Recall some of the ways in which Christ showed His love to the disciples.

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

5. What is the ultimate way in which we can express our love for others? 

 

6.  How do we know that Christ loved men? 

 

7. How can we be sure that we are friends of Christ?

______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________

8. What does He command? See question one. 

______________________________________________________________________________________

9. What is the difference between a servant and a friend?
 

 

 

10. What is the fruit we are to bear? (See Galatians 5:22-24) 

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________

"Love one another"; this is the foundation of fellowship.  Without mutual love there can be no fellowship.  Does 



your church or prayer group fail to experience real fellowship? Could it be that you do not love one another? 

Love is necessary for fellowship because only when we are loved can we open ourselves up to other people.  If 
hostility prevails, we close up.  Our guard goes up.  We are careful of what we say.  We reveal little of what we 
are really thinking or feeling. 

However, love gives us the confidence that what we reveal will be safe and well-received.  When we allow others 
to know the true "us" everyone benefits. 

B.  Burden Bearing
Galatians 6: 1-2 

Brethren, if a man is overtaken in any trespass, you who are spiritual should restore him in a spirit of  
gentleness. Look to yourself, lest you too be tempted.  Bear one another's burdens and so fulfill the law of  
Christ.  

Revised Standard Version 

As an example of how a commentary treats a passage, here are the notes from The Interpreter's Bible on 
these verses. 

Verse 1: 

Here is the acid test for a Christian: What does he do with the man who falls? What is his attitude toward 
those who are over- taken in a fault? What is the responsibility of the Church? 

The first answer may be tied up in the word "brethren." We are to feel on a level with the man who falls. 
We are to regard ourselves as fellow-sinners.  This "brethren consciousness" means awareness of our 
common danger. 

The second answer may be found in the words "overtaken in a fault." The word "overtaken" seems to 
suggest that temptation comes upon us unawares.  Most sin is committed not by deliberate intention or 
planning but in weakness and surprise, in the passion of a weak moment.  And who are the quickest to 
judge those who sin? The ones who are only slightly, if any, better than the man who is recognized as 
fallen.  And who are slowest to condemn and most charitable in judgment? Those whose ideals are 
highest, those who are living on higher levels themselves. 

The restoring process begins with Christ, but the process is not carried through to its end until the man 
who is overtaken in a fault is restored to the fellowship of the church.  

Verse 2: 

Strength comes from responsible sharing.  The old story of a bundle of sticks illustrates the principle. 
Each separate stick could easily be broken, one by one, but as long as the entire bundle is held together 
by a strong wire it is well nigh unbreakable.  Even so shared experiences in a genuine fellowship 
strengthens the soul. 

Authentic love for others expresses itself through burden bearing.  That which is my neighbor's problem is 
my problem as well, and vice versa.  

But why share problems? Simply because a shared problem is one that is halfway to solution.  The help, 
counsel, love and insight of others is vital.  

Problem sharing is possible in a group where no one considers himself without problems or superior to 
the others.     

The power of mutual sharing is well illustrated in the experience of the Alcoholics Anonymous group.   

A.A. teaches that the deepest fellowship can be based upon a sense of tragic need, and that the vitality of 
the fellowship is maintained by unending service to one another.  Every member is constantly on call, day 
and night; a new member is telephoned and visited every day for a long period because the danger of 
slipping is always present, particularly in the trial period.  Each member who feels the approach of danger 
in his own life immediately tries to aid another and, in his concern for the other person, his own problem is 
often solved.  In his effort to help, he tends to forget his own gnawing urge, his problem is solved by a 
glorious application of the principle of indirection.  . . . the main contribution to the idea of the Church 



which Alcoholics Anonymous provides is that of the fellowship of mutual caring. 2

 C.  Unity 
Ephesians 4:1-6 

So then, I, the prisoner in the Lord, urge you to behave yourselves in a way that is worthy of the calling  
with which you are called.  I urge you to behave with all humility, and gentleness, and patience.  I urge  
you to bear with one another in love.  I urge you eagerly to preserve that unity which the Holy Spirit can  
bring by binding things together in peace.  There is one body and one Spirit, just as you have been called  
with one hope of our calling.  There is one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all, who is  
above all, and through all, and in all.  

William Barclay's Translation3 

11. How are we meant to behave?

a)
____________________________________________________________________________________

b)
____________________________________________________________________________________
 

c)
____________________________________________________________________________________

d)
____________________________________________________________________________________

e)
____________________________________________________________________________________

12. What does it mean "to bear with one another in love"? What does this mean for you?

___________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________

13. What does it mean to maintain "that unity which the Holy Spirit can bring?"

___________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________

14. How does one go about maintaining unity?
___________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________

2 The Company of the Committed, by Elton Trueblood; New York; Harper & Row, p. 104. 

3"The Letters to the Galatians and Ephesians (The Daily Study Bible), translated and interpreted by William 
Barclay; Edinburgh: The Saint Andrew Press; Philadelphia: The Westminster Press; 1959; p. 158. 



___________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________

15. What have we in common as Christians gives us a sense of unity according to Paul?

a)_________________________________________________________________________________________

b)_________________________________________________________________________________________

c)_________________________________________________________________________________________

d)_________________________________________________________________________________________

e)_________________________________________________________________________________________

f)_________________________________________________________________________________________

g)_________________________________________________________________________________________

Christians have a great deal in common as Paul points out.  Our common spiritual heritage binds us 
together regardless of other differences.  This is most noticeable when one travels from country to country 
and discovers a sense of unity with Christians speaking a different language, living in a different fashion, 
existing on a different social and economic plane, having a different skin color, and holding different 
political views.  All these differences which can alienate men seem to dissolve in the face of a common 
faith in Christ - if we let them.  

When we are one with a man we can have fellowship with him.  We are confident that when we share 
ourselves we will be understood and accepted.  

Implications
Are you experiencing authentic Christian fellowship? Do you have times together with other Christians 
that have been characterized by mutual love, a sense of unity, and responsible sharing? 

If so, count yourself most fortunate.  Cherish this fellowship.  Avail yourself of it.  And don't allow your 
times of fellowship to evolve into nothing more than a "club meeting." 

If you have not experienced true fellowship, decide now to do something about it.  Fellowship is one of 
the greatest gifts of God to His people and vital to our spiritual well-being.  To have fellowship we need 
nothing more than a small group of like-minded friends who decide to meet regularly.  Have as the focus 
of your time together group Bible study, reading of a devotional classic, or prayer.  Be willing to share 
yourself.  Then watch what happens.

In the "For Your Bookshelf' there is listed a number of books which will help you in starting and 
maintaining a fellowship group.  Your decision to develop such a group could revolutionize your Christian 
experience.  

FOR YOUR CONSIDERATION 
There is a wide gap between what the Christian faith professes to be and what is experienced by 
individual Christians.  The results are lack of power, a shunning of evangelistic responsibility because 
church members have nothing to give away, and an absence of joy because there is little Christian 
experience.  The obvious chasm between what is and what ought to be should lead us to be concerned 
with small groups in the life of the church.  

The author was led to turn in the direction of small groups for three reasons.  

The first was his personal participation in a small fellowship group while attending seminary.  On the basis 



of mutual needs, a small number of students were drawn together to meet once a week; and through the 
prayer and the interchange that took place something happened.  They discovered a growing ability to be 
completely honest with one another' without fear or guilt.  An environment of love and acceptance grew 
among themselves, enabling them to be really free in the presence of each other.  They came to know the 
meaning of love and forgiveness firsthand, and the group relationship was redemptive. . . . 

It was the accumulation of these experiences that led the author to experiment with small groups within 
the church.  There was little to go on in terms of "how to do it," nonetheless he felt compelled to make 
some efforts in the direction. What had become so important for him, he believed could make 
revolutionary and redemptive changes in the lives of others. . . . 

As the groups progressed it was soon discovered that what was happening was far more than an 
intellectual study of our faith.  As the same people came together week by week it was inevitable that a 
study and discussion of our Christian faith would produce a sharing among the members of their real 
selves - of their needs, inmost thoughts, and desires.  Gradually, almost imperceptibly, a shift took place 
in which the material under discussion was no longer treated as something external and removed from 
the lives of the members.  The purpose was no longer the mere acquisition of knowledge.  Rather, the 
topics discussed became a means of inner exploration.  It was increasingly difficult to stand off and look 
at the subject matter from a distance.  One came to realize that what was being discussed pressed 
continually for personal decision. . . . 

There was no question that some members began to see the Christian faith in a new light, and real 
changes began to take place in their lives.  Perhaps the best explanation is that what had been words 
about the I Christian faith was translated by the group into concrete reality.  Love, acceptance, 
forgiveness, were no longer "halo words," but living experiences in the relationships of the members of 
the groups.  The words literally became incarnate.  People felt that they could be themselves without 
jeopardy.  They could witness to their faith or express their doubts without fear. 

From Harold R. Fray, in Spiritual Renewal Through 
Personal Groups John Casteel (ed.); New York: 
Association Press; 
pp. 63-65, 68-69. 

FOR YOUR BOOKSHELF
1.  Spiritual Renewal through Personal Groups edited by John L. Casteel; New York: Association Press. 

An excellent collection of stories about fellowship groups that have resulted in spiritual renewal for 
not only individuals but churches. 

2.  The Miracle of Dialogue by Reuel Howe; New York: Seabury Press.  At the heart of fellowship is 
dialogue.  This is the best (and most readable) study of it available.  

3.  Groups That Work by the Editors of Faith at Work; Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House. 
Essays on the formation, continuation, growth, and value of small fellowship groups.  

4.  Two or Three Together by Harold W. Freer & Francis B. Hall; New York: Harper & Row.  Subtitled, "A 
Manual for prayer groups" this is the first book published to guide prayer groups.  It contains not only 
the history and philosophy of prayer groups but a most valuable and original collection of resource 
material for such.  

5.  The Company of the Committed by Elton Trueblood; New York: Harper & Row.  A bold rethinking of 
the strategy of the church in contemporary life, with an emphasis on fellowship. 

6.  Alternative to Futility by Elton Trueblood; New York: Harper & Row.  Contains a valuable chapter on 
the "Fellowship of the Concerned." 

7.  Fellowships of Concern by Harvey Seifert; Nashville: Abingdon Press.  Fellowship groups on college 
campuses. 

8.  Learning to Work in Groups by Matthew B. Miles; New York: Teachers College Press; Columbia 
University.  A technical study of groups and group leaders, written particularly for educationalists. 
Valuable for understanding how groups function and how to improve them. 



9.  We Seek His Face by John Paterson; Chicago: Inter-Varsity Press.  A brief study of prayer groups. 

10.  Growth by Groups and Dialogue produced by Christian Outreach, Inc.; P.O. Box 115, Huntingdon 
Valley, Penn.  Superb material designed for small fellowship groups.  This material guides both the 
group and the leader in their week- by-week encounters. 

11.  The Way by Robinson and Winward; especially pp. 59-69. 

12. Transposition and other Addresses by C. S. Lewis; Geoffrey Bles.  Published in the United States as 
Weight of Glory; Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans.  Contains an interesting essay entitled 
"Membership." 

13.  The Taste of New Wine by Keith Miller; Waco, Texas: Word Books.  The exciting story of one 
layman's discovery of what the church is all about and his part in it.  


