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Suggestions for Using This Bible Study

1. When you gather together, ask one of your group to act as your 
facilitator and timekeeper, to help the group stay on track and on  
time.

2. Create an informal and relaxed atmosphere.  Make sure all persons in 
the group know one another.  If possible, have coffee or other light 
refreshments available.

3. As a reminder of the purpose, read the Introduction at the beginning 
of each session.

4. Read aloud the Bible passages set for each study.  Your group can 
decide whether or not to read aloud the other material offered for 
reflection.

5. Use the questions as a guide for your discussion. Do not get derailed 
by seeking the “right” answer.

6. Be creative in supplementing the study: acting out texts, drawing 
symbols, using hymns, art objects, or poetry.

7. This resource can be used in a variety of ways: adult and youth 
education classes, with small groups, for church councils, in a 
congregational retreat, or as a special congregational series.

8. A key component of Bible study is the experience of Christian 
community. Encourage persons to be open to one another, to listen to 
each other respectfully, and to speak the truth in love.

9. Engaging in Bible study is an opportunity to hear God’s voice 
speaking afresh to us. Spend time in prayer at the start of every 
session, asking God’s Spirit to guide and enlighten the group.

We hope that this Bible study will refresh your hearts, renew your 
minds, and stimulate your imaginations, as the church seeks to discern and 
participate in God’s redemptive mission in a broken world.

Inagrace T. Dietterich Mike McCoy
Center for Parish Development Diocese of Bloemfontein
USA South Africa
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Introduction:  

DISCERNING GOD’S VISION FOR THE CHURCH

When we gather to study the Bible and to seek God’s vision for the 
church, there are a few important things we should keep in mind:

The church exists because of God’s initiative, not ours.  The mission of the 
church is to discern and to participate in God’s mission in the world.

The church has a unique mission: to be a sign, foretaste, and instrument 
of the coming reign of God.  Each congregation is called to embody 
in its life and ministry what it means to live within the reign of God.

The church does not invent its own vision of the future, but must discern 
and express God’s vision, which sets our agenda, direction, and pri-
orities.

The God who is always doing “a new thing” (Isaiah 43:19) calls the 
church to renew itself in each new generation to meet changing his-
torical and social circumstances.

Discerning God’s vision is central to the life and ministry of the church 
and must be ongoing and continuous if the church is to be faithful as 
God’s people in this changing world.

   The process of discernment involves the Christian community in praying, 
studying, reflecting, imagining, discussing, and planning together. As a resource 
for communal discernment,  this Bible study focuses upon the theme of the reign 
(kingdom, rule) of God as an expression of God’s vision for the church’s mis-
sion in the world.

This material can be downloaded and reproduced 
at

www.ccsw.org

Click on the “New Day, New Direction” Logo.
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Session One

THE COMING REIGN OF GOD

Jesus came into Galilee, preaching the gospel of God, and saying, ‘The time is ful-
filled and the Kingdom of God is at hand, repent and believe the gospel  (Mark 1:14-15).  
In his life and ministry,  Jesus announced the reign of God and called people to participate 
in the new social order of the kingdom.  It is within this frame of reference that the New 
Testament presents Jesus and his mission.

The central feature of the teaching of Jesus was that concerning the kingdom 
of God.  Jesus appeared as one who proclaimed the kingdom; all else in his mes-
sage and ministry serves a function in relation to that proclamation and derives 
its meaning from it.  The challenge to discipleship, the ethical teaching, the dis-
putes about the oral tradition or ceremonial law, even the pronouncement of the 
forgiveness of sins and the welcoming of the outcast in the name of God - all 
these are to be understood in the context of the Kingdom proclamation or they 
are not to be understood at all.  Of all the descriptive titles that have been ap-
plied to Jesus through the centuries, the one that sums up his historical appear-
ance best is:  Jesus, the Proclaimer of the Kingdom of God.

Norman Perrin, Rediscovering the Teachings of Jesus

In Jesus Christ, God’s redemptive love and mercy for a rebellious world took flesh 
and was incarnated in human history.  In his words and deeds the hope of the world, a vision 
of what God created the world to be became a reality.  While only fully realized in the escha-
ton (end times), through faith, hope, and love, the church participates even now in God’s re-
demption of creation.

According to the New Testament, “Jesus left behind two things: the message of the 
kingdom and a community of disciples” (Mortimer Arias).  Christianity has been distorted 
into many things, but in Jesus’ life and ministry is found a call to discipleship: an invitation to 
participate in the blessings of the kingdom, to celebrate the hopes of the kingdom, and to en-
gage in the tasks of the kingdom.  It is this kingdom discipleship which forms the mission of 
the church.

As a disciple community, seeking to follow Jesus, the church is called to participate in 
his ministry, to announce the good news of God’s kingdom. It is within this perspective, that 
this Bible study explores a vision of the church as sign, foretaste, and instrument of the reign 
of God.

READ TOGETHER:
Psalm 145

Matthew 11: 2-6 & Luke 4: 16-21
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Questions for Reflection and Discussion

1. As you think of the phrase “the kingdom of God” what comes to your mind?  What im-
ages, negative or positive, occur to you-?

2. List the various ways in which God and God’s activity is described in Ps. 145.  What 
new insights are stimulated about the nature of God’s reign?

3. What is the good news that Jesus announces in Matthew11 and Luke 4?  How does it 
relate to God’s reign?

4. What is the meaning of “kingdom discipleship”?  How does it relate to the hopes and fears 
of the world?
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Session Two

THE CHURCH AS SIGN

Drawing on the biblical image of the people of God, the church is a called community 
from which the reign of God shines forth as “a light to the nations.” 

A Sign to the World

A sign lets us know where we are going and helps us get there.  Not an end in itself, it 
points away from itself towards our destination.  A sign gives us valuable information about 
where we are headed and how to get where we want to go.  While it is important that a sign be 
well shaped and well placed, that which gives a sign its meaning is that to which it points.

The Isaiah reading describes “Zion” (the city of God, Jerusalem, the place of true 
worship) in glowing terms as a beacon of God’s salvation, as God’s crown, as God’s bride.  
The holy city is to be a sign to the world of God’s faithfulness and saving justice.

In the Matthew reading, Jesus speaks of light shining from “a city on a hill.”  How-
ever, he applies it not to the historic city, but to the new community of disciples he has begun 
to gather around him.  These followers have heard and have responded to his announcement 
of the reign of God (see Matthew 4:12-22).  From now on, this disciple community will be 
the light of the world, leading any who see it to recognize God’s presence among them and to 
give glory to almighty God.

A Called People

The history of the Christian church reaches from the promises to Abraham and the de-
liverance of Hebrew slaves from Egypt, to the gathering of disciples around Jesus, and on to 
the Pentecost experience of the outpouring of the Holy Spirit.  The thread which binds all of 
this together is not an idea or an ideal but the history of a people.  Within the biblical story we 
can trace the journey of a people called forth from diverse sorts of bondage to freedom:

• A people called to a sense of identity founded on a common bond with the God of 
creating power, reconciling love, and transforming freedom.

• A people called to the vocation of praise and worship for God’s empowering ac-
tivity in their midst.

• A people called to participate with God in the restoration of the whole creation 
within a universal order of peace and justice,

Paul D. Hanson, The People Called

READ TOGETHER:
Isaiah 62: 1-12

Matthew 5: 13-16
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The Sign of Worship

As a sign of the coming kingdom the community of God’s people is called to point 
beyond themselves to the future fulfillment of all of creation and history.  One of the clearest 
signs that the church can offer the world is worship.  As the community of faith devotes it-
self “to the-apostle’s teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and prayers” (Acts 
2:42), the promised wholeness of human life is both experienced and declared.

Worship is an exercise in vision, an experience of hope: “having the eyes of your 
hearts enlightened, you may know what is the hope to which he has called you” (Ephesians 
1:18).  Offering praise to God and thanksgiving for God’s gracious gifts, worship points be-
yond the disciple community to the God who is the source and direction for all of life.

Among other things, worship is an experience of:

�x�� Celebrating God’s involvement in human life.

�x�� Discerning God’s present activity and active presence.

�x�� Participating in God’s transforming power.

�x�� Proclaiming God’s dynamic vision for all creation.

In worship the disciple community offers itself as a living sacrifice: as a beacon of hope 
to the world, following Christ, the community gives all that it is, all that it has, all that it does 
and says, for the sake of making the reign of God known to the world.

“As a sign, the church points to the creating, 
loving, healing, just and forgiving God of the 
scriptures, most clearly doing so in worship 
which marks it as a holy community of 
thanksgiving and praise.”

MISSIO, 1999
Anglicans in mission: A Transforming Journey
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Questions For Reflection and Discussion

1. What is the purpose of a sign? 

2. In the Isaiah reading, how does the glory of God’s people serve as a sign of God’s rule?

3. Why does the world need the church as salt and light?

4. In a society that understands church participation as a private and personal choice, what is 
the significance of being “a called people”? 

5. In what ways is worship a sign to the world of what life is like in God’s reign or kingdom? 

6. What insight have you gained about the church as sign of the reign of God?
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Session Three

THE CHURCH AS FORETASTE

Drawing upon biblical image of the communion (koinonia) of the Holy Spirit, the church 
is a Spirit-filled community which manifests the first-fruits of God’s reign within its common 
life and shared ministry. 

Trusting in God’s Promises

While a family feast is being prepared, smells often drift throughout the entire house.  
Anticipating a delicious meal, members of the family are drawn to the kitchen, “What smells so 
good?”  “Can I have a taste?”  So a fork goes into the cooking pot and draws out a bit of food.  
It does not fully satisfy their hunger, but is enough to re-assure them that they are really going 
to get what they are waiting for.  The taste they have received is not the complete meal itself but 
a sample, a foretaste, of the “real thing” which awaits. 

The passage from Ezekiel is part of a well-known section in which the prophet looks 
ahead to the renewal of God’s chosen people, Israel.  Some amazing promises are made here to 
the exiled people of Judah.  God will act to return them to their land, to make them clean, to 
give them a new heart, and also a new spirit (normally reserved for prophets alone!).  As a re-
sult of this renewal, they will be able to observe God’s commandments. 

These promises came true in the history of the Judeans, but not in the ways they ex-
pected.  Their return home from the exile was a most disappointing affair, as the prophets 
Ezra  and Nehemiah tell us. Somehow the realized experience didn’t measure up to the fore-
taste offered by Ezekiel.

It was not until a wandering Jew from Nazareth began his remarkable and controversial 
ministry that the promises were fulfilled.  Those who heard, listened, and followed him 
were made clean, were given new hearts, and at Pentecost (cf. Acts 2) received the gift of the 
Spirit.  But by then, not everyone was ready to accept the fulfillment of their hopes.

A few were, of course.  They were not a very inspiring group of people but, as Jesus 
made clear to them, they were the starting point (“first fruits”).  They were an early taste of 
what God wanted to offer all people.  And so their life together needed to show everyone 
what life would be like in the soon-to-come reign of God.  Having received the gifts of the 
Holy Spirit, they were to manifest the fruit of the Spirit: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, good-
ness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control (Galatians 5:22).

Community as Foretaste

The life of the Christian community is itself part of the “good news.” Set free from sin and 
death by the forgiving love of God made known on the cross and continually empowered by the 
Holy Spirit, the church is (or can be) an early taste of God’s vision for all humanity.

READ TOGETHER:
Ezekiel 36: 22-28
Acts 2: 1-8, 37-42



10

Just as our worship is a sign to the world of God’s presence, so the quality of our life to-
gether—how we nurture, guide, serve, correct, and love one another—is a foretaste of the reign of 
God. Thus the kingdom is not only a promise, not only a task for the church’s mission, but a 
present and experienced reality. Having received “the first fruits of the Spirit” (Rom. 8:23), the 
disciple community of faith experiences the joy, freedom, righteousness, and holiness of God’s 

reign.

As God’s transformed and transforming people, the life and ministry of the church is 
characterized by:

• Sharing in the communion of the Holy Spirit.
• Celebrating diversity in unity.
• Living as stewards of God’s gifts.
• Sharing in a community of mutual love and service.

As a foretaste of the coming reign of God, the church experiences and proclaims the won-
ders of God’s reign: “the power of God’s healing, the liberating experience of forgiveness, the real-
ity of fraternal community, the joy of celebration, the boldness in witness, the blossoming of hope, 
and the fruitfulness in mission.”    (Mortimer Arias)

“As foretaste, the church embodies in 
its life the values of the reign of God, 
most clearly doing so in mutual love 
which marks it as a catholic (universal, 
all-inclusive) community of service.”

MISSIO,1999
Anglicans in Mission: A Transforming Journey
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Questions for Reflection and Discussion

1. In the Ezekiel reading, for what purpose does God promise to restore Israel?  What will be the 
nature of their relationship? How will the people be different?

2. According to Acts 2, what happens to the people at Pentecost?

3. How does the description in Acts 2:37-42 relate to God’s promises in Ezekiel?

4. What is distinctive about Christian community?  What is its source?  How are members 
of the community to relate to one another?

5. What significance does the quality of the church’s communal life have beyond the 
boundaries of the community?

6. What insights have you gained about the church as a foretaste of the reign of God?
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Session Four

THE CHURCH AS INSTRUMENT

Drawing upon the biblical image of the body of Christ, the church is a messianic community 
which actualizes the coming kingdom in the midst of the concrete circumstances of life.

“O Sing to the Lord a New Song” (Psalm 98)
Musicians, especially those who write their own music, have a hard time.  They may have a 

brilliant idea buzzing around in their heads.  And they can write it all out on paper for others to 
see.  But their great act of inspiration is not complete until someone actually takes up the sheet 
music and tries to sing.  Only then is the music heard; only then is their creation declared for all to 
hear.

Often, of course, the performance does not measure up to the composer’s image of the song.  
The music might be too difficult for the players, or there just might not be enough of them to do jus-
tice to the music.  Sometimes composers never get to hear their creation as written.

In lsaiah 49, we hear one of Isaiah’s famous “servant songs.”  The prophet wrote or recited 
these songs to encourage God’s people shortly before the end of the Judean exile.  After 40 years in 
Babylon, all that they could see around them was disaster and conflict.  Then this prophet ap-
peared and declared that God was about to take them home to Palestine.  He also told them that 
God had called him, Isaiah, as God’s servant.  He was to serve as an agent of God’s purpose for 
Israel.  

Even more significantly, the servant-prophet was not to be a lone hero figure, for he rep-
resented the whole of Israel. (see v. 3)  Through Isaiah, God was calling all of Israel to be 
“a light to the nations,” to be known by the world as God’s chosen people.

After the outpouring of the Spirit at Pentecost, the followers of Jesus of Nazareth knew 
that they had been given the power and authority to continue singing his servant song.  All of 
the people from all of the nations would hear of God’s redemptive love and mercy.  Even the 
smallest and poorest communities like the ones to whom 1 Peter was written discovered that 
they were “a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people.”  They were 
now the instruments on which the music of the gospel was to be played, “to proclaim the 
mighty acts of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light.”

Instrument of God’s Reign

The church is called not only to be a holy people at worship, or a community of mutual 
love and service, but also an apostolic instrument of God’s mission.  God’s salvation does not 
fall magically from the clouds, but reaches to the end of the earth through the life and ministry 
of the church.  As the body of Christ in the world the church is God’s primary agent of healing, 
forgiveness, and transformation.

READ TOGETHER:
Isaiah 49:1-7
1 Peter 2:9-12
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The quest ion which has to be put to every local  congregat ion is the 
quest ion whether i t  is  a credible s ign of  God’s reign of  just ice and 
mercy over the whole of  l i fe,  whether i t  is  an open fel lowship whose 
concerns are as wide as the concerns of  humanity,  whether i t  cares for  
i ts neighbors in a way which ref lects and spr ings out of  God’s care for  
them, whether i ts  common l i fe is  recognizable as a foretaste of  the 
blessing which God intends for  the whole human fami ly.

Lesslie Newbigin, Sign of the Kingdom

To the disciple community of Jesus Christ is given the awesome yet marvelous responsi-
bility for:

• Proclaiming Christ’s liberating power in word and deed.

• Presenting an alternative identity and vision.

• Seeking freedom, equality, and justice.

• Pursuing peace and unity for all creation.

Offering itself as Christ did, for the sake of others, the church becomes a “living sac-
rifice.”  As an instrument of God’s mission, empowered by the Holy Spirit, it is equipped to 
sing the servant song of hope and freedom.

“As instrument, the church shares in 
God’s mission in the world, most 
clearly doing so in deed and words 
which mark it as an apostolic commu-
nity of witness.”

MISSIO, 1999
Anglicans in Mission:  A Transforming Journey
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Questions for Reflection and Discussion

1. How is your understanding of the church’s mission changed by thinking of it as singing a 
new song to the Lord?

2. In what ways can you envision the church as “a light to the nations”?

3. In 1 Peter, how have Christians been constituted as “God’s own people”?

4. How do you respond to the assertion that as a part of the church, you are part of “a cho-
sen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation”?

5. Interpreting the four aspects listed above, put into your own words the responsibility of 
the church of Jesus Christ.

6. What insights have you gained about the church as the instrument of the reign of God.
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Pulling Your Learnings Together
Considering your hopes and dreams for the future, what are some ways in which you can 

envision your church more faithfully and effectively manifesting itself as:

Sign of the Reign of God 

Foretaste of the Reign of God 

Instrument of the Reign of God.


