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Small Groups and Discipleship



1. Motivate

Why do you sometimes feel alone when you are by yourself in a large crowd?

· you don’t know any of those people

· they don’t know you

· they appear to have someone to talk with, you don’t

· they don’t know what you are feeling

· they aren’t interested in  you

Why do you feel not so alone in a group of family members

· they know you and you know them

· you have a common interest or bond

· you know they would help you and you would be willing to help them in need

2. Transition

Successful discipleship is similar

· it is corporate in that individual disciples need a family of believers who are “loving one another as Christ loved them”

· the Body of Christ provides a healthy environment for both newborn and more long term Christians to be nurtured and grow

 Today we wish to look at how small groups promote discipleship.

3. Bible Study

George Barna made the following observation from his study of the state of discipleship.



Based on this paragraph, what do you think would be some characteristics of a healthy small group in which participants are maturing as followers of Christ?

· environment where spiritual growth is a lifestyle

· less focus on programs

· more focus on relationships that support growth

· more people involved in mentoring relationships

· intentionally find and match mentors with new believers

The “Dynamic Jerusalem Model”

As we read through the passage, note the verses where the following Christian experiences of the early Jerusalem church are described.

___
Reading Scripture

___
Prayer



___
Daily meetings

___
Fellowship


___
Miraculous signs

___
Joyful living

___
Shared meals


___
Sharing


___
Witnessing

Acts 2:41-47,  Those who accepted his message were baptized, and about three thousand were added to their number that day.  42
They devoted themselves to the apostles' teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer. 43Everyone was filled with awe, and many wonders and miraculous signs were done by the apostles. 44 All the believers were together and had everything in common. 45Selling their possessions and goods, they gave to anyone as he had need. 46Every day they continued to meet together in the temple courts. They broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad and sincere hearts, 47praising God and enjoying the favor of all the people. And the Lord added to their number daily those who were being saved. (NIV)

We wish to look more closely at three of these vital experiences that maturing followers of Christ participate in.  These are identified by Gene Getz as being vital from his study of Acts 2.

3.1 Vital Learning Experiences from the Word of God

42a  They were continually devoting themselves to the apostles' teaching
What would the apostles have been teaching?

· what Jesus had taught them

· things they had seen Jesus do

· lessons they had learned in their ministry

· experiences they had had since Jesus ascension

· principles from the Old Testament

· later on from letters from Paul and from other disciples

What would we use for teaching today?

· recorded events from the New Testament of Jesus teachings, miracles

· The rest of the New Testament, the Old Testament

· Many godly men have written various teachings based on scripture


What are other words in the verse that is very important?  ( “continually” and “devoting”


What do you think that means?

· on a regular basis

· it was a regular and significant part of their lives

· wasn’t just once in a while or when they got the mood – they were always in the mood

3.2  Vital Experiences with One Another and with God

The Greek word used to describe this is koinonia which includes the concepts of fellowship, association, community, communion, joint participation, conversations.    Jerry Bridges points out that the “various uses of koinonia convey two related meanings:  (1) to share together in the sense of joint participation and partnership, and (2) to share with in the sense of giving what we have to others .”
  

According to our text (Acts 2:41 – 47), what things did they do together?

· ate together

· prayed together

· shared material possessions

· praised God together

Consider on 1 John 4:20 --  If someone says, “I love God,” but hates a Christian brother or sister, that person is liar; for if we don’t love people we can see, how can we love God whom we cannot see:

According to this, why is it important for us to see and have fellowship with Christian friends?

· it demonstrates our love of God

· it is the outworking of our relationship with God

· it allows God to accomplish His love through us, sort of a training ground

· we learn how God loves us – he loves  us despite our shortcomings (as we must do with our acquaintances)

What is special about the times we spend together in fellowship as a Sunday School class?

· the food is great

· we get to know each other better – the good things and the problems in their lives

· people are not stuffy and formal as they might be on a Sunday morning

· we learn about jobs, family, gardens, hobbies, cars, grandchildren (I have pictures!)

What about with family, what are some special traditions and experiences of your family at meal times?

· prayer together

· talk about the day


you just like to be together
· share problems

· holiday celebrations together

If Christian fellowship with one another is “horizontal” which of the things done together could be classified as “vertical”?  ( prayer

Gene Getz observes that New Testament prayer was “often in the context of human relationships.  Rather than being private, it was public.  Rather than being personal, it was corporate.”

Why is it important to have corporate prayer as well as personal, private prayer?

· we share one another’s burdens in prayer

· Jesus promised that united prayer is answered, we can claim that promise together

· sharing in prayer sometimes puts the problem in perspective

· we bear one another’s problems in prayer

What special experience in corporate prayer have you had in your Christian experience?

· healing

· finances provided

· job provided

· someone’s life changed spiritually

Note verses 44, 45:   “And all those who had believed were together and had all things in common; and they began selling their property and possessions and were sharing them with all, as anyone might have need.
How does sharing material possessions or tangible help for one another bring Christians into closer fellowship?

· shows you really care when you do something tangible

· the old saying of “put your money where your mouth is” fits – you say you care for someone, helping financially demonstrates it for sure
· It is easy to eat together with someone, you have to really care for someone in order to be willing to part with money
How can a Sunday School class be involved in tangibly meeting the needs of others?

· gifts to needy families at holiday times

· helping families during times of family crisis (deaths, tragedy, catastrophy)

· doing household fix up for a widow or an elderly couple

· Sr. Adult week had some ministry opportunities of this sort

Consider verses 46, 47a:  “Day by day continuing with one mind in the temple, and breaking bread from house to house, they were taking their meals together with gladness and sincerity of heart, praising God.”  
Where did they worship – what is the parallel today?

	Where
	Parallel Today

	· In the temple

· House to house
	· Church worship services

· In small group Bible studies (SS or in special small groups)


Both large  group corporate worship and small group worship are vital experiences for all believers.


Summary:

· Early believers, were involved in vital relationship experiences horizontally with one another and vertically with God.  

· These were not independent experiences, but were experienced together.  

· In a world that places so much emphasis on independence and personal privacy, it is a challenge for believers to find opportunities to share these experiences together.  

· Small groups provide a intentional opportunity for believers to gather in a safe environment and to experience vital sharing opportunities.

3.3 Vital Witnessing Experiences with the Unsaved World

Consider the following statement:

  “As Christians we cannot grow in Christ if we are isolated from other Christians.  Nor can we discover joyous community of love and Christian victory without the supportive  ministry of brothers and sisters in Christ.  God expects Christians to band together--caring, loving, and growing into a community in which relationships are not superficial, but penetrating and meaningful–a community in which lifestyles and interpersonal relationships are incorporating ‘one another’ commands.”

What are some “one another commands” that you could share with others or that you have received from others?

· love one another

· help one another

· pray for one another

· encourage one another

· exhort one another

· confront one another in love

· hold one another accountable

What effects do these have on our spiritual lives?

· we grow

· we are helped not to fail

· united we stand

· we have a more effective witness

How have traditional church services hindered the development of the kinds of relationships we have been talking about?

· lots of group activities

· we tend to be observers rather involved with one another at a personal level

· we see people’s polished, well dressed, well behaved outside shells – we know (and possibly) care little about the day to day struggles of fellow believers

Sunday School as a Small Group Bible Fellowship

The ministry of the Sunday School provides an excellent opportunity for believers of all ages to experience genuine Christian community.  Consider the following five reasons that small group provides a healthy place to experience community. 


4. Conclusion – Application

4.1 Consider how our class could be more effective as a place of mutual encouragement?

· mutual accountability – prayer partners
· participation in the Wednesday night Ministry Connection
· FAITH outreach teams for visitor families who have been placed on our role
4.2 Outreach fellowship times – more than just good food and good conversation

4.3 Rotating, taking turns from year to year on the various leadership roles within the Sunday School, to make the structure work as it was intended – body ministry.
Churches have done a good job of promoting the importance of spiritual maturity, but they have mostly failed to provide an environment in which spiritual growth is a lifestyle.  Instead of becoming a natural extension of one’s spiritual journey, steady spiritual growth has become the exception to the rule, the domain of the spiritual superstars and fanatics.  This is partially attributable to our focus on providing programs rather than relationships that support growth.  Although there is openness to the use of spiritual coaching, relatively few people are currently engaged in a mentoring relationship.  Our interviews with churches indicate that few churches are intentionally raising up mentors and strategically matching them with congregants.
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Small groups restore relationships (Mark 12:30-31).


Working together is better than working alone (Eccles. 4:9-12).


Jesus modeled the use of small groups (Matt. 26:38).


God ministers through groups of people.


Four men banded together to maintain relationship with the Lord and to support one another through prayer (Dan. 1:6-21; 2:17-18).


God commands us to relate to other Christians (Matt. 23:8; John 13:1-17, 34-35).


We need one another to be effective in our world (1 Cor. 12:12-27; Matt. 5:13-16).


We need one another for personal guidance (Acts 13:1-13; 15:22).


We need one another for accountability (Luke 19:1-10; 1 Cor. 4:14-21).


The “body” concept requires the small group (1 Cor. 12).


There is interdependency among members of the body of Christ just as there is among the physical members of the body.


To become the people God wants us to become, we need each other.  We cannot do it alone.
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