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Read Acts 2:42. This is the Third Sunday of
Growing God’s Way emphasis. Who can remember
the subject last week? (The Quiet Time)

If you look again in the bulletin, you’ll find a
section for today’s message.

There will be five items when we are done. These
"spiritual growth habits™ will comprise the year 2010
Spiritual Growth Covenant that we are being
challenged to take to God. You see a "Name" line.
At the end of the series, you will get a "My 2010
Spiritual Growth Covenant” card (out on table). You
can sign that card if you make the decision to enter
into a growth covenant with God for the year. Only
those ready to work at all five habits should sign. In
year 1999, 40 youth and adults signed that card. If
you sign the card and return it, we'll then laminate it
and return it to you for a reminder (show card, last
year and this year). The number of people who take
the growth covenant is an indicator of the progress
that we are making in our church.

S0 let’s begin to discover what God’s Word says
about the Third Habit - today's subject -
“Commitment to weekly Fellowship in at least one
small group - for spiritual growth

Next to the personal Quiet Time, there is not more
important thing that you can do than to make a real
commitment to a Christian small group. I'm talking
about being a regular, committed member, not just an
“occasional appearance ” person.

For teens, the youth group is such a small group -
having a part in it’s life, it’s growth, it’s impact.
Wednesday Night Youth Discipleship - another.
Sunday School - another.

For adults there’s SS, Wednesday night
discipleship. There is choir, prayer groups, men’s
groups, women’s groups, €etc.

For College students, there’s Sunday School
(Launch Pad) here and certainly at least one campus
group where you go to school.

If you are an out of town visitor, your church has
them for you too.

Why is this so important? | as your pastor could
preach the most profound sermons this side of

Heaven. The worship service might bring all who
attend into the presence of God weekly. We could
perhaps gain enough Bible ammunition to win a Bible
quiz against any congregation in the country, hands
down.

Yet even if all these things were true of you,
something would still be missing in your life. That
element, woven throughout the fabric of the New
Testament, is an integral part of life in Christ:
relationships with other believers.

Do you know that the need for relationships and
genuine community is hard-wired into us? And it is
one of the things that has rapidly fallen out of our
modern culture.

e Some blame it on Air Conditioning and
Automatic Garage Door Openers....

But real relationships are proven to make a
difference in our outlook on life and happiness!

e Recent Gallop research shows that close
friendships at work boost employee satisfaction
by almost 50%! The research shows that those
who have a best friend at work are 7 times more
likely to be emotionally engaged on the job.

e Tom Rath, at Gallop says this of the research,
“People with friends at work are 96% more
likely to be extremely satisfied with their life.”
Not just their job, but their lifel And the reality
is, happy people are better to be around, they
will have more impact on those around them.

Translate that to the church — if you have friends
where you worship you will be more likely to be
extremely satisfied with your church and I think even
with the Lord, because the church is the expression of
God himself here on this earth. So you can see, this is
a really big deal.

Close relationships among the members of God’s
family provide a context for applying biblical truth,
promote unity and caring among the members, meet
spiritual and emotional needs, furnish a setting for
lifestyle evangelism, and in short, demonstrate the
Body of Christ in action. Every church needs a
ministry format that will intentionally promote these
kinds of relationships.

I’'m convinced that small groups (like SS) provide
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the ideal format to accomplish these requirements.

Small groups are not just a fad. Neither are they a
clever gimmick to pump up church attendance. Small
groups are a ministry format with a solid biblical
foundation. Acts 2:46-47 Every day they continued
to meet together in the temple courts. They broke
bread in their homes and ate together with glad and
sincere hearts, 47 praising God and enjoying the
favor of all the people. And the Lord added to their
number daily those who were being saved.

(they had “Refigerator Rights” with each other...)

I. TWO BIBLICAL FACTS ABOUT
SMALL GROUPS:

1. Jesus was a Small Group Leader

For me, Jesus’ involvement in a small group is the
most convincing argument for including such groups
in the life of the local church. Jesus Christ is pictured
in the New Testament as the greatest small group
leader in history. As a group leader or participant you
are walking in His footsteps.

Jesus began His earthly ministry by establishing
His “small group,” — we know them as the apostles.

When Jesus began His public ministry, one of His
first acts was to form His small group (Mt. 4:18-22,
Lk. 6:13). The Son of God certainly didn’t need the
companionship or assistance of the apostles. Yet from
the very beginning He elected to establish and
minister within a framework of interpersonal
relationships.

Jesus’ ministry to large groups was preceded by
and proceded out of His small group ministry.

Which came first, the chicken (large group) or the
egg (small group)? In Jesus’ case, small group
emphasis preceded His large group involvement.
Furthermore, it was the small group that provided the
platform for Jesus’ ministry to large groups of people.
The apostles accompanied Jesus as He proclaimed the
Good News to the multitudes. Yet He always
withdrew to the familiarity and support of His select
small group (Mk. 3:7).

Jesus spent the majority of His time with His
small group. If we could add up the amount of time
Jesus spent with the apostles, we would likely find
that this group consumed the majority of His time.
They were together constantly: They traveled together,
shared meals, experienced mutual hardship, and
literally lived together. As Jesus’ crucifixion drew
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closer, He spent more and more time with His small
group and less time with the multitudes that sought
Him out.

2. The Bible Directs Us to Small Groups

Much of the New Testament deals with the types
of attitudes and actions God wants to characterize the
members of His family - you and I, if we are
Christian.

A quick review of some of the “one another’
verses will give you a good idea of what | am talking
about:

* Be devoted and give preference to one another
(Ro. 12:10)

* Accept one another (R0. 15:7)

* Care for one another (1 Cor. 12:25)

* Carry each other’s burdens (Gal. 6:2)

* Forgive one another (Eph. 4:32)

* Encourage, build up one another (1 Thess. 5:11)

* Spur one another on to love and good deeds (Heb.
10:24)

* Confess your sins to one another (Jas. 5:16)
* Pray for one another (Jas. 5:16)

« Serve one another (1 Pet. 4:10)

* Love one another (1 Jn. 4:11)

The list above provides only a brief taste of the
standards that should exemplify the Christian and
Christ's church.  What condition is absolutely
necessary to “live out” those directives? Ans. — You
have to be with “one another.” The best setting? |
would say that would be Christians getting together in
small group meetings.

1

Test: If you are a Believer but not “involved” with
other believers in a SS Class or Study or whatever, |
would think that the preceding list of “one another’s”
is not occurring in your life. (read them again)

This was true for the early church (Acts 2:42-47)
and it is still true for us today.

Hebrews 10:24-25. It provides us with further
insight. Here we are instructed “not fto give up
meeting together.” Our usual response to this verse is
to assume we are being urged to attend a Sunday
morning worship service held in a church building.
Certainly this application is legitimate, but it is not
inherent in the author’s intent.
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Specifically, we are told “fo spur one another on
toward love and good deeds” and to “encourage one
another.” This type of activity is possible in a large
group service, but not very likely to occur. On the
other hand, a small group’s relationships provides the
ideal setting.

Prov. 27:17 As iron sharpens iron, so one man
sharpens another.

Il. Two OTHER REASONS TO BE INVOLVED
IN AT LEAST ONE SMALL GROUP

1. SMALL GROUP’'S help turn beliefs into
lifestyle

| became a Christian during just before my 3rd year of
College (UConn -go huskies!). Personally my conversion
was very real -- | genuinely received Jesus Christ as my Lord
and Savior — | trusted Him alone and | knew it.

But when the opportunities were given to be involved in
Christian groups on campus, or at church — | initially
hesitated. | avoided involvement in those groups.

I’'m not sure | could have accurately told you why | was
doing that then, but | think | understood it later. | was hesitant
to be in a position that | might need to share with others the
challenges of my new spiritual life. | was unsure about myself
and a little self-conscious. | didn’'t want to be seen a “dumb”
or wrong by others. (behind the scenes Satan was using my
insecurities to rob me of joy and prevent me from growing).

On top of that, | think there were other reasons —

| already knew that some things had to be added to my
Christian life, and some had to be subtracted. (I also knew
some of my college lifestyle had to go.)

| instinctively felt that going to a campus group or a Bible
study at church might lead to spiritual accountability — and |
wasn’t sure | wanted that.

The Result? | did not get serious to be committed to a
Christian small group. Then | “toyed” around on the fringes
for awhile. And all the while there was inner conflict in me. |
was “learning truth” but | was not putting it into practice. This
is a recipe for spiritual dryness and discouragement.

James 1:22 Do not merely listen to the word, and

so deceive yourselves. Do what it says. (NIV)

(New Living Translation) 23 For if you just listen
and don’t obey, it is like looking at your face in a

mirror but doing nothing to improve your appearance.

24 You see yourself, walk away, and forget what you
look like. 25 But if you keep looking steadily into
God’s perfect law—the law that sets you free—and if
you do what it says and don’t forget what you heard,
then God will bless you for doing it.

And | believe that God uses a commitment to at
least one small group to help accomplish that in many
Christian’s lives.
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2. SMALL GROUP'S are a key Place for
Discipling and Training
That was certainly true for Jesus, wasn’t it? He
trained just twelve to establish the church. He spoke
to multitudes, but it was the twelve that were prepared
to take on the ministry when he left.

And they in turn trained others. They met together
with many for worship, but they broke down into
smaller groups for training and instruction.

This is a principle that applies in all aspects of life:

Q. When you evaluate the guality of a school,
what’s one of the things that is often mentioned at
the top of the list? A. Class Size.

When you want to learn something, what do you
do? Either formally (class) or informally (life) you
get with somebody who knows what you want to
know and you learn it from them.

Small groups in the church train us for life and for
ministry.

We learn how to live when we study God’s word
together and challenge each other to live it.

We learn how to minister when classes give us the
tools we need to minister in His Name.

e Sunday School, Wed. Night Discipleship
mens/womens’ groups

e Ministy Group (choir, mission team, MACC
shelter)

e In His Service Academy - Teachers are needed,
for all levels. IHS teaches teacher of the Word.
Gives tools and knowledge. Christian doctrine,
teaching techniques.

e Pastor’s Class, Pathways, SS?

What is holding you back from growing spiritually?
If you are holding back from involving yourself in
Christian Small Group — your missing an important
part of your Christian Life.

¢ No it’s not always easy, people are dumb, say
stupid, hurtful things,

® Yes, there’s times you wish you’d never gone.

e But it all part of God plan to mature you — even
the not so good stuff.

e [t’s like a “stew” — you throw it all together and
you mix it up and it better than when you
started.

| told you what was holding me back, what is
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holding you back?

De-evangelizing the neighborhood

| was at a conference a few years ago where they
told the story of a church that looked as though they
were really thriving: they had about 500 people
attending, and had many outreach ministries reaching
their community, and many people were coming to
Christ and to church through their ministry.

The problem was that the church was not growing
in numbers — people were leaving as quickly as they
were coming in. They began to do some research on
the people who were leaving and they found that the
majority who left were not attending another church,
they just stopped going to church all together. They
realized that although the church was great at
evangelism, because of their inability to hold people,
they  were actually de-evangelizing  their
neighborhood. Those who were leaving were almost
impossible to bring back into any community of faith.

The senior pastor realized that something had to
be done, so he called up that last 12 people to be
baptized and invited them to supper at his house.
These were all new Christians and very excited to be
invited to the Pastor’s house. After supper he sat
them down and asked if they wanted to know the
future. They all said “yes!” So he said, “* St at i s
speakinginthenext-3 years.. two of
will have broken up and the shame will cause you t
leave the church, three of you will have a conflict with
someone in the church and you will leave the church
one will have a tragedy and lose faith and leave, twq
will hawe a moral failing and leave, and two will lose
interest and drift away. In two to three years, out of
this group only two of you will be attending church,
and only one of you at t

There was dead silence in the room. All these
wide eyed Christians were about to say “surely not |,
Lord.” When one of them spoke up and said “What
can we do to change the statistics?” The pastor said,
you can get together and as a group decide that you
are not going to let anyone go.

That is exactly what they did — these strangers
formed a small group and supported each other
through the tragedies, divorces, conflicts and failings
and in four years, only one had left the church. The
church went from losing 10 out of every 12 converts
to losing only one.

Commitment
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