
God clearly calls us to a vital responsibility to one another. I cannot see how these commandments could possibly be accomplished without our being in a regular small group where we can know each other well enough to love one another in all of the ways the gospel requires.  


The OUTWARD focus of the small group is to those who are not yet in the circle, those who need Christ. This is the ministry aspect of a small group. Those who have studied and promote small group ministry are unanimous:  without a continual outward concern, small groups will become ingrown and wither. Without a continual inflow and outlet, ponds become stagnant. The small group must have an outward dimension as well.

Apart from Christ we cannot help but be self-centered and self-consumed. We have no life in us, and so we must continually be takers, drawing our life from those around us. But Jesus transforms takers into givers. He fills his people with himself, with the life of his Holy Spirit. Together as the body of Christ, we have much to offer to a hurting and broken world, and we must share the grace of Christ with others.  

YOU NEED TO BELONG TO A SMALL GROUP IN THE CHURCH

Every believer needs to be an active part of a diverse, small group of Christians. You need to belong to a small group. You should not expect to grow in your Christian walk without the close fellowship of other Christians. They have much to offer you, AND YOU HAVE MUCH TO OFFER THEM! So we must begin to see our involvement in a small group of believers not as a matter of personal convenience or comfort or taste, but as an obligation, one of the essential ways that we fulfill God’s second greatest commandment: to love one another as Christ has loved us.  


A few years ago I spoke with a woman in a nursing home. She had only recently moved there and she was alone, afraid, facing eventual debilitation and death. She told me that in her loneliness and fear she prayed, “O Lord Jesus, would you please touch me?” Now this remarkably wise woman said that nothing unusual happened at that point, and she was glad, too, because she said it would probably have scared her if she had seen a vision or heard a voice or something like that. But then in the course of that day, several Christian friends came and hugged her, read Scripture to her, and prayed with her. And at the end of the day she realized that Jesus did faithfully answer her prayer and did come touch her; only he did it through his people.  

Smaller is better. Jesus will still touch his people today, and he ordains to do so through Christian fellowship, the body of Christ. And this Christian fellowship and discipleship are best learned and expressed in small groups. 
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BIGGER SMALLER IS BETTER!
THE NEED FOR SMALL GROUPS IN THE CHURCH

Veteran Presbyterian (PCA) pastor and author Harry Reeder defends the practice of small groups as essential to church vitality for one simple reason: that’s how Jesus built his church.  


“(T)he best discipleship takes place in small groups because that is the primary approach taken by our Lord Jesus when He was planting (and revitalizing) His church. We seldom see Jesus disciple people one-on-one in the Gospels, but we often see Him spending time with a small group of men. Even when He was surrounded by a large multitude, He was often speaking specifically to His ‘small group’ of disciples, as in the case of the Sermon on the Mount (see Matt. 5:1-2).” (From Embers to a Flame. Phillipsburg, NJ: P & R Publishing, 2008, 177-178)

Dr. Reeder notes that the apostles followed this small group strategy as well, and that the church today should do the same. “The apostles did not focus on one-on-one ministry, either, and I suggest that this is because we learn best in a group. Learning is not only vertical, but horizontal, in that we need not only a mentor, but also colleagues, or fellow learners. When the truth is taught, it helps to have others besides the teacher affirm the value of those truths. And when error is taught, it helps to have someone question or contradict it, so that we will not blindly accept the wrong ideas. When I was in college and seminary, some of my best learning experiences were the regular discussions I had with a group of men at the campus snack shop.” (178)


PCA discipleship specialist Bob Edmiston agrees in a series of brief articles he wrote in 2005:  “Small group ministry is not new—or even relatively new. I remember how many Christians viewed small groups with suspicion in the ’60s and ’70s. Today, if you don’t have such a ministry you’re out of step. It’s become a major component in discipleship efforts.”  He notes that “First century believers met regularly in homes. These were relatively small groups.”


What can a small group accomplish that a large group or one-on-one ministry cannot? The simple answer is Christian fellowship. For Christians to enjoy God’s great gift of fellowship we must share our lives together in a way that goes beyond the surface. We also need to be both giving and receiving personal counsel, mutual encouragement, and prayers with our brothers and sisters in Christ. And we need to see the gospel at work in the lives of our fellow believers of all ages and in the various relationships of life:  marriage, parenting, childhood, singleness, and grand-parenting. To do so requires close and continual interaction with a small group of diverse believers from all ages and walks of life. If the church is the household or family of God (Gal. 6:10, Eph. 2:19, 1 Tim. 3:5, 3:15, 1 Pet. 4:17) then we need to meet together as households in the church. Healthy families gather together frequently to help and to encourage each other.     
THE PRACTICE OF SMALL GROUPS IN THE CHURCH

For small groups to accomplish their vital task, they must meet together frequently enough for members to develop close and caring relationships. And they must have a triple focus:  GODWARD, INWARD, and OUTWARD.  


The GODWARD focus is to remember and celebrate the grand truth that God is calling sinners into a new and living relationship with himself and with other believers. So a small group will have God himself as their subject and object.  To that end, a small group will worship God together by singing his praises, recalling the Scripture’s declarations of his greatness and great deeds, listening carefully to his Word, thanking him for his benefits, and asking him for his help and strengthening.  


The INWARD focus of the small group is to care for one another in the many rich ways the Bible calls us to fulfill the obligation of love. In the book cited earlier Harry Reeder notes the multiple “one anothers” in the New Testament (180-181):

· Love one another (John 13:34; 15:12, 
17; Rom. 12:10; 13:8; 1 Thess. 3:12; 4:9; 
2 Thess. 1:3; 1 Peter 1:22; 4:8; 1 John 
3:11, 23; 4:7, 11-12; 2 John 5)

· Live in peace with one another (Mark 
9:50; 1 Thess. 5:13)

· Esteem one another highly (Rom. 
12:10, 16; Eph. 5:21; Phil. 2:3; 1 Peter 
5:5)

· Build up one another (Rom. 14:19; 1 
Thess. 5:11, 15)

· Accept one another (Rom. 12:16; 15:5)

· Admonish one another (Rom. 15:14)

· Be courteous to one another (1 Cor. 
11:33)

· Care for one another (1 Cor. 12:25)

· Serve one another (Gal. 5:13; 1 Peter 
4:10)

· Be patient with one another (Eph. 4:2; 
Col. 3:13)

· Be kind to one another (Eph. 4:32)

· Be tenderhearted to one another (Eph. 
4:32)

· Forgive one another (Eph. 4:32; Col. 
3:13)

· Sing with one another (Eph. 5:19; Col. 
3:16)

· Comfort one another (2 Cor. 13:11)

· Encourage one another (1 Thess. 4:18; 
5:11; Heb. 3:13; 10:24-25)

· Confess sins to one another (James 
5:16)

· Pray for one another (James 5:16)

· Be hospitable to one another (1 Peter 
4:9)

· Greet one another (Rom. 16:16; 1 Cor. 
16:20; 2 Cor. 13:12; 1 Peter 5:14)

