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Introduction 
My story 
“It’s	  high	  time	  you	  get	  out	  of	  my	  church!”	  no	  way.	  No	  way	  
someone	  actually	  shouted	  that,	  out	  loud,	  at	  the	  pastor	  while	  
he	  is	  preaching.	  The	  150	  attenders	  simultaneously	  whipped	  
their	  heads	  around	  to	  fix	  their	  eyes	  on	  the	  source.	  Back	  
there	  in	  his	  pew	  (author’s	  note:	  yes	  in	  my	  old	  Baptist	  church	  
we	  had	  pews.	  and	  like	  a	  high	  school	  cafeteria	  everybody	  
knew	  who	  sat	  where)	  a	  man	  in	  what	  my	  teenage	  eyes	  
guessed	  to	  be	  early	  60s	  was	  standing.	  The	  shouter.	  In	  our	  
church	  we	  never	  responded	  to	  the	  preacher.	  “preach,”	  
“amen,”	  “testify,”	  and	  “Come	  ON!”	  are	  part	  of	  a	  vocab	  I	  
would	  learn	  about	  later	  in	  life.	  The	  only	  sounds	  you	  would	  
hear	  were	  the	  passive	  aggressive	  watch	  alarms	  going	  off	  at	  
12pm.	  Suffice	  it	  to	  say,	  this	  was	  uncharted	  waters	  for	  our	  
congregation.	  What	  happened	  in	  the	  next	  two	  minutes	  
remains	  vividly	  etched	  in	  my	  mind.	  From	  our	  “youth	  group”	  
pew	  up	  near	  the	  front	  we	  watched	  this	  man	  storm	  down	  
the	  aisle,	  step	  up	  toe	  to	  toe	  behind	  the	  pulpit	  with	  the	  
pastor,	  and	  start	  yelling	  things	  best	  left	  off	  the	  page.	  What	  
was	  I	  watching?	  Jerry	  Springer	  Church	  Edition?	  Out	  of	  the	  
corner	  of	  my	  eye	  I	  see	  my	  mom	  stand	  up,	  followed	  by	  a	  
handful	  of	  others	  around	  the	  sanctuary	  that	  had	  been	  a	  
second	  home	  to	  me.	  They	  began…singing?	  Yep.	  singing	  an	  
old	  hymn	  in	  support	  of	  the	  pastor	  called	  “onward	  Christian	  
soldiers.”	  Then	  a	  few	  deacons	  climbed	  out	  of	  the	  choir	  loft	  
to	  physically	  escort	  the	  shouter	  from	  the	  room.	  Whoa.	  Just	  
when	  it	  felt	  like	  the	  tension	  was	  finally	  going	  to	  subside,	  a	  
bigger	  wave	  hit.	  Roughly	  half	  of	  the	  adults	  in	  attendance	  

that	  morning	  stood	  up	  &	  walked	  out	  in	  support	  of	  the	  
shouter.	  Half	  of	  my	  youth	  group	  saw	  their	  parents	  leaving	  
and,without	  a	  clue	  as	  to	  why,	  left	  with	  them.	  A	  church	  split.	  
50%	  attendance	  drop	  in	  a	  matter	  of	  minutes.	  The	  rest	  of	  the	  
service	  felt	  almost	  like	  a	  funeral.	  It	  ended	  up	  being	  the	  last	  
service	  our	  family	  would	  ever	  attend.	  Long	  story	  short,	  The	  
shouter’s	  faction	  would	  force	  the	  firing	  of	  the	  pastor	  later	  
that	  week	  and	  my	  parents	  chose	  to	  leave	  as	  well.	  By	  the	  
way,	  I	  have	  always	  wondered	  if	  there	  were	  any	  first	  time	  
guests	  in	  attendance	  that	  day.	  Talk	  about	  an	  easy	  decision	  
on	  whether	  or	  not	  it’s	  a	  good	  fit	  for	  you!	  
It’s	  been	  almost	  twenty	  years	  since	  that	  surreal	  Sunday	  
showdown	  yet	  I	  still	  have	  to	  fight	  to	  hold	  back	  emotional	  
over	  speak	  when	  telling	  it	  to	  you	  here.	  I	  get	  emotional	  
because	  I	  think	  I	  saw	  how	  deeply	  people	  could	  wound	  one	  
another	  in	  that	  moment.	  I	  saw	  church	  done	  very,	  very	  
wrong	  and	  truthfully	  it	  burned	  me	  to	  believing	  it	  could	  be	  
done	  right.	  Sadly,	  I’m	  not	  alone.	  Studies	  and	  books	  have	  
been	  written	  about	  those	  the	  church	  has	  “lost”	  through	  
disenfranchisement.	  In	  an	  act	  of	  grace	  God	  has	  taken	  that	  
moment	  and	  redeemed	  it	  in	  my	  life.	  What	  was	  meant	  for	  
evil,	  God	  purposed	  for	  good.	  I	  saw	  the	  church	  at	  her	  ugliest,	  
most	  deceptive	  moment	  and	  I	  began	  to	  despise	  her.	  Now,	  
years	  later,	  I	  love	  and	  protect	  her	  with	  my	  life.	  	  
One	  thing	  has	  stood	  out	  to	  me	  in	  the	  scene	  above	  and	  in	  
many	  others	  I’ve	  talked	  with.	  Preferences	  became	  priorities	  
and	  theology	  of	  the	  church	  succumbed	  to	  the	  pressure	  of	  a	  
felt-‐needs	  based	  methodology.	  In	  some	  cases	  that	  led	  to	  
conflicts	  like	  mine,	  but	  in	  so	  many	  others	  it	  has	  led	  to	  
church life becoming a program catered to consumers instead 
of a community on mission together. Church leaders have 
made a practice out of basing decisions on the felt needs of 



their people instead of on what scripture says a church is to be 
about. 	  

 

1.	  Created	  by	  community	  for	  
community	   
 
One of the universal endeavors in the human experience is to 
find our identity. To find a calling or a purpose or just a driving 
vision that will compel us to live great lives. We are on a quest. 
We want to know who we are and what we are here for. 
Encoded into us is a need to know it. I love that the bible 
begins the answer to this question on the very first page. In the 
creation story God says that he created people, men and 
women, in HIS image. Literally it says "let US create man in 
OUR image." From right there at the beginning of the human 
story we learn something significant about our identity. We are 
created in the image of God himself. His character & his 
attributes are, not duplicated nor absent, but somehow reflected 
in us. So when we look deeper into who our creator is, we don't 
just learn about him, we learn something about ourselves at the 
same time.  
 
Now here is where it gets good. That hint of the trinity in 
Genesis 1, unfolds through the rest of scripture to show us God 
is one God who exists in three distinct persons. God the Father, 
God the Son, and God the holy spirit. Three persons 
interdependently existing together in peace and harmony. God 
is a community within himself. It's inherent to the nature of 
God.  
 

This means when figuring out how to live, we don’t look just 
to the commands and character of God. We look also to the 
triune roles and relationships among the three persons in the 
trinity. That we are created in the image of God has a couple of 
major implications for why we do community.  
 
1.	  We	  can	  only	  reflect	  God's	  image	  when	  we	  live	  in	  
community.  
Because he is relational we are, by design, relational creatures. 
Because God himself wasn't alone, he called it "not good" 
when man was alone, and so he created a woman. And then, as 
2 became 1 (hear whispers of God's imprint) they were "very 
good." So God created this family to be his representatives 
(literally) on earth. They would rule over it and carry out his 
will. That representation expanded from a family to a nation 
when God tapped Abraham to be the father of God's people. 
The story of the rest of the Old Testament is one of a people 
and their fulfillment and failures to live in this calling. In the 
New Testament Christ said he came with a new covenant to 
create a new…people. A new community. called the Church. 
And this church would, together, be the means by which God 
would work on the earth. In John 17, a beautiful passage I wish 
I had time to dive into, Jesus prays for his followers to have the 
very same unity he experiences with the Father. He’s recalling 
the created order and praying it over the church! In Acts 2, that 
prayer is going to be answered! In each scene in redemptive 
history, God identified himself with a community. God is a 
community, and as those who he specifically designed to 
reflect him, we are created to live in community. To do 
anything less is sub-human.  
Implication: community in your church cannot be couched 
or communicated as a program you offer people. Whether 
you do Sunday school or small groups or fight clubs or cell 



groups or missional communities or D groups or focus groups 
or whatever. THOSE ARE ALL MODELS! And models can 
change. To participate in a program is optional. But to 
participate in community is mandated by both command and 
design from God.  
The Good news: PEOPLE WANT IT! They are scared, but 
they want it! 
 
2.	  We	  know	  more	  about	  God	  through	  community	  than	  
we	  ever	  could	  alone.  
One of my favorite authors is C.S. Lewis. In his book Mere 
Christianity he said "God can show Himself as He really is 
only to real men. And that means not simply to men who are 
individually good, but to men who are united together in a 
body, loving one another, helping one another, showing Him to 
one another. For that is what God meant humanity to be like; 
like players in one band, or organs in one body. Consequently, 
the one really adequate instrument for learning about God is 
the whole Christian community, waiting for Him together (p. 
165).” Mere Christianity by C.S. Lewis" 
Lewis was a part of a group of three friends for a long time 
when one of them passed away. Initially he tried to console 
himself by telling himself he would get to know his remaining 
friend better, because he would no longer have to share him. 
I believe this is comparable to what Lewis is saying about our 
knowledge of God in the absence of participating in authentic, 
vulnerable Christian community. There are aspects of God’s 
grace, power, wisdom, and holiness that I will never draw out 
in my limited life span and experience. 
But what Lewis found was that there was a side of his living 
friend that was only brought out by his deceased friend. Even 
the increase of time and attention allowed by heightened 
exclusivity of their friendship could not generate the same type 

of knowing. 
But when I immerse myself in the lives of others whose life’s 
story reflect distinct aspects of God’s grace, power, wisdom, 
and holiness I come to know more of God. God does not 
change, but I know more of Him than I could have 
comprehended in isolation. 
 
Implication: there is hope for our relationships. If God 
designed us for relationships, then there must be something 
there that far exceeds life in isolation. It means community is 
worth fighting for. Worth what will be a big effort.  
 
It means marriages are meant to be healthy, enriching 
relationships that reflect the love of God for us. It means 
parenting is to be a love-filled relationship reflecting the care 
of the Father for us. It means work is to be an act of worship to 
the God whose work created us. Instead of looking out for #1, 
we are to mutually trust one another, and work together to 
reflect a triune God.  Bruce Ware, in his phenomenal book 
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit talks about the implications of 
being made in the image of the trinity. He speaks of human 
relationships in the terms of interconnection and 
interdependence. He says 
“The very fact that God, though singular in nature, is plural and 
societal in person, indicates that we should not view ourselves 
as isolated individuals who happen to exist in close proximity 
to others, but as interconnected, interdependent relational 
persons in community…God intends that there be a created 
community of persons in which there is an interconnection and 
interdependence, so that what one does affects another, what 
one needs can be supplied by another, and what one seeks to 
accomplish may be assisted by another.” 
 



Bottom line pastor / leader: God blesses that which he designs. 
God designed us for community, and when we pursue the 
biblical pattern for it, I believe he will bless it.  
 
The next few concepts drill down more on this. Why it's not 
happening like it should, why community must center on Jesus, 
and how we live as God's community today.  
 
 

2:	  Community	  is	  Messy	  
Anyone who has been in a relationship, of any kind, for more 
than about 2 weeks will tell you "relationships are messy." The 
same is true for community. Community is messy. See a 
community isn't just one relationship, but a web of interwoven 
relationships. So if one relationship can be messy to maintain, 
just imagine the mess a community can be! I want us to briefly 
look at WHY that is, and what can be done about it. 
 
In Genesis 3, the bible records the moment often referred to as 
"The Fall of Man." In Genesis 2, God tells Adam not to eat of 
the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. Next chapter, 
Genesis 3, Eve decides to disobey God and eats the fruit. Then 
gives it to Adam and he eats. What happened in that moment 
altered the world forever. It was right there that sin (choosing 
self over God) entered the world and separated man from a sin-
less God. And the curse of sin followed. God said man would 
no longer have a peaceful life but a hard life. Work would be 
hard. for the woman, child-bearing would be painful. And their 
lives would now have an end…death. In Romans 5:12 Paul 
gives us a divinely inspired explanation of the significance of 
this event: 

"Therefore just as sin came into the world through one man, 
and death through sin, so death spread to all men because all 
sinned." 
Basically, in this moment, the world was broken. Sin created a 
permanent scar on creation which spread to every person ever 
born. So now the world isn't as it should be. Let's talk about 
how the reality of sin impacts small group life by giving you a 
couple of principles to operate by: 
 
1.	  Have	  REALISTIC	  expectations	  for	  group	  life.  
I can't tell you how many times I've talked with a group leader 
or member who has communicated to me a frustration because 
their group isn't everything they hoped it would be. They 
haven't had amazing life-altering BFF meetings each week. 
Here's the skinny from the small groups guy himself: Vision 
can kill a small group. I cast vision all day long, but small 
group is not a dream world, its real people living real life 
together. God designed people with different quirks, habits, 
and personalities. So no, you probably will not like everyone in 
your group at first. Truthfully, you may say "OMG how did I 
wind up in this room with these people!!!! and on your ride 
home you will say "NEVER AGAIN!" Here is my plea to you: 
Be real with yourself. First of all, you are nowhere near as cool 
as you think you are. sorry. Secondly, community takes time 
and intentionality to build. I tell leaders to tell any prospective 
group members to give it 6 weeks to see if the group is a good 
fit or not. Leaders, don't promise the moon, members, don't 
expect it. 
 
2.	  Sinner	  First,	  Sinned	  against	  Second.  
As a group leader of a messy community, you must remember 
and verbalize this. Pride would have us always focus our 



attention on the sin of others and not on our own sin. The 
Gospel reverses that, reminding us that it was ME who sinned 
first and worst by rejecting God himself. But in response to my 
sin, God chose to love me, pursue me, forgive me, and even 
adopt me as his child. The only way you breakthrough to good, 
life-altering community is by putting this principle into practice 
OFTEN. Nothing will save you more headaches and frustration 
than remembering what Paul says in Romans 5.12. "death 
spread to all men, why? because ALL SINNED." Remember, 
Christ's death paid the penalty for our sin and so in the eyes of 
God, he sees Christ's sinlessness, not our sin. It DOESN'T 
mean we are able to stop sinning for the rest of our lives. While 
the spirit of God gives us a stronger distaste for sin the more 
we grow with him, until we are with Jesus face to face, we are 
sinners saved by grace. Why do I tell you this? So often group 
leaders come to me almost surprised by the fact that they have 
people sinning in their group. PEOPLE SIN! 
 
 
3.	  Everyone	  has	  a	  story.  
As a group leader, I tend to peg people into a stereotype pretty 
quickly. There's angry guy, cry-baby, johnny talks a lot, 
jokester, and Silent Sam. Now, while that is an entertaining 
exercise I NEVER reveal to my group, it probably isn't a good 
perspective. People have histories. Everyone does. When you 
get beneath the surface and spend time with those in your 
group, you will pretty quickly start to see that a lot of what 
makes a person who they are comes from their past 
experiences. So be careful to label people. Instead, especially 
early on, take the time to get to know one another. One of the 
best exercises I've seen to this end is "life-mapping." This is 
when a group takes a weekend away and over the course of the 
weekend, everyone shares their story (30 minute version). 

Whatever you do, remember everyone has a story. So give 
them grace as you build community with them. 

3.	  Community	  is	  centered	  on	  Jesus:	  A	  
Gospel	  Community	  
 
Community, at its essence, is a group of people who share 
something in common right? Just the word breakdown of 
Community is Common Unity. And We actually build versions 
of it around just about anything right? Whether its a reality TV 
show, hiking, Southern California, or food, Just about every 
activity and every geographic region has a subculture, a niche 
or community where that group all speaks the same language 
and understands all the unspoken codes of the group right.  
 
Gospel	  Community	  
What I'm about to say may seem obvious at first, but it's 
application in group life will be significant. The Church is 
centered around Jesus.We are FIRST a gospel community. 
Jesus is what we have in common. When you look at the new 
testament, you see a bunch of people who should never be 
together in community calling each other "BROTHERS" in 
christ. Jews & Greeks. That's a bigger racial divide than black-
white pre 1950s. This is why Paul said in Galatians 3.28 "There 
is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is 
no male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus." You 
may have many hats you wear, many groups you are a part of, 
but Jesus is the primary one. Let me show you why that is so 
significant. Implications of being a gospel community: 
1. More	  Jesus	  =	  More	  unity	  for	  your	  group. The more a 

group makes Jesus their primary focal point, the more 



they experience the unity God has given them in the 
holy spirit. This is what makes the church a new and 
better community. It is a supernatural community. So if 
you want to become BFF, don't assume you need 
people with the same # of kids the same age as yours 
who all share same interests. 12 18 year old men in 
small group together is more like lord of the flies than 
biblical community. DIVE into the gospel together! 
Because there in the deep waters where life change is 
happening, the bonds you will form will be incredible 
compared to anything else you've experienced. God 
intended it to be that way. focus group example "if the 
only thing you have in common is Jesus…how will they 
ever build community?" 

2. Gospel	  One	  Another. I believe we need to be in the habit 
of speaking the gospel to one another. This is Hebrews 
19.25. Do not give up habit of meeting together, but 
instead encourage one another all the more as you see 
the day approaching. Encourage with what? Jesus! How 
often do you audibly hear the gospel message? How 
often do you say it? Listen, that message is life giving. 
Romans 8.1 - There is no condemnation for those in 
christ Jesus. I NEED TO HEAR THAT! and so do you! 
What does gospeling one another look like?  

1. Speak	  the	  actual	  gospel. Use words of 
Scripture. Just get in the habit of audibly saying 
it to one another. I promise 2 things. It will be 
awkward at first, and incredibly rewarding from 
then on. 

2. PRAY	  OVER	  ONE	  ANOTHER - We often say 
intercessory prayer is “believing God on behalf 
of others.” Crying out to God for one another, 
claiming the promises of Jesus we often subtly 

stop resting in, is a way we live out our 
collective reliance on Christ. Trying carrying 
one another’s burdens, weeping with those who 
weep, rejoicing with those who rejoice, and you 
will start caring deeply for them. 

3. Talk	  about	  life	  change	  in	  gospel	  language. Use 
the 3 questions in disciple making to cultivate 
this practice. TALK ABOUT THE WHEEL 
HERE. 

4.	  Discipleship	  Happens	  in	  Relationships	  
 
If you are like me, the calendar pretty much dictates your life. I 
am like this to a fault, no doubt. My life is scheduled. And 
because it is, I know exactly what I can commit to in what time 
slots. In essence, my life is a series of time slots. Many of us 
schedule work and social life similarly. Put it on the calendar, 
with a reminder, maybe prepare for the meeting, go to it, and 
do any follow up that needs taking care of. Here is the one 
principle you gotta get out of this segment: Small Groups are 
communities, not weekly meetings. REPEAT. You cannot 
build community without investing time.  
 
What this means: 
1.	  You	  are	  inviting	  people	  to	  live	  life,	  not	  just	  2	  hours,	  with	  
you. In your group, Cast that vision from the start. The meeting 
is important, but primarily as a jumping off point. Most 
significant spiritual growth moments rarely in a circle with 12 
people. often in 1-1 or 1-3 moments with people from the 12. 
Think about the most spiritually formative moments of your 
life. For many, they come in conversations over coffee, at a 
baseball game, or even while watching a tv show together. 



They happen while doing life together, not just in a meeting 
space. Keep that in mind. 
 
2.	  Learn	  the	  rhythms	  of	  your	  life. This doesn't mean you 
schedule even more meetings. It means you repurpose what 
you are already doing! Do you shop at the grocery store? Shop 
with a friend from group. Do you watch a certain TV show? do 
it with some folks from group. Do you get delicious fast food 
after church on the weekend? Do it with friends. If you are 
starting to think…good grief spence they might as well be 
family….then we are getting somewhere. THAT SAID, don't 
kill yourself. You still need you time ok. And only you knows 
how much that is. Hopefully it will feel a little exhausting at 
first, then very rewarding from then on. 
 
3.	  Build	  margin	  into	  your	  life. This is bigger than this training, 
but if you are going at 110% already, how can you say yes to 
the girl in your group who invites you to come bake cupcakes 
for her son's birthday party the next day? Or to the guy whose 
garage door just broke and needs a hand fixing it?  
 
Bottom line, if you rely on 120 programmed minutes a week to 
build real, transparent, gospel centered friendships you will get 
frustrated. You are building a community, not a meeting. Don't 
forget it, and don't let your group forget it either. 

5.	  We	  are	  a	  missional	  community	  
Have you ever noticed in the bible how God seemed to go to 
great lengths to use people to accomplish his purposes? As 
we've said before in this training, people really are God's plan 
A for carrying out his mission. People are the mission, and 
people carry out the mission. The apostle Paul says in 2 Cor 5 

that we have been reconciled to God and are now entrusted 
with the message of reconciliation. We carry the message of 
reconciliation! Maybe the thought that catches me the most 
there is in verses 14-15. "For the love of Christ controls us, 
because we have concluded this: that one has died for all, 
therefore all have died; and he died for all, that those who live 
might no longer live for themselves but for him who for their 
sake died and was raised." 
 
We are controlled by the love of Christ. It steers our life. And 
we live for him. So that means you are about his business. And 
I have news for you. He loves your neighbor as much as he 
loves you. This is incredibly convicting for me to even say 
because I know I don't often live this, but its true. What he 
loves, you now love. And the news is in: he loves people. He 
died for people. The more we are controlled by the love of 
Christ, the more we long to see people reconciled to him. God 
was adding people daily to the early church. how? Was he 
beaming christians into their boarded up homes? Of course not. 
Non-Christians were able to watch christians interacting, 
giving those christians an audience to proclaim the gospel to.  
 
This is why we want to plant new groups in neighborhoods 
across RDU. So you can believe God for your neighborhood. 
Why would we settle for anything less? What does this mean 
for your group? 
1. Pray,	  believing	  God	  will	  save	  people	  you	  know	  who	  aren't	  

christians	  THIS	  YEAR. I believe one of the biggest 
obstacles to people coming to faith through us is our 
own unbelief. We refuse to believe God might actually 
save people, so we hesitate to step out and act on a 
belief we don't really have. If salvation belongs to God, 
and not to you, its really not your place to doubt God's 



saving power. God's power is often unleashed through 
the prayers of his people. So begin now praying for 
salvation to take place. 

2. Create	  an	  environment	  that	  welcomes	  Non-‐Christians,	  
then	  invite	  them. In a recent national survey of 18-35 
year old Non-Christians, 61% said they would be 
willing to study the bible with a friend, and 46% said 
they would be willing to come to a bible study if invited 
by a friend. These numbers were higher for people over 
35. Bottom line, people are more willing to engage the 
bible than you think. But its up to us to ask. 

3. Create	  a	  strategy	  to	  raise	  up	  and	  plant	  new	  groups	  in	  new	  
neighborhoods.	  We want you to see yourself, in one 
sense, as a missiologist for your neighborhood. That 
means networking with other local believers to reach a 
local area with the Gospel. Over the year we are going 
to teach you how to raise up and identify a small group 
leader you can send out to plant a new small group 
when your group celebrates it's first birthday. 

	  


