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As culture drifts more and more toward individualism, transformational
churches are taking on the responsibility of moving people into authentic
relationships with each other, many through the instigation and encouragement
of small groups.

Though a hermeneutically responsible scriptural case cannot be made specifically for the institute of

small groups, the Bible does offer examples of the need for and benefits of small units of community.

In Exodus 18, Jethro approaches Moses and says, "What you are doing is not good . . . You and the

people with you will certainly wear yourselves out" (Ex. 18:17–18

(http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Ex.%2018.17%E2%80%9318)). The principle here is applicable for

pastors, church leaders, and members. When people do not have small units of connection and

relationship, it wears everyone out: the pastors and leaders because they are constantly working to fulfill

that need for connection, and the members because they are unable to be in the nurturing relationships

that they need but cannot necessarily have with pastors or leaders. Similarly, small units of community

allow people to "bear one another's burdens" (Gal. 6:2 (http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Gal.%206.2)) in a
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way that simply is impossible in large group settings. Therefore, Scripture favors small settings for

accomplishing genuine community.

Though Christians experience the need for authentic
community, they often need nudging to acknowledge and live in
the reality of that need.

THE 7-10 SPLIT

In addition to scriptural favor toward small units, the institution of small groups addresses significant

cultural needs. In Bowling Alone

(http://www.amazon.com/BowlingAloneTheCollapseandRevivalofAmericanCommunityPaperback/dp/0743203046/?

tag=theresurgence-20), sociologist Robert Putnam explains the shift in our culture away from

community and toward "cocooning." Think about it. People used to bowl in leagues. They'd wear funny

shirts, go in groups, and bowl together. Now, leagues are a fraction of what they used to be, and people

bowl alone. Similarly, while we used to have front porches, now we have back decks. We have home

theaters and home gyms. As a result of this societal shift, the nuclear family is nuclearized into small

units, disconnected from others along the way. However, I believe a shift back toward interpersonal

relationships is taking place.

WHY THIS SHIFT IN THE CHURCH?

Because small groups are meeting the needs of people to grow in faith by learning in a community with

some purpose. We want and need to be connected—it is not good to be alone—so that we can grow and

help one another.

Most of these needs can be best met in small groups, where people are able to mature in their faith as

they respect, appreciate, listen to, and hear those in community alongside them. Though Christians

experience the need for authentic community, they often need nudging to acknowledge and live in the

reality of that need—not unlike many of us who understand our need for exercise, but require

encouragement to participate and, thus, enjoy the benefits!

In the church setting, small groups provide an opportunity to encourage people into life-changing

community. However, the significance of small groups goes beyond the benefits of personal life change

and becomes crucial for the transformational church. Five important facets of small groups demonstrate

their transformative nature:

1. CONNECTIBLE

Small groups connect people in relationships. According to William Hendricks in Exit Interviews

(http://www.amazon.com/ExitInterviewsRevealingStoriesofWhyPeopleAreLeavingChurchPaperback/dp/0802423183/?

tag=theresurgence-20), one common reason given by people who leave churches is a failure to connect

in relationship. Small groups provide a comfortable environment for newcomers to connect.

2. REPRODUCIBLE

In human growth, multiplication allows the cell to become multiple cells, which allows change and
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growth to occur. Similarly, for growth to occur in the church, people groups must continuously grow

and multiply. Small groups are more easily multiplied than large groups.

Ultimately, as small groups grow and multiply, so will the
church.

3. ASSIMILATIVE

Just as small groups connect newcomers to the church through relationships, small groups assimilate

members to ministry through service. As people in small groups grow in relationship together, they will

readily serve alongside others and integrate into ministry opportunities.

4. TRANSFORMATIVE

Small groups allow individuals to experience faster and deeper personal transformation through

authentic community. For non-Christian seekers, small groups provide a safe setting to ask questions in

a community of people who also wrestle and struggle. Thus, when they do come to faith in Christ, they

are more likely to experience authentic life-change having been in and remaining in community.

5. TRANSFERABLE

Small groups can be excellent ways to start churches. As an essential element of the transformational

church, church planting generally necessitates a core group of people who are sent out to reach a new

area.

Small groups provide the transformational church with an opportunity to connect members in genuine

relationships. Through interpersonal relationships, small group members will experience life-change as

they fulfill their need for community in an individualistic society. Ultimately, as small groups grow and

multiply, so will the church.

 

 

This post is adapted from Ed Stetzer's blog (http://www.edstetzer.com/2012/07/five-characteristics-

of-transf.html). Find out more about life-giving small groups from our newly released Community

Group Guide (http://store.theresurgence.com/products/community-workbook). 
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