4

COMMUNITY

CONTROL-ALT-DELETE
111 the last section we built a foundation for community, establishing
i biblical conviction for the necessity of community as an expres-
slon of the image of God that has been restored through the cross. We
J(letermined the importance of community within the ecclesiology
Wl (he church and the importance of ownership related to the mis-
1N of God. Now I want to turn our attention to community groups
Hiemselves.
What are community groups in light of these convictions? At this
0Nt | want us to be able to clean the slate and rebuild our under-
Nding of community groups on these principles and convictions.
i previous experiences in small groups can limit our imagination
| what community can be. So let's dream for a minute that we never
il I that uncomfortable circle and answered icebreaker questions.
would we live in community if we started from scratch? What
ild be different about community built upon the foundation we

| {11 the previous chapters?
e purpose of this chapter is to paint a clearer picture of what
Wiunity inspired by the Holy Spirit can look like. I want to chal-
e you to think differently about what community groups are

liow they might manifest in your church. This is an exercise in
We view community and how we define it. I want your picture
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of community groups to be bigger and your expectation of what God
might do through them to be greater.

When attempting to appreciate art, we often need to look at the
piece from different angles. Understanding the intent of the artisl
requires not only understanding the piece itself but also knowiny,
how it exists in history and context. My hope is that as we take a lool
at community groups from new angles, God would reveal more (0
us about his expectations for community. Let your appreciation fol
this gift grow. Hit control-alt-delete on your default picture of small
groups, and let’s start looking at them differently.

VISION VS. REACTION

Aswe begin, we want to be visionary rather than reactionary. We warl
to develop a clear vision for community groups from our convictions
and build communities toward that goal. In other words, let the
vision determine the expressions of community.

This seems like a simple concept, but most community grouj
ministries are built in reaction to a particular need of the church,
For example, if the pastoral care is lacking within the church, then
groups often become care focused. After all, addressing acute needy
in the church through community groups is an effective strategy,
Here is the problem: experience shows that when community groups
are designed around a particular need, they often fail to adjust when
those needs change.

For example: A new church plant is drawing in a young,
unchurched congregation. Being small, the need for fellowship and
mission is satisfied at the congregational level. The highest need al
the community level is theological understanding. In this case, the
reactionary strategy is to build groups which are predominantly Bibl¢
studies in order to meet the acute need of the church at this time. This
is perfectly fine for now, but what happens when the church grows/
When fellowship and mission can no longer be done effectively as
the corporate church, community groups need to adapt. When this
doesn’t happen, people start to feel disconnected from the church,
and they begin to feel like an audience rather than members of a fam
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Mission becomes something the church (as an institution) does
[lier than what the people live out. You end up with members of the
1ich who are biblically astute but don’t apply their knowledge to
»lng one another or reaching the lost.

This is why it is important to start with a vision and build com-
(initics that align with it. Having a bigger picture of where you are
111y and what God wants for your church will allow you to adapt to
\ile needs while at the same time help you build more well-rounded
mmunity from the start. Moreover, if we begin with a picture of
nmunity that is formed out of the image of God and who we are in
il of the cross, then we are sure to meet the particular needs of the
Wich. This will provide transformational community at every stage
yrowth and will keep us from getting stuck on one particular need.

IODUCT VS. PURPOSE

uider to have a vision for community, we need to understand the
lipose of community. In my experience with community group
Istry, I have heard many purposes for joining community groups,
luding but not limited to: belonging, making big church feel
ill, learning the Bible, pastoral care, fellowship, friends, closing
back door of the church, evangelism, and so on. Each of these
Iposes has merit and can be argued as essential to the church. I
l1ld suggest, however, that these “purposes” are in fact the product
Dmmunity rather than its ultimate goal.

Why is this significant? Let me give you an example. When I
i playing basketball in junior high, I went into the game off the
il as we were inbounding the ball. As I came off a screen, I found
¢lf wide open under the basket. My teammate passed me the ball
il I made an easy layup. The only problem: we were lined up under
| opponent’s basket. The point: it is increasingly difficult to score
Ints for your team when you are aiming at the wrong basket. In the
it 0f the church, our goal is to produce disciples of Jesus who wor-
) him and exalt his name. If we aim at a product such as belong-
s the purpose of community, we can achieve that goal without
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When retaining people becomes our goal, we inadvertently coin
municate that our purpose is to grow the church rather than glorily
God. We become more interested in building the church rather than
advancing the kingdom. We lift up the church rather than the name
of Jesus.

As well, when fellowship, care, or belonging becomes the focuu
of our communities, we elevate people and their needs over the king
dom. In doing so, we create people who begin to believe the purpose
of the church is to meet their needs. In essence, we create consumers,

Jesus tells us that we know a tree by its fruit and that a bad tree
cannot produce good fruit.! If we produce disciples who are navel
gazers or are obsessed with the growth of the church at the expense ol
the gospel, then the tree is bad. Trying harder won’t make it produce
fruit. We need a healthy tree. Every time we elevate the fruit of min
istry above the purpose to glorify God, we turn the fruit into an idol.
The fruit becomes our focus and we settle for less than Christ glori
fied. As C. S. Lewis has said, “We are far too easily pleased.”? Lewly
was observing our propensity to settle for sin and its false promises,

More acceptable but no more futile is being satisfied with the
peripheral blessings of God rather than enjoying God himself. Mail
has always had a bent toward worshiping created things rather than
the Creator.? This is the definition of idolatry. We must, therefore, b
careful that we do not inadvertently encourage one another to seclk
the blessing rather than the Author of the blessing by making the
product of community its purpose.

At the end of the day, our purpose in community is to receive the
grace of God and respond by imaging him and lifting up the name ol
Jesus. As we discussed in chapter 2, if community is about imaginy,
God for his renown and his worship, then community groups must be
in the business of creating disciples. In Pastor Bill Clem’s forthcom
ing book Disciple, he rightly describes Jesus as the prototypical image
bearer living a life devoted to the Father’s work and accomplishiny
that work through the empowerment of the Holy Spirit. Jesus wax
more than an example, securing our redemption through his death
and resurrection, yet he provides a picture of what we could be au

ples who walk in the Spirit. Additionally, by building a disciple-
lking movement, Jesus becomes not just our example of being a dis-
le, but he is also our example for being a disciple maker. Jesus left a
ity of people transformed by his presence even centuries after he
tended. In this way he provides a picture of a church that is com-
(led to being disciples who make disciples.* UsingJesus's life as our
nplate, Clem identifies four defining characteristics of a disciple
| emerge from being image bearers of God: finding our identity in
18, worshiping God, community, and mission. As image bearers
‘express our identity in Christihrough worship to God, community
1 one another, and mission to the world around us.

- I'he purpose of describing the life of a disciple is to make sure
' have a clear picture of what we are trying to accomplish as the
lirch. There are so many causes competing for our resources that
ng this picture has kept us at Mars Hill Church focused on mak-
| lisciples. Here is a brief summary of the aspects of a disciple’s life
( how they apply to community:

AGE OF GOD (IMAGO DEI)

."e image bearers of God, created in his image to proclaim his
alness to the rest of creation. This is who we are, not what we do.
§ means that we have intrinsic value as his image bearers and
| we were created for a purpose—to acknowledge the glory of our
ator.” It is from the image of God and the reconciling work of
11§ on the cross® that we express our identity as disciples of Christ
Oligh worship to God, community with the body of Christ, and
lusion to the world.

Identity is in Christ. This means that we define ourselves in the
e way that God does: by what Jesus has done on the cross.” We are
[ defined by what we have done or by what we do or by the things
we have. Jesus has atoned for our sin,® clothed us in righteous-
us,” and adopted us as sons and daughters.19 This is our identity. As
Lommunity, this means that Jesus is our King and Savior. He is our
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1lly, not only loving our brothers and sisters, but also engaging
1 and loving our neighbors. We do this because we are com-
niled to, 0 and so that hopefully our neighbors will see the glory of
| heing lived out in our lives, stirring their hearts to answer God’s
| {or their own salvation.??

iy keeping our eyes on the vision of being disciples in commu-
, we remain focused on Jesus, following him and enjoying the

highest affinity, the Bible is our highest authority, and the Trinity Ix
our example for how we live together in community.

WORSHIP

Weare worshipers. We are created as instruments of worship intendci
to behold the glory of God and praise the name of Jesus.'! Therefor¢,
our greatest joy comes when we do what we were created for: worshlj)

Jesus. We worship through song, gratitude, prayer, and the way we 0f being his disciples. If, however, our leadership is reactionary,
live our lives.'? As a community, this means that we worship togethe lsk making disciples that are underdeveloped in some areas of
and encourage one another to “proclaim the excellencies” of Jesus, ' leship. This happens when the-need we are addressing only
Our life together is a proclamation of the gospel of Jesus Christ and i lires one or two of the three expressions of our identity. For
corporate act of worship. nple, when we focus on care and Bible study, we develop disciples
on’t know how to apply their knowledge to reaching the lost
COMMUNITY | sharing with others the love they have for one another. In con-
We are the body of Christ created in the image of God, who exists 11 [, we want to be a people who, being reconciled to Jesus and one
community.' The Father, Son, and Holy Spirit have eternally existc(l er, exhibit all three expressions out of our identity in Christ.
in relationship with one another as one God in three persons.'® God
is a relational being who created us as relational beings so that we J WE ARE VS. WHAT WE DO
could image him.'® As a community, this means that we are to reflect lking the time to describe the life of a disciple, we must be careful
the goodness of God and preach the gospel through our lives togethe, build our identity on doing these things, but rather understand
This means loving one another, forgiving one another as Christ for- ¢ expressions as who we are. We have been conditioned to find
gave us, calling one another to confession and repentance for the Identity in what we do. However, Scripture tells us that we are
purpose of reconciliation, and challenging one another to lives thal ldren of God adopted through the grace of Christ, through whom
glorify God.'” lerive our identity. My identity is not what I do; I do out of my
ty. Worship, community, and mission come out of who I am as
MISSION ciple of Jesus. This then is a response to what Jesus has done for
We are missionaries created in the image of a sent and sending Gol, i in receiving his grace that we get to be disciples.
God sent his Son, Jesus, into human history to reconcile himself (0 ‘hat being said, if this is our picture of a disciple, it is also our
us.'® God is in the business of gathering more worshipers to himsell, lure of a healthy community. A community group is just the aggre-
As his disciples, our mission is to proclaim the gospel of Jesus so thal ‘0f its members. Ifa group is missional, it is because the members

more image bearers would come to a saving faith and worship God."" hat group are missional. If a group is not, this is indicative of a
As a community, we are called to live lives together that reflect God's
goodness, mercy, and grace, showing the world around us the saving
and transforming love and power of Jesus Christ.

Therefore, we are called to live our lives intentionally and mis

lps are great barometers of how well the church understands the
pel. If they have been transformed by the gospel, then it will show
I community life of the group.
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duals. Community groups are a people who understand their
Ity in Christ and have a corporate or communal understanding

With this in mind, let’s take another look, as we did in chapler
1, at the great picture of community in 1 Peter 2. In context, Peter Iv
describing how we as believers ought to conduct our lives in light of
what Christ has done on our behalf. [0 our collective growth in Christ.
hen, out of that identity, we worship; we “proclaim the excel-
Butyou are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a peo- itles” of Christ.?” Through Jesus we have been reconciled to God
ple for his own possession, that you may proclaim the excellencies
of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light.
Once you were not a people, but now you are God's people; once
you had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy.

Beloved, T urge you as sojourners and exiles to abstain from
the passions of the flesh, which wage war against your soul. Keep
your conduct among the Gentiles honorable, so that when they
speak against you as evildoers, they may see your good deeds and
glorify God on the day of visitation.22

ile through the mercy of the cross.?® Therefore we ought to be
'ople who point to and worship Jesus consistently. If the group
Call your community does not regularly point you to Jesus and
1ind you of his grace and mercy in your life, then it is not a gospel-
llered community group. We are a people in awe of what Jesus has
;“and we worship him accordingly.

Out of that worship, Peter challenges us, in verses 11-12, to live
| Lhat reflect the transformation that comes from the gospel pene-
I §3 our lives. Because we have been made a holy nation, we can
holy lives. Often at this point in the passage we begin to read from
sonal rather than corporate viewpoint. We are accustomed to
lerstanding sanctification in an individualistic manner. However,
tontext has been plural, written to the church, and remains so as
I calls us to fight against our flesh. Because Christ has reconciled
nd made us a people of his own possession, the church is ori-
(| toward one another’s corporate sanctification.

limphasizing this point, Peter calls our fight against sin a “war.”
“rcontrary to any Rambo movies you may have seen, wars are not
It by individuals. Armies fight wars. John Piper has made the point
( the church has been deceived into believing that we are in a time of
¢ while our enemy stays on the assault.2® Our deception has lulled
Ito being unprepared and ill equipped for battle, leaving many of
umber maimed or killed by ambushes of sin. Within our com-
ity groups we must remember that we are in a war against sin and
‘we fight together for the truth of who God i‘sjand what he has done.
Iinally, out of our identity we understand the purpose of havinga
(l reputation, as a community, with unbelievers.3? We maintain
0d reputation not so that we can judge the lost or so that we might

Justas we did with our description of a disciple, Peter begins will|
our identity. He gives us four ways to understand whom we are roof il
in, whoJesusis, and what he has done. We are a “chosen race,” remil-
ing us that we have been setapart and are predestined to follow him,''
We are a “royal priesthood,” reminding us that through the death anil
resurrection of Jesus, we no longer need a mediator between God anl
us.>* We are a “holy nation” through the imputed righteousness o
Jesus, and we are a people of God’s “own possession.”?°

Everything we are called to be comes out of what God has alrealy
done. What a beautiful picture of God’s love. We have been born agalii
through the resurrection of Christ. We are new creations that are 1
longer slaves to sin but slaves to righteousness.26 God is jealous afl
unwilling to share possession of his people with sin. I always pictuie
my kids when I read this verse. I love kids in general, but I have a pay
sionate love for my kids. That's how I see this rolling off of Peter’s peii.
We are God’s kids!

All four aspects of our identity are rooted in Jesus and, significaiil
to our topic, are plural in nature. These are corporate identities of i
race, priesthood, nation, and people. As the church, we need to 1
capture our sense of community and connectedness to one anothel
Peter reminds us that we are indeed a people, not a collection ol
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think highly of ourselves but so that the unbelieving might coriii
believe. Even if they malign our characters or slander our names, W
must desire that they come to know God. We are called to be a (11
munity that is on mission with God. It is important to note that '
describes a community whose good deeds are seen by nonbelicyi|
We must be a community that is seen loving one another and i
neighbors. Don’t miss this point. If no one ever catches us el
Christians because we are holed up behind drawn curtains, thei W
are not a missional community. | ne, but the blessing that comes from sharing your life with
So we see in this description of a Christian community that ol A Is invaluable, and it is the difference between autonomy and
corporate identity is in Jesus, and out of that comes worship, cofi nity.
munity, and mission, culminating in the glorification of God. 'Iils 11¢ of our leaders recently committed to making his group a life-
is our picture of a healthy community group. In sum, the Purpose i lather than an event. The group met as usual on Tuesday nights
community is to make and mature disciples of Jesus; everything ¢l Inner, prayer, and Bible study. To mix things up, though, he made
is the product of that purpose. ding reservation at a local restaurant for Friday nights. It was a
pletely optional time to hang out. The group, being accustomed
| ical small group events, didn’t take to the idea right away. Yet
\te some thin turnouts, the leader stayed committed to the extra
' logether. Eventually members of the group started trickling in
\¢ restaurant on Fridays. It transformed their group.
Il seems surprising that such a simple gesture would be that
ificant, but the change was dramatic. They went from being a
¢ study to being a community. They began to meet before Sunday
lees so they could worship together as a community. They began
1efer spending time together. Suddenly they were excited to invite
ibelievers to their group because it was a source of life. The most
1zing thing was that they saw four of these new folks come to
\w and worship Jesus in a span of three months. When they began
llve in community as a lifestyle, it began to give them life, and they
inted to share that experience with others. The gospel became real
il tangible, and those around them saw it and gave glory to God.

i not advocating building a commune but rather consciously
le1ing one another and including one another in the everyday
1Ly of life. This can be done by simply inviting members of
ummunity into the rhythms of your life that you typically do
\iself. If your family goes out for pancakes on Saturday morn-
vliy not invite another family to join you? Maybe invite a newly-
ouple from your group so they can experience the chaos of
4 0ut with small kids. This is a simple act that may even seem

LIFESTYLE VS.EVENT

Key to being this type of community is to redefine community groujin
asalifestyle rather than an event. When we see community as a sels
of events, we hold on to our individuality and see community |
terms of what it offers us. If we are to live in community in the wiy
that Peter describes, then we need rethink our lifestyle.

Peter’s picture of community is one in which people consider o
another, prefer one another, and sacrifice for one another. This will
require a paradigm shift from the thinking that one’s walk with Jesuis
is solely personal. It requires us to see ourselves as a people and nol
just a gathering of people.

The irony in our tendency to shrink from such a notion is that we
were made for community, as we discussed in chapter 1. This means
that when we experience this kind of community, it will fill the many
holes we feel are disconnecting us from one another. If we pursu
God because we have been reconciled to him through the cross, thei
why would we not pursue one another? We have been reconciled (0
each other through that same cross. We cannot call ourselves a con
munity if we continue to compartmentalize our lives.

F'E GIVING VS. LIFE TAKING

\ls brings us to another essential characteristic of gospel-centered
mmunity groups and the goal of this book. Since community is
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a blessing of God, a community group should be life giviny i1
members. Unfortunately, many of our experiences have beern (il
ent. Community groups are often seen as obligatory and life (il
We secretly hope the kids will be sick so we can stay home. We i
if we go, then Sally is going to dominate the conversation witli |
same issues that we've heard for the last three weeks, and inuei
tive Rob is going to miss the point and start lobbing verses at it
this drags on, Jim is going to try to prove he is the smartest guy i1 {
room by parsing a Greek verb and quoting dead Puritans. Thei, |
when time is running out, we will go through prayer requests {01 ¢4
other’s aunts’ cats that are suffering from angina. My only prayc| &
be that it ends soon so I can go get one more piece of banana i
and get home to my TV. This is not a picture of community. Y 1114
of us have settled for this experience because we don’t know betie
because we consider it a modern form of self-mortification.

So let me give you permission to avoid the “circle of awkwii
ness.” When we get together over a meal, why do we fill it witl li}
chatter about the local sports team and American Idol and then (14
sition to “spiritual” time in a drum circle? What if we reclaimed (I
dinner table for meaningful conversations about what Jesus has (i
and how the Holy Spirit is leading us today? We don’t have to he |
a circle to talk about conviction, repentance, and the excellencien &
Christ. When we relegate these conversations to specific times
“care and share” or Bible study, we are effectively compartmentall
ing our lives. We are propagating the belief that these conversatii
and convictions should not spill over into unsanctioned times,
condition people to make a mental separation between spiritual ill
practical matters. When should our talk not be salted with the gosiel
I am not saying that every conversation has to be an exegesis on il
pitiation. There are times for small talk and banter about our favorlf
sports teams. But if we talk about Jesus only during Bible study, i wi
pray only in that circle, if we cannot articulate the gospel’s influciics
on our view of politics, business, sports, and entertainment, then We
are not living transformed lives. We are still compartmentalizing (¢
gospel.

It 14 if we truly understand the gospel. Let’s not miss the most
problem. If groups are not giving life, the cause may be as
as people not knowing how to speak life and truth to one
I, In order for our groups to be life giving, we must understand
wer of the gospel and believe it. I have made the mistake of
1y, that the people of my church really understand the depth
| Jesus did on the cross and how that affects every aspect of our
Ihis is why we preach the gospel every Sunday. We have no need
message because the gospel never gets old. But preaching it
linday does not guarantee saturation. Developing life-giving
I lequires equipping them to apply the truths of the gospel to
luls, hopes, joys, and relationships of life.>! As they learn to
Ilfe, they will begin to experience life. Think of the gospel as
{% I that makes life grow. No gospel, no life.

lave run into so many people who have stopped participating
Himunity groups because they were life taking. What a tragedy!
Il not what God intended for his church. Community is a life-
Dlessing from God. John Piper, speaking of church membership
participation of the church, put it this way, “[Community] is
-bought gift of God’s grace. More than most of us realize, it is
Mustaining, faith-strengthening, joy-preserving means of God’s
y 10 us. I urge you not to cut yourself off from this blessing.”32
lierefore, if our community groups are not life giving, we must
ly. If community is naturally life giving, then we must be doing
ing to thwart it. Take the time to understand why, and take
| sion to rethink your group so that it becomes a place that is
listaining, faith strengthening, and joy preserving.

FEATIVITY VS. CONFORMITY

hat do we actually do in a community group? Now that we have
hlished that we are defined by who we are in Christ and not what
0, | am ready to discuss this topic. In Acts 2:42-47, we see a pic-
0f the church living life in community. This gives us a nice picture

Il which to build our expectations for what community groups can
Ike:
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And they devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and the f¢l
lowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers. And awe came
upon every soul, and many wonders and signs were being done
through the apostles. And all who believed were together and hal
all things in common. And they were selling their possession:
and belongings and distributing the proceeds to all, as any had
need. And day by day, attending the temple together and breakiny,
bread in their homes, they received their food with glad and gen
erous hearts, praising God and having favor with all the people.
And the Lord added to their number day by day those who were¢
being saved.

iirch in Acts dedicated themselves to the apostles’ teaching.3
¢mentinour community groups is the study of Scripture. The
the revelation of God and is authoritative in our lives. It is a
(iod’s grace and is our opportunity to know him; therefore, the
ol Scripture is a consistent rhythm of any group. At Mars Hill
{er to see our groups follow the sermon series. This connects
uclamation of the Word on Sunday with the lives of our people
It the week, producing the transformation cycle we discussed
ipler 2. As I've said before, this does not mean that Bible study
primary purpose of groups. Rather, Bible study is one element
loward the purpose of making and maturing disciples of Christ.

What we see in this text is a list of things (that I will call ¢l
ments of community) that marked the early church: study, fellu
ship, communion, spiritual gifts, care, generosity, mission, prayei
and worship. What we do not know is exactly how they did thes
things. We do not have a prescriptive picture of what this must lo
like, and in that we have freedom. Groups are unique expressiofl
of the gospel lived out in community rather than cookie-cutter cufi-
ies. Consider the elements discussed below to be like paints,
all use the same paint to produce a picture, but each painting will
be a unique work of art. The way these elements are employed il
experienced by a community group will be unique to the people
culture, context, language, and neighborhood. The goal is to i
unique expressions of community that encompass these elemeiis
within the rhythms of the group rather than dictating a one-si/¢
fits-all experience.

Though we may not study the Bible every time we get togetlii,
we are committed to its study and authority in our group. We niiy
worship together on Sundays, pray on Tuesdays, and fellowsij
together on Thursdays. In other words, don’t expect that every ¢l
ment of community will be expressed every time we gather, but (hil
each element has its place in the rhythm of our group. Experimeiil
with different rhythms and elements to develop community groui
that are life giving and transformational. Below are some elemeils
of community that can be incorporated into the rhythms of any cor
munity group.

115510N AND REPENTANCE

munities in Acts celebrated communion with one another
gular basis.>* Implied by this rhythm is their culture of confes-
ind repentance. The purpose of studying Scripture is to know
1d how the good news changes everything. This transforms our
5§ we respond to the gospel.

bcause Jesus has atoned for our sin and removed its stain, we
Our community groups to be marked by a culture of repen-
. This is a response to the gospel and the work of the Holy Spirit.
lse our identity is defined by Jesus, we don'’t have to fear death
ime.>*> We can be open and honest about our struggles as we put
)death?® and confident in the compassion and grace of our Lord
i expressed through our community. To see transformation in
ommunity groups, we need to constantly remember what Jesus
Iready accomplished on our behalf and remind one another of
A,aily. Again, we are a holy nation, a people of his own posses-
' therefore, as a community we cannot wink at sin but must
Iply correct beliefs, thoughts, and behaviors that are not honor-

I'he purpose ir}’reﬂecting God’s patience and grace must always
@conciliation, not conformity. Reconciliation is the gospel.
rmity is religion. Therefore, the goal of a group is to point to
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Jesus, the cross, and the resurrection as the only remedy for sin and
to look to the Holy Spirit for the ability to walk in righteousness. We
want heart change through the power of the gospel and not merely
behavioral change. This requires that our community groups be
saturated with the gospel to the place where it spills into every area

COMMUNITY

* of meetings. Regardless of how it manifests, prayer is an integral part

of any community group as it reflects our dependence on our Father.
If we are to be a people who walk in the Spirit, we must be quick to
fall on our knees before the Father.

~ HOSPITALITY

 We see the early church eating together and enjoying one another in
- fellowship.*° This is the place where you can more easily invite new
people to experience your community. Gospel-centered hospitality
‘lseeks to love people where they are while providing a safe place to
‘introduce someone new to your group. Hospitality includes both the
“way we prefer one another and the way we open our doors to those
‘who need to meet Jesus. The early church took care of one another
and welcomed outsiders. Hospitality is our privilege and joy as
‘ambassadors for the gospel.*!

of our lives. Don’t assume that your community is there. If they don’t
understand the gospel, then they will never get to confession and
repentance.’®

WORSHIP

The early church was continuously praising God in worship. As the
image bearers of God in community, we must live lives of worship.
The purpose of confession and repentance is to align our hearts
with God so that we can rightly worship him. We confess and repent
of idols to which we have given worship that only Jesus deserves.
Worship of Jesus is the destination for confession and repentance
and is a natural outflow of a community group. As a community we
are to encourage one another toward constant worship, pointing to
the works and glory of Jesus. This can take on many forms, from sing-
ing songs to enjoying a steak dinner, but it is a consistent part of any
community group in response to the wonder of our God.

EXERCISE OF SPIRITUAL GIFTS
‘The Holy Spirit is in the business of exalting Jesus, and that is the

PRAYER As the church is described as a body with all the parts important to
In addition, the early church was dedicated to prayer.>® Prayer is a
gift of God’s grace to us—we have the opportunity to communicate
with our Creator. We have the ability to converse with God, praising
him, confessing our sin, asking for his provision, and listening for
his response. When a couple is struggling with infertility, we get to
seek God for peace and patience. When a friend gets a job offer, we
get to praise God for his provision. When a family miscarries, we get "| he last thing we see as a product of this community in Acts 2 is that
to mourn with them and ask God for comfort. We cannot expect to be (iod added to their number.*? Mission is an essential element of any
Spirit dependent if we are not committed to prayer as a community. group as we engage with our neighborhood for the fame of Jesus and
Our community groups must be consistently seasoned with prayer. lhe advancement of the kingdom of God. As we receive the kingdom
Within the rhythms of a community group, prayer can be spontane- through the cross and resurrection, we get to share it with the lost.
ous as the need arises, or it can be ordered and a regular expectation ‘This is the outward focus of your group, to love people and share the
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REDEFINING COMMUNITY GROUPS

truth of the gospel through the witness of your lives together. ‘T
the consistent focus of any community, in both prayerand action
will dig further into what this looks like in the following chap(eis

BLESSING VS. OBLIGATION

As we have been exploring the idea of redefining community, I li
I have given you a vision of what community groups can be. We i
been reconciled through the blood of Jesus to be a community (Il
exalts him. As we work from that vision, we can be a community (/4
allows the gospel to saturate our lives and fulfill our purpose (o 114
disciples and worship Jesus. Community groups that are steepeil |
the gospel will grow in their understanding of who they are in Jeuil
and will be more inspired to proclaim his excellencies and shar (I
good news.

This picture of community is nota pipe dream. This is the expiil
ence God intended for us to have in community. He created us fof i
and made it possible by sending his Son to die on the cross. Throuil
the resurrection of Jesus we are a community. We just need to he Il
When our experience doesn’t match up, it is not time to throw in (I
towel butan opportunity for us to call one another back to this visiui
1 know that building relationships within a community group il
often feel obligatory. I think that is why Scripture often depicts (¢
process of sanctification in terms of a battle. It is going to be worl 1
glorify God in community. But when we understand community i
an expression of our identity in Christ, we open the door for livii
out our faith in community in ways that give us life. We will begin
to see ourselves as a people called to exalt our Father in heaven s
disciples of Christ. In doing so we redefine what a community groiis
is, aligning our definition with what God intended for us, namely, {1l
reflect his glory through community as we make disciples of Jesu,

B

NEIGHBORHOOD

IEW APPROACH TO MISSION

last chapter we set our goal to develop community groups

re, and praise. We want to be groups who are joyfully obligated
\¢ another for the sanctification of the church, while fully com-
¢d to the mission of going and making disciples for the glory of
| because we have been reconciled through the cross. This can
limmarized as community that images God through worship,
munity, and mission. While most people expect expressions of
munity and worship within a community group, the expression
ssion is generally a pain point for most small group ministries.
lon is generally the most neglected aspect of community within
¢hurch today. As we discussed in chapter 3, ownership of the
lon is often abdicated to the church as an institution or to desig-
«l “missionaries.” I want to challenge our perceived limitations in
1d to mission in community and show you how your group can
heir boots on the ground in the mission of God.

Much has been written over the last decade on the idea of incar-
llonal ministry. God entered into history to redeem us from our
lion, and therefore we should, as his ambassadors, bring the
¢l into culture rather than detach from it. Incarnate means to
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