Aim at love, love, love

In a nutshell: 

God wants us to love him, to love each other in community, and to love those beyond the community. That is what true spirituality and discipleship is all about. But we cannot do it on our own. We need to do it in partnership and friendship with a team of believers. That is the most basic aim of small groups. Forget that, and you will lose the plot. The most important question a small group leader keeps asking is: How can I lead this group to better love God together, to love each other, and together to love those beyond this group? 

The confusion factor

The most important question a leader needs to ask of themselves when they lead people is this, ‘Where exactly am I trying to take these people?’

Since there are so many different approaches to small groups in different churches, this can be hard to answer. Some people think the goal of a small group is to create a great bunch of friends. Others think small groups are all about keeping people spiritually fed from week to week through intensive Bible Study. Some think small groups are mainly about creating Holy Spirit moments where people get together and just open up to any spontaneous promptings of the Spirit. Still others think small groups are a kind of therapy group, where we get each other healed up of hurts.

Although there are elements of truth in all of these, they are not what small groups are primarily about in Friends First. So what are they about?

Answer: Small groups are about being disciples of Jesus together - learning to express and deepen our love for God, for each other, and for those beyond together.

What does it mean to grow as a follower of Jesus?

‘Go and make disciples, teaching them to obey everything I have commanded.’ (Matt 28)

‘Come follow me.’ (Matt 4)

‘The greatest command is to love the Lord … the second is to love your neighbour.’ (Matt 22)

A follower of Jesus is someone who, having been saved by grace, is committed to learning to love God, love insiders (in a community) and outsiders (beyond the community). Humility is required, since a follower of Jesus is always a work in progress. A follower’s love can always be deepened and can always be expressed more effectively.

What are small groups for?

‘They broke bread daily in their homes, and ate together with glad and sincere hearts, praising the Lord.’ (Acts 2)

Jesus pioneered small groups. He led a group of twelve for three years. In the context of these relationships, they were transformed. Following Jesus, it turns out, is a team effort. 

In small groups we partner together to grow as followers of Jesus. This means that in small groups we express and deepen our love for God, our love for insiders (that’s each other) and our love for outsiders. In a nutshell, small group relationships help us to follow Jesus better. 

We cannot grow spiritually outside of meaningful relationships. We cannot say we truly believe in Jesus, described in the Bible as the Head, if we are not willing to belong to his people, described in the Bible as Christ’s Body. If we trust in Jesus, then we must be willing to team with some of his followers. That’s why small groups mean so much to us: through them we express and deepen our love for God, for each other and for outsiders. 

It is common for disciples of Jesus to be well-developed in one aspect of their faith, and underdeveloped in others. That is why we aim at making well-rounded disciples, who excel in all three loves: love of God, love of each other, and love of those beyond.

Looking more closely at the three loves: fifteen expressions/themes of love

For clarity sake, let’s define and unpack what we mean by each of the three loves, by using an acronym to help us remember the various elements of each love…

We express and deepen:

· our love for God by getting in SHAPE…

· our love for each other by getting in a GROUP…

· our love for those beyond by getting ready to BLESS…

We express and deepen our love for God by getting in SHAPE…

· Savour God, Christ and grace

· Hunger after the Spirit

· Absorb and apply the Scriptures

· Pray to and worship the Father

· Express Christ’s character

We express and deepen our love each for other by getting into a GROUP…

· Grow your revelation of community

· Regularly eat and laugh together

· Offer grace, encouragement and vulnerability

· Understand, care for and help each other

· Partner together in loving God and those beyond

We express and deepen our love for those beyond by getting ready to BLESS…

· Build up the body

· Live for the lost

· Extend to the ends

· Serve those who suffer

· Salt and light all of life and society

By defining and unpacking each of the three loves, we land up with fifteen expressions (or themes) of love that a healthy disciple of Jesus, and a healthy small group, needs to grow in. 

For even more clarity, here is more detail about these fifteen expressions of love:

· There are some expressions that may not immediately make sense. Here is an explanation of them:

· By ‘savouring God, Christ and grace’ we mean, ‘growing in your understanding and revelation of how wonderful God, Christ and grace are’.

· By ‘hunger after the Spirit’ we mean ‘pursue a deepening encounter with the presence and power of the Holy Spirit’.

· By ‘build up the body’ we mean ‘being ready to contribute through serving, giving, praying or whatever it takes to see our community stronger’.

· By ‘live for the lost’ we mean ‘build relationships with non-Christian people, and through your life, your love, your words, your listening, your invitations to point them to faith in Christ.’

· By ‘extend to the ends’ we mean ‘praying for, going to and sending others to  the nations.’

· Some of the expressions deserve more attention than others. All are important, but some are even more important than others. For example, savouring God, Christ and grace is the foundation upon which all the other expressions of love are to be based. 

· Most of the expressions have many sub-themes. The most obvious example is savouring God, Christ and grace which is really three interconnected sub-themes. Another example is expressing Christ’s character, which can include anything from repentance to godly parenting, or dealing with anger to cultivating humility. We leave it to you to develop these themes. 

A few ideas about how to lead your group into love, love, love

Choose one of the fifteen themes of love to explore next

· In the previous section we listed fifteen expressions / themes of love. It makes sense to, as a small group, explore one of these love-expressions at a time. This does not need to be done in order. But it is preferable that over a two year period each most of these themes have been explored, either briefly (maybe giving just one night to explore it), or with some depth (maybe giving three or four weeks to explore it).

· But how do you choose which theme to explore next? Here are four factors to remember as you decide:

· 1) Be ready to pick up on the Sunday morning message (or in some cases, the Sunday night message) theme. Whenever something new is being explored there, it is good to pick up on it in small groups. This has several benefits: 

· It affirms to your group that the elders are called to give direction to the church.

· It keeps your group connected with the whole church.

· It encourages your people to get their on Sundays.

· By focusing on a sustained and singular emphasis, it really helps people to be impacted by that theme.

· 2) From time to time, evaluate your group using the fifteen expressions of love. If the group is particularly weak at one of them, then give it attention. See the end of this chapter for a self-audit and a group-audit of these expressions.

· 3) Listen to the Holy Spirit in your own prayer life, who may specifically lead you to give attention to one of these themes. 

· 4) When a certain theme is particularly alive in you, then it may be time to lead your group in that direction too.

Once you choose a theme, use some of these Ten Tools to explore it

Here are some ‘tools’ you can use whenever you deal with any theme / aspect of faith you choose:
1. The tool of prolonged exposure. Explore a theme for longer than one week so as to make sure that the ‘penny drops’ and we actually start applying the theme to our lives. 
2. The tool of great questions. Ask open-ended questions during the Life-shaping Conversation. Some questions that work on almost all themes of faith are:
a. What does the Bible tells us about this aspect of faith?
b. What experiences have you had that deepened your conviction around this aspect of faith?
c. What makes it difficult to actually live out this aspect of faith?
d. What guidelines would you like to share that will practically help us live out this aspect of faith?
3. The tool of searching the Scriptures. Explore what the Bible says about this theme, preferably looking at one section of Scripture at a time (as opposed to looking at several texts in one go).
4. The tool of inviting someone to impart their strength to the group. Invite someone (another small group leader, or an eldership couple, for example) who seems to be strong in the aspect of faith that you are emphasising. Let them share. Get everyone to ask them questions.
5. The tool of working through material beforehand. Get people to work through some material beforehand and come ready to discuss. This material could be:
i. A section of Scripture.
ii. A chapter(or two) in a book, such as the Purpose Driven Life.
iii. A audio of a talk (get someone to burn the respective talks onto CD for everyone).
Either get everybody to work through this material, or one or two people to do it on behalf of the rest, who then come and share a not-too-long summary of what it was all about. This leads into discussion.
6. The tool of inviting ideas from the group. Plan the following weeks with your group whenever you are about to look at a new aspect of faith / expression of love.  Say something like this to your group the week before:  ‘Next week, I want us to spend ten minutes discussing how we can, over the three weeks that follow, deepen our passion for and effectiveness in _________________. Give it some prayer and thought. And come ready to share your ideas next week.’

7. The tool of creativity. Seek God for freshness and creativity in how you explore any theme. Try make it memorable. 
8. The tool of doing something together. Most importantly, don’t just talk about it - do it together. For example, don’t just talk about the importance of being filled with the Spirit. Spend time together inviting the Holy Spirit to fill you together. 
9. The tool of holding each other accountable. Agreeing to regularly ask of each other certain questions of accountability is very helpful to many.
10. The tool of pointing people towards involvement in the rest of Friends First.  For example, when exploring being salt and light, encourage people to join in Marketplace Missions. Or when exploring prayer, encourage people to get to the prayer meetings. 
Very important. Download ‘Appendix 1 - Ideas for deepening love’. It is full of ideas that implement some of these tools.  

Model a passionate, well-rounded discipleship of love

· You cannot take people where you are not going. And you cannot point people in a direction you are not going. You don’t have to be a perfect disciple of Jesus, but you do need to be an enthusiastic, determined follower of Jesus. There is a saying: ‘More is caught than can be taught’. Don’t be discouraged that people do not always do what you say. But do be sobered that people always watch what you do. Ask these three questions of yourself regularly:

· In what ways am I currently expressing and deepening my:

· Love for God?

· Love for each other?

· Love for those beyond?

Don’t let opportunities to celebrate growth, obedience and evidences of love to pass by

When you notice that people are starting to view their circumstances, attitudes, and actions through the lens of Scripture, stop and take the time to affirm the change that has occurred.  

Sometimes it's best not to call attention to life change in front of the entire group, but you can still celebrate in a more private setting. Go to lunch one-on-one and encourage people about what you've seen God do in their lives, or perhaps take the time to write them a personal note or just sms them.

Encourage everyone to have a copy of the Purpose Driven Life 

From time to time you can look at one or more chapters over one or more weeks. Everyone is asked to read the section beforehand and come ready to discuss and apply. Or alternatively, one or two people read it and give a brief summary of the chapter(s) and lead a discussion around it. 

A love-audit exercise

Use this to audit yourself and your group. Celebrate your strengths, and seek God for passion and help in those expressions of love where you or your group are weak.

In each block RATE yourself 1,2 or 3.  

1 = hardly present. 2 = present but not growing. 4 = growing

We express and deepen our love for God by getting in SHAPE…

	Aspects of loving God
	How am I doing?
	How is my group doing?

	Savour God, Christ and grace


	
	

	Hunger after the Spirit


	
	

	Absorb and apply the Scriptures
	
	

	Pray to and worship the Father
	
	

	Express Christ’s character


	
	


We express and deepen our love for each other by getting in a GROUP…

	Aspects of loving each other
	How am I doing?
	How is my group doing?

	Grow your revelation of community
	
	

	Regularly eat, laugh and spend time together
	
	

	Offer grace, encouragement and vulnerability
	
	

	Understand, care for and help each other
	
	

	Partner together in loving God and those beyond
	
	


We express and deepen our love for those beyond by getting ready to BLESS…

	Aspects of loving those beyond
	How am I doing?
	How is my group doing?

	Build up the body


	
	

	Live for the lost


	
	

	Extend to the ends


	
	

	Serve those who suffer


	
	

	Salt and light all of life and society
	
	


