Ideas for deepening love for God and those beyond

In the chapter called Aim at love, love, love we suggested the three loves (which include, in total, fifteen expressions) (see Aim at love, love, love) to build your small group around the three loves: love for God, love for each other, and love for those beyond.

We include ideas for dealing with themes related to love for God, and love for those beyond. The section of Build Community deals more fully with the second love: love for each other.)

First a recap of SHAPE and BLESS

Here is a recap of loving God by getting in SHAPE:

· Savour God, Christ and grace
· Hunger after the Spirit
· Absorb and apply the Bible
· Pray to and worship the Father
· Express Christ’s character
And here is a recap of loving 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

Specific ideas to deepen love for God and those beyond in your group

We will now give some ideas for loving God by getting into SHAPE 

and loving those beyond by getting ready to BLESS…

Ideas for ‘savouring God, Christ and grace’ together

· Regularly ask questions like these, dedicating the life-shaping conversation part of the gathering to this theme:

· What, in your Bible reading, have you recently discovered about God?

· And about Christ?

· And about grace?

· Break bread with each other often, since this is a sacrament that depicts God’s grace to us, both in salvation and in ongoing forgiveness. 

· For three weeks in a row study one section per night of one of the New Testament epistles that deal with the subject of God, or Christ, or grace. Everyone study beforehand and come ready to share with each other the main insights and how this can positively shape our lives.

· To savour God together click on downloads on www.friends-first.com and see Attributes of God. Over three or four weeks, explore several aspects of God’s character together. Either all can listen to specific talks, or one or two people can summarize it for the rest. These conversations should lead into worship and prayer. 

· Keep reading John Piper (see www.desiringgod.org, also remembering to subscribe to weekly emails) whose passion is savouring God, Christ and grace.

Ideas for ‘hungering after the Spirit’ together

· Regularly ask questions like these, dedicating the life-shaping conversation part of the gathering to this theme:

· Why from your experience, and / or from specific verses in the Bible, do we know that this is so important to do?

· Lately, have you been inviting the Holy Spirit to fill you and to lead you?

· In what ways has the Holy Spirit been real to you lately?

· Which of the gifts of the Spirit from 1 Corinthians 12 have you experienced, or are you asking God for?

· Encourage people to get to prayer meetings. Here we learn to be sensitive to the Spirit’s leadings.

· Encourage people to enter Sunday worship gatherings with an expectancy to freshly encounter the Spirit. Be sure to set an example of whole-hearted, thirsty, faith-filled worship on Sundays. 

· Do a Scripture study on the Holy Spirit during Life-shaping Conversations time. Make sure people explore in the week before and come ready to share their discoveries.

· Invite someone outside the group who seems to be anointed for leading others into an experience of the Spirit to visit your group one night. 

· Invite someone outside the group who is strong prophetically to come and encourage and release the prophetic in the small group.

· See more in ‘The Prayer Encounter’ subsection of the ‘Cultivate contribution’ chapter.

· Regularly affirm in your prayer life, and in front of your small group, that the Holy Spirit is the leader of this small group, and that you are his obedient, under-partner.

· Put a different person in the prayer hot-seat every week. Get everyone to lay hands on them, and pray for them, inviting the Spirit’s infilling, and sharing any prophetic words with them. Write down prophetic words, since, if there are many, it may be difficult to remember.

Ideas for ‘absorbing and applying the Bible’ together

· Regularly ask questions like these, dedicating the life-shaping conversation part of the gathering to this theme:

· Why from your experience, and / or from specific verses in the Bible, do we know that this is so important to do?

· What part of the Bible are you reading at the moment?

· What has God been saying to you through your Bible reading lately?

· What tips can anyone share in getting more out of your Bible reading?

· When in the day or week do you get to read the Bible?

· What parts of the Bible are you struggling to understand or obey at the moment?

· Are you enjoying reading the Bible?

· What faith or wisdom have you drawn from the Scriptures lately?

· Encourage people to really get to Sunday gatherings to hear what God wants to say to us as a church through the Scriptures. 

· Make sure that you model this by getting there on Sundays, and by referring to messages that have been preached.

· As a group commit to reading the same book of the Bible together in your personal Quality Times with God.

· From time to time let the life-shaping conversation part of the gathering be the exploration of a section of Scripture that everyone needed to ponder the week before. Ask these questions of any section of Scripture:

· What does this part of the Bible mean?

· Why is it so important that we understand or do this?

· Which verse or phrase particularly spoke to you?

· This week, how can we apply this truth to our lives?  

· Do Lectio Divina together. This means choosing a section of Scripture (no more than ten verses) and asking everyone to close their eyes and listen carefully while the Scripture is read slowly twice in a row. While they listen they need to ask God to cause just one phrase or verse to ‘stick’. Then after the readings everyone spends two minutes in silence ‘chewing’ on their phrase or verse, trying to listen to what God might be saying to them through it. Then everyone shares what their verse was, and what they believe God said to them through it.

Ideas for ‘praying and worshipping’ together

· Regularly ask questions like these, dedicating the life-shaping conversation part of the gathering to this theme:

· Why from your experience, and / or from specific verses in the Bible, do we know that this is so important to do?

· How is your personal prayer life at the moment?

· Are you enjoying God by ‘praising him’ always?

· In what ways this week did you become aware that God was with you?

· In what ways this week did you experience God in the midst of everyday life?

· What answers to prayer have you experienced lately?

· What are you currently trusting God for?

· Over two or three weeks discuss and apply the section on ‘Worship’ (seven short chapters) from the Purpose Driven Life book – pages 63-116. Agree that everyone will read two or three specific chapters (called ‘days’) in the week before and come ready to discuss and apply. Or ask one or two people to do the reading and come ready to share a not-to-long summary which then leads to conversation.

· Encourage everyone to read the book ‘The life you always wanted’ by John Ortberg.

· See more in the ‘prayer encounter’ subsection of the ‘Cultivate contribution’ chapter.

· If you have no musicians in your group, invite a worship leading person to come to a gathering one night and lead you in Spirit-led small group worship. 

· Encourage people to be whole-hearted, faith-filled, thirsty worshippers of God in Sunday gatherings. Set the example of this.

Ideas for ‘expressing Christ’s character’ together

· Regularly ask questions like these, dedicating the life-shaping conversation part of the gathering to this theme:

· Why from your experience, and / or from specific verses in the Bible, do we know that this is so important to do?

· If you fell into sin who would you tell?

· What are the temptations / sins you are battling with?

· What practical steps can you take to overcome these sins / temptations?

· Which of the nine fruits of the Spirit (Galatians 5:22,23) are you seeing most of / least of in your life at the moment?

· How can you draw on the Spirit to produce more of Christ’s character in your life?

· Are you reflecting Christ’ integrity in these areas:

· Truth-telling?

· Sexual purity?

· Financial honesty?

· Controlling ego / pride through humility?

· Refusing to act out unsanctified insecurity?

· Do you mind if we hold you accountable around what you have shared?

· Over three weeks discuss and apply the section on Character from the Purpose Driven Life book – pages 171 – 226. Agree that everyone will read two or three specific chapters (called ‘days’) in the week before and come ready to discuss and apply. Or ask one or two people to do the reading and come ready to share a not-to-long summary which then leads to conversation.

· Encourage people to read the book ‘Money, Sex and Power’ by Richard Foster.

Ideas for ‘building up the body’ together

· Regularly ask questions like these, dedicating the life-shaping conversation part of the gathering to this theme:

· Why from your experience, and / or from specific verses in the Bible, do we know that this is so important to do?

· How is your financial giving toward the church at the moment?

· What stops you from carrying the weight of this church by getting to the prayer meetings, if not Thursday then at least the ones before the Sunday gatherings?

· In what ministry do you think you could get involved, or at least find out more about, in Friends First?

· Based on Romans 12, what do you think your spiritual gifts are, and how can you better use them to strengthen our church?

· What are you passions / talents / areas of expertise and how can you better use them to strengthen the church?

· If there are people involved in ministries in your group ask them for feedback of how things are going in that ministry. Then pray for them in the group. 

· Over three weeks discuss and apply the section on Ministry from the Purpose Driven Life book – pages 227-280. Agree that everyone will read two or three specific chapters (called ‘days’) in the week before and come ready to discuss and apply. Or ask one or two people to do the reading and come ready to share a not-too-long summary which then leads to conversation.

· When your group is on duty make a big thing of it, reminding everyone that this is a chance to serve the body. 

Ideas for ‘living for the lost’ together

This is one of the most important dimensions of discipleship. Please see the subsection headed ‘Mobilize your small group, both individually and as a team, to live for the lost’ in the chapter called ‘Draw new people in’ for these ideas.

Ideas for ‘extending to the ends’ together

· If you are part of a NCMI-relating church (see www.ncmi.net) regularly ask questions like these, dedicating the life-shaping conversation part of the gathering to this theme:

· Why from your experience, and / or from specific verses in the Bible, do we know that this is so important to do?

· Is there any one nation that God has put on your heart for the Gospel? What are you going to do about it?

· Do you understand how NCMI opens up doors for all of us to get to the nations?

· Which Leadership Training Time will you try get to this year or next?

· Plan when you are going on a mission trip far in advance, and ask who would be keen to come with you. 

· Make a big thing of someone in your group who goes on a mission trip. Commission them in prayer before they leave. Pray for them while they are there. Make space for feedback and photo sharing when they are back. 

· As a group adopt a church-plant in a challenging city or nation and regularly pray for them. Get one person in your group to be the communications person who updates you on what is happening so that you can pray intelligently as a group. 

· For one week discuss and apply Day 38 from the Purpose Driven Life. Agree that all will read the specific chapter in the week before and come ready to discuss and apply. Or ask one or two people to do the reading and come ready to share a not-to-long summary which then leads to conversation.

· Invite someone who will be leading a team of people to another nation in six or more months, and ask them to share about why they keep going back and how to get involved.

Ideas for ‘serving those who suffer’ together

· Regularly ask questions like these, dedicating the life-shaping conversation part of the gathering to this theme:

· Why from your experience, and / or from specific verses in the Bible, do we know that this is so important to do?

· How are your compassion levels towards those who suffer at the moment?

· What experiences have you had lately of serving those who suffer?

· Which social impact ministry do you think you could explore or help out in?

· Assuming that your church is involved in at least one social impact ministry, appoint someone to do some research as to which social impact ministry we can help out with. 

· As a group try and do at least one social impact venture together.

· Make a big thing of anyone in your group who is involved in a social impact ministry. Invite feedback from them, and pray for them as a group. 

· Invite a social impact ministry leader to come share with your group.

Ideas for ‘salting and lighting all of life and society’ together

· Regularly ask questions like these, dedicating the life-shaping conversation part of the gathering to this theme:

· Why from your experience, and / or from specific verses in the Bible, do we know that this is so important to do?

· In what areas of life / society (e.g. politics, marriage, arts, media, development, business, education, parenting, sport) are you involved?

· What destructive forces are at work in these areas?

· How are you working out your faith in these areas?

· What are you doing to better discover and live out God’s character and wisdom in these areas?

· What positive impact do you hope to make in this area with the help of God?

· Spend one or two nights getting everyone to share what they do in their daily lives (eg work, study, parent, house-keep etc). Spend a good 10 minutes on each person asking them:

· Tell us a little of what you do.

· What brings you joy in this area? And sadness or frustration?

· How are you working out your faith in this area?

· What are you doing to better discover and live out God’s character and wisdom in these areas?

· What positive impact do you hope to make in this area with the help of God? 

· Then pray for them, and send them out in the name of Jesus into this area of their life to be ‘salt and light’.

