Draw in new people

In a nutshell: Small groups are central to our evangelism strategy as a church. Through them, the members are equipped and mobilized to share their faith and invite unchurched contacts. Through them, combined efforts to attract and reach unsaved people can happen. Then there is the possibility of planting small groups from scratch for unsaved people. There are two tools that can be used in planting new groups for unchurched people: The God Sessions journey and the Ignite Journey.

So that others may live

As a church we exist so that others may live. Read this story…

On a dangerous seacoast where shipwrecks often occur there was a once a crude little life-saving station. The building was just a hut, and there was only one boat, but the few devoted members kept a constant watch over the sea, and with no thought for themselves, they went out day or night tirelessly searching for the lost.

Many lives were saved by this wonderful little station, so that it became famous. Some of those who were saved, and various others in the surrounding areas, wanted to become associated with the station and give of their time and money and effort for the support of its work. New boats were bought and new crews were trained. The little life-saving station grew.

Some of the new members of the life-saving station were unhappy that the building was so crude and so poorly equipped. They felt that a more comfortable place should be provided as the first refuge of those saved from the sea.

So they replaced the emergency cots with beds and put better furniture in an enlarged building. Now the life-saving station became a popular gathering place for its members, and they re-decorated it beautifully and furnished it as a sort of club.

Less of the members were now interested in going to sea on life-saving missions, so they hired life-boat crews to do this work.

The mission of life-saving was still given lip-service but most were too busy or lacked the necessary commitment to take part in the life-saving activities personally.

About this time a large ship was wrecked off the coast, and the hired crews brought in boat loads of cold, wet, and half-drowned people.

They were dirty and sick, and some of them had black skin, and some spoke a strange language, and the beautiful new club was considerably messed up. So the property committee immediately had a shower house built outside the club where victims of shipwreck could be cleaned up before coming inside.

At the next meeting, there was a split in the club membership. Most of the members wanted to stop the club's life-saving activities as being unpleasant and a hindrance to the normal life pattern of the club.

But some members insisted that life-saving was their primary purpose and pointed out that they were still called a life-saving station. But they were finally voted down and told that if they wanted to save the life of all the various kinds of people who were shipwrecked in those waters, they could begin their own life-saving station down the coast. They did.

As the years went by, the new station experienced the same changes that had occurred in the old. They evolved into a club and yet another life-saving station was founded.

If you visit the seacoast today you will find a number of exclusive clubs along that shore. Shipwrecks are still frequent in those waters, only now most of the people drown.

(Author unknown)

This story captures the heart of our church, and it should capture the heart of every small group member, and every small group leader. Friends First is called by God to ‘snatch people from the fire’ (Jude 23) and make it possible for people to have their past forgiven, to receive a purpose for living, and a community to be friends and partner with, while they anticipate their home in heaven. We exist for drowning people, and not only do we rescue them by God’s grace, but we also equip them to partner with us in saving other drowning lives. 

Every small group is a kind of life-boat. The life-boat exists primarily for those not yet in the boat. For those that need saving. In the same way, small groups are not jacuzzis of comfort and convenience, but rather are rescuing teams enabling new people, who are deprived of the transforming involvement in a faith community, to be included. We exist so that others may live. 

Interestingly, as we learn to live for others, we experience a real sense of adventure and meaning, as well as an over-flow of the joy that the Father feels when lost sons and daughters come home. 

That is why growing numerically is non-negotiable. It is not open to debate. We exist so that others may live. We exist so that others may share what we have: the life and love of God in Christ and in community. The group needs to be inclusive, not exclusive. 

Mobilise your small group members to live for the lost

You can do this in the following ways…

· Model and encourage genuine hospitality of new people. You only have one chance to make a first impression, so it’s tragic when a person visits a group for the first time and yet fails to be made welcome. Never assume a person is a Christian, so be careful of coming on too strong. When a new person comes, especially if they are not Christians, adjust the night to them. Get one or two people to share their faith-stories for example. And don’t use hard-to-understand words and jargon (e.g. testimony, salvation, redemption, justification, sanctify, elders, deacons, or buzzwords of the church.
· Remind people regularly of ‘the four I strategy’. In this strategy for living the lost, everyone, because of their love for the lost, and in partnership with the Holy Spirit (who is the main evangelist) will give themselves to the 4 I’s of Involve, Include, Inquire and Invite. This is how you can explain it to your group…

Involve yourself in relationships with non-Christians. When we love people, we make an effort to strengthen those relationships. Sadly, Christians so easily lose their non-Christian relationships (and therefore influence) because they invest all their energy in Christian relationships and church activities. This is unacceptable. It is very unlike Christ who was described as ‘a friend of sinners.’ So everyone in Friends First is encouraged to be intentional about developing their relationships with some non-Christian people.

Include them in your life. All this talk of investing in relationships can sound so exhausting. We feel like we need to try cultivate our family relationships, our relationships with our Christian friends, and our relationships with non-Christian people. But the better approach is this: overlap these three groups of people. Invite a Christian friend and a non-Christian friend to a meal and a movie. Don’t separate them from each other. Invite them to meals with your family. Bring your worlds together by including people in your current life. It’s meal-times, it’s relationships. Invite people into your home. You don’t need to start a whole new category of life (i.e. building relationships with non-Christian people), rather integrate all by including all. This, by the way, is the best way to invest in relationships, to include them in your current life, your meal-times, and your other relationships. Of course, you may need to brief your Christian friends to be sensitive to the fact that this person is not a Christian, and therefore don’t make them feel excluded by talking extensively about church and faith.
Inquire about their spiritual beliefs and back-ground, and then share your own. Don’t think about having to preach to people. Rather think about having spiritual conversations where people feel heard and understood, and out of that sense of safety, they invite you to open up too. The simplest way to do this is, when the relationship feels safe (which can happen after one week with some, and after one year with others), to ask them this question in a very relaxed, non-intense way, ‘I am curious. What do you believe spiritually?’ As they share you can follow through with another question, ‘What experiences or events led you to believe that?’ What they share will deeply interest you. And as you hear them, they may ask you the same questions, which means you will be able to share too. If they don’t ask you, you could say, ‘Would you like to know about my spiritual beliefs, and what led me to believe them?’ Most times, they will be interested, especially if you have shown interest in their sharing. And then you answer that question. Remember not to preach. This is a conversation, but still you can communicate two things in this time:
· Your beliefs (which is basically the Gospel)

· Why you believe them (which is basically your testimony)

Invite them to gatherings where they will be exposed positively to the Gospel and/or to the reality of spiritual community. This is much like Matthew in Matthew 5 who invited all his friends to a party where Jesus, and his disciples were. We all know that it is not just the witness of one person, but the combined witness of a whole community that seems to impact people most powerfully.  

We believe we will have the greatest impact on unsaved people if, out of a motive of God’s love for them, and for the joy and adventure of it, we all live lives that involve, include, inquire and invite.

· Ask questions based on ‘the four I’ strategy. Regularly dedicate the Life-shaping part of the weekly gathering to asking these five questions, and then land in praying together for the people you speak about.

· Who are the 4 non-Christian people in your life, at the moment, that you are most burdened for spiritually?

· How have you been investing in these relationships? How can you do this better in the future?

· How have you been including them in your life? How can you do this better in the future?

· Have you had any opportunities to have a spiritual conversation with them, where you inquire about their spiritual beliefs (and what led them to these beliefs)? What happened? How can you do this better in the future?

· Have you invited them to any positive exposure of the Gospel or of spiritual community? How can you do this better in the future?

· Equip all to explain the GOSPEL for one or two gatherings. Dedicate a gathering to getting everyone to explain the Gospel in a non-preachy, conversational way. After pondering Romans 1:16 together hand out a copy of the following to everyone: (point out that the acronym GOSPEL helps us remember these six key phrases).

· God created us to have a love relationship with him. But…

· Our sins have divorced us from him in this life and forever. Sadly, these sins can’t be removed by anything we can do, neither good deeds nor religion.

· Sent from heaven, Jesus the Son of God came to this earth and lived amazingly: he did miracles, he fulfilled prophecies, he taught profoundly, he lived sinlessly and he showed us how to live. 

· Paying the price for our sins, Jesus died and rose from the dead. making it possible for us to be forgiven and start a relationship with God, in this life and forever.

· Everyone who trusts in Jesus totally can have their sins forgiven and start this relationship with God, in this life and forever.

· Learning to love God, and to love those in community, and to love those beyond community is what this relationship with God is all about.

· So, are you interested in trusting in Jesus? What holds you back?

Perhaps, get everyone in pairs role-playing this with each other. They must memorise the first phrase (which is in bold above) and then say the rest in their own words. See www.friends-first.com and click on ‘about us’ and ‘what we believe’ for an amplified version of the above six elements of the Gospel. 
· Make space for everyone to share their faith-stories (aka testimonies) for one or two gatherings. Get people to share their story of how God became so important to them, and so real in their lives. They must imagine that all of us are not Christians. Then affirm what is positive about the way they share, and some ideas about sharing it more effectively. Then pray for each other to go out and share that story in the next week. 

· Ask group members to share how they heard and came to accept the Good News that Jesus died on the cross for their sins. You may have some seekers in your group but that's all the better. It's great for them to hear people's personal stories. After all, these stories will undoubtedly involve the retelling of the Gospel, and will remind the group of the power of the invitation.

· Read and discuss biblical passages that show Christ caring for or reaching out to the lost.  Luke 5:27-32, Luke 15 and Luke 19:1-10 are good examples. Then have group members share the first name of a person they hope would come to know Christ. In the 90 seconds it takes to go around the group and state that name, you'll have a top 10 list of people the group can pray for. Then the group needs to be sure to pray for that person on the list every time they meet.

· Gather members into "prayer triplets" to share about and pray for three non-Christian friends. Try to stay updated on the plans and progress from each of the circles. Groups only need to meet for ten minutes at every other meeting—or once a month at the very least. This single strategy will increase your group's evangelistic effectiveness. At first, some members may feel overwhelmed by this challenge. Pray that, over time, their hearts will be renewed for lost people.

· Be very intentional about discipling and including new believers. When a person gets saved, either you or perhaps someone in your group (that you encourage and help to do this) meets with them on a weekly basis to short-term mentor them in their faith. As a group include them in everything, and commit to pray daily for them since a new-found faith is so vulnerable. Encourage your group to work really hard to pray for this person, encourage them, and include them socially. 

· Spend two or three weeks looking at common objections to the Christian faith. A good resource is www.friends-first.org.za (click on ‘Tough Qs). Perhaps focus on one or two questions per night, and delegate one person beforehand to do some research (using our website) and equip the group to deal with that specific objection.

· Organise a meal / party / hang-out where everyone can invite unsaved friends to meet the rest of their group. No preaching, just building friendships. Most people think Christians are weird, so when they get to meet your friends in the small group they hopefully will say, ‘Wow, Christians can be normal people too.’ 

Be aware of these three possible kinds of new people who could visit your group

· 1) People who have just made a commitment or recommitment to Christ. Be ready to disciple them and include them in the relationships of the group.
· 2) Christians who are transferring from another church (most often in another city). Be ready to include them in your social network.
· 3) People who are not yet Christians. Be ready to reach out to them, and have non-pressured spiritual conversations with them.
Maximise these three ways that new people could join your group

You can invite new people to the group

Every single person you meet is someone you could possibly invite to your group. Be particularly available to new people who visit Sunday gatherings, for they are very likely to visit your group.
The people in your small group could invite new people to the group

 Encourage your group to be on the look out for new people they could invite in their families, friendship circles, places of work, etc. Encourage them to look out for visitors on Sunday gatherings and make an effort to welcome them and invite them to your group.
The church leaders / office could steer new people to your group 

From time to time people who fill out visitors forms and request visiting a group will be allocated to your small group. If someone phones you and asks you to contact and invite them please do so immediately. When you phone to invite them say, ‘You are welcome to visit our group. If you want to, you can visit another group too. If you feel like these are people you can connect with, then that is a great group to join.’ Please alert some of your small group that a new person is coming, and make an effort to make them feel welcomed and included. First prize is having a meal, or some coffee, with them and getting to know them.

Perhaps, start praying about planting a small group for unchurched people from scratch

· In some churches, there is a desperate need for experienced small group leaders to hand over their groups to other leaders, and to start a small group from scratch by focusing primarily on reaching unchurched people.
· This is called small group planting. It is also called starting ‘seeker groups’ because it focuses on attracting unchurched people. There are several reasons to plant seeker groups:
· It is non-threatening. Most unchurched and unsaved people would feel resistant to joining a small group of believers, but they would be open to joining a group full of other unchurched people who are exploring Christ-based spirituality.
· People are far more likely to connect with each other. One of the marks of any great small group is that people connect with each other. Because the people who come all have some people they know in common (namely the team who invites them) they are far more likely to get on. 
· The pioneer nature of these groups draws the grace of God in profound ways. It is much easier to start a small group with a bunch of Christians, especially if it is a group that multiplies out of another group. But what a challenge it is doing this. It is directly in line with the incarnational example of Christ, who, embracing risk, left the comfort zone of heaven to reach and save this earth.
· This is one way to plant a seeker small group:
· Develop a team of two to four believers who have a heart for unsaved people and an ability to relate to them.
· Speak to the elders about starting such a group. You will need their help, commissioning and support.
· Use the Alpha or an Alpha-type course. One possible one is the God Sessions course (which is available on www.friends-first.com - click on ‘free resources’ and then on ‘stuff for church leaders’.)
· As a team meet together for several weeks to pray and plan.
· Invite everyone to an introductory meal at a suitable home. 
· Have a great meal, and then during the meal using either a video pre-recorded talk or a live speaker, listen to the opening talk of the Alpha or Alpha-type course. Then tell them about the course, and how every week we will eat together, listen to a talk around the table, and then speak about it. There is no pressure to believe everything that is said, and any question can safely be asked. Our experience has been that, especially if the evening was warm and interesting, most people will commit to the five or six week journey.
· Once people have completed this course together, it is very likely that many will be saved and will be keen to become a permanent small group. Those who are not saved yet are welcome to continue the journey.
· Our experience has been that as the result of our efforts, and in answer to our prayers, that a high percentage of people find Christ and begin to follow him through these faith-ventures.

