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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this major applied project is three-
fold. First, through a study of the Scriptures, the history
and use of small groups will be traced, and the text will
demonstrate that it is God's will that His Church grow and
be brought into a relationship with Himself. Secondly, the
necessity and strategy for persons to be brought into a re-
lationship with one another as they grow in discipleship
will be emphasized and discussed in a chapter which reviews
not only biblical data, but also provides a search of re-
lated literature from the fields of both theology and social
psychology. Finally, specific concerns and tasks are sug-
gested which must be identified as congregations intention-
ally pursue the task of disciplemaking.

A Lutheran bias is reflected in the project with spe-
cific attention being drawn to the means of grace (Word and
Sacrament) as the effective course for both church growth
and growth in discipleship while also emphasizing the work

of the social sciences in addressing the needs of people.



Some of the present work in the area of small group ministry
in the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod is identified. A
leadership manual is proposed in the final chapter for use
in the training of leaders in a small group ministry within
the Lutheran Church, a manual which is being used by the

author.

Project Mentor: Elmer W. Matthias, D.Min.

Abstract: 220 words
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INTRODUCTION

The Church Growth Movement has spawned a renewed inter-
est in relational activities with Christian churches. The
small group continues to be at the heart and center of the
significant opportunities which the Church can offer to fol-
low our Lord's Great Commission and, at the very same time,
build us, His body--the Church.

The care, support, commitment and Bible study opportu-
nities that present themselves within the small group rival
those of the early church. We consider the biblical impera-
tive that the Church grow as a body of people responsibly
related to Jesus through faith and to each other as members
of the Church, which is His body. After considering key
sociological factors, the discussion of a pro-active strat-
egy will be featured as the task of disciplemaking is
addressed. The development of a network of relationships as
these relate to membership in the church will be included.
The use of small groups especially within the Lutheran
Church will be noted and a manual for training the small
group leaders within a Lutheran congregation will be
presented.

This study intentionally reflects a Lutheran bias, par-
ticularly that of the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod. How-
ever, much of the content is applicable beyond the confines

of Confessional Lutheranism.
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Biblical quotations within the paper are taken from the

New International Version of the Scriptures (NIV),



CHAPTER I

The Church, concerned with disciplemaking through the
small group, has recognized the need to help people feel a
sense of belonging to the local congregation. The Church
has repeatedly identified that it is God's will that the
lost be found and be brought into a responsible relationship
with Jesus and with the Church. This, indeed, is the Great
Commission stated in various ways in the New Testament.
Matthew states 1it: "All authority in heaven and on earth
has been given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of
all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of
the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all
that I have commanded you" (Matthew 28:16-19). The task of
the Church is set forth in this passage. The main verb is
"disciplize"--to make disciples. The participles (in the
Greek) tell how: by going, baptizing, and teaching--going
outside of what might be their normal course to where the
unchurched or non-believer might reside. This is accom-
plished by baptizing in the name of the Triune God. Baptism
brings them into a new relationship with God. This is ac-
complished by teaching them the benefits of this new rela-
tionship: the joys, privileges and responsibilities which
are theirs. Teaching is both pre-baptismal and post-

baptismal. Disciplemaking is the mission of the Church.



The Great Commission

Numerous passages in Holy Scripture speak of the Great
Commission (Mark 16:15-16; Luke 24:46-49; John 20:21-23;
Acts 1:8). The focus in this paper is on Matthew 28:16-20.
Dr. Yong J. Son quotes from the unpublished writings of his
mentor at the Potchefstroom University (Dr. J.C. Coetzee) as
he presents "the basic narrative structural pattern of
Matthew 28:16-20."* (The translation is my own.)

The Basic Narrative Structural Pattern
(i) The Situation: "So the eleven disciples went to Galilee"
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(ii) The Action of the Disciples: "And seeing Him they

worshipped (Him)"
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(iii) The Action of Jesus: "And approaching them, Jesus

talked with them saying" .
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v. 18

1 Young J. Son, The Missiological Significance of
Matthew 28:16-20, Potchefstroom University for Christian
Higher Education, (thesis), 1983, p.35.



(iv) The Contents of the Message of Jesus: "All authority in

Heaven and on earth was given to me"

/A - — - — —_
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v. 19 "while you are going, disciple all the nations"”
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"Baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son

and of the Holy Spirit”
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v. 20 "Teaching them to observe all the things I gave

command to you"
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"And I am with you all days until the completion of the

age."
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Drs. Son and Coetzee recognize that "the contents of
the message of Jesus" are in the nineteenth and twentieth
verses. Based on the power and authority (v. 18) given to
Him, Jesus empowers His people to take what they have
learhed and share it with others (v. 20). He reminds them

that He (His power) remains with them as they carry out this

Commission.



The disciples are to multiply. They are to "make dis-
ciples." The Word here indicates that the disciples were to
go out into the world and win others who would be what they
themselves were--disciples of the Christ. This mission is
clearly indicated when the Greek text is studied. The words
"go," "baptize" and "teach" are all participles which derive
their force from the one controlling verb "make disciples."”
The participle "go," however, does stand in a coordinate re-
lationship with the verb which allows it also to be
translated as an imperative. "Go make disciples" becomes
the command "and do it by preaching the Gospel, baptizing
and teaching” "and my power is with you."

As Dr. Robert E. Coleman has written in The Master Plan
of Evangelism:

This means that the great commission is not merely

to go to the ends of the earth preaching the Gospel

(Mark 16:15), nor to baptize a lot of converts into

the Name of the Triune God, nor to teach them the

precepts of Christ, but to "make disciples"--to

build men like themselves who were so constrained

by the Commission of Christ that they not only fol-

lowed, but led others to follow His way. Only as

disciples were made could the other activities of

the Commission fulfill their purpose.?

It is time that we, as members of the Church, look at
our lives and our ministries from this perspective. As Daw-

son Trotman, the founder of the Navigators, says in his

classic little booklet, Born to Reproduce, "Where are our

2 Robert E. Coleman, The Master Plan of Evangelism,
(01d Tappan, NJ: Fleming H. Revell Company, 1963), p.108-
109.



men?"3 What are disciples doing today? He goes on to say
"Consider what it would mean to the future of the Church if
we had only one true disciple now to show for our labors."*
Disciples should multiply over and over again. They have
and do multiply and the small group process aids the growth.
Disciples are "growing" and "going" in Word and Sacrament as
small groups are growing in the Church in fulfillment of the
Great Commission. An emphasis upon these groups needs to be
made in the plateaued and declining Lutheran Church-Missouri
Synod.

The critical commentaries, i.e., those on the Greek
text, present a reassuring consensus on these basic facts of
exegesis. Not that everyone of them consulted presents all
of these view points, but they do supplement one another.
This brief survey included many of the best recognized ex-
egetical authorities.S

The doctrine of Christian discipleship is focal in our
Commission and in the New Testament. It must become focal
in the Church of Jesus Christ. The importance of disciple-
ship as found in Scripture is noted by Peters when he

states: "There are 270 references to it in the gospels, and

3 Dawson Trotman, Born to Reproduce (Lincoln, NE: Back
to the Bible Publishers, 1959), p.42.

4 Ibid.

5 Robert D. Culver, "What is the Churches'
Commission?", Bibliotheca Sacra (July 1968), p. 244, as
quoted by George Peters, A Biblical Theology of Missions,
(Chicago, IL: Moody Press, 1972), p.187.



the Book of Acts."® Discipleship is a vital expression of
the Christian life--to teach it is imperative; to neglect it
is tragic.

Luke, in his version of the Great Commission, describes
the content of the message to be taught when he writes:
"This is what is written...repentance and forgiveness of
sins will be preached in his name to all nations, beginning
at Jerusalem" (Luke 24:46-47). The preaching of repentance
and the forgiveness of sins suggests the use of both Law and
Gospel in making disciples, since it is only by the Law that
sins are recognized and confessed and it is the Gospel alone
that works conversion.

In summary, the main message of this Great Commission
is to make disciples, as expressed by matheteusate, an im-
perative form. The participles, which are adjectival, indi-
cate the means by which this is to be accomplished, namely,
as believers go, disciples are made by baptizing and by
teaching. As Christians proclaim the Gospel for the purpose
of making disciples, God uses that Gospel to bring people to
faith, and having come to faith, they continue to teach
them. The two main doctrines of the Church are set forth
here: Jjustification and sanctification.

In commenting upon this activity, the Commission on
Theology and Church Relations of the Lutheran Church-
Missouri Synod published a study document which notes:
"...the Church's responsibility does not end when disciples

6 Peters, A Biblical Theology of Missions, p.184.




have been gathered into the Church. The Church has the com-
mission also to ‘'teach all things which Christ has com-
manded...'"?” The present participle didaskontes in Matthew
28:20, implies that "Christian instruction is to be a con-
tinuous process with a view to enabling disciples to walk
worthy of their vocation."® The report of the Commission

further notes,

A disciple is described in the Scriptures as one
who is committed to the Saviour, is willing to take
up the cross and follow Him (Luke 14:26,27), con-
tinues in Christ's Word (John 8:31-32), bears mnuch
fruit (John 15:8), loves fellow human beings, and
thus gives evidence of discipleship (John 13:35)."°
Exegetically the Matthew 28:16-20 passage leads to an
appreciation for the absoluteness, the comprehensiveness,
the universality and the infiniteness of Christ's Lordship
as well as the witness of the Church. As Son has also
noted, the Great Indicative (v. 18d), the Great Imperative
(ve 19) and the Great Promise (v. 20c,d) make a clear cut
three-fold pattern.
10

In his book entitled, The Great Commission for Today.

Dr. David Howard notes that "Jesus tied the Great Commission

7 The Commission on Theology and Church Relations of

the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, Evangelism and Church
Growth, St. Louis, 1982, p.9.

8 W. Robertson Nicoli, ed., The Expositor's Greek
Testament (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdman's Publishing
Company, n.d.), 1:340.

9 CTCR, Evangelism and Church Growth, p.9.

10 Young J. Son, The Missiological Significance of
Matthew :16-20, p.50.



to the entire history of salvation from the 0ld Testament
onward."** He suggests that the missionary mandate of the
Church is actually a pyramid built right side up with its
base running from Genesis 1 to Revelation 22. He pleads for
a broad application of the Great Commission.

Throughout the Word we learn it is God's undivided pur-
pose to bring lost, sinful mankind back into fellowship with
Himself. From the time of the Fall of Adam, God has been
seeking the lost--"the Lord God called to the man, and said
to him, 'Where are you?'" (Genesis 3:9). This was not a
question of information on God's part as much as an invita-
tion for the hidden Adam to return to God. In an immediate
act of grace and mercy, God offered a redemptive plan in
capsule form, "I will put enmity between you and the woman,
and between your seed and her seed; he shall bruise your
head, and you shall bruise his heal" (Genesis 3:15). Al-
ready God had the victory of the cross and resurrection in
mind as the means to bring about reconciliation for the
world. He certainly could have destroyed Adam and Eve at
that point and started over. Instead, the Lord God made
clothes out of the skins of animals for Adam and his wife
(Genesis 3:21). He immediately began to care for their way-
wardness. The Scripture reminds us that God takes no plea-
sure in the death of the wicked (Ezekiel 18:23 and 33:11).

He wants all to be saved--to be brought into a relationship

11 John Howard, The Great Commission for Today (Downers
Grove, IL: Inter-Varsity Press, 1976), p.53.



with Him by faith in Jesus as Savior and Lord. He wants the
lost to be found.

The universal scope of God's plan is found in Genesis
12 where the covenant is made with Abraham. God states it
simply,

"And I will make you into a great nation and I will
bless you; I will make your name dgreat, and you
will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless
you, and whoever curses you, I will curse; and all
the peoples on earth will be blessed through you"
(Genesis 12:2-3).

The universality of the salvation which God had prepared is
found in the fact that all nations would receive blessing
from the seed of Abraham. This is supported by Jesus' com-
mand to "make disciples of all nations" (Matthew 28:19).

In the Book of Ezekiel, the God of Israel continues to
seek the lost. He compares Himself to a shepherd who

searches for lost sheep:

For thus says the Lord God: Behold I, I myself
will search for my sheep and will seek them out.
As a shepherd seeks out his flock when some of his
sheep have been scattered abroad, so will I seek
out my sheep; and I will rescue them from all
places where they have been scattered on a day of
clouds and thick darkness. And I will bring them
out from the peoples, and gather them from the
countries, and will bring them into their own land;
and I will feed them on the mountains of Israel, by
the fountains, and in all the inhabited places of
the country. I will feed them with good pasture,
and upon the mountain heights of Israel shall be
their pasture; there they shall lie down in good
grazing land, and on fat pasture they shall feed on
the mountains of Israel. I myself will be the
shepherd of my sheep, and I will make them lie
down, says the Lord God. I will seek the lost, and
I will bring back the strayed, and I will bind up
the crippled, and I will strengthen the weak, and
the fat and the strong I will watch over, I will
feed them in justice (Ezekiel 34:11-16).



The Lord has a sincere, heartfelt desire for the return of
the lost, whether they are unchurched or inactive.

Likewise, Jesus' foremost concern is the salvation of
the lost. "The son of man came to seek and to save the
lost” (Luke 19:10). Elsewhere He says that the disciples
were to begin their ministry by Jjoining Him in going "to the
lost sheep of the house of Israel" (Matthew 10:6). Jesus'
concern for the lost is further illustrated in His con-
frontation with the Pharisees who were angered with Him be-
cause He associated with sinners. He told the Pharisees a
three-pronged parable (Luke 15) about finding the lost and
bringing them back into a fellowship. First, Jesus relates
how the shepherd with 100 sheep leaves 99 to search until he
finds the one lost sheep and is able to restore it to the
fold. Then the woman is cited as she sweeps her house dili-
gently for the one lost coin until it is found and placed
with the other nine. Finally, He tells about the father who
waits patiently to restore his lost son to the family. The
lost one is important to Jesus. His desire is that he be
found and restored to the fellowship.

The lost are not to be left on their own, but are
brought back into the fold of the Good Shepherd. It is in
this fellowship that the discipling process happens, that
Christian growth and development occur. People grow in
grace, grow toward maturity in Christ, minister in the name
of Jesus within the context of the Church as they are fed

and nurtured and cared for by the Good Shepherd. 1In other

10



words, as they seek membership in the Church, the lost who
have been found are expected to grow as disciples.

A study of the theology of Baptism affirms member re-
sponsibility as an important concern of the Church. It is
true that when a person is brought into the covenant of
God's grace through baptism, and, therefore, brought from
spiritual death to spiritual life, he is brought into a re-
lationship with God. However, baptism is not simply a "me-
and-God" relationship. Having been brought into relation-
ship with Jesus by the regenerating power of the Spirit in
baptism (John 3:3-6 and Titus 3:5-7), believers are also
brought into relationship with the community of fellow be-
lievers. In discussing the abuses and uses of spiritual
gifts, Paul points the individual believers to their con-
nectedness with other believers through baptism, "For just
as the body is one and has many members, and all the members
of the body, though many, are one body, so it is with
Christ. For by one Spirit we were all baptized into one
body--Jews or Greeks, slaves or free--and all were made to
drink of one Spirit" (I Corinthians 12:12-13). He then de-
scribes the vital interdependence of the individual members
of the Church as the body of Christ using the model of the
human body (I Corinthians 12:21-27). People who come to
faith in Jesus by the Spirit's working in Word and Sacrament
are not only grafted to Jesus as Head, but also are grafted
to the body which is the Church. This speaks strongly to

the need for churches to be sensitive to the needs of all

11



parts, especially new members with the goal of growing to-
gether in faith and love as Jesus' disciples.

The sense of community created in baptism is stressed
as Luke records the early days of the Church's life and min-
istry. In Acts 2, after the day of Pentecost when 3,000
were added to the church through baptism, Luke notes that
these new disciples "devoted themselves to the apostles
teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the
prayers" (Acts 2:42). The fellowship to which they devoted
themselves 1s illustrated in the succeeding verses where
Luke observes:

And all who believed were together and had all

things in common; and they sold their possessions

and goods and distributed them to all, as any had

need. And day by day attending the temple together

and breaking bread in their homes, they partook of

food with glad and generous hearts, praising God

and having favor with all the people. And the Lord

added to their number day by day those who were be-

ing saved (Acts 2:44-47).

It is important to recognize the "togetherness” that was ex-
perienced. They prayed together--worshipped together--ate
together--and cared for one another's needs. They shared
the Supper of the Lord together. 1Indeed, there was a strong
sense of belonging together.

But these new disciples were not left to enjoy them-
selves as a closed community. The second key insight of
this passage is that daily the Lord expanded their numbers.
More and more people became followers of Jesus, and the cir-

cle of fellowship continued to expand according to God's

purpose--the lost were found. They were brought into a re-

12



sponsible relationship with Christ and His Church through
their participation in Word and Sacrament.

The sense of Christian community is also supported by
the biblical imagery found in the words of Peter, "You are a
chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God's own
people" (I Peter 2:9). Each of the terms--race, priesthood,
nation and people--reflect a complete unit. Each is an in-
tegrated whole. A race suggests ethnic unity; a priesthood
suggests a vocational unity, a nation suggests a political
unity, and a people suggests being together as God's select
group. Each term implies a sense of community as being
critical to the nature of the Church.

The togetherness of the Christian community is sug-
gested in the imagery of the Church as the temple of God.
Jesus Christ is the chief cornerstone governing all the
lines and angles of brick and mortar of the structure
(Ephesians 2:20) while the foundation is the apostles and
prophets (the Word of God). Peter, building upon the temple
imagery, calls Jesus "that living stone" and urges the be-
lievers to be "like living stones" which are to be "built
into a spiritual house" (I Peter 2:4,5,7). Each stone is
important to the building of the spiritual temple, but there
is. only one spiritual house for which Jesus functions as
cornerstone. The stones are not allowed to be in their own
little pile or off by themselves individually. Each adds to
the completeness of the temple. Each is a part of the ex-

panding temple.
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The household is another very important Scriptural
metaphor used to speak of the Church as a community. Paul
calls Christian disciples "members of the household of God"
(Ephesians 2:19). In I Timothy 3:15, he makes the same
claim, referring to "the household of God, which is the
church of the living God." The household imagery is sup-
ported further by Jesus as He invites the disciples to pray
"Our Father, who art in heaven" (Matthew 6:9). Logically,
if all believers call God their Father, then they are mem-
bers of the same family. Peter made the same point when he
reminded the persecuted Christians that they could be en-
couraged by the example of members of the household when he
wrote, "Resist him (Satan), firm in your faith, knowing that
the same experience of suffering is required of your broth-
erhood throughout the world" (I Peter 5:9). The term
"brotherhood" implies family.

The images of the Church as a body, a temple, the flock
of God, and a household all 1lend credibility to the view
that the Church is indeed a fellowship or a community of
people who are related because of a common bond to Jesus.
Theologically, people who unite with Christ in faith and
baptism are brought into a bond of fellowship with other be-
lievers. Therefore, neither searching for the lost nor
merely finding them is enough. Faithfulness in "folding and

feeding"*2 is required of the Church. "After care" is as

12 Donald McGavran, Understanding Church Growth (Grand
Rapids, MI: Eerdmans Publishing, 1980), p.1l5.

14



important as sharing the Gospel with the unbeliever. This
aftercare most definitely centers around the means of grace-
-Word and Sacrament. These are the channels the Spirit uses
to reach into the lives of people. The Word of God which

produces faith also sustains it. To that end, Paul encour-
aged Timothy:

But as for you, continue in what you have learned
and have firmly believed, knowing from whom you
learned it and how from childhood you have been ac-
guainted with the sacred writings which are able to
instruct you for salvation through faith in Christ
Jesus. All scripture is inspired by God and prof-
itable for teaching, for reproof, for correction,
and for training in righteousness, that the man of

God may be complete, equipped for every good work
(II Timothy 3:14-17).

Saying it another way, making converts is not enough.
Howard Snyder states the biblical understanding succinctly
when he writes, "The goal of evangelism therefore is the
formation of Christian community, the koinonia of the Holy
Spirit."*3® He likens the numerical growth of the Church to
the addition of new cells to the human body. His critique
of the approach of much of mainline Protestantism is thought
provoking:

From its structures to its hymns and gospel songs,

(it) has emphasized the individual over the commu-

nity. It has had a keen sense of the individual

person's responsibility before God but little cor-
responding sense of the communal life of the Chris-

tian. Too often the church has been seen more as a

mere collection of saved souls than as a community
of interacting personalities.**

13 Howard Snyder, The Community of The King (Downers
Grove, IL: Inter-Varsity Press, 1977), p.104.

14 1bid., 74.

15



Snyder's observations are supported by the researchers
and authors of Habits of The Heart as they viewed contempo-
rary and historic American culture. The authors wrote:

Individualism lies at the very core of American

culture....We believe in the dignity, indeed the

sacredness, of the individual...Yet...some of the
deepest problems both as individuals and as a soci-

ety are also closely linked to our individualism.?**®

The book's authors testify to the validity and impor-
tance of the Christian community in contrast to the disad-
vantages of the "what's-in-it-for-me" lifestyle of contempo-
rary American culture. The authors describe the experience
of Les Newman. Newman left his hometown to move to
California and enter the competitive business world. He
found that the only anchor to his life was the family-like
bond that he shared with other people who had a faith in
Jesus as Savior. The authors conclude:

In this traditional Christian view, what connects

one's self to another is the objectively given re-

ality of their creation as God's children and God's

own continuing presence in the world in Jesus

Christ. This reality is one each person freely ac-

cepts, thus establishing the bonds of the Christian

congregation while affirming individual identity.*€
Similarly Paul wrote, "Now you are the body of Christ and
individually members of it" (I Corinthians 12:27).

Indeed, Americans struggle with the desire to be indi-

viduals ("do your own thing;" "I have my rights") yet God

calls believers into a fellowship, a community, where the

15 Robert N. Bellah et al., Habits of The Heart (New
York, NY: Harper & Row, 1985), p.142.

16 Ibid., 156.
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whole is greater than the sum of its parts. A tension is
created in the process of growing in and as a Christian
community.

It is the Christian community's aftercare grounded upon
the means of grace that brings about an individual's
spiritual maturity. In Ephesians, Paul wrote about spiri-
tual growth within the context of the body. He said that
God had given gifts to the Church for that purpose:

And his gifts were that some should be apostles,

some prophets, some evangelists, some pastors and

teachers, to equip the saints for the work of nin-
istry, for building up the body of Christ, until we

all attain to the unity of the faith and of the

knowledge of the Son of God, to mature manhood, to

the measure of the stature of the fullness of

Christ; so that we may no longer be children,

tossed to and fro and carried about with every wind

of doctrine, by the cunning of men, by their

craftiness in deceitful wiles. Rather, speaking

the truth in love, we are to grow up 1in every way

unto him who is the head, into Christ, from whom

the whole body, joined and knit together by every

joint with which it is supplied, when each part 1is

working properly, makes bodily growth; and upbuilds

itself in love (Ephesians 4:11-16).

It is as people are nurtured by the Word of God that they
grow as His disciples and become mature followers of Jesus.
Christian growth is built upon the application of Word and
Sacrament. That growth seems to happen best in small
groups, where there can be more dialog and greater account-
ability. That growth shows itself in part as people minis-
ter according to the gifts God has given to each one of

them. The exercise of these gifts through the continued

support, care and concern of fellow believers regularly as-
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sembling in small groups for the mutual encouragement in
ministry is treated in later chapters.

Martin Luther declares in his Explanation of the Third
Article of the Apostle's Creed:

I believe that I cannot by my own reason or

strength believe in Jesus Christ, my Lord, or come

to Him; but the Holy Ghost has called me by the

Gospel, enlightened me with His gifts, sanctified

and kept me in the true faith; even as He calls,

gathers, enlightens, and sanctifies the whole

Christian Church, and keeps it united with Jesus

Christ in the one true faith.*”

Paul further affirms our reliance when he reminded the
Corinthians, "I planted, Apollos watered, but God gave the
growth” (I Corinthians 3:6). Jesus Himself said, "I will
build my church" (Matthew 16:18).

The Church is the creation of the Holy Spirit working
through Word and Sacrament. He alone draws people into fel-
lowship with God and with the Church. Then He sustains peo-
ple through Word and Sacrament. The Church is obviously,
therefore, God's Church. George Peters correctly asserts,
"The Church is not a human institution or organization. It
cannot be built by techniques and methodology alone. It is
principally an organism that was born by the Spirit of God
on the day of Pentecost" (Acts 2).*®

While the Church is a divine creation, it also exists

in the world and is composed of people at all levels of

17 Martin Luther, "The Small Catechism," Congcordia
Triglotta (St. Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing House,
1921), p.545.

18 George W. Peters, A Theology of Church Growth (Grand
Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing House, 1981), p.52.
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spiritual and emotional maturity. It would be foolish not
to note how people differ in their own emotional needs.
People's needs affect their motivation for becoming involved
with the Church as it expresses itself as an institution
within society. While biblically it is correct to say that

all disciples are by faith and baptism a part of the "Holy

\l

Christian Church, the communion of saints," not everyone ex-

periences the same degree of "belonging." While they belong
to the Church Universal by faith through God's amazing
grace, they may not feel a sense of belonging to the local
congregation. It is this sense of belonging to the local
church that must be addressed. It is necessary to under-
stand that:

Church growth is no mere sociological process....It
is that to be sure; but much more than that, it is
what happens when there is faithfulness to the God
and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. The spread of
the Church throughout the world must not be thought
of in merely human terms. We are not speaking
about the multiplication of branches of an American
organization; that would be cultural imperialism.
(The Church) is part of the new order which began
at the resurrection of Jesus Christ.*®

George Peters discusses the interplay between the work
of the Holy Spirit and the psycho-social needs of people.
Peters accurately asserts:

Natural history, sociology, and psychology do not
have the spiritual dimension and vitality to create
in people spiritual awareness, to cause them to
perceive spiritual needs, to motivate them to seek
spiritual remedy. Only the Holy Spirit can cause
spiritual awakenings....All spiritual experiences

19 McGavran, Understanding Church Growth, p.16-17.
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are effected by the gracious operations of the Holy
Spirit and His Word as individuals believe....2°

Peters distinguishes between "readiness for change" and
"spiritual readiness." The former is a general psychologi-
cal and social phenomenon; the latter is a direct result of
the working of the Spirit through the Word. He writes,

When historic circumstances that produce psycholog-

ical and social readiness to change coincide with

the presence of the Word and people of God, a con-

dition of high potentiality results and a plentiful

harvest can be anticipated.??*
To illustrate this, Peters cites the conversion of a great
number of Indonesians in 1965 following an unsuccessful po-
litical coup. The same thing did not occur in Bangladesh or
Pakistan following the war that gave Bangladesh its indepen-
dence. Why did Indonesia experience a spiritual renewal
when the other two countries living under similar social
conditions did not? Research indicates that the Netherlands
Bible Society and the Indonesian Bible Society had been sat-
urating Indonesia with Bibles.2?2? This had not occurred in
Pakistan or Bangladesh. The Word of God, which is the sword
of the Spirit, prepared the harvest. That is the only way
that the Kingdom can be built--by God Himself through the

power of His Word and Sacraments, which are the means

through which the Spirit dispenses the benefits of Jesus'

20 Peters, A Theology of Church Growth, p.67.
21 Ibid.

22 Ibid.
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death and resurrection, namely the forgiveness of sins, life
and salvation.

To put it succinctly, "two bridges must be crossed
which lead to incorporation into the body of Christ. One
bridge is theological....The other bridge 1is sociologi-
cal.”"2® The theological bridge is the one crossed by the
Holy Spirit in Word and Sacrament. The spiritual gulf is
the one created by people being born spiritually dead
(Ephesians 2:1) and only the Spirit of God can bridge that
gulf. He brings the "birth from above" (John 3:3) for "that
which is born of flesh is flesh and that which is born of
the Spirit is spirit" (John 3:6). But because the Church is
composed of people, it also has, contrary to some opin-
ions,2% sociological dimensions, which do not detract from
the Church as God's creation. Those dimensions help us un-
derstand how to help people become what they are--a commu-
nity, a fellowship of the redeemed where the lost are ab-
sorbed into that fellowship as the Spirit gives new life.
God clearly desires new disciples to become members of the
"Holy Christian Church."”" They are part of the fellowship of
the redeemed not only in heaven, but on earth. But not all
Christian people remain actively involved in the local

congregation.

23 Ron Jensen and Jim Stevens, Dynamics of Church
Growth (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 1981), p.189.

24 Marcus Lang, "Is Sociology Piping The Tune?" Affirm
11 (April 1987): 2.
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Dr. Harold Draeger notes that psychological reasons ac-
count for why some people do not become highly involved
within the life of a parish. He states:

Because of feelings of inadequacy in their social
skills, some stay at a distance from the church and
quietly come to worship at the designated hour and
leave quickly at the end. Many admit they do not
know how to start a conversation or feel awkward at
keeping one going. Related to the feeling of inad-
equacy is the fear of rejection. People frequently
cite this fear as a reason for not approaching oth-
ers. Others fear failure to fit in with the result
that they stay at a distance. Some cite the fear
of becoming too involved as a reason for staying at
a safe distance from the church, even while being a
member. For some, it is a fear of becoming "burned
out" or is a reaction to feeling "burned out" at a
previous parish, and now it 1is time to rest and
regroup.3Ss

For many, their involvement level seems also related to
their spiritual maturity. While this is hard to measure be-
cause only the Spirit of God searches the heart, there are
certain indicators. Worship and communion attendance, Bible
class participation and involvement in various roles, tasks
and ministries are frequently used. A life lived in consis-
tency with Christian values, commitment to ministry and to
and with the Body of Believers becomes the goal. Members
with arrested spiritual development (those who have not been
growing to maturity in Christ) and those who are relatively
young in the faith and needing to understand the Christian

growth process, may not yet see regular and frequent wor-

25 Harold Draeger, Member Assimilation: Closing the
Lutheran Backdoor (Pasadena, CA: Fuller Theological
Seminary, 1988), p.25.
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ship, Bible study, group involvement, Christian fellowship
and ministry as important.

There are also some who, when they arrive at a new
church, bring some hurts from their former parish. 1In order
to avoid being hurt again, they enter congregational life
cautiously and slowly.

The common denominator in all these reasons (perhaps,
even excuses) is that the people expect to be involved at
some level and are open to some small growth in their in-
volvement as they become familiar with the local church.
They do not join to drop out. Then why do some still manage
to escape out the back door? What can be learned from these
dropouts? what might help churches prevent many of them
from making their way to the list of inactives who may still
consider themselves Lutheran but have little or no contact
with the organized church?

The Director of the Research and Information Center for
the Lutheran Council in the United States of America, Edward
Rauff, .studied 180 dropouts in seven counties across the
United States. He concluded there are some who drop out and
who will probably not be reached even through the best ef-
forts of the local Church.2® 1Into this category would fit
persons who marry someone who has no religious background,
persons who are rebelling against the values of their par-

ents and persons who follow friends to another church.

26 Edward A. Rauff, Why People Join The Church (New
York, NY: Pilgrim Press, 1979), p.50-60.
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According to the interviews conducted by Rauff, one of
the critical factors that dropouts who returned to the
church saw for their continuing involvement within the
church was that of community or friendship. One convert
quoted by Rauff is illustrative of the value of community as
a resource to closing the back door:

A lot of it was wanting to have lasting friend-
ships, because you think of all your high school
friends that have since moved away. And the
friendships that I have had before were nothing,
even back in the parochial school. I don't see any
of the kids anymore, and I really needed and wanted
friendship other than my family. And I think
that's what I was seeking and so I looked for it in
a church.?7?

This former dropout represents those who returned and now

appreciate the sense of community which met a deep need and

which was absent from other churches in their experience.
Alan Harre correctly assesses the problem churches

face. He writes:

Mobility of members, sheer numbers of people in
some congregations, resistance on the part of mem-
bers to "taking weekly attendance at worship ser-
vices," and other factors make it difficult to
identify the persons who are dropping out within
the relatively short time span of six to eight
weeks. 28

If, however, people within the church have a network of
close friends and are involved in a small group where a lov-
ing, trusting fellowship has been intentionally established,
early intervention can be effected, and the difficulties can

27 Ibid., 90.

28 Alan Harre, Close +the Back Door: Ways To Create A
Caring Congregational ip (St. Louis, MO: Concordia
Publishing House, 1984), p.62.
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be dealt with prior to a person concluding, "They do not
care for me," or "I am not missed.”

Further evidence of the positive correlation of friend-
ship within the church to church accountability is found in
a 1965 study by Donald L. Metz reported in The Invisible
Member: A Report On Inactive Methodists. He found family
situations affected the participation level of church mem-
bers. Where there is lack of religious interest in one
spouse, it tends to adversely affect the church involvement
of the spouse.

Metz has also identified criticisms of individual
churches. Ranked first among them is the lack of personal
contact. The church was viewed as too impersonal. Dropouts
wished that church members would reach out to them, but that
failed to occur.2°

The value of building relationships and developing ac-
countability within small, caring groups in the church can-
not be overestimated if discipleship is to occur. Dean Hoge
and David Roozen in their attempt to wunderstand church
growth and decline state:

Involvement in church life often produces recogni-

tion and esteem, which, in turn, strengthen motiva-

tion for further involvement. When recognition,
esteem, and a feeling of belonging are denied a

29 Donald L. Metz, The Invisible Member: A Report On
Inactive Methodists multititled (Berkeley, CA: California
Bureau of Community Research, 1965) cited by Dean R. Hoge

and David A. Roozen, eds., Understanding Church Growth and
Decline (New York, NY: Pilgrim Press, 1979), p.66.
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person, that person will probably become frustrated
and drop out.=2°

Harre also observes that one of the primary motivations
people have for joining congregations is the relationships
they have established or want to establish with others.
"Since social satisfaction and social needs are motivations
for affiliation, it is logical to conclude that people drop
out of congregations when the relationships are destroyed or
when the relationships do not meet the members' initial
expectations.3?*

Harre's contention is supported by Carl S. Dudley. He
writes:

People join congregations, at least in part, for

social satisfactions. They leave when these social

expectations are damaged or left unfulfilled.

Growing congregations have found ways--formal and

informal--by which the social needs of individuals

can be recognized, their achievement needs can be

honored, and their social status can remain intact.

Without these three strokes--recognition, esteem,

and a sense of belonging--members will become frus-

trated and will withdraw.22
A key ingredient to the development of close, caring rela-
tionships is the development of small groups dedicated to
fostering a climate of care.

It is in the small group context that anxiety and re-

sultant anger can be effectively given attention. People

who are potential dropouts can be reached because they begin

30 Dean R. Hoge and David A. Roozen, eds.,

Church Growth and Decline (New York, NY:
Pilgrim Press, 1979), p.67.
31 Harre, Close The Back Door, p.22.

32 carl S. Dudley, Where Have All Qur Reople Gone? (New
York, NY: Pilgrim Press, 1979), p.77-78.
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to give early signals, the first and most significant is

worship attendance. Another signal is that work on commit-

tees suffers from absence. Small groups become a place
where these signs can be noted and exercised. Harre
suggests:

Given the nature and intensity of these people's

feelings, it is imperative that each congregation

have within it both an informal structure which

manifests itself in members genuinely caring about

one another as they minister to one another's spir-

itual, emotional, and physical needs and a formal

structure to make certain that no individual mem-

ber's needs are left unmet or ignored.33

The emphasis on relationships as a major factor of as-
similation of members may seem to depreciate the value of
discipleship as a relationship by faith in Jesus Christ.
However, this need not be the case. The theology of disci-
pleship, in contrast to psychological and sociological ex-
planations for church membership, is the focus of the next

chapter.

33 Harre, Close The Back Door, p.6l.



Chapter II

THE HISTORICAL THEOLOGY OF THE SMALL GROUP

In the Book of Genesis, the Abrahamic covenant asserts
that in the seed of Abraham shall all the nations (families)
of the earth be blessed (Genesis 12:1-2). When God reiter-
ates the covenant and gives circumcision as the sign of the
covenant, the extended family and slaves in Abraham's house
were included in its provisions (Genesis 17:12-14).

Later God affirmed the status of the oikos, household,
when He made provisions for the household in the Ten Com-
mandments and the ceremonial laws--son, daughter, man-ser-
vant, maidservant (Exodus 20:10-17). God also gave command:
"You shall eat there before the Lord your God and rejoice,
you and your household" (Deuteronomy 14:26). Such a state-
ment parallels the command in Deuteronomy 12:12, "You shall
rejoice before the Lord your God, you and your sons and your
daughters, your manservants and your maidservants." Later,
Joseph was made the governor over all of the household of
Pharaoh in Genesis 41:40. Frequently, reference is made to
the "house of Israel"™ and occasionally to the "house of
Judah." These illustrations confirm that "household" was a
significant sociological phenomenon within the 0ld Testa-
ment. Household is the setting used by God to transmit His

covenant (e.g., through the patriarches) and to
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teach His Word in the family (Deuteronomy 6:4-10). Thus

Otto Michel wrote in the Theological Dictionary of the New

estament:

All of these expressions remind us of basic 01d
Testament ideas. The natio, gens, or familia has
an ancestor or leader from whom the whole group re-
ceives its name and after whom it calls itself.
Originally the proper name is a gen. behind oikos,
but it then beconmes the name of the group as
such.34

Michel asserts the prominence of oikos in the New Testament
also when he wrote,

Primitive Christianity structured its congregations

in families, groups, and "houses." The house was

both a fellowship and a place of meeting....The

house and family are the smallest natural groups in

the total structure of the congregation."3*%

The kerygmatic function of the early New Testament
Church was the proclamation of the good news of what God had
accomplished in Christ for the redemption of the world. It
was the heart and core of the message of the Christian com-
munity and of its teaching. Therefore, there was not always
strict separation between the didactic and the kerygmatic
functions in the New Testament (Acts 4:1; 5:42).

Hadaway, Wright and DuBose note in their most recent work:

Another significant matter about evangelism in the

New Testament is that much of it--if not most of

the enduring type--took place in the  house

churches. This was true not simply because the
larger homes were able to accommodate the function.

34 Otto Michel, Theological Dictionary of the New
Testament, ed. Gerhard Kittel, vol. 5 (Grand Rapids, MI:

Eerdmans Publishing, 1967), p.130.
35 Ibid., 130.



It was also true because proclamation took place as

a result of the total witness of the interrelated

functions of church life in the homes.>3¢°

The Church Growth movement identifies these household
relationships as "webs." The fact that God uses "webs" of
relationships in causing His Kingdom to grow is clearly
taught in the New Testament. In the calling of His disci-
ples, Jesus used the "web" principle. He first called
Andrew who in turn found his brother Peter and said to him,
"We have found the Messiah," and then he brought Peter to
Jesus. The next day Jesus met Philip who was from Andrew's
and Peter's city of Bethsaida. Philip found his friend
Nathaniel and invited him to "come and see" (John 1:45)
Jesus. The gospel writers have Jesus frequently interacting
with family members. He called the two sons of Zebedee and
later involved Himself with them and their mother. 1In John
11 and 12, Jesus visits Lazarus and his sisters. Jesus also
took time to be with specific classes of people such as the
"publicans and sinners." 1In fact, He spent time eating (the
highest expression of fellowship in eastern cultures) with
them at Zaccheus' house, where Jesus says, "Today salvation
has come to this household" (Luke 19:9). Because of His
fraternization with this class of people, He raised the ire
of the Pharisees and scribes who murmured, "This man re-
ceives sinners and eats with them"” (Luke 15:2). Jesus also

associated with village groups as in the wedding at Cana and

36 C. Kirk Hadaway, Francis M. DuBose, Stuart A.
Wright, Home Cell Groups and House Churches (Nashville, TN:
Broadman Press, 1987), p.66.
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associated with village groups as in the wedding at Cana and
the people of Capernaum (John 2:12). He spent time with
fishermen (John 1:44) and with racial groups (John 4:40).
As part of His own missionary effort, He sent the disciples
to households and villages (Luke 8:1, 10:5, 8-9). Further-
more, John reports the conversion of the household of a
Roman official at Capernaum, "So the father...himself be-
lieved, and his whole household” (John 4:53).

The case for natural relationships (oikos) as bridges
for God's Spirit to utilize in presenting the message of
salvation is convincingly made in the book of Acts. Boer
writes, that while faith is always an individual commitment,
the conversions in Acts took place within large social con-
texts. He states:

The healthy social character of the Christianity

that came into being immediately after Pentecost is

emphasized by the frequent references in Acts, as

also in other parts of the New Testament, to the

conversion of families or households.®7

He also writes:

Acts is preeminently a book describing greoup ap=
proach to missions. It speaks of missionary ap-
proach and of conversions to the faith in terms of
three thousand, five thousand, multitudes, many,
cities, great numbers, households. That is how the
faith spread. Acts speaks a missionary language
that is hardly congenial to the individualism char-
acteristic of so much European, Anglo-Saxon and
American Christianity.2®

37 Harry Boer, Pentecost and Missions (Grand Rapids,
MI: Eerdmans Publishing, 1961), p.l.

38 Ibid., 163.
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In Acts, one encounters the disciples huddled together
supporting each other during the post-Ascension days. While
they were together as a community, the Spirit came upon them
in power as a fulfillment of Jesus' Ascension promise (Acts
1:8). Imnmediately they went outside and proclaimed the
Gospel in various languages. The multi-ethnic Pentecost
gathering in Jerusalem heard the saving works of Jesus in
their native languages. The result was the conversion of
3,000 persons (Acts 2:41). Some have speculated the number
reflects only males who had gathered at the precincts of the
temple. It had increased to 5,000 men shortly thereafter,
as reported in Acts 4:4. By Acts 5:14, Luke reports "more
than ever believers were added to the Lord, multitudes of
both men and women."

While the infant church grew rapidly in its early
months of existence, the homes of people became the focal
point for nurturing activities. In Acts 2:42 and 2:46-48,
Luke wrote:

And they devoted themselves to the apostles' teach-

ing and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and

the prayers....And day by day attending temple to-

gether and breaking bread in their homes, they par-

took of food with glad and generous hearts, prais-

ing God and having favor with all the people. And

the Lord added to their number day by day those who

were being saved.

Before the stoning of Stephen and just after an administra-
tive restructuring that created a deacon's ministry, Luke
writes, "And the word of God increased; and the number of

disciples multiplied greatly in Jerusalem, and a great many

of the priests were obedient to the faith" (Acts 6:7).
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In the eighth chapter, Luke recorded the first major
movement of the Gospel outside Judaism. Philip entered
Samaria and preached the Gospel, and "multitudes with one
accord gave heed to what was said by Philip" (Acts 8:6).
Specifically, both men and women were baptized as a response
to his preaching. It can be easily assumed that these were
not just single adults, but that a great many families were
reached through Philip's ministry. Such a conclusion was
drawn by Donald McGavran when he wrote:

That chains of families were converted in Samaria

enabled a Christward movement to gain strength in

that sub-society of the Hebrews. Probably Samari-
tans continued for some years to intermarry only
with Samaritans, even after they had accepted Jesus

as Messiah. At the beginning no Jewish Christian

would have thought it proper to give a daughter to

the Samaritans, even to such as had become follow-

ers of Christ....But since multitudes of both men

and women were baptized, there was no social diffi-

culty over marriage.3?

The ministry of Peter was equally effective as people
in two cities became believers in Jesus. "All the residents
of Lydda and Sharon saw him [Aeneas, whom Peter healed in
the name of Jesus], and they turned to the Lord" (Acts
9:35). Once again, building on existing relationships, the
Lord drew people to Himself.

This point is amplified again when Peter raised Dorcas
from the dead, "And he gave her his hand and lifted her up.

Then calling the saints and widows he presented her alive.

And it became known throughout all Joppa, and many believed

39 Donald McGavran, The Bridges of God (New York, NY:
Friendship Press, 1955), p.19.
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in the Lord" (Acts 9:41-42). It appears that because of her
many conta