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Introduction
In January of 2011, Donna, and I (Bruce) joined a church within a few 
miles of our house. I had served in interim leadership roles for several 
area churches and it was time to find a more permanent place for 
worship and ministry.

Within a few months of attending our new church home, we felt led 
to begin a new Sunday School group. As we prayed, we were particu-
larly drawn toward the possibility of starting a new class for young 
adults. This made no sense to us. We were not young adults. In fact, 
we were empty-nesters. Our young adult children had graduated 
from college and were on their own. We knew very few young adults 
in our community. We did not hang out at places where young adults 
gathered. How could we begin a Sunday School group for young 
adults when we knew almost none in our community?

The more we prayed, the more we sensed the Lord was leading us 
to start this new group for young adults. A launch date was set for 
August 11, 2011.

As that day approached, we fretted that no one would attend. One 
week before the first Sunday, we happened to meet a young couple 
who had been married for only two weeks. Casey and Dawn had re-
cently moved to our community and knew no one. We invited them 
to our new group and they said yes. All four of us were excited!

From that first Sunday, the group has reached young adults. On one 
Sunday in the spring of 2012, eighteen people were present. On 
that spring day, I asked them about their Sunday School attendance 
prior to coming to this class. Only four had attended prior to the start 
of this class. If you include the six children brought by these young 
adults, 20 more people were in Sunday School than had been prior to 
the start of the new group eight months earlier.

Here’s the reality: the creation of new groups is essential if Sunday 
Schools and churches are going to make an impact on our world and 
communities in the days and years ahead. This is nothing new. It has 
been true for every generation. The issue is the willingness of each 
generation to engage their world through Bible study groups. 

EXTREME SUNDAY SCHOOL CHALLENGE
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Sunday School continues to be one of the most effective ways to 
engage our world. Why is Sunday School effective? 

Sunday School connects people through Bible study groups  
as they live and share the Gospel.

Sunday School is not about the delivery of biblical information alone. 

Sunday School is not for fellowship alone. 

Sunday School is not for ministry alone. 

Sunday School is about people living and sharing the gospel!

Do you see it? 

It was hard for Donna and me to see the possibilities at first. God 
had to open our eyes before we could really see what a new group 
for young adults become. When you look at your Sunday School (or 
whatever you call your Bible study ministry), what do you see? Vision 
is simply the ability to see a preferred future. Our friend Bill Taylor is 
fond of saying: “If you can’t see it before you see it, you will never  
see it.”

How do you perceive the future of your church and community? 

Do you see additional Bible study groups reaching new people  
each week? 

Do you see more people coming to faith in the Lord? 

Do you see more people being brought into the life of the church?

Do you see more leaders engaged in using their abilities for  
the Lord? 

Do you see more resources available for Kingdom 

IT’S TIME TO ENGAGE THE WORLD THROUGH NEW GROUPS!
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Chapter 1
THE POTENTIAL

Over the last few decades, the word “purpose” has become popular 
in church jargon. Books abound with titles that include the word 
purpose. 

As Sunday School leaders, identifying the purpose of Sunday 
School is vital. We must ask the question of why and clearly define the 
strategic purpose of our Sunday Schools. 

We historically associate a group with occasion and location. 
Sunday School meets on campus on Sunday morning. Discipleship 
groups meet on campus on Sunday or Wednesday evening. Small 
groups meet off-campus during the week. It is all about occasion and 
location.

Defining a ministry by occasion and location may have served us 
well in the past, but we can’t continue to live in that past. The reality 
is some small groups meet on a church campus, even on Sunday 
mornings. Some Sunday School classes meet at times other than 
Sunday and in places other than on campus. Some groups that meet 
during the “Sunday School time” are actually discipleship groups. 
“When” and “where” seldom paints a clear picture of the purpose for any 
group.  

When I talk about a Sunday School, here is what I mean: 
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Sunday School is an organization of open ongoing Bible study groups  
designed to intentionally balance biblical content and biblical community 

with a view toward producing disciples.

An Open Group

For many years, Sunday School experts have subscribed to the 
standard of the open group. An open group is one that expects and 
plans for new people every time the group meets. Extra seats are ready 
for new attendees. Extra copies of Personal Study Guides are on hand 
for new people. Trained and prepared volunteers are ready to greet and 
welcome new people into the group. And most importantly, there is 
openness among group members to welcome new people into the 
group, and ultimately into their lives.

Let’s be clear; if Sunday School groups are to produce disciples, 
each group must be open to new people. Openness requires more 
than an empty chair or a blank name tag. Openness to new people 
must be at the very core of why the group exists in the first place. The 
deepest desire of each group should be reaching out to new people 
and including them in the group on a regular basis. 

An Ongoing Group

An ongoing group is simply that; a group 
with no set ending date. Once the group 
begins, the intent is for the group to continue 
in some form or fashion, welcoming new 
people and saying goodbye to others. On the 
converse, a short-term group has a defined life 
cycle which is often determined by the length of 
the particular study and typically “closed” to new participants once the 
group has begun the study.

Most organizations have a predictable life cycle. The same is  
true with Sunday School groups. No group will actually continue 
forever. Children graduate to the next class. People move. People die.  

No one ever fully  
arrives at his or her  

ultimate spiritual maturity  
in this life.
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The group changes, but the existence of a group can continue 
regardless of who leaves or joins. 

At the same time, making disciples is not a project. Disciple making 
is an ongoing process. One study or course does not make a disciple. 
No one ever fully arrives at his or her ultimate spiritual maturity in this 
life. There is always more to learn and experience in our lifetime journey 
of discipleship. Discipleship is always ongoing.

A Balanced Group

In the effort to strike a balance between content and community, 
Sunday School may not be able to provide the depth of some 
discipleship groups, nor the deeper relationships of some small, 
home-based groups. Maintaining the balance between content and 
community, places the Sunday School organization in a position to 
be the primary evangelistic arm of a church as well as the entry point 
for the assimilation ministry. When one organization can serve in both 
ways, the church structure becomes less complicated and more easily 
communicated. 

A Disciple-Producing Group

I (Bruce) enjoy saltwater fishing. In particular, I like to fish for 
“bottom fish,” such as red snapper and grouper. These fish are usually 
found around some type of structure (sunken boats, artificial reefs, etc.) 
or where the ocean floor has a ledge, cave, or uneven surface.

When preparing for a day of saltwater fishing, the first thing a 
person must determine is the type of fish he or she will seek to catch 
because different equipment and bait are needed for different fish. 
Fishing for grouper requires entirely different rods, reels, and tackle than 
Spanish mackerel or sailfish. 

A fisherman can’t just jump in a boat, ride 20 miles offshore, and 
drop a line with the expectation of being successful. To catch bottom 
fish, you have to go after them on purpose and that means you know 
their characteristics and habits. You cannot catch what you can not 
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identify.  Who is your group trying to catch? Are you being intentional? 
Once you catch them, how are you helping them mature as disciples?

What exactly is a maturing disciple? How do we know if our groups 
are actually producing true disciples of the Lord Jesus?

How would you define a disciple of Jesus Christ?

What are the qualities of a disciple?

A principle to be remembered is the desired end product 
determines the process. Churches and groups cannot simply arrange 
a calendar full of hot topics, study courses, monthly gatherings, and 
ministry opportunities and expect to produce maturing disciples. When 
that approach is used in Sunday School, there is no telling what the end 
product will be. More than likely, it will be a confused Christian!

Paul called on Timothy to follow a specific plan (see 2 Tim. 2:22).  
Timothy was living out that teaching and it transformed his life. Timothy 
had a responsibility: he was to take that which he had learned and 
embraced, and teach it to others. Third generation learners would then 
teach even more people. Paul’s plan continues to provide a model for 
church leaders in establishing clear direction in making disciples.

   Sunday School groups strive to reproduce disciples--people who embrace 
the gospel, live the gospel and take the gospel to others. 

THE POTENTIAL


