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Introduction

Groups matter—a lot. 
In the midst of a thousand discussions—from being missional, 

to the value of preaching, to how we make better disciples—we can’t 
forget the importance of groups in transformation. 

Neither of us is in full-time local church ministry now. We serve 
the church by providing research and resources. Yet both of us are 
intimately involved in small-group life because we know groups 
matter.

I (Ed) serve as lead pastor of a church I planted a couple of years 
ago. Since my full-time job is president of LifeWay Research, I vol-
unteer as lead pastor of Grace Church. We have a couple of full-time 
staff and a team of other volunteers. 

I can do only a few things as a volunteer lead pastor. I preach and 
lead the staff—both of those are givens. But then I have to make a 
choice of what else I can do.

I could counsel, teach more, lead men’s ministry, start something 
new, or a million other different things (many of which a full-time 
pastor would do). But I have to choose, and I choose leading a Life 
Group every Sunday night. 
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You see, I’m convinced that you can’t lead what you do not live. 
So I am a pastor, but I am a small-group leader. Actually our group 
multiplied two weeks ago as of this writing, so I am a multiplying 
small-group leader. That’s why I write this book.

I (Eric) serve alongside Ed as one of the vice presidents of 
LifeWay, where I lead the Church Resources Division. I also am hon-
ored to serve as teaching pastor in a local church in the Nashville 
area. Before we moved here, my wife and I were involved in small 
groups for young couples for many years in Miami. Those in our 
small group there are still dear friends and people the Lord used as 
sanctifying encouragers in our lives. 

Since we are no longer considered a young couple and could 
not be a part of the small group as members, we now lead a young 
couples’ group at our church in Nashville. Some of the couples are so 
young they call my wife “Mrs. Kaye,” which has only heightened our 
awareness of our approaching “middle-age” status. 

Kaye and I love being in a small group. We have seen the Lord 
use the community He develops in a group environment to mature 
His people—to mature us. We lead a group not as a job but to invest 
in the spiritual transformation of others.

So we are small-group leaders and practitioners every week. Our 
desire is to serve you by helping you see group life lived out more 
effectively and fruitfully. We share as pastors, researchers, and small-
group leaders because we are convinced—and we think that you 
should be convinced—that small-group life matters. Church leader, 
your groups matter.

In a world that is pushing against community, the church must 
push for authentic community. We have to work to keep the values 
of the world out of the church body. The fact is that the world’s values 
are not the values of the people of God.

Yet we often forget that this includes community. The world 
pushes us to isolation and then offers superficial interaction as a false 
community. Part of what the church of God (as the people of God) 
must do is to show a better way. It’s the biblical way of community.
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So we share our hearts for community. 
This book is a result of decades of pastoral leadership, count-

less small groups, and multiple research projects from the last three 
years. Our primary research sources come from three projects: the 
Transformational Discipleship project, the Transformational Groups 
project, and continuing research on group leaders. May it lead you to 
care about community enough that you take the necessary steps to 
help make small-group community a reality at your church. We also 
pray that it will help your groups make more and deeper disciples.
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Transformational 
Group Manifesto

1

LeaderSpeak

Sin demands to have a man by himself.  
It withdraws him from the community. The more 

isolated a person is, the more destructive will  
be the power of sin over him. 

—Dietrich Bonhoeffer

First Step: Create an intentional group DNA.

Were you to ever venture just north of San Francisco into Muir 
Woods, an incredible forest of sequoia trees, you would no doubt be 
provoked to a sense of awe over the strength and endurance of the 
massive trees. Sequoias are sometimes referred to as the largest living 
things on earth, reaching almost 250 feet in the air and standing for 
as many as fifteen hundred years. 

When you stand before their enormous trunks and beneath a 
canopy more than twenty stories above you, it’s hard not to feel tiny 
and envious at the same time. If you could have a conversation with 
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one (not that either of us have attempted that), would you not want 
to ask, “How? How have you done it? How have you stood strong 
through all the storms of life, all the difficult situations? How have 
you not toppled?”

Their response may be surprising.
You would probably assume that deep roots would be the fun-

damental reason the sequoias around you could date back to a few 
decades from the collapse of the Roman Empire. That is not the case 
at all, however, as each tree’s roots grow only about four feet in the 
ground. While going deeper helps many trees remain upright, the 
sequoia you stand before like an ant has not overcome the difficulties 
of life because of its depth. 

The answer doesn’t lie down below in the earth but all around 
the tree. If you looked around, you would notice that sequoia trees 
grow only in groves. While their roots go only about four feet deep 
into the ground, their roots intermingle with the other sequoias 
next to them. One tree has other trees surrounding it, supporting it 
and keeping it strong. Each tree stands strong through the centuries 
because each tree has an interdependent posture. 

No sequoia grows alone. 
The connection to our spiritual walk should be obvious—no 

believer is transformed alone. Just as the mighty sequoia would 
topple without a community of supporting trees, believers who seek 
transformation apart from a Christian community are vulnerable to 
spiritually topple in the winds of adversity.

In many circles, believers are reclaiming “personal spiritual dis-
ciplines” that help them encounter the grace of God. Moreover, the 
plethora of resources provided to Christians for “personal spiritual 
growth” is constantly on the rise, while simultaneously some church 
leaders are experimenting with “personal spiritual growth plans” for 
members, customized to the individual’s learning style and current 
assessment of his spiritual life. 

While we are grateful for the encouragement, resources, and 
opportunities for individuals to grow, we fear that the beauty and 
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necessity of community may be lost in the forest of resources for the 
individual. If community is ignored, the resources may fill minds 
while not transforming hearts. 

How important is community for the body of Christ? Is it just a 
detail many people can live without? Is community an option when 
you dream about your church design? Or is community one of those 
annoying consumer needs you have to provide? 

Transformation is a communal experience, not an individual 
exercise. Jesus, God on earth, understood this fact. His model of dis-
ciple making must be ours. Jesus chose twelve, a small group. The 
synergy that occurred in that group of twelve aided greatly in the 
process of making these men mature disciples. The conversations 
they engaged in, the times they served Rabbi Jesus together, the 
processing of Jesus’ teachings around a campfire, even the missteps 
these men shared were all in Jesus’ plan for making them into the 
mature disciples He needed them to be. Doing life together is an 
unquestionable essential in the disciple-making process. 

When we speak of the value of community, we are not speaking 
of arguing about the right kind of small group. None of the “groups” 
discussion will matter until we all see this as a greater subject than 
groups. No matter how you define groups—Life Groups, Sunday 
school, discipleship classes, or Bible fellowships—the importance is 
the same. Church leaders—including pastoral staff, elders, deacons, 
and leadership teams—must see community as a biblical nonnego-
tiable, an essential for transformation, a necessity for building lives 
that stand the test of time. 

This brings us to the Transformational Groups project. 

Transformational Groups

As we looked across the church world, we recognized a disci-
pleship deficit. In a previous research project, the Transformational 
Discipleship project, this was confirmed in profound ways. Through 
our research, personal experience, and understanding of Scripture, 
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we also firmly believe that Christian maturity happens most effec-
tively in smaller groups of people. 

In light of this, we wondered if we could use research to deter-
mine exactly what core characteristics are present in each group that 
is effectively creating transformed disciples. Regardless of the form of 
your group, what are the necessary components that consistently rise 
to the surface as integral to the disciple-making process? Through 
all of this, we thought this research might be helpful to churches 
as they seek to be more effective at leading people to become fully 
transformed followers of Jesus. 

Your church, no matter how together it looks on the surface, will 
never become all that God wants if community is just an annoying 
detail, just something else to place on the calendar. The pastor(s) and 
church leaders must believe deeply in and declare the importance 
of community to Sunday morning consumers who prefer comfort 
to community. Maybe we have spent too much time inviting people 
to groups and not enough time declaring truth and expecting group 
participation. 

That seemed to be the case when we looked at the research. 
Immediately we noticed three disappointing findings that paint a sad 
picture of Christian community. It further bolstered in our mind the 
need to more boldly declare the necessity of community, of sequoia-
tree Christianity.

Disappointment 1. Disorganized Discipleship

Our first disappointment was that over half of pastors surveyed 
said they have no visible strategy for their group life. 

As an indication of that, we asked an additional question: Who 
is responsible for selecting the curriculum for small groups? Two-
thirds of the pastors reported they let the group leaders decide. The 
“study what you want” approach is irresponsible unless there is clear 
training that equips group leaders for wise choices. Without that, the 
haphazard approach can be a bit terrifying. This greatly inhibits the 
church developing a consistent culture for how groups are going to 
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function and mature over time. It works against a common direction 
and vision and creates a mismatched, helter-skelter kind of chaotic 
ethos within the church.

Imagine if pastors and church leaders put as much energy into 
their worship service as they do their group ministry. Just let Bob, the 
worship leader, pick whatever random song he likes. It could be one 
from a hymnal, a song he heard on the radio driving to church that 
morning, or a hit from when he was a teenager. The musicians and 
choir could follow his lead or go do their own thing. The ushers could 
stroll down the aisle to collect the offering whenever the urge struck. 
This type of environment would be chaos, off-putting to any guest 
that came through and distracting for a member trying to participate 
and worship God with other believers. In short, it would not be some-
thing most pastors and church leaders would allow for very long. Yet, 
according to the research, groups are often handled in this way.

Small groups should receive similar care and attention as the wor-
ship service. A church member may casually know the people they 
sit beside during the sermon, but if community is emphasized and 
practiced, they will intimately know and love the people beside them 
in their small group. But this does not happen overnight or without 
effort. Groups require constant attention to be transformational. 

Everyone seems to be talking about having groups, and every-
one seems to want them. But sometimes they get frustrating and 
messy because they involve placing sinners in close proximity to one 
another. When these problems arise, even though they should be 
expected, there is a drag on the group conversation. Churches come 
to realize groups can be hard to manage and hard to start, so they can 
give up too quickly. They think they’ve tried groups, but they haven’t 
given them time. Then another book comes out promising great 
results, and the pastor jumps to something different, as if it will be 
the answer to every small-group problem. Remember: there is never 
a one-time, final group solution for everything. There is, however, a 
constant cycle of learning, trying, and changing. Transformation 
takes time, patience, endurance, organization, and unified direction. 
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Concluding and sticking to a group strategy that is right for your 
church and culture for a significant period of time is the only way 
an effective, transformational group ministry can be established. We 
have a friend who serves as the groups pastor for a large church in 
the central United States. Over the last four years he has been asked 
by the senior pastor he serves alongside to revisit the church’s group 
strategy at least four times. Each time my friend has researched the 
new ideology, trained leaders in the new way of doing groups, and 
then begun the hard work of implementing the new principles and 
practices into all of the church’s groups. Many of his group leaders 
have bailed, and most of those who are left are discouraged. Group 
members who were once excited about being in a group are no lon-
ger in a group or are reconsidering being in a group, and some peo-
ple have left the church. 

In order to overcome disappointment, it is essential that church 
leaders conclude what is the best strategy for doing groups in their 
context and wholeheartedly embrace that ideology with its princi-
ples and practices.

We hope that, before you finish this book, you will have real-
ized the essentials to healthy group life and are well on your way 
to concluding a groups model that embraces those essentials and is 
effective in your setting. 

Disappointment 2. Comfort and Not Correction

Our second disappointment was that group attenders were pri-
marily looking for comfort from groups more than accountability 
and correction. 

Realistically none of us are going to say we love the account-
ability part. Neither do we look forward to being corrected through 
the study of God’s Word and the “caring concern” of our brothers or 
sisters in Christ. But we know the reality of being a Christ follower. 
We grow best when, in community, we experience both biblical cor-
rection and accountability. 
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People who do not attend groups consider life change in others 
and correction as the two LEAST important outcomes of a group. 
Another discovery is that people who are currently not attending 
groups would prefer a group that meets at the church for only an 
hour. Obviously they are not interested in making any significant 
commitment to community. Of these who are NOT attending, 71 
percent say they are open to attending, and another 8 percent say 
they are actively looking for a group. 

The gap is quite compelling between what is experienced or 
wanted and what might actually be needed. Among those who attend 
a group, the top two outcomes they want are Encouragement and 
Acceptance. The two outcomes they least desire were Accountability 
and Correction. Compare that with nonattenders. Their top two 
desired outcomes are Encouragement and Support, and their two 
least desired outcomes were Life-Change in Others and Correction.

People may see these numbers and come to varying conclusions, 
but to us they indicate a discipleship deficit. Even those commit-
ted to group attendance don’t seem to be experiencing a high level 
of accountability and correction. The purpose of accountability in 
community is to lead others to repentance in everyday life through 
biblical correction with grace, knowing that every sin is unbelief in 
the gospel. Group DNA should include a culture of accountability 
and practice biblical correction. 

Spiritual growth begins with discomfort. When God’s Word 
points out a seemingly outlandish expectation, this creates internal 
discomfort. When the Holy Spirit whispers a seemingly unreason-
able expectation, discomfort is the outcome. The idea that spiritual 
growth begins with discomfort is a fact many church members and 
church leaders have been unwilling or unable to embrace. In fact, 
because we often find ourselves in the mode of longing to grow a 
church numerically rather than growing individuals in the church 
spiritually, we will be tempted to downplay the biblical expecta-
tions of a disciple so that attenders will be comfortable and choose 
to become church members. If we’re going to work in tandem with 
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Jesus in the disciple-making process, we must be willing to allow His 
standard to be the standard for each of His disciples, and we must 
hold one another accountable to live out those standards in a safe, 
healthy, committed group. 

Disappointment 3. Personal Priority

Our third disappointment was that group attenders and nonat-
tenders seemed to be looking for their own needs first. 

We don’t want to disrespect people who are interested in things 
like “following Christ more closely” as the most desirable outcome 
of their group. That is the “right answer” from our perspective. But 
clearly when given four choices, both attenders and nonattenders 
rank the four categories in the same order. Their focus seemed to be 
inward first, then outward.

Ranking Group Outcomes

Outcome Attendees Nonattenders
Following Christ More Closely 56% 42%
Growing Closer to One Another 19% 24%
New People Hearing the Gospel 18% 19%
Serving People Outside the Church 9% 15%

Groups must prioritize the Great Commission (go and make 
disciples) and the Great Commandment (love God and love your 
neighbor as yourself). The benefit will be to the participant, the 
recipient of love and good news, and for the glory of God. Serving 
people outside the church and having new people hear the gospel 
should be a DNA issue. We understand, however, that some groups 
are for the express purpose of teaching or formation, such as Sunday 
school and other courses taught in the church. Groups that meet in 
homes are not necessarily neighborhood focused or evangelistic in 
nature either. 
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We believe the culture in both situations should be reconsidered. 
No matter the context, groups should have an outward-focused, an 
evangelistic DNA. But we are all naturally self-centered and have 
been since birth. Placing the needs of others ahead of our own will 
not happen without intentionality in pastoral leadership as well as 
group leaders.

Wave the Community Banner with Passion

Think about this scenario. What if your local Walmart store stra-
tegically positioned representatives from their paint department by 
the checkout lanes? And these paint reps’ job all day would be to 
examine what was in the shopping carts of everyone checking out. If 
you had anything from the paint department, you would be fine. But 
in case you didn’t have any paint or supplies, look out, there would 
be trouble. 

An ugly and embarrassing scene of interrogation would tran-
spire. You would hear about not caring for the inside and outside 
of where you lived, even if you were renting. You would be insulted 
and directed back to the paint section to make up for how lazy and 
cheap you were. 

This is an absurd situation that would never happen, right? Why? 
Because you are a customer, and it’s your business what you buy. Not 
to mention, demanding customers to buy something they don’t want 
is really bad for business.

Did you ever think people who attend your church are comfort-
able without community because you are making it comfortable for 
them? We aren’t suggesting you insult people by calling them lazy or 
cheap for not being in community. But if you went to the hypotheti-
cal Walmart, you would leave knowing at least one thing—they value 
paint. The most important distinction, however, is that the people in 
your church are not customers, and you aren’t called to make cus-
tomers of all nations. 

A pastor can tell if the focus is transformation based on how 
groups are promoted. You see, people will gather in groups to become 
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what the pastor espouses. For instance, if a pastor says to the congre-
gation, “Many of you are new to our church. You’ve mentioned to me 
that you need to make friends. That’s what our groups are for. If you 
want to make friends, join a group.” 

This pastor’s congregation is now going to be involved in a group 
so that they can find, make, and have friendships. What happens in 
a group at this church will be quite different from what occurs in a 
church where the pastor announces, “It is our goal for every person 
in this church to become a mature disciple of Jesus Christ. This hap-
pens when you are in a group with other growing disciples where 
you are learning the Bible together, holding one another accountable 
to spend time with God daily, and living a lifestyle that looks more 
and more like the lifestyle of Jesus.” 

Believing in community and establishing transformational com-
munities is not the same thing. 

You are to make disciples, and that cannot happen apart from 
community. The two are inseparable, and this must be commu-
nicated clearly and consistently by leadership. If you wonder why 
the people lack any sense of investment in community, it may be 
because the leaders lack it as well. When the pastor sends the wrong 
message, you should not be surprised when it results in the wrong 
outcome.

The pastor may do the fall and spring promotion of your classes 
or groups in a rote manner or perhaps sit by passively as discipleship 
and education leaders make their pleas. An occasional slide, video 
clip, or spot in your Sunday morning brochure about groups or 
classes may even appear periodically. But do we really believe com-
munity is a mandate for true spiritual growth and Christ formation 
in people? 

If we listened to your sermons and followed you around for a 
year, what would convince us that you are all about biblical com-
munity? What would prove that you believe community is of super-
natural and eternal importance to the mission of God, for the glory 
of God?
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We can see how much God values it because community is evi-
dent through the biblical narrative, from Genesis to Revelation. We 
can see it is biblical and critical. 

God said, “It is not good for the man to be alone” (Gen. 2:18). 
But sin destroyed the perfect community in the garden. Then God 
established a new community in Israel to bless the nations. But this 
new community was far from perfect. Eventually Jesus came and 
started an even better community, though not yet perfect, with the 
establishment of the local church—the “called out ones.” Then in 
Revelation, community is fully restored. We’re all together in perfect 
community for eternity. 

We see what a perfect community looks like throughout 
Scripture, by seeing how God Himself exists in Trinity. Genesis 1:26, 
“Let Us make man in Our image.” Or in Isaiah 6, “Who should I 
send? Who will go for Us?” (v. 8). God has always existed in com-
munity. Out of this reality, this truth of eternal and perfect commu-
nity, came the declaration: “it is not good for the man to be alone.” 
The three persons of the trinitarian God are in community with one 
another, with distinct functions and relationships. As image bearers 
of God, we reflect this trinitarian community as we live in true com-
munity with others.

Growth Happens through Community

Scripture constantly paints the picture for us that growth happens 
in community, and there we see the eternal value. Growth happens 
in community because the Bible places community as a critical step 
of obedience for the Christ follower. So the Christ follower outside 
of community is living in disobedience. Community is assumed—if 
I am out of community, I am out of God’s will. The church (eccle-
sia) is the gathering of the called-out ones. They are called out of 
darkness, out of hiding and shame (Gen. 3:8–10) and into relation-
ship with God and with others through Jesus. As related believers we 
are no longer unknown, independent people who are disassociated 
with one another and with God. Rather we are neighbors with other 
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believers, and we are rightfully members of the household of God. 
This house is built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, 
Christ Jesus Himself being the cornerstone (see Eph. 2:19–20). As 
with the sequoia trees, no believer is transformed alone.

Our roots gain their true strength because God is in community 
with us. If it were just “us,” there would be human synergy. Positive 
results can flow from merely human relationships and people’s desire 
to collaborate. But biblical community is different from what hap-
pens at your homeowners association. Life-investing relationships 
within the church body carry more significance than the local PTA. 

Because biblical community involves a supernatural God com-
ponent, it becomes a nonnegotiable in our local churches. We need 
to stop presenting community as just another option for the reli-
gious consumer and start presenting it as God’s will for everyone. 
It should be seen as the reality of those within the church and the 
refuge for those without.

The world is looking for community, and you can tell it even 
when you observe those who are often the most hostile to God. 
Atheists have started to form what amounts to churches without 
God (with CNN recently reporting about atheist “congregations”). 
Some gather weekly for music and a message. Despite their rejection 
of God, they cannot help but see the value in one of His gifts to us—
community. How ironic that while atheists are beginning to recog-
nize the worth of merely being together as humans, many Christians 
are dismissing the significance of a supernatural community.

When a guy is struggling with loving his wife, it’s going to take a 
community of guys around him to help him love her as Christ loved 
the church (Eph. 5:25). Or when he is struggling with an addiction to 
alcohol or pornography, he needs to experience grace coupled with 
truth (John 1:14, 17). 

When a single mother is struggling with sexual purity, she needs 
people around her who can love and understand her as well as keep 
her accountable to biblical principles. Or when she’s wrestling with 
the soul-crushing news that her only child has a serious medical 
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issue, what’s going to hold her strong? Often it is the sequoia trees 
surrounding her.

A friend once found himself in a very difficult emotional place. 
In fact, although he is a pastor, he was diagnosed with depression, 
a debilitating darkness that might have taken him out of ministry 
if it hadn’t been for a community of friends that carried the day 
for him. A bit of his story . . . this pastor was a bivocational church 
planter with a struggling but healthy church plant. Four years of 
double duty had kept him from taking care of himself physically as 
well as emotionally. As his positive personality became nonexistent, 
his wife suggested he see a counselor. It was here the diagnosis was 
declared. The counselor, being a good friend of his and having been 
part of the group ministry at the pastor’s church, asked him if he 
would allow his group to know his situation and journey with him 
through it until the light of God’s light was evident to him again. 
He agreed. And in time the darkness lifted, and his heart was alive 
once again.

Had my friend done as so many before him have done, he would 
probably be another statistic, another pastor having divorced the 
wife God so graciously placed in his life, being involved in an unnec-
essary affair, having committed suicide, or exiting the ministry. 
But there were some intertwining roots that held him up when he 
couldn’t stand alone.

We live in a society that is obsessed with autonomous individu-
alism, the idea that all I need is myself and I can make it on my own. 
This lie keeps people from connecting to one another and is slowly 
killing their souls. Many of the most influential sins of our culture—
pornography, greed, failure to take responsibility—are fostered in 
the context of radical individualism. If we listen, we can hear the 
echo of Genesis. “It is not good for the man to be alone.” God didn’t 
design people to live outside of community. 

The gospel gives us a countercultural opportunity. For years the 
church has sought to be relevant and engage culture. But now we 
have an opportunity to be a culturally-relevant counterculture. The 
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counterculture is this: we don’t buy into autonomous individualism. 
Through Christ the church really is a family and a body. 

The health, long-term mission, and viability of the church are 
not going to be determined by those who gather on Sunday morn-
ing. The future of the church will be determined by the depth of its 
disciples. People in communities through small groups or classes 
beyond Sunday morning are our future. They are our future because 
in these settings mature, countercultural disciples are made.

We End Up in Eternal Community

The last book in the Bible is placed there for a reason—it tells us 
how this is all going to end. We get a snapshot of the future, one of 
which we should constantly remind ourselves. We need to store it on 
our proverbial computers and phones and tape it on our refrigera-
tors so we see it every morning. We should never forget—we all end 
up in community with God for eternity:

Then I heard a loud voice from the throne: Look! God’s 
dwelling is with humanity, and He will live with them. They 
will be His people, and God Himself will be with them and 
be their God. He will wipe away every tear from their eyes. 
Death will no longer exist; grief, crying, and pain will exist 
no longer, because the previous things have passed away. 
(Rev. 21:3–4)

Did you catch that? God’s eternal dwelling is with “humanity” 
(as in men and women) not man; “them” not me; and “people” not 
a person. We end up in eternal community dwelling with God and 
with all of humankind.

How incredible will that be? Although you can argue that gath-
ering will be large, you are missing the point. In that day we will all 
be able to relate perfectly to one another and to God. The size of the 
gathering only reveals you are not alone. 

We will be in community with God and one another in heaven. 
Our rooms or mansions will not be the size of an airplane bathroom, 
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and we will never again go bowling alone. God’s “dwelling” is the 
word also translated “tabernacle,” saying that God will literally “pitch 
a tent” over “us.” That will be a place of safety and security we have 
never known before. We will forever be transformed from a “me” to 
an “us” in community with God.

Eternal community with God and one another will be sweet. 
Everything that sabotaged our efforts to be in community on earth 
will become a “previous” thing. Our baggage—our struggles to love, 
trust, and relate—will “have passed away.” 

How important is biblical community together on earth? As 
important as it will be in heaven. Biblical community is where I can 
love and be loved, where I can receive grace and extend grace, where 
I can watch transformation in the lives of my friends and experience 
my own transformation, where other sequoias can hold me up and 
where I can intertwine my roots with others, and where I can experi-
ence God’s glory in this life and in the life to come like never before.

Yet the “church” often becomes some nebulous entity that 
becomes our life force versus community. This entity is often reduced 
to “all about me,” my preferences and my needs. The local church 
now is God in community with us. A smaller group or class is the 
same thing—God in community with us. Because of this fact, com-
munity is vital to our survival and growth. Community is of eternal 
value and community is eternal. In community we become more like 
Jesus as we “accept one another, just as the Messiah also accepted 
you, to the glory of God” (Rom. 15:7). 

Think about it—community is how God is and is how He trans-
forms us into His likeness. It has been so since the beginning of time. 
God chose to be community as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. He then 
established His Old Testament community, the children of Israel. 
Jesus then birthed the church, a community of believers who are a 
family. And as weird as it seems to some people, Jesus isn’t com-
ing back to get each of us, individuals, He’s returning for a commu-
nity, His church. We were designed for and are to live and grow in 
community.
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Nailing Your Convictions to the Door

There comes a point in the groups-building phase where you 
declare the distinctions of your project. You must instill your convic-
tions instilled into the DNA of groups and nail your motives to the 
door for all to see.

Martin Luther, a German monk from the early sixteenth cen-
tury, was famous for nailing his convictions in view of the public. 
His “Ninety-Five Theses” was a document containing the summary 
of his perceived errors of faith and practice in the church. He nailed 
them to the door of Castle Church in Wittenberg, Germany. To no 
one’s surprise Luther was kicked out of the church. But his decla-
ration of salvation through Christ alone, and the Bible as the stan-
dard for Christian faith and conduct, ignited what we know as the 
Protestant Reformation.

Other people have sparked great social movements by their pas-
sionate declarations of belief. Martin Luther King’s “I Have a Dream” 
and John F. Kennedy’s “Man on the Moon” speeches are famous pub-
lic declarations that influenced generations of people. Some consider 
these people radical, others troublemakers. But they are people with 
strong passion and belief. And belief inspires people, but that belief 
has to carry with it a call to action and commitment.

Manifesto is an Italian word that means “clear.” While it has 
been used negatively and positively throughout history, it is simply a 
declaration of belief and intentions. A manifesto reveals beliefs that 
drive actions. Your groups need clear focus on the biblical underpin-
nings for community. Groups of people in community can no longer 
be an option for your church. It is a biblical fact, not a passing fad. 
We believe there is a discipleship deficit in the local church that must 
be declared and acted upon. 

Although Christians often overuse the cliché “change the world,” 
here we sadly use it as a negative. Our discipleship deficit has changed 
the world but not for the better. We are responsible for the fact that 
what God wants is not happening, particularly in America. Simply 
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put, Christians are not following Christ, and we are making no dif-
ference in our neighborhoods, much less the world.

A call to discipleship and spiritual maturity is a call to biblical 
community. The call to discipleship is an invitation to hear and obey 
the voice of God. Also, a call to discipleship is a call to follow Jesus 
and be sent as a missionary to your community and world.

We believe it is important to establish the beliefs that drive your 
behaviors as leaders. The exercise will be valuable and help you cre-
ate a transformational culture.

Many churches design and build their facilities so groups will 
have comfortable places to meet in a convenient location. More spe-
cifically they contract a designer for the facility. Then they entertain 
bids from construction companies to do the building. And finally 
they choose the best company for the job. The details are excruciat-
ing, but each one is critical to the success of the building. Designing, 
bidding, and building a building aren’t parts of an organic process 
but a highly intentional process. Groups need to be designed, con-
sidered carefully, and built with wise intentionality. 

The design and build phases of groups and classes rarely get the 
attention needed to create transformational environments. Doing 
groups without a clear statement of convictions makes community a 
preference instead of a conviction. 

The energy and intentionality needed for building group envi-
ronments for transformation is usually invested elsewhere—namely 
Sunday mornings. Groups often get whatever energy, staff, and bud-
get are leftover. With the abundance of relatively inexpensive “plug-
and-play” materials, it seems simple. Find a willing leader, provide 
quality materials, saturate church communication streams with 
advertising, and the group happens, all by itself.

Yet, groups and classes can be missed opportunities if they merely 
exist. Everything on the surface may look right. Leaders, space, and 
materials along with eager disciples populating classrooms or living 
rooms give the appearance that transformation is not far behind. But 
transformational group culture does not happen all by itself with just 
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the right teaching material. It is not a boxed cake mix that just needs 
water. It is a recipe, a process that requires intentionality and care.

Finding the right leaders is the first step in creating a transfor-
mational culture in groups. But the building process does not stop 
there. Deciding what your groups are going to value is another criti-
cal step. The core convictions of your group are vital because charac-
ter gives definition and structure to what is happening. The character 
of your group is also central to determining the outcome of your 
group.

Find the Right Beliefs

Leaders influence people mostly by what they believe. Beliefs 
will lead to passionate discussions, but most importantly beliefs lead 
to radical actions. So why do we talk about beliefs at this part of 
the building phase? Because beliefs are powerful and inspirational. 
Beliefs unify people around vision and purpose. 

So here is a sample of a Transformational Group Manifesto. Use 
this as a guide, but ultimately we believe you should create your own. 
You cannot possibly list every important doctrine in the Bible, so 
don’t confuse this list with a doctrinal statement. Your church should 
already have a list somewhere anyway. These core convictions drive 
the way you do groups on a weekly basis. When you write your own, 
you will have similarities but also unique Scripture, expressions, and 
elements.

1. The Bible. Because we believe the Bible is God’s love in writing, 
we pursue its truth as the center of all we do. We will pursue studying 
the Bible as the focal point of our weekly meetings.

The only specific picture of what actually happened in smaller 
groups in the Bible is in Acts 2:42–47. We know that early Christians 
met in homes constantly, and they also gathered in temples when 
possible. 

Here’s one window into biblically-based, small group activities: 
“And they devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching, to the fel-
lowship, to the breaking of bread, and to the prayers” (Acts 2:42). We 
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will talk more about behaviors and activities in chapter 6, but for our 
purposes now notice that they were “devoted.” 

The people in the early church were truly creatures of the Word. 
The “apostles’ teaching” was worthy of their devotion. The complete 
Scripture as we have it was not in their hands, but they did have 
Scripture to study. Peter preached from the words of the prophet Joel 
at Pentecost as well as the psalms of David. The people who made up 
the early church were truly creatures of the Word. 

Healthy groups study the Word. One of the reasons we gather is 
to study. But study is different from lecture. Their devotion evolved 
from their full engagement of study and learning.

My (Ed) wife had some correction for me recently about the way 
I was leading my group. I lead a group, or Life Group as we call it at 
Grace Church. We were studying The Gospel Project at the time. She 
told me I was doing too much lecturing and not engaging my group 
in study. Healthy groups “study the Word” together instead of being 
told what to think. 

As a pastor, I’m accustomed to monologue teaching. I prepare 
for Sunday mornings, and when I preach, no one talks back to me 
(for the most part). They listen; I talk. People are more devoted 
when they are discussing instead of only listening. Groups should 
not be a monologue or even a dialogue. A dialogue is when three 
people dominate the discussion with the person leading the group 
while the other eight stare at their Bibles. Group discussion involves 
listening, waiting, learning together, and shepherding the group to 
understand the author’s original context and the applications that 
flow from it. 

The need for group study does not ignore the fact that not all 
opinions are created equal. You don’t want to pool your collective 
ignorance in your group by asking everyone in the circle, What does 
this passage mean to you? When we ask that question, we are advocat-
ing something we don’t want in our groups: The way to read the Bible 
is to decide whatever you think it means—because what you think it 
means, it means. A conversational Bible study can easily become a 
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night of shared ignorance, and a night of shared ignorance is ulti-
mately a night of false teaching. Rick Howerton, discipleship and 
small-groups consultant at LifeWay, often tells small-group leaders 
in his training seminars that “during a conversational Bible study a 
lot of ideas can circle the runway, but it is the responsibility of the 
group leader to be certain biblical truth lands.”

We use a bridge illustration to help our leaders understand how 
to teach the Bible:

1. The original Bible context is the first side of the bridge 
(hearers, situation, etc.).

2. The bridge is the principle or truth that is universal in 
the passage.

3. The other side of the bridge is application. (Here is where 
real, open-ended questions can be asked.)

A small-group or class Bible study should be a “groupalogue.” A 
groupalogue is a study built on great questions and engaging every-
one in the room. You want everyone there to talk to someone. Your 
effectiveness goes up incredibly as does learning when everyone 
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is talking at the same time. How do you do that without creating 
chaos? You have people in the group talk to one another. Although 
questions are being asked your entire time, the most open-ended 
questions occur during the application time. Discipleship coaching 
belongs here because everyone will not apply the Scripture in exactly 
the same ways. But everyone must be challenged to do something as 
a result of what they heard.

There are multiple ways to be certain application is discussed. 
These are a few options:

1. Ask everyone in the room, “Now that you’ve heard what 
you’ve heard, what is your next step for God?”

2. “Is there a truth that was established tonight that you’re 
going to continue to wrestle with until it takes hold in 
your heart?”

3. “Did something God told you through this study tonight 
unearth a commitment you need to make and be held 
accountable to? If so, what is that commitment?”

4. “What is the one thing you now know you’re supposed 
to do before we meet again?”
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• How much do you talk? (monologue)
• How much do they talk to you? (dialogue)
• How much do they talk to one another? (groupalogue)
• How do the conversations flow during group Bible study? 

If we value the Bible and embrace Scripture fully, then the way 
we teach it is important and intentional. We care about how each of 
our group leaders teaches God’s Word. We care about The Bridge and 
fully engaging in groupalogues. And we care how much time is spent 
in the discipline of Scripture. 

Measure your convictions, not on how well you can articulate or 
defend them; rather measure your convictions about groups by how 
they influence behavior.
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2. Gospel. Because we believe the gospel is the power of God for 
salvation to anyone who believes, we pursue gospel conversations 
with people far from God. Because we believe the gospel is eternal, 
we will rest in the gospel of grace and pursue gospel conversations 
with those we disciple.

“The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God” 
(Mark 1:1). In the past, the gospel has been reduced to something 
we “share.” We use it to influence people to pray the “sinner’s prayer” 
and become one of us. But the gospel is not the finish line; it’s the 
starting line for life with Christ. 

The gospel is worth defining and here’s a definition we are using: 

The gospel is the good news that God, who is more holy 
than we can imagine, looked upon with compassion people 
who are more sinful than we would possibly admit and sent 
Jesus into history to establish His kingdom and reconcile 
people and the world to Himself. Jesus, whose love is more 
extravagant than we can measure, came to sacrificially die 
for us so that, by His death and resurrection, we might 
gain through His grace what the Bible defines as new and 
eternal life.

We are not infatuated by the word gospel. Neither do we want 
“gospel” to become the new code language for anything we want it to 
mean. But the word is used seventy-eight times in the HCSB trans-
lation. Paul himself used the word sixty-four times—so we see the 
gospel not as merely a “big deal” but the “whole deal.” The gospel was 
eternally embedded in Paul’s spiritual journey (as it is in ours). His 
identity was in the gospel of grace; thus, the gospel was his life story:

But I count my life of no value to myself, so that I may 
finish my course and the ministry I received from the Lord 
Jesus, to testify to the gospel of God’s grace. (Acts 20:24)

The word gospel has made a big comeback into the Christian 
vocabulary and an important one. But it’s critical that the term is not 
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overused but rather is used to teach and apply the gospel to our lives. 
New biblical conversations about convictions, doctrine, and what’s 
really important must be a part of group culture. So, when we mani-
fest our intentions, we make groups about more than groups, but we 
make groups about living in the gospel. 

The gospel is much more than a statement of beliefs, but it is part 
of the entire narrative of God’s Word from Genesis to Revelation. 
Because it is the big story of the Bible delivered in a series of smaller 
stories of people’s lives, then smaller groups become a great place to 
learn in the gospel:

Then I saw another angel flying high overhead, having the 
eternal gospel to announce to the inhabitants of the earth—
to every nation, tribe, language, and people. (Rev. 14:6)

3. Mission. Because we believe in God’s mission, we will live 
“sent” in all places where we find ourselves, looking for opportuni-
ties to both show and tell the gospel. We will do small things with 
great love all over the world for Jesus so that Jesus will be noticed.

Mission is the destiny of every believer who is experiencing life 
with Jesus. So mission is not a periodic church emphasis or offering. 
Neither is mission a special Sunday morning when we don’t have 
church in order to serve the community. Mission is much more than 
that. Hearts that are being changed by God will be supernaturally 
driven toward His mission.

Jesus spoke of what believers would be able to do after the Holy 
Spirit came on them (Acts 1:8). Witnessing for Jesus worldwide 
would be a supernatural result of the Holy Spirit’s work. Witnessing 
or being sent for Jesus would no longer be a “do” but rather a “be,” or 
a supernaturally natural behavior. 

As we live in community, we live on mission directed by the 
Holy Spirit. We will go with Jesus into our communities as harvesters 
bringing good news: “When He saw the crowds, He felt compassion 
for them, because they were weary and worn out, like sheep without 
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a shepherd” (Matt. 9:36). We will join Jesus and look for the “weary 
and worn out.” 

The end result of community must be mission. If community 
fails to result in joining Jesus on His mission, then the community is 
not being formed by the Word and formed in Jesus. The neighbor-
hood in which a group meets should be impacted by the group. In 
fact, every home where a group meets should be considered another 
mission point of the church that group represents. The local culture 
in which a church building is located, one that houses groups, should 
be impacted by the Christian community that occurs within those 
groups. 

One of my (Eric’s) first small groups as an adult was with a group 
of Christian construction workers. The summer before I went to col-
lege, I worked construction in South Louisiana. I was one of the few 
Christians in the construction company. Duke, Denny, and Gary 
were three passionate Christ followers who taught me more than I 
learned in many seminary classrooms. Each of us worked on a differ-
ent job site, and we would meet together for prayer, Bible study, and 
lunch in the tool room. Actually everyone else in the construction 
company called the tool room “the chapel.” We were sometimes ridi-
culed for our faith. Once the tool room was trashed, and “666” was 
painted all over the walls. But those three men viewed their job sites 
as a mission field. They were passionate for the people they worked 
alongside. Each day in the tool room/chapel, they would pray for 
people they were sharing Christ with on their job site. 

Evidently people were watching our little community of Christ 
followers. Evidently they were watching how we loved one another, 
cared for one another, and supported one another. A year and a half 
later, I came home from college and went to an event at a church 
where I saw Duke. As we hugged, I looked behind him and saw a guy 
from the scaffolding team, one of the biggest and baddest dudes in 
the whole crew. Duke said, “Eric, this is our new brother in Christ. 
He became a Christian a few months ago. We cannot even fit in 
the chapel anymore because so many guys are getting saved.” True 
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community is righteously attractive and evangelistic, or as Jesus 
stated, “By this all people will know you are My disciples, if you have 
love for one another” (John 13:35).

4. Grace. Because we believe in God’s grace, we will live honestly 
with one another about our shortcomings and withhold judgment 
when someone talks openly about their struggles.

Groups can become grace communities. But grace is normally 
more misunderstood than extended or received. A group provides a 
real-life environment to process grace in a healthy, biblical way. 

As with most great truths, our humanity gets in the way of actu-
ally embracing and enjoying biblical grace. We struggle between two 
extremes. The first extreme is to condemn bad behavior or to con-
demn the person who is behaving badly. The Pharisees were really 
good at condemning. So were those who condemned the woman 
caught in the act of adultery in John 8. The second extreme is to con-
done bad behavior. Condemn or condone? Neither of these extremes 
is healthy, biblical, or life giving.

Grace is not as simple as we make it. Those who make it simple 
tend toward one of those extremes. Grace is a gift from God and oth-
ers, but it’s not an entitlement. 

Some who struggle with sin tend to demand grace. Again, we 
have another contradiction in terms because if grace is a gift, how 
can you demand it? That would be like pulling a gun on someone to 
demand a birthday gift. 

In the same sense, how can you possibly qualify for grace? Some 
seem to have an attitude like, “Well, when I think they are really sorry 
for what they did and also see that they have stopped doing it, then I 
will extend grace.” That is not grace; that is restoration. Restoration is 
based on your perception of their qualifications. “Have they earned 
grace?” That makes the contradiction obvious. You can’t earn grace 
any more than you can demand grace.

The key to experiencing grace in community is in the leaders 
creating a culture of openness. If leaders are more open about their 
struggles, not only their sins, then people in the group will have 
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permission to be open. What group members see modeled by their 
leaders is what they will do. This is especially true when it comes to 
group members unearthing their own failings. What cultivates a cul-
ture of double-lives and secrets is fear of rejection. But double-lives 
are what give people permission to keep on sinning. 

Grace and secrets cannot coexist. They are natural enemies. 
When my (Eric) wife and I were struggling with the pain of 

infertility, we wrestled with whom to share our burden with, whom 
to seek prayer and encouragement from. We opened up to our small 
group and found deep encouragement and love from our group. They 
offered grace to us, prayed for us, supported us, and helped pray our 
kids into existence. We also found that our openness sparked more 
openness from the others in the group, transparency about their 
struggles and honesty about their doubts. As groups apply the grace 
of God to real-life situations, growth occurs. 

Will it become awkward at times? Yes! But awkwardness is a sign 
of progress; it is at that point you know you are bravely going where 
most groups seldom go. Is a culture of grace dangerous? Yes! But 
secrets and covering ourselves with fig leaves is more dangerous and 
really foolish. 

If you want group members to be willing to speak of their strug-
gles and sins, every person in the group must first acknowledge that 
they struggle and sin. Most people, when attending a group meeting, 
really do believe they may be the only person in the room who has 
a sin problem. Because of this, they believe they will become the 
outsider if they tell the group of a struggle or sin they are wrestling 
with. The fact is, if a circle were drawn on the whiteboard where the 
group meets and every person who sins was to take their turn to 
come and write their name in the circle if they sometimes sin, every 
honest person’s name would end up in that circle. While this sounds 
like some crazy exercise, if a group leader will do this literally or figu-
ratively, it will establish that every person in the group needs grace 
and will make it much more natural for struggles and even sin to be 
verbalized and grace to be given and received.
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Just as the value of community in the church comes from the 
pastor, pastoral staff, and key leaders, so does the value of grace. 
If there is a culture of condemnation in a church, then the leaders 
are probably not experiencing grace on a deep level, so they will be 
unable to freely extend it to others.

The Bible is incredibly rich with the message of grace. This mes-
sage will enable the believer to see the death of their pride and fear. 
The pastor, in particular, is in desperate need of consistent confes-
sion, repentance, and renewal—in other words, the pastor is in des-
perate need of daily grace.

God’s grace molds us into the image of Jesus. So, as we experi-
ence grace, extending grace becomes less complicated. Many people 
in our churches remain in sin because they fear the repercussions of 
confessing their sin to others. This limits the power of God in their 
lives. Grace is dangerous, but law is deadly. Let a culture of grace be 
understood and extended in your groups and classes.

5. Glory. Because we believe in God’s glory, we will pursue com-
munity with one another, practice biblical conflict resolution, and 
live our lives for His pleasure.

Christians who don’t love one another is a contradiction in 
terms—like gourmet pizza and maple syrup. These oxymorons or 
contradictions in terms can make us laugh, but as Christ followers 
we should be embarrassed about the contradictions we live. 

God is glorified when Christians are together in loving commu-
nity, as opposed to His glory being hidden when we are constantly 
bickering. When we don’t do relationships well in the Christian 
community, we are no different from everyone else. And sadly, there 
are times where the church is worse than everyone else.

Jesus prayed for us, that we would glorify the Father because of 
our relationships with one another. He prayed for our ability to live 
in common with one another: 

May they all be one, as You, Father, are in Me and I am in 
You. May they also be one in Us, so the world may believe 
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You sent Me. I have given them the glory You have given 
Me. May they be one as We are one. I am in them and You 
are in Me. May they be made completely one, so the world 
may know You have sent Me and have loved them as You 
have loved Me. (John 17:21–23)

Community is a laboratory to study God’s Word and to practice 
following His relationship principles in order to bring glory to Him. 
In open-ended interviews with people in groups, one of the consis-
tent benefits we discovered was how group diversity helped people 
learn how to relate better. Here is a sample of their comments:

• Loving the outcast is hard but rewarding. Now I view 
everyone equally as God’s child.

• The reason small groups turn into real friendships is 
because the common factor is Jesus, and He is never going 
to change.

• God has surely thrown out my preconceived notions about 
people and shown me that I have more in common with my 
small-group peers than I thought I would at first.

In summary, the Transformational Groups Manifesto is: (1) The 
Bible, (2) Gospel, (3) Mission, and (4) Grace.

The Right Culture for Community

So many churches are trying to get larger. They put a lot of time, 
energy, and money into their pursuit of getting bigger. The church 
needs to make getting small a priority. Church-health proponents 
are reminding pastors that the bigger the church gets, the smaller it 
has to get. In our research survey two-thirds of pastors told us they 
believe discipleship happens most effectively either one-on-one or in 
a group of fewer than five.  Those pastors are on to something!

We want people gathered in worship, then in smaller groups. But 
we also want to push down further and have them in one-on-one 
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discipling relationships. When we write about groups, we are using 
that term generically. They could be cell groups, home groups, Bible 
study classes, adult Bible fellowships, Sunday school classes, or 
accountability groups. We’re less concerned about the place than we 
are about what they’re doing, the purpose, and how they are accom-
plishing that purpose.

When it comes to group development, churches appear to be 
either prone to strategy or prone to organic experience. With strat-
egy, churches can fall prey to an assembly-line mentality. With 
organic experience, they may never do anything. There is room for a 
third category: a strategic culture of community.

Sometimes organic is used to describe anything that happens 
unintentionally. It is erroneous to believe that anything ever happens 
just because it happens. Organic experiences are actually birthed 
out of the culture and the ethos that is developed in the church. 
Since most people who come to church are still enmeshed in the 
individualist mind-set, groups are not on their radar. Most pastors 
overestimate the willingness or desire of people to jump into small 
community. 

We need to create systems that move people from being pas-
sive spectators to becoming active participants in small-group life. 
Having a system that says, “We track this,” is important. Several com-
puter programs are designed to help churches keep track of where 
people are in the process. They track first-time guests, second-time 
guests, whether they’ve been contacted, etc. But the idea is moving 
them toward a group. 

Creating this culture involves more than the pastor saying, “OK, 
everybody move from rows to circles.” They’re not going to move 
because the pastor preaches a series about community or hangs a 
diagram on the wall. Belief followed by strategy and culture moves 
people to community. 

We surveyed people who had left group life for whatever reason. 
We found a large number reported they would be willing to come 
back to a group, but they wanted more than just a weekly study. This 
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indicates that their last group didn’t deliver what they were expect-
ing. They expected more than a study, but what they got was a study. 

This is why over the last twenty years some of the group gurus 
emphasized the importance of relationships and shepherds. People 
who are doing life together aren’t just going to group once a week; 
they are connecting throughout the week. They go out to movies and 
have dinner together. The group meeting is just one of the things 
they do. They also do life together and wrestle with tough questions. 
The group meeting is simply the time they gather. They are in com-
munity all week long. Community is not just Monday or Tuesday 
night for two hours; it is every day. 

At Grace Church, the church where Ed pastors, the groups 
emphasize the 1-4-1 rhythm of community each month:

1 Social Activity 
4 Group Meetings  
1 Service Activity

That’s the type of group we long to see in churches. If people are 
not experiencing this type of connection, they’re fooling themselves 
with a false sense of community. If they are just going to church, 
watching the show, sitting there in rows, and facing forward like 
mindless automatons, they are missing community. The end result 
is that they are not experiencing the spiritual growth God has for 
them. The research is telling us that people want relationships and 
they’re not getting them.

From the Group

There is a feeling of family in our small group. You don’t feel like 
others are looking down on you when you comment or ask a question. 
For this year my goal was to do Bible study daily. So far I have done 
this. Through Bible study and small group, I feel that God is speaking 
to me, and I am listening even more.

—Dennis
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What’s Next?

• Consider writing your own Transformational Groups 
Manifesto or, if you like, borrow ours.

• Who can help you?
• How do you plan to use it to influence the values and 

culture of your groups?


