Biblical Values for healthy home groups:

Our brief is to grow devoted followers of Jesus in safe, healthy small groups.
This paper is an attempt to think Biblically about how we can make home groups healthy and nurturing environments for growing Christians.
Using the analogy of a sponge cake, we need to use healthy ingredients (what each of us brings to the group), engage in healthy group processes (what we do together as a group), and look for healthy outputs (what a healthy group will look like down-the-track). 

The ‘Biblical values’ below are grouped under ‘sponge cake headings’: Ingredients, Group Processes, and Outputs.

(Biblical values refer to standards, principles and virtues that God calls us to put into practice in our personal lives and relationships together.)
Home groups provide community settings in which we can practice these values, which include:

	1. Healthy ingredients (what each of us brings to the group):

	John 13
12When he had finished washing their feet, he put on his clothes and returned to his place. "Do you understand what I have done for you?" he asked them. 13"You call me 'Teacher' and 'Lord,' and rightly so, for that is what I am. 14Now that I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also should wash one another's feet. 15I have set you an example that you should do as I have done for you. 16I tell you the truth, no servant is greater than his master, nor is a messenger greater than the one who sent him. 17Now that you know these things, you will be blessed if you do them.

	Teachability
I am ready to learn from the Lord Jesus Christ, and put into practice what he says.


	Leviticus 19
16 Do not go about spreading slander among your people.

Do not do anything that endangers your neighbor's life. I am the LORD .


	Confidentiality
Personal matters remain within a group unless permission is given to share them.

	Hebrews 10
24And let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds. 25Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another--and all the more as you see the Day approaching.

James 5
16 …confess* your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be healed. The prayer of a righteous man is powerful and effective.

(*This could  mean "confess to those you've wronged". However in the context of serious illness and the gathering of elders for prayer, it is probable that "confess" means "bring into the open the relational and personal issues that have been detrimental to your health" (cf Psalm 32) 


	Openness and honesty
These values are not stated in these Bible passages, but may be implied.

Clearly “meeting” here means more than simply being in the same room as other Christians. 

Presumably there is sufficient depth to this meeting that we may realistically spur one another on and encourage each other to grow in Christ.

Within the confidentiality of a growth group, members should feel safe enough to share their struggles and concerns with honesty and appropriate openness. When issues are brought into the open, God’s Word can be brought to bear upon them; group members can make themselves voluntarily accountable to others; and those who share their issues can enjoy the prayerful support of other group members.



	John 13
34"A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another. 35By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another”..

Romans 15
7Accept one another, then, just as Christ accepted you, in order to bring praise to God.

Ephesians 4
32Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you.

Romans 12
10Be devoted to one another in brotherly love. Honour one another above yourselves.

Galatians 6
1Brothers, if someone is caught in a sin, you who are spiritual should restore him gently. But watch yourself, or you also may be tempted. 2Carry each other's burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ. 3If anyone thinks he is something when he is nothing, he deceives himself. 4Each one should test his own actions. Then he can take pride in himself, without comparing himself to somebody else, 5for each one should carry his own load.
Galatians 3
26You are all sons of God through faith in Christ Jesus, 27for all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. 28There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus. 


	C A R E:
C A R E  contributes enormously to the level of trust in a small group. It is an acronym for:

Commitment

Being sacrificially committed to the well-being of our fellow group members means that growth group attendance and punctuality will be a high priority. 

Such commitment extends beyond the group time as members pray for one another, and keep in touch informally.

Groups should weigh the advantages of meeting weekly rather than fortnightly.

Acceptance

Not treating others dismissively but serving them in love.

Listening to the opinions and feelings of others; not giving unsolicited advice; disagreeing with or correcting one another graciously – allowing them to have their say without interruption or put-down. Acceptance means I am quick to forgive.

Respect
Treating one another with gentleness and honour.

Caring for others, and sometimes gently confronting them, without taking responsibility for the choices they must make for themselves.

Equality

Valuing others as persons equally made in God’s image, and for whom Christ died.




	2.
Healthy processes (what we do together as a group):

	2 Timothy 3

15 …the holy Scriptures …are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. 16All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, 17so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.

2 Timothy 4
2Preach the Word; be prepared in season and out of season; correct, rebuke and encourage--with great patience and careful instruction. 3For the time will come when men will not put up with sound doctrine. Instead, to suit their own desires, they will gather around them a great number of teachers to say what their itching ears want to hear.


	Bible-centredness
The Bible is central to the vitality of growth groups, and to Christian growth. 

Thoroughly and prayerfully-prepared, sensitively and carefully-led Bible study is a core activity.

We must deliberately seek to apply God’s Word to real issues and struggles, and not simply discuss the Bible in a theoretical, “academic” or even argumentative way.

	Philippians 4
6Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. 7And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.


	Sharing and praying together
It is important to incorporate time for group members to share prayer and praise points, to share answers to prayer, and to pray for one another with thankfulness to God.

	Philippians 1
27Whatever happens, conduct yourselves in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ. Then, whether I come and see you or only hear about you in my absence, I will know that you stand firm in one spirit, contending as one man for the faith of the gospel 28without being frightened in any way by those who oppose you.


	Engaging in team outreach

Paul calls the Philippians to have an outward focus, and to stand together (in unity) as they show and tell the gospel.

Home groups provide an opportunity to develop a team approach to outreach: praying for outreach events, praying for particular friends and relatives, and, say, implementing or supporting an outreach activity each year.



	Galatians 6

9Let us not become weary in doing good, for at the proper time we will reap a harvest if we do not give up. 10Therefore, as we have opportunity, let us do good to all people, especially to those who belong to the family of believers.
	Engaging in team ministry

Paul calls Christians to look beyond their own needs, and take, or perhaps create, opportunities to care for others in practical ways.

A group might consider “adopting” an elderly church member who can no longer attend meetings, or a single parent struggling to keep their heads above water.



	Ephesians 4
11It was he who gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers, 12to prepare God's people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up 13until we all reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God…
	Empowering one another for loving service

A growth group is an ideal setting for developing the ministry gifts of each member: Leaders facilitate this process. They in turn should be equipped (encouraged, trained and supported) by leaders of leaders, and take part in ongoing in-service training. 


	3.
Healthy outputs (what a healthy group will look like down-the-track):

	Romans 12
1Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God's mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God--this is your spiritual act of worship. 2Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God's will is--his good, pleasing and perfect will.

Hebrews 10
24And let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds. 25Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage (parakaleo) one another--and all the more as you see the Day approaching.


	Transformation

We meet to grow in our knowledge of and love for God and for one another, and to make progress in dealing with personal and relationship issues.

Transformation flows from the gospel. It begins when we whole-heartedly offer our lives to God, in response to his mercy to us through Jesus Christ. 

Transformation is deep-seated. It involves the renewing of our minds (attitudes, thoughts and intentions) and finds expression in all areas of our lives.

We should not expect to grow in love and good deeds in isolation from others. We need each other. God plans to use your group to transform each member. Therefore the Bible calls us to make every effort to meet together regularly so that we can exhort and encourage one another (“parakaleo” has either meaning).



	Matthew 28
18Then Jesus came to them and said, "All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. 19Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 20and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age."

John 12
23Jesus replied, "The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified. 24I tell you the truth, unless a kernel of wheat falls to the ground and dies, it remains only a single seed. But if it dies, it produces many seeds. 25The man who loves his life will lose it, while the man who hates his life in this world will keep it for eternal life. 26Whoever serves me must follow me; and where I am, my servant also will be. My Father will honor the one who serves me. 


	Multiplication (growing into two healthy new groups)
Christian disciple-making and growth involves both “building-in” new members and “building-up” those who follow Christ. We are to look outwards and inwards.

As churches grow, so will the number of home groups that are needed.

Group members need to prayerfully consider how their group can encourage and care for newcomers and others who are not yet in groups.

When a group is large enough (say 10 to 12 people) and functioning healthily, it is high time to consider multiplying (otherwise, like the manna in the desert, having too much of a good thing will lead to its growing stale!).

Jesus modeled and commanded self-sacrifice for the sake of growth in God’s kingdom.

Multiplication, for him, was a painful process. 
This “dying-in-order-to-produce-much-fruit” principle applies as much to groups of Christians as it does to individuals.

When a small group multiplies, it lays down its life for the sake of others. 

Here are some advantages:

Group members share responsibility for reaching out to others. They help to expand the church’s network of Christian care. At the same time they retain much of the strength of the original group. 




How are we tracking?
Outward behaviour does not necessarily indicate growth in godliness. And even the best-run Growth Groups cannot guarantee the personal transformation of its members. Nevertheless there are a number of indicators that can help us to measure the effectiveness of our group.

Every six months the group consider these questions:

1.
Have the Bible study discussions been related to issues raised by group members, as well as to issues raised by the studies themselves? (ie have we usually applied God’s Word to real issues and struggles, rather than simply discussing the Bible in a theoretical, “academic” or even argumentative way?)


□ Never
□ Sometimes

□ Often


□ Usually

2.
Do members of our group feel that it is a safe place to share struggles and concerns?


□ Never
□ Sometimes

□ Often


□ Usually

3.
Do we regularly pray for one another?


□ Never
□ Sometimes

□ Often


□ Usually

4.
Are members of our group clearer about their ministry gifts and passions? Have we identified and affirmed members whose gifts clearly contribute to healthy group life, for example, those who are:


□ potential leaders (Y or N)?

□  pastorally sensitive?

□ willing and able to reach out to others with the gospel?

□ able to take care of practical details eg recording prayer points, communicating group information?

□  good at facilitating group discussions

5.
Has our group grown, say to a regular attendance of 10 members?
□ (Y or N)

6.
Has our group prayerfully considered multiplying into two new groups? 
□ (Y or N)

7.
Have we worked together as a team to implement or support an outreach event this year? 

□ (Y or N)

8.
Have we regularly prayed for our not-yet-Christian friends?


□ (Y or N)

9.
Has our group provided appropriate pastoral care for its members?
□ (Y or N)

10.
Has our group shared in showing care for those who have not or cannot join a growth group? □ (Y or N)

11.
Do we enjoy meeting together?


□ Never
         □ Sometimes    □ Often
       □ Usually
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