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INTRODUCTION 
  

SMALL GROUPS HELP THE CHURCH LIVE OUT THE BAPTISMAL COVENANT 
 

Will you nurture one another in the Christian faith and life and 
include these persons now before you in your care? 
 
With God’s help we will proclaim the good news and live 
according to the example of Christ. We will surround 
these persons with a community of love and forgiveness, 
that they may grow in their trust of God, and be found 
faithful in their service to others. We will pray for them, 
that they may be true disciples who walk in the way that 
leads to life. [8] 
 
We are all one in Christ Jesus. With joy and thanksgiving 
we welcome you as members of the family of Christ. [11] 
 
Members of the household of God, I commend these persons 
to your love and care. Do all in your power to increase their 
faith, confirm their hope, and perfect them in love. [16] 

 
These are the promises each congregation makes to persons who are baptized, 
confirmed, and received as professing members. The Baptismal Covenant 
directs the disciple-making process. Congregational leaders need to ask: 
 

• How do we organize the congregation so these promises are kept?  
• How do we support and equip each member to faithfully live the baptismal 

covenant and grow in holiness of heart and life.” 
 
The Church is called by God to be a covenant community of people wo 
experience God’s love and forgiveness and become channels of that love for the 
world.  
 
Christ supplies the grace the church needs for its mission: “The gifts he gave 
were that some would be apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, some 
pastors and teachers” (Ephesians 4:11). Small groups provide the relationships 
of love and trust required to form leaders in discipleship the congregation needs 
“to equip the [members] for the work of ministry, for building up the body of 
Christ, until all of us come to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the 
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Son of God, to maturity, to the measure of the full stature of Christ” (Ephesians 
4:12). 
 
We know from Scripture, tradition, experience and reason that the process of 
disciple-making happens best within a congregation organized for mission as an 
integrated system of small groups.  
 
SMALL GROUP MINISTRY FOR MISSION 
 
Our Wesleyan tradition teaches us that several types of groups are essential for 
nurturing this process of growth in holiness; known in the Wesleyan tradition as 
“having the mind that was in Christ, and walking just as he walked” (Philippians 
2:5 & 1 John 2:6). You already have several groups in your congregation. They 
may, or may not, be places for Christian formation, but they can be.  
 
Growth in Christian maturity happens when persons are helped to follow all the 
teachings of Jesus, and not just those that suit their temperament. People need 
help to maintain healthy balance in their pursuit of holiness of heart and life: 
loving God with all their heart, soul, and mind, and loving who God loves.  
 
For this to happen a congregation must be Christ-centered sign community of the 
coming reign of God. This is “to say that persons who visit our worship services, 
sample our programs, or merely come on to our premises, should quickly sense 
in whose name and for the sake of whose gospel we are gathered.”1  
 
Jesus gave a new commandment: “love one another. Just as I have loved you, 
you also should love one another. By this everyone will know that you are my 
disciples, if you have love for one another” (John 13:34-35). John Wesley 
understood small groups to be the best way for the church to obey Jesus. Love is 
lived when we help our brothers and sisters become faithful, mature, dependable 
disciples who witness to Jesus Christ in the world and follow his teachings 
through acts of compassion, justice, worship, and devotion under the guidance of 
the Holy Spirit. 
 
GRACE GROUPS 
 
We propose a system called “grace groups” because they help the congregation 
cooperate with the Holy Spirit in the way of salvation. Such a system 
acknowledges that disciple-making requires intentionality and commitment. John 
Wesley understood this when he quoted wisdom from the early Church saying  
 

                                                 
1 David Lowes Watson, Forming Christian Disciples: The Role of Covenant Discipleship and Class 
Leaders in the Congregation, (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock Publishers, 2002)., 37. 
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“The soul and the body make a [human being]; the spirit and 
discipline make a Christian.” implying that none could be real 
Christians without the help of Christian discipline.2 
 

Discipline, for Wesley, is habitual practice of the means of grace and participation 
in a small group for support and accountability. He knew that Christians are 
formed by initiating persons into a new way of life shaped by the teachings of 
Jesus Christ. This Christian discipline is summarized by three words: behaving, 
believing, & belonging.  
 
 

 
 
 
This cycle is a way of visualizing the Wesleyan disciple-making process. Belong, 
behave, and believe are all entry points into the way of salvation and a 
relationship with Jesus Christ. They are inter-related and interdependent pieces 
of the process of disciple formation. 
 
Belong, behave, and believe work together to initiate and train people in the way 
of Jesus. In the Wesleyan tradition persons are first welcomed, accepted and 
loved as they are. They belong to the congregation and a small group committed 
to teaching them practices essential to the way of Jesus.  
 

                                                 
2 John Wesley, Sermon 122, “Causes of the Inefficacy of Christianity,” ¶ 7, in Sermons IV, ed. Albert C. 
Outler, vol. 4 of The Bicentennial Edition of the Works of John Wesley (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1976-), 
90. 

Belong

BelieveBehave
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Secondly, in the small group persons receive the support and accountability they 
need to form new habits. These habits are directed toward growth in holiness of 
heart (loving God) and life (loving who God loves).  
 
RULE OF LIFE 
This process of habit formation is guided by a rule of life. “A rule of life is a 
pattern of spiritual disciplines that provides structure and direction for growth in 
holiness. It fosters gifts of the Spirit in personal life and human community, 
helping to form us into the persons God intends us to be.”3  
 
We recommend the congregation adopt the General Rule of Discipleship as its 
rule of life: To witness to Jesus Christ in the world, and to follow his teachings 
through acts of compassion, justice, worship, and devotion under the guidance of 
the Holy Spirit.4 
 
Thirdly, as you form habits shaped by the teachings of Jesus and Christian 
community your heart is opened to receive the gift of faith in Christ. You believe! 
A relationship with God comes alive in you in a new way. Faith opens your heart, 
eyes, and ears to God and a desire to serve in God’s mission in the world. Faith 
gives you energy to make your new habits integral to your way of life as you find 
ways to serve with Christ in the world. 
 
GRACE GROUP I 
The first groups that are needed are for the new Christians, or people seeking to 
become Christians. Prevenient and convincing grace is the emphasis of these 
groups.  
 
Grace groups I are where persons experience the basics of discipleship with 
others under the leadership of a mature disciple of Jesus Christ. Their focus is 
catechesis through “watching over one another in love” guided by the General 
Rule of Discipleship. Through intentional mutual accountability and support for 
learning and practicing the means of grace persons “learn Jesus.” Faith comes to 
them and, through the love and support of the group and the leader, they grow in 
discipleship. 
 
Examples of Grace Group I type groups: 

• Life Transformation Groups 
(LTGs) 

• Bible study groups 
• Alpha or Beginnings  
• Companions in Christ groups 

• Class meetings 
• Book study groups 
• Choirs 
• Administrative & Program 

committees 
 

                                                 
3 Marjorie Thompson, Soul Feast: An Invitation to the Christian Spiritual Life, (Louisville, KY: 
Westminster John Knox Press, 1995), 138. 
4 ¶ 1117.2a, The Book of Discipline of The United Methodist Church – 2012.  
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GRACE GROUP II 
As persons receive the gift of faith and begin to grow in grace through support 
and accountability for their discipleship, they may reach a point where they will 
need a group that nurtures continued growth.  
 
Grace Groups II are focused on deeper, more intentional discipleship. Their 
focus is on providing support and accountability for living the Christian life 
through deeper practice of the means of grace. The life of these groups is 
shaped by the congregation’s rule of life (The General Rule of Discipleship). The 
biggest difference between Groups I and II is that Grace Groups II are not 
dependent upon curriculum. They are not study or discussion groups. Their focus 
is on helping one another live the Christian life through mutual accountability. 
Examples of such groups are: 

• Life Transformation Groups 
• Emmaus Reunion groups 
• Covenant Discipleship groups 
• Bands  

 
GRACE GROUP III 
The goal of Christian life and discipleship is to “have the mind which was in 
Christ, and to walk as he walked; to have all the mind that was in him, and 
always to walk as he walked. In other words, to be inwardly and outwardly 
devoted to God; all devoted in heart and life.”5 
  
The congregation promises to do all in its power to help Christians to “grow up in 
every way into him who is the head, into Christ” If the church is to help Christians 
to grow up, it must raise up leaders in discipleship. These leaders need to be 
equipped, empowered, and supported in their ministry of helping others to grow 
in Christ. Grace III groups are intended for these leaders in discipleship. Their 
focus is upon “earnestly striving after perfection in love.” These groups are for 
those who have experienced justification by grace through faith and desire 
Christian maturity. The focus of these groups is the entire love of God and 
neighbor. 
 
Examples of Grace III groups: 

• Covenant Discipleship groups 
• Emmaus Reunion groups 
• Academy for Spiritual Formation  
• Accountability groups 
• Class Leader groups 

  

                                                 
5 John Wesley, A Plain Account of Christian Perfection, §15.  
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Small Groups in Your Congregation 
 
Administrative Committees 
___ Church Council 
___ Staff/Pastor-Parish 
Relations 
___ Trustees 
___ Finance 
___ Lay Leadership 
 
Program Groups 
___ Worship 
___ Christian Education 
___ Mission 
___ Evangelism 
___ Stewardship 
___ UMW 
___ UMM 
___ UMYF 
___ ______________ 
___ ______________ 
___ ______________ 
___ ______________ 
___ ______________ 
 
 

Other Groups 
___ DISCIPLE Bible Study 
___ Christian Believer 
___ Companions in Christ 
___ Covenant Discipleship 
___ Emmaus Reunion 
___ Alpha 
___ Sprouts 
___ Renovaré 
___ Prayer 
___ Volunteers in Mission 
___ Christ Care 
___ BeFrienders 
___ _______________ 
___ _______________ 
___ _______________ 
___ _______________ 
___ _______________ 
___ _______________ 
___ _______________ 
___ _______________ 
___ _______________ 
___ _______________ 
___ _______________ 
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Leaders in Discipleship 
• True dedication to God and to the care of souls 
• Knowledge of United Methodist doctrine and practice 
• Commitment to Christian discipline of practicing the means of grace 
• Ability to work with a diverse group of people 
• Life pattern of personal and social holiness (holiness of heart and life) 
• Evidence of continued growth in love of God and neighbor 

 
Who are the Leaders in Discipleship in your Congregation? 

_____________________ 

_____________________ 
_____________________ 
_____________________ 
_____________________ 
_____________________ 
_____________________ 
_____________________ 
_____________________ 
_____________________ 
_____________________ 
_____________________ 
_____________________ 
_____________________ 
_____________________ 

 
Most gracious God, 
bless your servants who serve as 
leaders in discipleship for your 
church. Grant them wisdom 
tempered by your love, and 
courage tempered by your 
justice, so that Jesus Christ 
might be honored and served by 
all in this congregation, to the 
furtherance of your coming reign, 
on earth as in heaven; through the 
same Jesus Christ. Amen. 
 
(The United Methodist Book of Worship, page 604, 
alt.)



 

 

8 

A System of Small Groups 
 

 

Grace Groups 1 
preventing & convincing grace 

Luke 11:9-10 

 
 

Grace Groups 2 
justifying & sanctifying grace 

Luke 9:23-25 

 
 

Grace Groups 3 
sanctifying grace 

1 John 2:3-6 
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