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Growing Disciples 

1 Corinthians 12:12-14 

John Breon 

 

 Today we’re concluding a series on our church’s five-year vision. This 

won’t be the last you hear of it, but we are wrapping up this introduction to 

the vision. 

 We’ve talked about  

 

• Having a Positive Spiritual Impact on the Community 

• Putting Next Generations First 

• Serving Our Neighbors 

 

The fourth component is: 

 

• Grow Disciples 

 

I’ve also called this part “growing together.” We’re disciples, we make 

disciples, we grow as disciples in relationship, in community with each 

other. 

 As we’ve done with each area, we ask, What’s the problem we’re trying 

to solve? Almost half of the people in our community experience some sort 

of loneliness. 

 And it’s not just here. There’s a loneliness epidemic spreading across 

the country and around the world. An article in Kiwanis Magazine reported 

on this. It tells about a young woman who posted a question on Facebook: 

“Do you ever get lonely?” This was at 11:00 at night. By the next morning, 

she had more than 100 responses from people who said that, yes, they do 

get lonely. 

 The article cites the results of a study released by the insurance group 

Cigna that shows nearly half of Americans report sometimes or always 

feeling alone or left out.  

 One in four Americans rarely or never feel as though there are people 

who really understand them.  
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 Two out of five Americans sometimes or always feel that their 

relationships are not meaningful and that they’re isolated from others.  

 One in five people report they rarely or never feel close to people or 

feel like there are people they can talk to. 

 An insurance company commissioned this research because 

loneliness affects health. The Kiwanis article states that chronic loneliness is 

worse on your health than smoking 15 cigarettes a day. 

 We usually associate loneliness with single people, along with the 

elderly—folks who are widowed or retired. But children and young adults 

suffer as well. The Cigna study declared Generation Z, people ages 18 to 22, 

is the “loneliest generation.” The U.K.’s National Office of Statistics reported 

that one in 10 kids age 10 to 15 feels lonely.  

 There are many factors that contribute to this widespread sense of 

loneliness (https://www.kiwanis.org/docs/default-source/kiwanis-

magazine/ki-1019.pdf; https://www.cigna.com/newsroom/news-

releases/2018/new-cigna-study-reveals-loneliness-at-epidemic-levels-in-

america). Too much work and not enough life. Separation from family. 

Trouble making transitions from one stage of life to another. For kids, it can 

be various kinds of exclusion, including bullying. 

 Did you know there’s something called “belongingness theory”? It’s 

the study of our human need to belong, to be accepted and included—and 

of the negative effects of not belonging. You can google “belongingness 

theory” and find several articles about this. Those scientific studies back up 

our sense that we have a need to belong and we feel lonely when that 

need’s not met. 

 

 Why do we have to solve it and why now? We have compassion for 

people who hurt. Our community and world are becoming more 

disconnected. God wants to transform our lives. God works through 

relationships. 

 Douglas Rushkoff, an author and media researcher says, “I don’t think 

humans are the problem, I think humans are the solution.” For him, the cure 

for loneliness and disconnect could come down to a simple recognition: 

“Being human is a team sport” (Kiwanis Magazine). 

https://www.kiwanis.org/docs/default-source/kiwanis-magazine/ki-1019.pdf
https://www.kiwanis.org/docs/default-source/kiwanis-magazine/ki-1019.pdf
https://www.cigna.com/newsroom/news-releases/2018/new-cigna-study-reveals-loneliness-at-epidemic-levels-in-america
https://www.cigna.com/newsroom/news-releases/2018/new-cigna-study-reveals-loneliness-at-epidemic-levels-in-america
https://www.cigna.com/newsroom/news-releases/2018/new-cigna-study-reveals-loneliness-at-epidemic-levels-in-america
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 What’s the solution? We want to grow disciples through life-changing 

relationships. Over the next five years we will help many people take a 

critical next step in discipleship by developing a vibrant smaller group 

ministry with twenty new groups and over 100 people connected. 

 If being human is a team sport, then being Christians, being followers 

of Jesus, being disciples is a team sport. God doesn’t save us in isolation, 

but together. God’s goal is to create a people for the glory of his name. By 

the power of the Holy Spirit, in Jesus, God is creating a community of 

people who are becoming like Jesus, who are restored to the image of God. 

Listen to this description of God’s intention: 

 

The aim of God in history is the creation of an all-inclusive community 

of loving persons with God himself at the very center of this 

community as its prime Sustainer and most glorious Inhabitant (Eph 

2:19-22; 3:10). The Bible traces the formation of this community from 

the creation in the Garden of Eden all the way to the new heaven and 

the new earth. (The Renovaré Spiritual Formation Bible) 

 

 The church is the present form and expression of God’s community. 

God created us for community, for relationship. That’s part of being in the 

image of God. The one God exists eternally as community—Father, Son, 

and Holy Spirit. The church is made to reflect God’s being in community. 

Just a little bit before today’s Scripture we read: 

 

There are different kinds of gifts, but the same Spirit distributes them. 

There are different kinds of service, but the same Lord. There are 

different kinds of working, but in all of them and in everyone it is the 

same God at work. (1 Cor 12:4-6) 

 

God the Father, God the Son, and God the Spirit are one God at work in 

and through the church in a variety of ways. We receive God’s grace and 

salvation individually, but that experience unites us and makes us part of 

the community of faith. Together, we’re the people of God, living life with 

God. 
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 Paul writes about the fellowship of the Holy Spirit (2 Cor 13:14). That’s 

fellowship with the Spirit, but also the church as the fellowship the Spirit 

creates. Paul refers to the church as the family of God (Ephesians 2:19), the 

temple of God (1 Cor 3:16-17; Eph 2:19-22), and the field where God causes 

the growth (1 Cor 3:5-9).  

 But the image of the church that Paul uses most frequently and 

explores most thoroughly is “the body of Christ.” He introduces that image 

in the verses we’re reading today. He uses the illustration of the human 

body to describe the church. One body has many parts and the many parts 

form one body. That’s how it is with Christ. All of us enter life in the one 

Spirit of God and each of us receives the one Spirit. That unites us; it makes 

us one. Still, the body is not one part, but many. Unity doesn’t mean 

uniformity. God wants us to be one. But God values the uniqueness of each 

of us. Together, we reflect God’s image in a multitude of ways. That’s 

another reason we need each other. 

 In the rest of 1 Corinthians 12, Paul shows the variety and diversity 

within the unity of the body of Christ. Paul Brand, a medical doctor, adapts 

what Paul says this way: 

 

The body is one unit, though it is made up of many cells, and though 

all its cells are many, they form one body. …If the white cell should 

say, “Because I am not a brain cell, I do not belong to the body,” it 

would not for that reason stop being part of the body. And if the 

muscle cell should say to the optic nerve cell, “Because I am not an 

optic nerve, I do not belong to the body,” it would not for that reason 

cease to be part of the body. If the whole body were an optic nerve 

cell, where would be the ability to walk? If the whole body were an 

auditory nerve, where would be the sense of sight? But in fact God 

has placed the cells in the body, every one of them, for a reason. If all 

cells were the same, where would the body be? As it is, there are 

many cells, but one body. (Paul Brand and Philip Yancey, Fearfully and 

Wonderfully 15) 
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 Every disciple of Jesus, everyone who is in Christ, who has a 

relationship with the Lord belongs to the other disciples. We need each 

other. To have a relationship with Jesus is to be in relationship with all of his 

people. Knowing that we belong, knowing that we’re needed, knowing that 

we have each other can overcome our loneliness. 

 You can be in a large gathering for worship and you may feel 

connected with the rest of the crowd. But you might also still feel lonely. 

Important as it is to gather as a whole congregation, we need something 

more. We need smaller groups where we can belong and where those 

connections and relationships can go deeper. That’s why our vision for the 

church includes involving more people in a number of smaller groups. 

 All my life I’ve been in the church. For most of my life, I’ve also been 

involved in some sort of smaller groups of fellow believers. Sunday School 

classes. Youth group. There were various Bible studies that met in different 

people’s homes. My parents went to them and at some point I started 

sitting in.  

 My mom was teaching high school English. One day someone in her 

class asked a question about religion. More questions and discussion 

followed. Mom finally said, “We really can’t talk about this in school.” 

Someone asked, “When can we?” and Mom said, “Come to my house next 

Monday night.” So for the next few years—all of my high school years—on 

most Monday nights, a group of students gathered at our house for Bible 

study. 

 One year in college, the chaplain’s office emphasized small groups. I 

got together with three or four other guys to read the Bible and pray for 

each other. That’s also when I started keeping a prayer journal or 

notebook—something I still do. There were other groups during my college 

years that I met with for encouragement and prayer. 

 When I was in seminary, one semester we were required to be in a 

spiritual formation group. That was kind of formal. There were some good 

things about it, but I’m not sure it had the impact the faculty hoped for. A 

more helpful group was a worship time and Bible study that met one 

evening a week that included several students and was led by one of our 

professors. 
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 In churches I’ve served, there’ve always been Bible studies, prayer 

groups, Sunday School classes, and other smaller groups. I love being part 

of those. We have several here. But we want to give more and more people 

the opportunity to experience God’s grace in the setting of a small group of 

friends.  

 Some of you are in several groups already. Sunday School, Choir, Bell 

Choir, Youth, Women’s’ Circle, Bible Study. We don’t want to replace those, 

but we want to build on them.  

 Over the next few years, we can experiment with different kinds of 

groups. What if eight to ten people in your neighborhood got together at 

someone’s house to share a meal or refreshments, watch a teaching video 

and talk about it, and pray for each other? What if those groups did a 

service project every so often?  

 There could be more groups meet at church to study the Bible, to do 

studies that relate to specific life situations, to pray, to serve. Let’s allow 

God to inspire our imaginations with ways we can get together and invite 

new people to be part of a group, to help make connections that’ll reduce 

their sense of loneliness. 

 We have many great examples to learn from. All through Christian 

history, there have been groups of disciples who met to support each other 

and hold each other accountable to their commitment to Christ. Part of the 

success of the early Methodist movement was the way John Wesley 

organized people into various kinds of groups where they prayed for each 

other, confessed their sins, got help with their struggles, encouraged each 

other, contributed to the needs of poor people. Wesley would get people 

into what he called a society meeting if they just expressed a desire to 

know Christ. The majority of people who became followers of Jesus in early 

Methodism made that commitment in the smaller groups, not the big 

preaching events.  

 There are dozens, maybe hundreds, of resources for small groups in 

churches. We just need to find what works for us and implement it. 

 An article from Wired Magazine explored why Alcoholics Anonymous 

has been able to help millions of people recover from an alcohol addiction. 

The article begins by stating, "Despite all we've learned over the past few 
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decades about psychology, neurology, and human behavior, contemporary 

medicine has yet to devise anything that works markedly better." The 

question is: Why does AA help so many people find and maintain sobriety?  

This article focused on one factor: the power in a small group of like-

minded friends who provide support, honesty, and accountability. The 

article described how honestly sharing problems with a small group of 

supportive friends has been shown to help people overcome their 

problems. Then they gave a few examples: 

 

In 1905 a Boston physician named Joseph Pratt organized weekly 

meetings for patients with tuberculosis. He was just trying to teach 

them better health habits, but he discovered that the groups also 

excelled at providing emotional support. He concluded that by 

sharing about their "common disease" they developed a "common 

bond."  

 

In a more recent study at Stanford University, a pair of researchers 

reviewed over 200 studies on group therapy and concluded that 

group members "develop close bonds with the other members and 

are deeply influenced by their acceptance and feedback." 

 

A 2009 study of those suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder 

found that eighty-eight percent of those who participated in group 

therapy no longer exhibited PTSD symptoms, versus just thirty-one 

percent of those who received minimal one-on-one interaction. 

 

There’s also evidence that the act of confessing your faults to a few 

safe people—enshrined in AA's fifth step—helps in changing 

addictive patterns. According to the researchers, "Revealing one's 

deepest flaws and hearing others do likewise forces a person to 

confront the terrible consequences of their alcoholism—something 

that’s very difficult to do alone." (Brendan I. Kroerner, "Secret of AA: 

After 75 Years, We Don't Know How It Works," Wired [6-23-10], 
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https://www.preachingtoday.com/illustrations/2011/june/5062011.ht

ml) 

 

 We want to form groups that encourage godly behavior, growth in 

being like Jesus, openness to the Holy Spirit, faithfulness, and service.  

 One idea I heard at another church is something they call “Worship + 

2.” The idea is that, as disciples of Jesus, we gather each week to worship. 

We celebrate the resurrection of Jesus, we praise God and declare God’s 

worth. That’s a basic and central part of Christian faith and life. That’s one 

part of our vision—that we’ll increase the number of people who worship 

together here. 

 So what’s the “+2”? This church says, “In addition to weekly worship, 

you’re invited and encouraged to do one thing to grow in your faith (class, 

seminar, small group, etc.) and one thing to help others grow in their faith 

(volunteer service, sing in the choir, teach a class, etc.)” (Welcome brochure, 

Chapel Hill United Methodist Church, Wichita, KS). 

 We might call that a pathway of discipleship. Would you commit to 

that kind of balanced and healthy Christian living? Be in worship whenever 

you’re in town and not sick. Get into an existing group or start a new class 

or group that helps you grow. Get involved in an existing ministry or start a 

new activity that helps others. 

 I’m sure you’ve heard the jingle in commercials: “You don’t have to be 

lonely at Farmersonly.com.” Well, you don’t have to be lonely as a disciple 

of Jesus, part of the body of Christ, with other disciples and all the parts of 

Christ’s body. Let’s commit to being a community of Christ’s followers and 

let’s invite many new people to join us. 

  

  

  

  

https://www.preachingtoday.com/illustrations/2011/june/5062011.html
https://www.preachingtoday.com/illustrations/2011/june/5062011.html

