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[IBGroupin commercial] 
Believe it or not, there's a better way to connect with people and grow spiritually. That way is Branches, 
a new small group experience we're launching this month here at Beavercreek Church of the Nazarene. 
We're launching Branches because we believe a comprehensive, easy-to-join small group ministry has 
been missing from what we do here, and we believe that participating in a small group is vital to 
continuing spiritual growth. Vital - not optional or helpful or neat. Essential. As in: if you're not regularly 
meeting with other people who follow Jesus, in some sort of small group, your spirituality is going to be 
stunted.  
 
I know that's a bold claim. Most of us think, "Small groups? They sound all right, but I'm here at Church 
already. Maybe if I had more time, but this is about all the spiritual nourishment I really need. This big 
worship gathering is good enough for me." 
 
But what I want to tell you this morning is that this isn't enough. That if this is the sum total of your 
church experience, you're missing out on what God wants to do in your life.  
 
I understand that impulse, that thought pattern. We've all grown up thinking of this as church. [Let's do 
an illustration here of a church building labeled "Church"] Whether you grew up walking into a building 
like this every week or you just drove past them (and flipped past the occasional televangelist on TV), for 
most of us, Church means this big space, with all of us gathered together, singing and praying and 
listening to a sermon.  
 
And you're right. That is what Church looks like... today. But that's not always what church has looked 
like, and if we take a few moments to look back at where the Church began, we find that this isn't the 
only way to do church, that in fact this isn't even the best way to do church! 
 
One of the best insights we have into the early Church comes from the letters of Paul. For the next four 
weeks, we're going to explore the letter we call 1 Corinthians. [Scripture Slide] So if you have a Bible, 
turn with me to 1 Corinthians chapter 1. If you grabbed one of our bibles off the rack on the way in, or 
out of the pew in front of you, you can find 1 Corinthians on page XXX. And if you don't own a Bible, 
please consider that one a gift from us.   
 
As you're turning to 1 Corinthians 1: this is a letter written by Paul, one of the first followers of Jesus. 
While the Church started in Jerusalem after Jesus' death and resurrection, God called Paul to go to the 
larger Roman Empire, to tell as many people as he could the good news about Jesus. Paul traveled to 
many of the major metropolitan areas in the Roman Empire at the time - including the city of Corinth. 
When Paul arrived, he would tell people about Jesus. As people chose to follow Jesus, Paul began 
gathering them, establishing churches in those cities. He usually stayed for a year (sometimes longer!), 
helping them get started. He'd then head somewhere else, keeping in contact with the churches by 
writing letters to them. 
 
These letters give us fascinating insights into the week-to-week life of these first churches. Paul often 
wrote in response to local church leaders asking him questions or sending reports about the goings-on 
there. We get to listen in as Paul helps these gatherings of Jesus-followers try to figure out exactly how 
Jesus' death and resurrection change things in their local contexts. 
 

http://youtu.be/gc031g07PjE
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Which brings us to the letter we call 1 Corinthians. It's not Paul's first letter to them - he references at 
least one other letter he wrote them, but it's the first letter we have, so it's 1 Corinthians to us. Let's 
read, and learn what we can about how Paul set up his churches: 
 
I always thank my God for you and for the gracious gifts he has given you, now that you belong to Christ 
Jesus. Through him, God has enriched your church in every way—with all of your eloquent words and all 
of your knowledge. This confirms that what I told you about Christ is true. Now you have every spiritual 
gift you need as you eagerly wait for the return of our Lord Jesus Christ. He will keep you strong to the 
end so that you will be free from all blame on the day when our Lord Jesus Christ returns. God will do 
this, for he is faithful to do what he says, and he has invited you into partnership with his Son, Jesus 
Christ our Lord. -- 1 Corinthians 1:4-9 
 
Everything here is exactly what we'd expect. Paul is speaking to the Church in Corinth, addressing them 
as one, united body. It's not a stretch to imagine Paul up here, saying the same words to us in this 
worship space. It's when we move on we start to see things that don't quite fit: 
 
I appeal to you, dear brothers and sisters, by the authority of our Lord Jesus Christ, to live in harmony 
with each other. Let there be no divisions in the church. Rather, be of one mind, united in thought and 
purpose. For some members of Chloe’s household have told me about your quarrels, my dear brothers 
and sisters. Some of you are saying, “I am a follower of Paul.” Others are saying, “I follow Apollos,” or “I 
follow Peter,” or “I follow only Christ.” -- 1 Corinthians 1:10-12 
 
The interesting bit in here is the reference to "Chloe's household". The language indicates that Chloe is 
the head of a household, and that she is apparently a leader in the Corinthian church. What we see here 
(and throughout the rest of the letter) is that the Corinthian Church wasn't one big group of people like 
this [bring back the Big Church illustration]. Rather, the Church of Corinth was a network of 
congregations meeting in people's homes. Chloe's home hosted one such group. [Let's do a separate 
illustration - several small houses all under the label "Church"] 
 
Which, when you take a step back, actually makes a lot more sense. These first Christians in Corinth 
wouldn't have had the space to put up a building big enough to host all of them. They had to meet in 
homes, at the invitation of the homeowners. And Greek homes couldn't really accommodate more than 
20 or so persons.  
 
So these small house churches meet weekly (or more!) for worship. They sang. They prayed. Someone 
taught. They shared meals, including communion. What we do here, they did in their homes. What we 
call small group,  they just called Church. 
 
Fascinating, isn't it? And I know we want to say, Sure, but that was back then. Today we have the 
resources and freedom to gather as a larger group. So what's wrong with worshiping like this?  
 
I agree with you. I love this space, the gathering together we do. The loud music and the excitement of 
so many of us here for the same purpose.  
 
But we shouldn't be so quick to dismiss the differences between small groups and large groups as 
merely cultural. Something different and powerful happens in the small group experience, something 
that can't be replicated in a big room like this.  
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And if we're going to be serious about growing spiritually, about living fully into the life Jesus offers us, 
we must be connected in small groups. If we're content to let this be the extent of our spiritual 
experience, we will stagnate and quit growing.  
 
So what is it about small groups that are so good? What makes them so necessary to a vibrant 
spirituality? 
 
Let's look again at how Paul opened his letter: 
 
I always thank my God for you and for the gracious gifts he has given you, now that you belong to Christ 
Jesus. Through him, God has enriched your church in every way—with all of your eloquent words and all 
of your knowledge. This confirms that what I told you about Christ is true. Now you have every spiritual 
gift you need as you eagerly wait for the return of our Lord Jesus Christ. He will keep you strong to the 
end so that you will be free from all blame on the day when our Lord Jesus Christ returns. God will do 
this, for he is faithful to do what he says, and he has invited you into partnership with his Son, Jesus 
Christ our Lord. -- 1 Corinthians 1:4-9 
 
Paul specifically addresses the gifts God has given the Corinthian Church multiple times. He says they 
have "every spiritual gift" they need. These are really the heart of what's so great about small groups vs. 
large groups. According to Paul (and we'll see this again later in this series), every person who follows 
Jesus has been given unique abilities. Some are gifted teachers, others are especially compassionate. 
Some hare driven to pursue social justice, to speak out for those who are less powerful. And so on and 
so on.  
 
And the whole point of the gifts isn't to use them for ourselves, but for the larger church. God gives us 
gifts so we can serve others. These gifts from the Spirit make it easier for us to serve the other people 
around us.  
 
And that's the key to growing spiritually. If we are to grow, we must become more like Jesus. And Jesus 
was a servant. He gave himself for the good of the people around him. So if we give ourselves, if we 
serve, we grow. And God gives us gifts that makes it easier for us to serve. God wants us to grow, and 
equips us to do so. 
 
So maybe you can see the problem with big church. [let's illustrate this] When we're here, the vast 
majority of us are largely passive. You're all facing the same directly and receiving the gifts of a very few 
- the musicians, the tech people, the hospitality team, the speakers. Those few of us who do serve on 
Sunday mornings get to use the gifts the Spirit has given us to serve the rest of you. But when Church is 
this big, the simple reality is that most of you don't have an opportunity to serve. And that means that, 
no matter how good this experience is, if this is the sum total of your church experience you'll eventually 
stagnate. Rows can only get you so far before you need to switch to circles. 
 
[flip the illustration to a small group] If you want to experience the life God truly has for you, you need 
to be in a space where the relationships are mutual. When you're in a circle, you're still receiving, but 
you're giving too. You're contributing what you uniquely bring to the table. You're doing church instead 
of just attending church. And that's when big things start to happen. 
 
Circles are more important than rows. Circles are where real, life-changing growth occurs. Big things 
happen in small groups. 
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So am I saying that this big church experience is worthless? A waste of time? That launching Branches 
means we're shutting down Sundays? 
 
Obviously not. Though it's not the pinnacle of our spiritual lives, this large, corporate worship experience 
is still very valuable. At a basic level, gathering with a couple hundred other people is encouraging. This 
space is a weekly reminder that the story of God is big and ancient and that we're part of something 
world-changing. That's exciting! 
 
But beyond that, what happens in here builds a solid foundation for our spiritual lives. In the songs we 
sing, the scriptures we read, the messages we hear, the sharing of communion together, we form a 
bedrock of truth and grace. We receive a vision of God's path for us. We hear the good news about Jesus 
in exciting and engaging ways.  
 
Paul calls this work a foundation a couple of chapters later - turn over to chapter 3 of 1 Corinthians and 
look with me beginning in verse 5. 
 
The problem Paul hinted at in chapter 1 was that the various house churches were allowing themselves 
to become divided. They were choosing sides - some sided with Paul, others with Peter (the same guy 
who was one of Jesus' first foll0wers), others with a guy named Apollos who was part of Paul's larger 
ministry team. And then others were Jesus Juking the other groups and saying "Oh, I just follow Jesus." 
 
After all, who is Apollos? Who is Paul? We are only God’s servants through whom you believed the Good 
News. Each of us did the work the Lord gave us. I planted the seed in your hearts, and Apollos watered 
it, but it was God who made it grow. It’s not important who does the planting, or who does the 
watering. What’s important is that God makes the seed grow. The one who plants and the one who 
waters work together with the same purpose. And both will be rewarded for their own hard work. For 
we are both God’s workers. And you are God’s field. You are God’s building.  
 
Because of God’s grace to me, I have laid the foundation like an expert builder. Now others are building 
on it. But whoever is building on this foundation must be very careful. For no one can lay any foundation 
other than the one we already have—Jesus Christ. -- 1 Corinthians 3:5-11 
 
Paul's saying, Look: it doesn't matter who's leading you - we're all on the same team and we're all doing 
the same work. We're all building the same foundation. 
 
[let's illustrate this too] That's what this space is doing - building a solid foundation for us. The ongoing 
building of the Church, of your spiritual lives, is what happens outside of this space. You only build when 
you're serving, and small groups (not big gatherings) are the best place to serve.  
 
So let this space be your foundation. But don't let that stop you from growing. Join a Branches group.  
 
[this should probably go on a slide in bullet points] Let me tell you what's in store: a Branches group is 
only 8 weeks long. We're not asking you to join a group from now until the end of time. They start and 
they stop. They begin the last Sunday in September and run until just before Thanksgiving. [September 
28-November 16] We have more than 20 groups that meet all throughout the week. Several of the 
groups are meeting on Wednesday evenings, in place of our usual Wednesday offerings, so your teens 
and children have activities as well. [Find a time and group that works for your schedule] We've hand-
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picked facilitators to lead the groups who are gifted to do just that, and they've been prayerfully 
preparing to create excellent, dynamic small groups. [Trained, gifted facilitators lead each group] 
 
In short, we've done everything we can to make it as easy as possible for you to engage in an excellent, 
life-changing small-group experience. And that includes signing-up. We've ditched the boards in the 
entrance in favor of our website. You can pull out your phones right now and go 
to bcnazarene.com/branches. [let's do screen-shots of the sign-up forms]. There's an ultra-simple sign-
up form - if you don't particularly care what day or time, just put in your name, email and phone, hit 
NEXT and you're done. If you want to be a little more specific, the next page gives you the option to 
select those.  
 
And that's it. You'll be in a group, and your facilitator will be contacting you.  
 
That's Branches. It's that easy.  
 
For 8 weeks, make it a priority to gather with other people on the same journey as you. For 8 weeks 
commit to contribute as well as consume. For 8 weeks, figure out what you have to offer and give to 
your group.  
 
My wife Amanda and I, for instance, are both gifted in Hospitality. That means we both excel at making 
people feel comfortable and welcomed in our home or in other spaces. But while I love to lead and 
facilitate, Amanda would prefer to serve.  
 
Other people don't feel comfortable opening their homes, but they're great at creating conversations. 
Still others have an Emotional Intelligence that helps them read a group and keep everybody included. 
And others have a gift for prayer, or teaching, or a warmth that puts people at ease. 
 
And so on and so on and so on. No one is good at everything. That's the point. We all need each other. 
And we all need to be needed. And the only place that can happen is in the Small Group. 
 
[Bring back the rows/circles graphic] Branches is your opportunity to take your faith to the next level. To 
learn how God has gifted you by becoming part of a group. You'll never know how much you can grow, 
how much God wants to teach you, until you leave the rows for the circles. Until you leave the safety 
and anonymity of the Big Church for the beauty and power of the small church. The good news is that 
your Branches group needs you. You have something to offer that only you can offer. 
 
So what are you waiting for? Sign up. And get ready. Because big things happen in small groups. 
 
Communion Set-Up 
We celebrate the communion meal today because the life-change these small groups bring us is only 
possible because of Jesus' death and resurrection. Communion is the context in which all these groups 
make sense. 
 
The night before Jesus died, he shared a meal with his disciples - much like many of our groups will eat 
and drink together. During that meal, he broke bread and gave it to his followers. He told them the 
bread was his body, broken for them. So we take wafers to represent our sinfulness. 
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Later in the meal, he gave them a cup of wine, which represented his blood, spilled to initiate a new 
relationship between God and us. So we dip our wafers in grape juice to represent the new life God 
offers us, the new life we take fullest advantage of when we give ourselves to others as Jesus gave 
himself to us. 
 
You don't have to be a member of Beavercreek Nazarene to participate in Communion. If you're willing 
to step out of your rows and into a circle, if you're willing to discover how God has gifted you to serve 
the people around you, then you're welcome to come to this table. 
 
I'm going to pray, and then as you're ready, you may come forward to receive Jesus' meal. 
 


