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How to Experience God More Fully:

Experiencing God Together
A Study of 1 John 5:14-21
Characteristic of Completeness:  Christian Life
Big Idea:  Do life in groups.
Related Scriptures:  Acts 2:42-47; Romans 12:15;


1 Corinthians 11:26; 12:12-27; Hebrews 10:24-25
Introduction:

A.
We’ve been studying our way through the Bible letter of 1 John since last October.  Today we will finish it.  And we’re going to finish it in a very unusual way.  Normally, I preach an expository sermon.  That is to say, my focus is normally on interpreting a single Bible text and applying it to our lives.  I try to let the biblical text dictate the outline and scope of my message.  But not today.
Today I want to take advantage of the opportunity to explain and promote Life Groups that are rolling out before you this morning at Moon Valley Bible Church.  Last fall, I said that Life Groups were coming.  They’re here.
I’m still going to be talking a little bit about 1 John 5:14-21, the concluding passage in 1 John, but I’ll be doing it in the context of explaining how Life Groups work.  So hang with me this morning.  My message is much more than a commercial.  You’ll still learn biblical stuff.  And perhaps you’ll learn about something that will change your life because that’s what Life Groups do.

B.
I’m going to spill the beans right up front this morning.  Here’s the big idea of  my message:  Do life in groups.  God designed Christianity to be lived out in community, not in isolation.  The Christian life is a symphony, not a solo.  Believers are to experience God as a family, not just as individuals.  So, we believers are to do life in groups.  That’s what is says on my t-shirt.  That’s what is says on the screen.  That’s what it says in the Bible.
Our key characteristic of completeness in Christ flows quite naturally from this.  Our characteristic of completeness for the morning and the week is  the Christian life.  We’re talking about how Christians are supposed to do life.  We do life in groups.
C.
My message is built around four questions.  Here  are the questions:

1.
 What is a Life Group and why do one?

2.
 What happens in a Life Group?  (This is where we’ll talk about 1 John 5:14-21.)
3.
 What can a Life Group do for me?

4.
 How can I do a Life Group?

Let’s tackle these questions in order.
I.
First,  what is a Life Group and why do one?
A.
A Life Group is a  small group of people gathered regularly to do four things that the very first church did, according to Acts 2:42-47.

1.
First,  the people in a Life Group worship.  They reflect on the truth of how good God is, and they respond to that truth together, in whatever ways they choose.  Expressions of worship can include things like prayer, singing, and taking communion.

2.
Second,  the people in a Life Group connect.  They enjoy one another, building meaningful, supportive relationships through shared experiences.  They can eat together, play together, work together, laugh together, mourn together.

3.
Third,  the people in a Life group grow.  They graciously encourage one another to grow more and more complete in Christ through applying the Bible to their lives, and they learn from one another by seeing God at work in and through others.

4.
Fourth,  the people in a Life Group multiply.  They lovingly serve one another; they engage their community with acts of love that show off Jesus; and they invite their neighbors to share in the life of the group, giving birth to new Life Groups along the way.

So, the Life is Group is designed to “go 4 it”—to do the four things God designed us to do together:  worship, connect, grow, and multiply.  In a nutshell, a Life Group is Moon Valley Bible Church mobilized and deployed to reach another generation.  It’s the church next door, assembled to do life in groups.  It’s the church doing the abundant life together.

B.
To do life in groups is thoroughly biblical.  And it has the power to overcome many of the personal difficulties we face in this world.

Dr. Larry Crabb may be the best known Christian psychotherapist in the country.  I admire him and his writings and his dry sense of humor.  He recently recognized the importance of doing life in groups.  As I read a quote from Crabb, listen for the importance he places on the healing power of doing life together in community with others.  He  says,
A few years back I turned fifty. . . .  It dawned on me that I had somehow survived half a century without going through a full-fledged, dream-shattering, midlife crisis,  and that felt wrong, or at least unfashionable.

So I prayed about it.  And God was faithful.  He answered exceedingly abundantly.

 After more than twenty-five years as a psychologist, about half in practice and half teaching,  I have reached a few conclusions that have required me to shift the focus of my work. . . .  Let me express them this way.

 Beneath what our culture calls psychological disorder is a soul crying out for what only community can provide. . . .  Beneath all our problems, there are desperately hurting souls that must find the nourishment only community can provide . . .
 We must do something other than train professional experts to fix damaged psyches.  Damaged psyches aren’t the problem.   The problem beneath our struggles is a disconnected soul. . . .  we must provide nourishment for the disconnected soul that only a community of connected people can offer. . . .

 The greatest need in modern civilization is the development of communities—true communities  where the heart of God is home, where the humble and wise learn to shepherd those on the path behind them,  where trusting strugglers lock arms with others as together they journey on. . . .
 I have come to believe that the root of all our personal and emotional difficulties is a lack of togetherness,  a failure to connect that keeps us from receiving life and prevents the life in us from spilling over onto others.   I therefore believe that the surest route to overcoming problems and becoming the people we were meant to be is reconnecting with God and with our community (Crabb, Connecting, xvi, xvii, 32).

That’s Larry Crabb doing a commercial for Life Groups.  Life groups are about reconnecting with God and our community.
II.
 “Okay,” you say, “a Life Group sounds interesting.  But,  what exactly happens in a Life Group?  How does it work?”
Let me walk through an ordinary week for a hypothetical guy named Clyde Christian, a believer who is attending Moon Valley and is a part of a Life Group.  Each Life Group is a little different, but Clyde’s experience would be typical.
To start his week, Clyde comes to our worship gathering on Sunday morning.  He hears a sermon.  The sermons at Moon Valley are a little different.  They’re more like studies.  We study our way through books of the Bible.  The study on Sunday is designed to set the table for the entire week.  Each sermon is based on a particular part of a Bible book; we call it the text.  The text for the week is  1 John 5:14-21.
After the worship gathering on Sunday morning, Clyde goes home, and on Sunday afternoon he goes to the Moon Valley website where he prints off a transcript of the sermon for that day.  In anticipation of his Life Group later in the week, Clyde’s charge is to seek a very personal, very specific application of the Bible text to his life, answering questions like who, what, when, where, and how this is going to play out.
Clyde is learning how to apply the Bible to his life using something called TPA.  TPA stands for text, principle, application.  He starts with the biblical text; he draws out a principle; and he applies the principle to his life.

TPA was really awkward for Clyde at first.  He’d never really done anything quite like it before.  He had heard the pastor talk about it a time or two.  And he thought he understood it, sort of.  And, in his Life Group, everybody gets a Life Group Guide that explains how it works.  That helped a little more.  But Clyde discovered that doing TPA is like riding a bike.  Verbal descriptions of how you ride the bike help a little, but not much.  Seeing other people ride the bike helps a lot more.  And ultimately, you have to get on for yourself and awkwardly wrestle and wobble and struggle and fall a few times before it starts to click.  But once it clicks, riding is great.  For Clyde, TPA began to sink in when he saw it modeled by other people week after week in his Life Group.  Now Clyde is riding for himself.
Clyde reads through his text one more time.  He’s looking for biblical principles that stand out to him.  A principle is a timeless truth about God or people.  Beginning in 1 John 5:14, he reads,
NKJ 1 John 5:14 Now this is the confidence that we have in Him, that if we ask anything according to His will, He hears us. 15 And if we know that He hears us, whatever we ask, we know that we have the petitions that we have asked of Him.

From this Clyde draws  this principle:  Believers should pray with confidence, knowing that God will certainly hear us and gives us what we need to do His will.  That’s certainly a good, timeless truth.  Clyde continues to read  through the text:
NKJ 1 John 5:16 If anyone sees his brother sinning a sin which does not lead to death, he will ask, and He will give him life for those who commit sin not leading to death. There is sin leading to death. I do not say that he should pray about that. 17 All unrighteousness is sin, and there is sin not leading to death.

Clyde is confused by these verses.  He looks back at the sermon transcript and the pastor seems to be just as confused.  So Clyde skips these verses, and reads on in the text.
NKJ 1 John 5:18 We know that whoever is born of God does not sin; but he who has been born of God keeps himself, and the wicked one does not touch him.

Clyde remembers that the pastor explained that this is referring the old man and the new man in Christ.  The old man with his sinful nature is the source of sin in the life of the believer.  The new man in Christ does not sin.  Clyde draws the following  principle:  As believers, we don’t have to sin; we are no longer enslaved by sin.  That’s a good one.
Clyde also really likes the last part of Verse 18, the part that says, “the wicked one does not touch him.”  With the help of the sermon transcript, Clyde draws the following  principle:  God protects His children, making us untouchable in the sense that we can’t lose our salvation.  That’s a good one.  Clyde reads on in  the text.
NKJ 1 John 5:19 We know that we are of God, and the whole world lies under the sway of the wicked one. 20 And we know that the Son of God has come and has given us an understanding, that we may know Him who is true; and we are in Him who is true, in His Son Jesus Christ. This is the true God and eternal life. 21 Little children, keep yourselves from idols. Amen.

Good words.  But no principles really jump out at Clyde from this last part of the text.  So, he’s drawn three principles from which to choose.  Clyde has learned to pull principles on his own, but he knows that he’ll always have at least one principle to use, even if he can’t find one.  The pastor gives a big idea every Sunday.  The big idea is always a principle.

Clyde prays, and chooses  the principle about prayer.  He asks God, “Lord, how do you want me to apply this to my life?”
After some prayerful reflection, Clyde concludes that God’s will throughout the entire letter of 1 John has been made very clear:  God wants us to love one another.  So Clyde decides to focus on his family.  He decides to ask God boldly every morning to show him a very specific way that he can demonstrate love to a member of his family.  And He asks God for the power to do it, knowing that God said that He would provide.  So, that’s exactly what Clyde does.
Later in the week, Clyde goes to his Life Group.  They do  the four things, but not necessarily in order.

1.
They  connect.  There’s time to engage in casual, comfortable conversation.  To catch up on what’s going on in each other’s lives. To talk about what’s on sale or who got married or how the Suns are doing, or whether ASU will ever become a first-rate school like U of A.  
2.
And they  worship.  They roll on the floor.  Bark like dogs.  Handle snakes.  And slay each other in the Spirit.

No they don’t!  It’s not weird at all.  The worship is not bizarre or embarrassing.  When it comes to music, nobody in Clyde’s group plays anything but the radio.  And nobody is comfortable leading songs.  Other groups worship differently, according to the personality and talents of the group, but Clyde’s group worships through things like reading a psalm from the Bible, picking out the good things it says about God, and then giving thanks to God for who He is.  Sometimes they listen to a song about God from a CD.  Sometimes they just pray.  There are lots of ways to worship.
3.
They also  grow.  Traditional Bible study groups tend to spend most if not all their time trying to figure out what the Bible means.  The Life Group is different.  When they meet, they’ve already gone beyond what it means.  Their discussion focuses on how they are applying the truth of Scripture.  It’s not so much a Bible study as it is a God story.  They’re sharing stories about how God showed up last week as they applied His Word.  They’re praying together for the challenges; they’re working together through the struggles; they’re celebrating in the victories that application brings.
Clyde doesn’t always share, and he doesn’t have to.  But this week, he tells his story.  He talks about how God showed up in his life.
4.
They also  multiply.  As experiences are shared in the group, needs become known, and people serve one another in the group.  When one gets sick, they provide meals.  When one loses a job, they rally.  When one is struggling, they encourage.  When one is fearful, they prayerfully stand together.  And sometimes, they decide to band together to serve the church or the community in whatever way that God lays on their hearts.  This context of love provides the greatest evangelistic outreach on earth, drawing others into the life of the group, including those who do not yet believe in Jesus.
Life Groups are very accessible to unbelievers.  It’s tough to invite unbelievers to a traditional Bible study because it can seem dry and academic and unrelated to life.  And unbelievers often don’t know much about the Bible anyway, so even if they are interested in God, they can feel dim-witted and left out in a traditional Bible study.

But in a Life Group, an unbeliever hears something very different.  He doesn’t hear self-righteous Christians pontificating about what the Bible means.  He doesn’t hear some professional preacher give a slick presentation as part of his job.  He hears real people, even struggling people, telling stories about how God, through the Bible, is making a difference in their lives.  To an unbeliever, our stories are more compelling than our studies.  In a dark and cynical world, God and His Word come alive before his very eyes.  That is how we can engage our culture.

III.
Let’s consider the next  question:  What can a Life Group do for me?  Well, I decided to let some Life Group participants speak for themselves.  I’m going to be quoting some people at Moon Valley who have been doing a Life Group for about five months.  This group has been flying under the radar as a kind of sneaky pilot group to help us learn about what works and what doesn’t work in a Life Group.
As you listen to their comments, I want you to notice how common it is for people to experience initial fears and struggles, particularly in connection with the TPA process.  But eventually they break through to experience God in a new and powerful way.
I believe at least two things contribute to the initial fear and struggle.  First, most people aren’t used to applying Scripture to their lives in a very specific way, so it takes some getting used to.  Second, because doing a Life Group has vastly greater potential to change your life and your world than just listening to my talking head on Sunday morning, I believe the Life Group is the front line of a spiritual battle, so we can expect some spiritual resistance.
A.
Let’s listen to what some Life Group participants have to say.  One person says,
I've always liked fairly structured Bible study groups.  So, when it was explained to me what a Life Group would look like, I was a bit skeptical.  Plus, the whole TPA thing was a bit scary.  Especially the “A.”  I thought, what application am I really going to come up with?  Am I going to get enough "study time" in?

 

The great thing about our Life Group is that none of my worries came true.  In fact, I am amazed how sharing and hearing about "life moments" during the week have made an impact on me.  I find many of my applications right at home.  Simple things like saying I'm sorry because I hurt my wife's feelings or taking time out of my schedule to play with my kids.  I even find applications when I blow it and can share that with the group.  Also, it's very encouraging hearing about how others in our group applied a principle during the week.

 

I enjoy the time I get to “study” the scripture references that are provided during the sermon and ask God how I can apply what I'm reading.  I also ask for the Holy Spirit's power to help me make it happen knowing I can't do it on my own.

 

Additionally, the relationships within our group just keep getting stronger.  It feels like such a safe place to share and that's one aspect that I never had in any Bible study group.  When I'm not able to meet because of work commitments, I miss our Life Group like you wouldn't believe.
B.
Another persons says,
It is hard for me to put into words how much our Life Group means to me.  I’ll focus on the TPA part, because of how integral it is to the Life Group and how much it has exceeded my expectations.  However, I am so grateful for the meaningful friendships and encouragement from our group.  I feel guilty not talking about it.  I'm trusting someone else will.

Starting the TPA process with my Life Group was not as easy as I had anticipated.  Choosing to focus on just one verse or principle and often having to wait on the Lord to help me with a personal application felt awkward and mechanical. However, with the encouragement of my Life Group, I kept with it and before long, I started seeing God use the process.  Through the last few months He has brought to light areas in which I can grow spiritually, has pointed out ways to love others, and has even used a particular verse to help me begin to mend a relationship I thought could never be mended.  As a result, I feel my relationship with God has taken on an added dimension of intimacy.  

I still wouldn’t say the TPA process has become easy.  However, I look forward to it because I’ve seen how the Lord can use it in my life and without it, my spiritual walk seems anemic.
C.
Another person says,
As newcomers [the Life Group] has afforded us an opportunity to be involved with some terrific people that have embraced us and are willing to share their lives with us.  Our Life Group has challenged us to be in the Word and to seek God on a daily basis and look for practical application in our lives.

Together we have laughed, shared God’s inspiration, admitted failures and weakness, prayed for one another, rejoiced at answered prayer, given hugs, and on a regular basis, broken bread as a group, I'm glad the last one is biblical, too.

D.
Another person says,
I've often heard people say that the Bible is our life manual.  But unlike the manual I got with my car that tells me exactly what to do, the Bible's instructions have always seemed less than definitive.  Kind of like your car's owner manual telling you that driving with dirty oil is bad but not telling you how to avoid driving with dirty oil.  Well being part of a Life Group has helped me take the instructions God has given us and turn those instructions into specific activities.  It works like this: Take the car manual example stating that driving with dirty oil is bad.  From that statement I draw the principle that driving with clean oil is good.  In response to this principle I commit to changing my oil every 500 miles.  Now here is where the Life Group is so important.  I share the principle I have drawn from the manual, “driving with clean oil is good.”  I state the specific actions I will take to apply this principle, “change the oil every 500 miles” and I get to share in the collective experience of the Life Group.  The Life Group members may affirm my commitment, or they my share their experience to help me more clearly understand how a person goes about driving with clean oil.

The Life Group has also been a source of great encouragement for me.  It is wonderful to hear how others in the group have committed to taking action in response to God's word and how God has responded in amazing ways.  He truly is a personal God.

E.
Another persons says,
Life group has opened up opportunities to develop new friendships.  TPAing has helped me get into the word more deeply.  This in turn prompts me to journal and I find myself connecting and growing closer to God.

F.
I think it is significant that no one has dropped from this pilot Life Group with the exception of one couple who moved out of town.  And even that couple emailed the Life Group a few weeks ago with this:
. . . we miss Arizona and our Life Group VERY MUCH!  I feel a little bit lost.  The Life Group and TPA is—was—wonderful for us and we hope to get plugged in with something similar here. . . . Through everything we've learned to trust Him more, love Him more, and appreciate those friends around us.  Please know that we love you all and look forward to our Spring break visit . . .
IV.
Now, let’s consider the final  question:  How can I do a Life Group?

A.
In your bulletin, there is an insert with some Life Group information on it.  I invite you to take it out and look at the side that has the map on it.

The map shows the location of nine different Life Groups available to you.  Right now, all the Life Groups meet in homes.  To the right you’ll see the name and address of each Life Group.  On the other side, there’s more information about each group.
B.
Your first step in doing a Life Group is to determine which ones you’d like to try.  We’ve provided information that will help you make that decision.

1.
Of course, the location of the groups may play a role in your decision.

2.
The day and time when the groups meet is also a consideration.

3.
The availability of childcare may play a role; that’s indicated.
4.
And you’ll also notice that some groups are brand new and haven’t met before, and some groups are already going.  The brand-new groups are indicated with an asterisk.

a.
If you have no strong preferences regarding which group to try, we encourage you to try one of the brand-new groups because they have a lot more room to grow.  The brand-new groups include the Stephenson-Condit Group, the Bauer-Crossman Group, and the Evans-Hammond Group.
b.
The groups that are already going are groups that have met for some other reason, but have now decided to become a Life Group.  So, everybody is going to be fairly new to the Life Group format.  No matter which group you join, you’ll be getting in on the ground floor.
5.
You’ll also notice that some groups have a profile description and some do not.  All groups are open to everyone, so the profiles are not intended to keep people out.  We’ve included the profiles, where appropriate, to give you a heads-up on what you might be getting into.  The groups with a profile have met before as people who are generally in the same life stage.  For example, the Gibbs-Russell Life Group was formerly the Young Families Group.  We thought you might like to know the profile of that group, because it would explain the tired, desperate look on their faces, and the faint smell of “erped” baby formula.
Groups with no profile do not have a strong pre-existing concentration of people in any particular life stage.
C.
Once you have some idea about which ones you’d like to try, please let us know what you’re thinking as soon as possible.  The Life Group leaders need to have some general idea about how many people might be showing up.  Here’s how you can let us know.
1.
If you’re ready, the best way to let us know is by jotting a note on the Connection Card that was on your chair and dropping it in the Offering Box in the lobby as you leave.  On the Card, make sure to let us know how we can contact you—an email address would be great.  Then let us know which group or groups you’d like to try.
If you have your heart set on trying one group, let us know which group that is.  If you would be open to trying a number of different groups, please tell us which groups are on your list, and after we’ve gathered all the preferences, we’ll recommend the first group for you to try.  If you have no particular preference, just write, “no preference” and we’ll recommend a group for you to try.

2.
If, for whatever reason, you don’t want to let us know on a Connection Card right now, that’s okay.  If and when you make a decision, you can call or email us.

a.
If you decide on a particular group, you can call or email the group leaders, using the contact information on the sheet.  As a courtesy to the leaders, the sooner the better.
b.
If you’re willing to try a number of different Life Groups, you can contact me or Patrick Gibbs, letting us know which groups you’re willing to try, and we’ll get back to you with a recommendation as to which one to try first.

3.
If all this is just too overwhelming, just contact us saying, “I’m interested but really confused.”  We’ll help you out.  And if you never get around to letting anybody know anything, don’t let that stop you from checking out a Life Group.

Once the Life Groups get going and settle out, we won’t need all this upfront communication.  At this launch of Life Groups, however, communication is important.  It would be important for us to know in advance, for example, if 100 new people intend to try one particular group.  That could be awkward if all those people show up unannounced.
D.
Notice also the “begins” or “continues” dates we’ve put down for each Life Group.  We kindly ask that you try a new group on or after that date.  Again, that gives the leaders some advance notice of numbers who are coming.
E.
You are free to try as many groups as you wish, and you’re never locked into any particular group.  But be patient.  It’s going to be like learning to ride a bike.  Awkward and even scary at first.  Exhilarating later on.  Let me close with another comment from a Life Group participant:
I was terrified of starting TPA.  I had tried it once before and just didn't get it.  But I gave it another shot and this time it was different.  This time I had a specific passage and several related passages to focus on.  I was able to see God speaking to me and teaching me from His Word.  I don't get something every week, but I don't give up because I want to hear from God and this is the best way for me.

It has been great being able to share with the group my struggles and hear theirs as well.  When I share and others respond that they relate or when they share and I can relate, I realize that I am not the only one who struggles with a certain issue, feeling, or emotion.  I no longer feel like I am different from everyone else (a freak of nature who will never belong or fit in).

I look forward to getting together with these people who I can call my friends.  It is great to share my love with them and have them share their love with me. 
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