CORE GROUP HELPS

THE CORE GROUP

HOW THE CORE GROUP ORIGINATED


The concept of a “Core Group” in a new church plant has been employed since the first century.  On their first missionary journey, Saul and Barnabas entered Antioch of Pisidia and preached in the synagogue that Jesus was the Christ (Acts 13:13-41).  Many of the Jews and devout proselytes became Christians that day (Acts:13:42-43).  The next day virtually the entire city gathered to hear them preach.


When the Jews saw the great multitudes that were attracted by Saul and Barnabas, conflict resulted.  Saul then indicated that since the Jews were rejecting the gospel, they would minister among the Gentiles.  Scripture says, “Now when the Gentiles heard this, they were glad and glorified the Lord.  And as many as had been appointed to eternal life believed” (Acts 13:48).  According to Acts 13:49 the word of the Lord began to spread throughout the entire region.  After Saul and Barnabas were expelled from that region, “The disciples were filled with joy and with the Holy Spirit” (Acts 13:50-52).


Saul and Barnabas left a core group to be the nucleus for the new church in Antioch of Pisidia.  The core group came out of the harvest and was made up of Jews, devout proselytes, and Gentiles.


As Saul and Barnabas continued on their missionary journey, they preached in nine (9) cities concluding in Derbe.  Acts 14:21 indicates that, “When they had preached the gospel to that city and made many disciples, they returned to Lystra, Iconium, and Antioch.”


Acts 14:22ff describes how Saul and Barnabas as church planters developed the core groups in each city.


This core group development consisted of five (5) specific elements:

1.  They taught them to continue in the faith (v. 22a).  “ Strengthening the souls of the disciples, and exhorting them to continue in the faith.”  It is absolutely critical for the church planter to solidly ground his core group in the basics of the Word of God.  They should understand the concept of Church, have assurance of salvation, come to know the attributes of God, learn how to study the Bible, pray, witness, deal with temptation and sin, and much more.  This element cannot be taken for granted.

2.  They cautioned them to count the cost.  Saul may have still had the physical bruises and lacerations from being stoned in Lystra, when he said, “We must through many tribulations enter the kingdom of God” (v. 22b).  We must impress upon the hearts of the core group members the high cost associated with planting a new church.  It will cost us in many ways.  Existing churches will often be threatened by the presence of a new church in their community.  As a result harsh criticism may be directed at the new church.  With so few people to help, each core group member may need to fill several positions of service.  Church planting will also require real sacrifice.  The new church will not be able immediately to provide top quality children’s and youth ministries.  Every core family will also be depended upon to sacrifice financially to help the new church survive in the first critical years.

3.  They also confirmed the leaders in the new churches (v. 23a).  “So when they had appointed elders in every church…”  Saul and Barnabas observed the core group members as they taught them.  They must have taken note of those who were exceptionally committed and gifted in various areas of ministry.  They then set up a leadership structure to help guide the new churches toward health and growth.  Leadership development will be a priority task for the church planter.  He can depend upon the Holy Spirit to send him the people he needs.  They will come through much prayer, relationship building, and witnessing.  Some will already be mature Christians, but most will have to be discipled and developed.

4.  They  then commissioned the churches.  According to v. 23b they, “prayed with fasting.”  This was exactly what Saul and Barnabas experienced when the church at Antioch sent them out.  They commissioned them to the church planting endeavor through prayer and fasting (Acts 13:1-3).  The church planter must saturate everything he does in prayer.  He should set the example for the core group in being a consistent prayer warrior.  He should teach his core group how to pray and how to fast.  He should use every opportunity to convey to them that they can only succeed as God moves supernaturally in response to believing prayer.  Prior to launch Sunday, the church planter should arrange for the lead sponsor/partner church to conduct a commissioning service.

5.  They commended them to the Lord (v. 23c).  Luke reports that before Saul and Barnabas left each new church, “They commended them to the Lord in whom they had believed.”  The church planter will help the core group to gain an appreciation for its partners.  These partners may consist of one or more sponsor/partner churches, foundations, local associations of churches, state conventions and national boards.  Mutual cooperation and assistance is a blessing indeed.  He will also, however, lead his core group to place their ultimate confidence in God alone.  He is the only one to whom they are finally accountable.  He is the one who will encourage, enlist, and empower them in their church planting adventure.  After all, it is not their mission; it is God’s.  It is not their church; it is God’s.

HOW TO GATHER A CORE GROUP


The process of growing a core group can be approached in several different ways.  As mentioned above the core group can come from the “harvest.”  This can be done in various ways as well.  First, the church planter can go door-to-door in his target community introducing himself, sharing about his new church, leaving printed information, and inviting people to attend a home Bible study (see Home Bible Study Helps).  God can raise up a core group from the Bible studies as the church planter builds relationships, casts his vision, and shares the gospel.


Second, the church planter may choose to plan, advertise, and conduct “preview” services prior to his launch.  He can register those who attend and follow them up.  His goal would be to gather interested people into a core group.


Third, he may set up “community interest meetings” in which he meets new people and shares his vision.  (See “How to Conduct a Community Interest Meeting” in Worksheets.)  Some church planters will employ all of these methods as well as others to accelerate the growth of the core group.


In some cases a core group is provided as interested members of sponsor/partner churches are “hived off” to assist with the new church.  Some will be temporary staying three (3) months to a year.  They should enlist and train apprentices to take over their responsibilities when they return to their home church.  Others will join the new congregation and stay with it as it grows.


This method of gathering a core group can be both positive and negative.  It is positive in that a group of trained workers are available to assist in the plant from the beginning.  They will still need training and orientation to be effective.


It can be negative, however, because these members bring with them some “baggage.”  They have already been in church and have experienced a model for doing church that will likely be very different from the church planter’s approach.


From the very beginning, the church planter should have articulated in writing his foundational statements – purpose, core values, vision and beliefs.  (See Foundational Statements)  He should stress to the potential core group members that the new church will be patterned after these statements.  If any do not embrace his approach, they should not be in the core group.


A core group of committed gifted partners is vital to the success of any new plant.  Be aware, however, that in most cases the original core group members will probably drift away in the first few years of the new church’s life.  As the church grows, it is no longer what they joined.  Some will look for a smaller group in which they can have greater influence and feel more intimate.  Others will simply be desiring a new challenge because of their “pioneer” spirit.  Do not be discouraged when core group people leave.  This is usually God’s design.

CORE GROUP STUDIES

 1.  The Concept of Church

 2.  How To Be Sure You Are a Christian

 3.  The Attributes of God

 4.  How to Know the Bible

 5.  The Impact of Prayer

 6.  The Purpose of Our Church

 7.  The Values of Our Church

 8.  The Vision of Our Church

 9.  The Beliefs of Our Church

10.  Understanding Function and Form

11.  The Scope of Our Strategy

12.  The Spirit-filled Life

13.  Building Authentic Community

14.  Our Outreach Plans

15.  Worship in Our Church

16.  Obedience in the Christian Walk

17.  Dealing with Temptation and Spiritual Warfare

18.  The Laity in Our Church

19.  Principles of Stewardship

20.  Developing Leaders for Our Church

21.  The Organization of Our Church

