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Dedication 

This book has been simmering on the backburner since early in my 

Christian life. 1 Thessalonians is one of the first books of the Bible I 

began to work through with others in community. I also wrote this book 

with a style in mind of discipling others. I like to include a portion from 

the Bible to read and reread daily each week, along with a manageable 

outside source (in this case, this read-along). This synergistic 

combination helps us to be both Word-oriented, and also stretches our 

thinking to possibilities beyond what we currently see. What is most 

crucial, though, is that the group takes responsibility to open ourselves 

up to one another and to the Spirit of God. 

I’m grateful to two of my sons-in-law for nudging me toward 

viewing the New Testament from an incarnational, relational Trinitarian 

worldview. Travis Twyman began reading some recent Trinitarian 

theologians, and broke down their ideas in simple enough language so I 

began to see the life-impacting power of the relational Community-of-

Three. In 2007, Mike Safford wrote his master’s thesis, The Necessity 

of Community, from a Genesis 1-4, Trinitarian worldview. I’m indebted 

to both of them for many hours of dialog together. 

I also appreciate the input from my “passive-mentors,” those whose 

books I have read and been changed through them. I’m sure you will 

find language from your writings that have seeped into my own style, 

evidence of Luke 6:40 at work. I give credit where I know it is yours. 

As a tip, I designed this book to be read together in community on two 

levels. First, only the text. Then, as you have time and desire, explore 

the endnotes later or when you teach this in a group yourself. 

All scripture quotations, unless otherwise indicated, are taken from the 
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Zondervan. All rights reserved. 
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Prologue 

Early Christians responded out of passion to internalize the cry 

of the New Testament believers, “Jesus has risen!” “I’m fully 

abandoned to my King!” I want us to gain such an overall 

impression of God and His marvelous plan that we willingly 

become His living sacrifices. He overwhelms us with His 

goodness and provision, creating in us a deep longing to give His 

life away to others. HE impacts our 24/7 lives. 

1 Thessalonians, like no other book in the Bible, provides us 

with a unique opportunity to look over Paul’s shoulder to see how 

he planted thriving, spiritual communities in a trans-cultural way. 

Like Jesus, Paul began from the bottom up, first doing to them 

what the new believers would in turn do to others. Then later he 

explained what he had done.1 Persecution drove Paul out before 

he could carefully explain. 1 Thess then became his 

“explanation,” blessing His people in community throughout the 

centuries.2 

One of Paul’s earliest books becomes his adaptable and highly 

flexible “game plan” for developing a dynamic, family-type 

community of any size from the bottom up, at any time in any 

place and in any culture. In contrast to our 21st century Western 

society, the early New Testament approach to advance the 

Kingdom of God was based more on natural relationships (the 

Greek word oikos) than individual oriented.  

Like his Master, Paul also targeted the mental maps of those 

he impacted in order to “make disciples of all people groups” in 

community (Matthew 28:18-20). Paul began with the essentials in 

mind for the intended end in his up-close-and-personal disciple-

making style of ministry to develop community through 

SmallGroups. Then the community itself, aflame with the Spirit, 

could reproduce disciples and multiply other faith-communities 

like itself, beginning with a group as small as 3-5. 
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Primal Groups 
In our 21st century Western church, we normally think 

“individual,” although Jesus thought “primal groups.” He built 

His ministry with three primal groups of four each (the Twelve).3 

Our strategies of evangelism and enfolding are primarily targeted 

at the individual, while admitting that families are key to solid 

growth. In the 1st century culture, the church planters thought 

“groups.” Family, community, koinonia, oikos (extended family 

and friends) were all a part of Jesus’ strategy, and thus also Paul’s 

strategy to make disciples (disciplined learners). 

Something primal is essential, fundamental, basic, vital, 

central, intrinsic. By primal, I mean all the above. Such groups 

release within us maximum life, fulfillment, satisfaction and 

significance. Of course, the original primal group is the Father, 

Son and Spirit, in whose image and likeness humankind has been 

designed. God is relational Trinity, a mind-blowing concept so 

don’t get tripped up here. God is one united whole, yet three 

individual persons, distinct yet one with relationship at His core.  

When God created, the Master Designer made humanity as 

much like Him as any created being could ever be so He could 

multiply His love to other responsive beings. His plan was, and is, 

a world full of unique and diverse individuals in primal groups 

orbiting around Him. In this way, these “LifeChange groups” 

grow by extension chains with other Christian primal groups like 

links in a heavy-duty, flexible chain with mutual interconnectivity. 

This began in Genesis 1 and 2 since God said it was not good for 

man to be alone, even with God as constant companion (Genesis 

2:18). God immediately created Eve, thus establishing the first 

primal group, which is called marriage and family. 

The caring Family of God stood at center-stage, saturated with 

Spirit-generated heart-connectedness so people actually craved 

commitment and discipline, mutual responsibility and full buy-in. 

Jesus’ chosen method was the formation of a small band of 

committed friends with full buy-in (compare John 15:12-17).  

“What he did was to collect a few very common men and 

women, inspire them with the sense of his spirit and 
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vision, and build their lives into an intensive fellowship of 

affection, worship and work.”4 

Again, Paul’s strategy for winning an area to Christ was not 

just individual converts. He planted one faith-community as small 

as 3-5 people as a primal group with the spiritual DNA to 

reproduce other groups. Then this initial community, pregnant 

with God-life, reproduced other faith-communities until the region 

was impacted. Communities beget communities by life-on-life 

disciple-making. By the way, this is also how Luther proposed to 

renew the existing church of his day, how the pietists later 

renewed their church, and also Wesley’s method. Raise up 

disciples in a vibrant, interactive community,5 that is, churches 

within the church.  

“Abundance is a communal act, the joint creation of an 

incredibly complex ecology in which each part functions 

on behalf of the whole and, in return, is sustained by the 

whole. Community doesn’t just create abundance—

community is abundance.”6  

This Book 
1 Thessalonians (with 1 John and Ephesians), more concisely 

than any other book of the Bible, teaches us these community 

skills and values, perspectives and beliefs. This short book focuses 

on a number of essentials from 1 Thessalonians as a read-along. 

Are we willing to adapt our brand of Christianity to align with our 

Master, Jesus? A killer for any community is a response like: 

“That’s not how we do church at _________” For best results to 

experience what Paul intends, read this book along with 1 

Thessalonians in a community learning environment.7 Paul blends 

together a healthy tension between personal and group 

responsibility, like the melodious tension on the strings of a 

Stradivarius violin.  

Do we want to learn to play together?  

The cost will be high as we enter together on this adventure. 

The return on investment, though, will be still higher as we risk 

and change.  
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“The moment you resolve to take hold of life with all your 

might and make the most of yourself at any cost, to 

sacrifice all lesser ambitions to your one great aim, to cut 

loose from everything that interferes with this 

aim…whatever happens, you set in motion the divine 

inner forces the Creator has implanted in you for your 

own development.…No power on earth can hold you 

back from success.”8 

If you are a relatively new Christian, a challenging adventure 

stands before you. If you have been a Christian for a while, I 

encourage you to temporarily lay down preconceptions as you 

come to our time together. Inquire with as few filters as possible. 

Come as a learner. Then pick up your assumptions again and 

evaluate them afresh. Then advocate for what you believe from 

Scripture. I ask no one to change…only to consider with an open 

heart and mind and dialog together. 

“The example of the Apostle of the Gentiles must be of 

the first importance to us. He succeeded in doing what 

we so far have only tried to do. The facts are 

unquestionable. In a few years, he built the Church on so 

firm a basis that it could live and grow in faith and in 

practice, that it could work out its own problems, and 

overcome all dangers and hindrances both from within 

and without.”9 

Begin with the following relational soliloquy. Enter into God’s 

story of the ages since it must be felt as story. This creation of a 

people for Himself is God’s design for intimacy and influence. 

Imagine being there in Thessalonica with Paul, the sounds and 

smells and sights. Relive this 1st century story in your 21st century 

life today, making it your own. 

JOIN WITH ME! I believe Paul laid down spiritual “seed” 

to grow the spiritual equivalent of mature fruit trees and orchards. 

As you soak in this short yet powerful book, begin to gather these 

seed for your life and also to pass along in ministry. 
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Return to 50 A.D. with Me in Thessalonica 
Ah, Paul and the team. My life will never be the same again 

after those three brief weeks together. Idols had robbed me of all 

my time, energy and money. I was hooked, just to prove to others 

that I fit in so they would like me. During the day, though, I 

covered up the gnawing emptiness by putting on a smile, staying 

busy with exciting hobbies and bragging about what should have 

brought me shame.  

The very night before I met Paul, I was lying in bed, in 

quietness, honest with myself for a change. I could feel my deep, 

nagging sense of hopelessness and helplessness. All the idols I 

had been chasing left me empty. I knew I must have been made for 

more. But for what? And why? I didn’t know why I was on earth, 

where I was going, or how to live my life with meaning during my 

time on earth. What a meaningless cycle I had been living.  

But now! Paul, Tim, and Silas told my friends and me the 

Beautiful News about Jesus. These words strangely awakened my 

conscience. I had loved my idols, yet they brought emptiness. 

Jesus embraced me where I was, and initiated with His first-love. 

I found Someone larger than my life for whom to live, Someone 

worthy of my love. And I love Jesus more than anything. This 

relationship freed me and my friends to become what God had 

always intended for us. What an epic adventure!  

In these last few weeks, I realized that my anxious internal 

questions were God’s preparation drawing me to Himself. My 

friends and I have experienced deeper relationships with each 

other than we had in our first twenty-five years growing up 

together. We are so excited to see how the Father, Son and Spirit 

have begun to change our lives together, like the lives of my 

cousin Rufus and our friend Hermes, of my childhood friends, 

Andronicus and Olympas, and also of my sister Julia and her best 

friends, Priscilla and Persis…and me, Tertius!  

Everywhere we go on business in Macedonia and Achaia to 

sell our wares, we tell others what has happened to us. We can’t 

help but enthusiastically tell others about Jesus. It’s like we have 

a contagious, life-giving virus spreading throughout Macedonia 
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and Achaia. The Beautiful News rings out from us wherever we go 

and do life together.  

But now, Paul and his team are gone. It’s the rowdy religious 

people in town. They’re jealous. Sure, it’s been difficult for us 

because we are now the target of their attacks. But we are keeping 

on with joy, like Paul taught us. I can’t wait to hear the letter Paul 

just wrote to us and the others in our faith-community. I’m 

hurrying over now with my friends to the gathering to listen as 

Paul’s letter is read.  



 

 

1. Launching Multiplying SmallGroups 

1 Thessalonians must be first experienced and felt as a 

story…a family story. Each of us longs within to be an integral 

part of something larger than ourselves, something that will last 

beyond ourselves. God designed us for such an expansive life. 

Through 1 Thessalonians, Paul invites each of us into God’s 

Love-story of the ages to see how our small story fits into His 

Big-story. Relive this story today as if you were there in the 1st 

century. 1 Thessalonians invites you into fullness of life.  

Paul’s Explanation 
Paul landed in Thessalonica for three brief weeks on his 

Second Missionary Journey. Paul and his primal group/team of 

Silas and Timothy engaged the people in their culture in Asia 

Minor (modern Turkey) with the unchanging Beautiful News of 

Jesus. Jesus Christ left heaven, lived and died, was buried and 

raised from the dead, then ascended back to the right hand of His 

Father (1:10).  

Why?  

In order to restore life to the full through faith-communities, 

beginning as small as three or four. Since God is relational at His 

core, He fashioned humanity in this image. In these three short 

weeks (compare Acts 17:1-14), these new converts glimpsed Jesus 

and fully abandoned their hearts to follow. Jesus’ goal is always a 

response of the heart, the center orientation of our lives.1  

Transformation follows any life given over entirely to our 

Family-of-Three, Father, Son and Spirit, sometimes rapidly and at 

times gradually. The basic tenets of Christianity planted in such 

soil brings flourishing fruit in a heart fully abandoned to Jesus. 

After three weeks, the Jews then drove out Paul and his team.  

How could such radical change have happened so rapidly?  

In 1 Thessalonians, Paul invites us today to look over His 

shoulder and to learn. As was his custom, like His Master before 

him, Paul’s focus was to change the way they thought, the 

worldview of these new converts (mental-maps, the almost 
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transparent way they viewed life). How they thought and acted 

was therefore renewed so these new believers were transformed 

from the inside out by intentionally putting into practice what they 

heard.2 Paul first pointed these new believers to what was most 

essential as God’s “genetic code” in new life. This spiritual DNA 

releases catalytic growth. The uniqueness of each local body could 

then develop from this common, spiritual DNA, and incorporate 

much cultural and situational diversity.  

Paul left Thessalonica because of persecution before he could 

properly train the new believers at all levels of maturity and ministry. 

The team launched this faith-community with some “WHAT?” and 

“HOW?” through life-on-life relationship during their three weeks in 

Thessalonica. Then he wrote 1 Thessalonians to develop the essential 

“WHAT?” and “HOW?” in more detail and to add the “WHY?” to 

further God’s presence through the Family and Kingdom of God.  

By the way, some may have falsely heard from others that the 

“WHY?” is not crucial. For the earliest part of the training process, yes, 

perhaps some truth exists there. Yet if our goal is to reproduce to the 

third and fourth generation, the “WHY?” is crucial. 

This letter gives us a glimpse behind the scenes to see what had so 

radically transformed the lives of these young believers. As we narrow 

our laser focus on what is central to Paul, perhaps we may be able to 

differentiate today what is merely cultural from what is trans-cultural.  

A “dynamic” is characterized by energy and effective action. It’s 

vigorously active, on the move, totally alive, taking ground. I see three 

non-negotiable, essential “dynamics” in 1 Thessalonians and in the NT 

as a whole. (1) SOURCE: God’s Presence within; (2) PATHWAY: Three 

Channels of Response; (3) PROCESS: Active, Interactive SmallGroups. 

First Dynamic, SOURCE:  

God’s Presence Within 
Paul hints at two, powerful and interconnected ideas centered 

on God in 1 Thess 1:1. First, all our thoughts and responses are 

anchored and launched from healthy answers to first essential 

question: “What is God like?” For me, this taps into what is 

central and foundational to all of Paul’s thinking and ministry. In 

every letter, Paul points us back to God Himself as our unfailing 
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Source. Begin over and again here with Him. This is our 

ancient/new launching point for all our thoughts and actions.  

“In God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ”  

(1 Thessalonians 1:1a).  

God is a relational community, inherently connected. God has 

always existed eternally as a Community in relationship, Father, 

Son and Spirit. He has always mutually related and cared as the 

original “SmallGroup” or “primal group.” His “with you” 

presence brings the fullness of who He is into our thirsty lives 

through His light, life and love. 

From all eternity, the Father has loved the Son and Spirit, and 

the Son the Father and the Spirit, and the Spirit both. God is not a 

lonely or selfish God. Since He is the “Community-God,” He has 

been giving and receiving mutual love since before time. Our 

Father takes us to the high places of blessing in Christ. Long 

before creation, He had us in mind as the focus of His love. What 

pleasure our Family-of-Three had in planning our adoption as 

sons and daughters into His Family to participate together with 

Him as connected partners.3 

God is good and great. This means that everything God does 

is good because He is intrinsically good. Because He is also great, 

He is unlimited in His ability, without limits except His fabulous 

character. When trials come to you like they did to these new 

believers, hold on tight with one hand to God’s greatness. He is 

able to help. With the other hand, grip God’s goodness. He is 

willing to help. The intersection of these two attributes of God 

bring steadfastness and hope in the midst of distress. This stick-to-

it-ness develops inner strength 

Have you ever wondered why God chose to create? 

God is also generous at the core of His being, as well as being 

good and great. He is outwardly focused with a longing to pour 

out what others need for their highest and best, without a hint of 

stinginess. Because of the outward focus of God’s generosity to 

give, this Family-of-Three decided to flood earth with other 

relational beings as much like Him as created beings could be. His 

crown jewel has been created in His image of unique personalities 

in community. He yearned to multiply joy and love by extending 
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their own life-releasing relationship and intrinsic goodness to 

other beings as much like them as created beings could possibly 

be.  

For me, beginning with this view of our God and His eternal 

plan brings coherence to the whole, even though our minds are 

stunned as we try to grasp the Trinity (Father, Son and Spirit). 

However, this does not mean that we cannot experience Him as 

the Triune God, like the Thessalonian believers did within a few 

brief weeks.  

Paul does not describe abstract traits of a distant God. No, 

instead He emphasizes the very presence of this relational God in 

action to love, support and empower among them in this faith-

community.4 How much more intimate can it get than to be “in” 

the Father and Son? Note the Trinity as you rapidly read all of  

1 Thessalonians.5 Not so much to fully grasp, but to delight in.  

The Father is the Living and True God, who shows us our 

worth and comes alongside in tough times. We live our lives to 

please Him alone. He actually does for us what He calls us to.  

The Son rescues us from the coming judgment. Through His 

death and resurrection, He provides His present resurrected life to 

us who were hopelessly separated from Him. He is our Model, 

releasing faith, love and hope so we stand firm in trials through 

His abundant grace (His love-provision).  

The Spirit releases power for witnessing, makes Scripture 

come alive with joy and insight in tough times, helps us make 

moral choices, and fires up passion to release the individual 

genius in every image-bearer and growth in community.. In other 

NT passages, the Spirit also is the Spirit of community (2 

Cor.13:14), the One who gives us in community everything we 

need for life and godliness (2 Pt 1:3). He releases the present 

resurrected life of Christ within so we connect with others and 

witness that we belong to a new Family (Rom. 16). 

The God revealed in the New Testament is no uncaring, 

distant God. His generous, outwardly focused, initiating first-love 

makes the difference.6 God outfits us to walk beside Him as fully 

satisfied, intimate allies on His epic adventure. From start to 

finish, these new believers experienced the relational Trinity as 

partners as they responded to His initiative (I call our choices 
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“transforming responses”). So respond to God’s caring initiative 

today. Coming to know such an extraordinary God in a growing 

way is a lifelong process, both a joy and a challenge. 

Second, Paul also suggests who I am…! This is the 2nd 

essential question: “How does our God see me?” This 

Community-God designed and re-created us to relate with Him 

and with each other as the people of His presence. The core of our 

being, our heart, is like “soil” bearing fruit, 30-, 60-, 100-fold, 

depending on the condition of our hearts (Mark 4:13-20). God 

delights to implant His life through faith into the good soil of our 

hearts like “sprouting seed” bringing His eternal life-giving 

presence into His people. Our value and worth, our destiny and 

God-assignments, all flow from this intimate, connected 

relationship. 

Our heart becomes good soil as we hear, accept and respond to 

what the God of the Word gives us through the Word of God 

(Mark 4:20). We abandon ourselves as a living sacrifice to this 

Team-of-Three in wholehearted allegiance (Romans 12:1-2).  

“How does our God really see me?”  

The 2nd essential question immediately above prepares our 

lives to partner with Him. I’m depicting this catalytic 

intersection of who God is and who we are in 

relationship with Him as this “sprouting seed” 

implanted into the good soil of our lives.7 A botanist 

defined a seed as the “maximum energy in the 

smallest amount of manner.” That’s the present resurrected life of 

Jesus within. Our hearts are the soil of the present resurrected life 

of Jesus within. God’s seed has amazing life within, so the only 

limitation is the response of our hearts to Him. “God’s part & our 

part.” God initiates and provides; we respond.  

Seed has life and reproduces life. And more specifically, what 

is this flourishing “seed”? Paul stated it this way in Colossians 

1:27, “Christ in you, the hope of glory.” God created us with a 

design to actively partner with Him. The “soil” of our heart is 

good to the degree we fully abandon ourselves to the relational 

life of the Father, Son and Spirit. And what does He provide to 

train us up and mature us in Family relationships so our character 

bears fruit? His “grace and peace.”  
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“Grace and peace to you” (1 Thess. 1:1b).  

With these few words, “grace and peace to you,” Paul gives 

us his distilled essence for what he later expands in Ephesians 

chapters 1-3.8 There, “in the Father and Son,” it was God’s good 

pleasure to adopt these new believers into His forever Family. 

God imbedded belonging deeply into every human being. As you 

read, note the family-focus to this letter. They experienced an 

abundant supply of what life is really like. This sprouting “seed” 

represents eternal life, Trinitarian life now expressed as the 

present resurrected life of Jesus within us.  

Grace is the unmerited outpouring of God’s generosity 

through His presence and presents. He initiates to pour out His 

divine favor, connecting with us in deepening relationship. His 

grace enables us to love and to serve. His generous grace exerts its 

powerful gravitational pull on all who lose their grip on 

counterfeits. It’s God’s love in action empowering us for 

“transforming responses.” God is “for” His people…always. 

And please don’t think anything like: “I don’t deserve this!” 

That’s why Jesus had to come. 

Peace is the presence of a deep, abiding wellbeing with God 

that penetrates every aspect of life. The necessary prerequisite for 

peace is His full forgiveness through faith in Christ. Peace opens 

wide access into His presence so we may tap into His grace. 

Peace (Hebrew = Shalom) provides that inner “still” that 

accurately reflects God like a calm mountain lake reflects the stars 

at night. His grace and peace free us to serve one another in love 

without any expectations (Gal. 5:13).  

“The glory of God is mankind fully alive” (Saint Irenaeus). 

His presence experienced by receiving His grace and peace 

develop multifaceted character in our lives. We become inwardly 

stronger since all our doing flows from our being. Now God freely 

initiates; we willingly respond. Learn to differentiate: “God’s part 

& our part.” God intends for His life to bear fruit, “reproducing 

after its kind.” 

But by His doing you are in Christ Jesus, who became 

to us wisdom from God, and righteousness and 
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sanctification, and redemption  

(1 Corinthians 1:30, NASB, emphasis). 

What a secure standing “in Christ Jesus”!9  

Summary: We must recover this high-view of God’s redeemed 

and restored people to fulfill our destiny. God calls and outfits His 

people to experience intimacy with Him and also to influence our 

world (see Genesis 1:26-28).10 Both/And. 

When a person comes to personal faith in Jesus Christ 

(through His life and death, resurrection and ascension, 1:10), they 

are rescued from the dominion of darkness and transferred 

immediately into the Kingdom of His Beloved Son. Instantly.  

Since we are “in Christ,” Jesus brings us with Him to fully 

participate in this connected life He experiences with the Father 

and Spirit. The Team-of-Three has always had such a relationship 

with one another. Jesus takes us by the hand and escorts us home. 

You and I are a crucial part of His epic adventure. And He does 

not give us a manual of standards and of rules and of regulations, 

but “Immanuel, God with us.” His presence never leaves us. And 

His presence forms our identity, how God sees us, “Christ in us, 

us in Christ.” 

“The Gospel of God as Trinity overwhelms me. I only 

wish I had understood what I now understand much 

earlier. The living God is not a solitary God. The living 

God is not a lonely God. The living God is Relationship. 

And this God draws close to us to draw us close to 

himself, pulling us into the circle to participate with him in 

the Trinitarian Intimacy….”11 

The relational Trinity beckons us to abandon ourselves fully to 

enjoy this divine dance, with Him as Lead-Partner supplying 

direction and strength, beauty and grace. God is first after our 

heart, so that our head and hands can then be fully engaged in His 

God-assignments.  

This Father’s initiating first-love poured into a responsive 

person is LifeChange. This transforms at the core of our being, 

from the inside out. Don’t ever get over His passionate love for us. 

Or the wonder.  
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Some of us bemoan that we can’t recall what we have studied 

from Scripture. Studies show the problem is not remembering but 

retrieval. Our minds work similar to an office. When our paid 

invoices have been carefully filed in a systematic way into file 

cabinets, retrieval is easy.  

Set the above two essential questions as mental file cabinets. 

As we respond to the Bible by intersecting truth with life with a 

ready “Yes, Lord,” reflect on our experience. Then carefully file 

away our reflections into our mental filing drawers as “must 

remember” stuff. Retrieval increases. 

Second Dynamic, PATHWAYS:  

Three Lifelong Responses 
The source of all is the Father, Son and Spirit, reflected in my 

two essential questions. “What is God like? “How does this God 

see me?” Since God transcends our ability to fully comprehend, 

He gave us three primary pictures of His presence. Why? To 

better enjoy and experience, respond to and pass along to others.  

Both the Family and Kingdom of God invite a response in 

order to activate what has been deposited into our account. 

Otherwise we deceive ourselves, unaware of our blindness (James 

1:22). These young believers freely gave Jesus’ resurrected life 

away through these three great pathways of discipleship grounded 

in the Trinity. Paul, along with His Master before him, sketches 

out three essential, broad avenues through which to express this 

present resurrected life we have in 

Christ. We enjoy His presence, 

and then pass it along through… 

1. WORSHIP: Upward: Give 

Back Freely to God 

(Marriage) – 1:2-3  

2. MISSION: Outward: Reach 

out Incarnationally toward the 

lost world (Kingdom of God) 

– 1:4-5a  

3. COMMUNITY: Inward: Grow 

up Relationally to build up and train one another for maturity 

and ministry (Family of God) – 1:5b-7 



18 / Cultivating DiscipleMaking Communities 

1. UPWARD EDGE: Intimate Worship: Marriage: Give 

back Freely, 1:2-312 We experience God coming near with His 

presence as Groom/Husband and we respond as His bride/wife. As 

in any healthy marriage, this brings intimacy and interdependence. 

Intimate worship is first and foremost for God and about God. 

Only then for us as a wonderful byproduct. Take care then not to 

evaluate a worship experience by asking, “What did I get out of 

it?” This takes what is a secondary byproduct and makes it 

primary. God deserves worship for His sake alone. He is worthy.  

Invest in intimate worship. It’s the response of freely giving 

back to God the love He has so freely first given to us. This 

posture of worship is passionate pursuit of God, a willing, 

wholehearted allegiance regardless of circumstances or return. 

And worship can be a little bit wild and often messy. Yet we are 

most fully human when we freely and gladly acknowledge who 

He is and that we belong to Him unconditionally, even in the 

routine, enjoying His presence.13  

And He also woos us toward our highest and best. Worship is 

a divine exchange. When we pour out our lives towards God 

without expectations, He implants His life more deeply into us. 

God designed us to be committed to something that gives 

significance to our lives, something bigger and better than we are. 

We will never discover genuine purpose and meaning separate 

from worshipping Jesus as Lord with our whole being.14  

Worship is first and foremost the outpouring of our entire lives 

to Him as a living sacrifice (Romans 12:1). This outpouring takes 

many forms. With the time and treasures in our everyday lives, 

with our prayers (like 1 Thes. 1:2-3) and the praise of our lips, 

through the ordinances (baptism and communion) and songs of 

adoration, we constantly give our love back to Him as living 

sacrifices. As a reminder, some churches today may focus almost 

exclusively on worship through music. They may experience an 

impoverished worship connection by missing out on the multitude 

of experiences in full-orbed worship, including Romans 12:1-2. 

Paul’s touch-point for worship in this chapter is prayer in 

verses 2-3, one response of the many that demonstrate a true heart 

of worship. Prayer is fundamental to our Christian life, a beloved 

child coming to a caring Father. Our stance is adoration, deeply 
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admiring our Father since prayer declares the character of God. 

This makes asking natural when we know Him like this. Prayer is 

coming to this intimate Community-of-Three (Father, Son and 

Spirit) with what is on our hearts because of relationship. 

Adoration and asking are fundamental to prayer.15 

It’s crucial that we use Scripture as a window into our own 

lives. So how is your personal prayer life using Paul as a model? 

We will be a lifetime learning about the mystery of prayer, always 

learning and growing. Don’t let what we don’t know about prayer 

hinder us from practicing what we know.16 Paul’s practice of 

prayer is simple, yet comprehensive, worthy of imitation. The 

team’s prayer life for this community of faith was relationship-

based and conversational. 
 Consistent (“always” “continually”); 
 God-focused (“thank God” “before our God and 

Father”[His presence] “in our Lord Jesus Christ”); 
 Inclusive (“for all of you”),  
 Both planned and spontaneous (mentioning them in regular 

prayers and also whenever God brings them to mind on the 
way), and  

 Character-focused (for faith, love and hope in action 
serving others).  

“We can do much more after we have prayed, but we can 

accomplish little of spiritual value until we have prayed”  

(E.M. Bounds, a slight paraphrase from memory). 

“So, am I allowed to pray to the Holy Spirit?” Certainly. 

Nothing in Scripture prohibits it. And no jealousy exists within the 

Godhead. The general pattern modeled in the NT, however, is to 

pray to the Father from whom and unto are all things in the name 

of Jesus by the power and support of the Spirit. 

Prayer activates God’s promises. Prayer welcomes the Reality 

of another world. God never has an issue when we ask for more, 

only when we settle for less. Long before creation, God intended 

us to be worshipers, becoming more like whatever we behold. For 

proof of our authentic worship, check out the fruit in our lives, our 

changed lives, now and over time. Behold what is pure and lovely, 

admirable and excellent as we make Jesus the focal point of our 

lives.  
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“We become what we behold.” 

2. OUTWARD EDGE: Compassionate Mission: Kingdom: 

Reach out Incarnationally, 1:4-5 (9b-10)17  Our compassionate 

God has a plan for the lost world of people…and it includes you 

and me.  

We experience His presence as King of His unconquerable 

Kingdom as His servant/warriors. The Kingdom of God crashes 

into the world system to ultimately make things right again after 

the devastating Fall of Genesis 3. This great King requires 

complete surrender for our highest and best, like the message to 

the Thessalonians (“Jesus is King,” Acts 17:7). The Kingdom 

brings expansion through disruption. It’s the inbreaking of His 

presence to bring to rights what is not right.  

Paul understands in 1:4 that God leads by first pouring out His 

love to touch particular people with His Kingdom presence, like 

Jesus (Matthew 9:35-38). In Jesus’ mission, when He felt 

compassionate love, this led to works of power. Love seems to 

release power. Compassion often comes before power. Our 

confidence to evangelize in mission is God’s initiating choice. The 

Father is already here. We just need to tap into what He is already 

doing. And we partner with His Kingdom presence initiating 

through three shades, like colors in the rainbow:  

 through proclamation evangelism (”our gospel 

came…with words”),  

 through power evangelism (“but also with power, with the 

Holy Spirit and with deep conviction”), and  

 through presence evangelism (“you know how we lived 

among you”).  

Word! Works! Walk!  

All three. Both/And/And, not multiple 

choice. Works of power are a normal part of 

the Christian life, primarily, but not 

exclusively, targeted toward winning the 

lost. Do we know the authority we carry 

from Christ? All three “P’s” are available 

toward each person we share with as sprouting seed to bring forth 

new life.  
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Insist on compassionate mission from all in a faith-community. 

Since an infinite God has chosen to work through finite creations, 

we should not expect everything to fit into nice, neat categories. 

The nature of God working through created persons demands 

“paradoxical tensions.”18  

Learn to embrace both sides of these tensions since 

partnership requires such tensions. It’s much easier to jettison one 

truth or the other, and settle into a more comfortable position (yet 

less Scriptural, and thus less fruitful). Many Scriptural truths, 

especially in evangelism and mission, must be held together as 

unexplainable tensions.  

Is evangelism God’s work or man’s work? Yes! 

Both/And/And.19  

And what was the mission target for this group of believers? 

From the get-go, these young believers possessed an outward 

focused edge to their lives. This almost happy-go-lucky 

expectancy burst the seams of the church walls. They became 

contagious carriers of Jesus, putting their faith into daily practice. 

On the way of doing daily life in the surrounding regions of 

Macedonia and Achaia (1:7-9a), they impacted their region. 

As they went, perhaps they followed Jesus’ instructions to His 

Twelve and looked for a local “person of peace” (Matthew 10:11-

14). God prepares the hearts of such people with a hunger for 

Him. They first open up their hearts to respond to the Beautiful 

News. Then pass it along to their oikos20 (or web of influence). In 

the 1st century, the Gospel spread rapidly through these natural 

channels. For instance, earlier on this same missionary journey 

(Acts 16:16-18), Lydia was the “person of peace” in Philippi 

prepared by God to open up her neighborhood and city for the 

Beautiful News.21 God is still doing this powerfully throughout 

the world in the 21st century.22 

The unity and oneness forged through the Spirit in the local 

faith-community is an eloquent witness of the truth of 

Christianity. See also Jesus’ prayer in John 17:20-23, the power of 

unity in community. Everywhere we look, signs jump out that 

people are hungering for community and a sense of family and 

belonging. Beer commercials, for instance, first sell belonging, not 

beer. Our world is in profound need of authentic love and 
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koinonia in community, not mere socialization.23 We are therefore 

a community in mission, with an outward focus toward the people 

and the city and region around. 

Since we were all created as image-bearers, something of the 

shattered image of God lingers. This is common in all humanity, 

distorted but not destroyed.24 This “echo of a voice” from the past 

is our target as we pass along the life of Jesus. Where do you hear 

this “echo” sounding in their lives?  

God designed all humanity with God-given needs only He can 

fill. Since the Fall in Genesis 3, this emptiness lies deep within 

those who are lost. Their futile attempts to satisfy these legitimate 

needs with illegitimate means fills them with both frustration and 

longing. Look at Hollywood movies or hit song themes. They tap 

into authentic, God-given desires that lay unfulfilled in humanity. 

Scores of people around us are dying to be noticed, to be 

understood, to be cared for in a significant way. 

Do we have eyes to see those we come into contact with, like 

Jesus did?25 Tap into these needs for belonging and purpose, 

justice and beauty, competence and acceptance, significance or 

security, respect and love. All these, and more, emanate from the 

shattered image of fallen humanity and are “a voice from the 

distant past.” They are light, pointing back to our design. As such, 

each internal need is a fertile avenue to touch fallen humanity with 

the compassion of the Father through proclamation evangelism, 

power evangelism and presence evangelism. Whatever these new 

disciples received, they simply passed along to others. Freely we 

receive and freely we give.  

I pray that you may be active in sharing your faith, so that 

you will have a full understanding of every good thing we 

have in Christ (Philemon 6). 

This simple process of giving away what we have received 

activates truth in our lives so we also understand it more deeply. 

So let’s creatively discover together other intentional ways to 

bring His message into our oikos spheres of influence through 

community to our generation. Infiltrate as “witnesses.” A witness 

tells what he/she has seen and heard…no more. Be carriers of the 
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Good News, even to the “least of these,”26 those on life’s 

margins, some of whom we bump into at work.  

We scatter to our everyday lives with the ministry call and 

God-assignments to engage our world with His presence since 

“Jesus is Lord of all!” We don’t need to cross an ocean. Look 

around in your school or workplace, in your recreation or 

shopping where God has strategically placed you.  

And what is our message? What did the three-week old 

Thessalonian believers “trumpet” wherever they went? Read 

verses 1:9b-10 and list out what you see as the content of the 

message. What a brilliant summary!  

They turned from idol worshipping to God the Father and the 

Lord Jesus Christ (that’s faith), to serve God who is both living 

and true (love), and to wait for His Son, Jesus, who will return in 

power for His people (hope). All this flows out of the merit of 

Jesus’ resurrection from the dead, passed on to us through faith in 

Christ. Jesus, you have no rival, no equal! 

What the early believers heard is “Jesus is King” (Acts 17:7). 

This regal focus demands our wholehearted allegiance. God calls 

His people to extend their local presence through evangelism and 

renewal to their city/region. And He simultaneously calls His 

people to expand by reproducing faith-communities having the 

spiritual DNA to multiply, “making disciples of all people 

groups.”27 

3. INWARD EDGE: Life-on-Life Community: Family: 

Grow Up Relationally, 1:5-1028 The 

Family of God provides a protective 

environment to develop character and 

spiritual values. A healthy life in the 

Family of God accelerates maturation in the context of community 

relationships. And this is the endless interaction of this 

Both/And/And perspective of our God relationally connected with 

His people. All three are crucial, the upward focus of the Bride 

with her Groom, the outward focus of the servant/warrior with 

his/her King and the inward focus of a beloved child with her/his 

Father. 

Pushing now on the inwardly focused side, at our core we are 

a relational people of God’s presence with His Word as revealed 
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by His Spirit as our authority. God is our Father and we are His 

beloved child. The Family of God grows up and trains believers in 

a family-environment to follow in the “Family business.” Jesus’ 

name was like honey on their lips. What about for me? For you? 

Respond with quick obedience to His invitation into fuller life. 

God’s plan calls His people to something beyond ourselves and so 

demands ongoing personal, intentional renewal.  

Influence through community. Koinonia in community is more 

than mere socialization, yet also includes socialization. Koinonia 

partners together in what we share in common, the resurrected life 

of Jesus within. We gather together with Him to help one another 

to grow up to maturity and to train for ministry as we serve in and 

through community.  

Third Dynamic, PROCESS:  

Healthy, Interactive SmallGroups 
And how do we build up these new believers and train them 

up with the character, values and skills to follow the “family 

business”? How do we raise up our spiritual children toward 

maturity? Within 1 Thessalonians 1:6-10 on “community,” I see 

three “nutrients” for a soil conducive to releasing life in 

SmallGroup interaction.  

Much of our transformation happens in the alternating rhythm 

of our private time with God and our time with others in 

SmallGroup life. So as we intersect the lives of others, 

deliberately align ourselves with the Spirit. He forges together 

relational belonging with biblical responsiveness and intentional 

mutual-ministry to develop radical disciples or learners. 

1. Relational belonging (“You became imitators” plus 1:5b): 

Young Christians need authentic, though imperfect, models of 

what this Christian life looks like in real life (incarnational living). 

God was burning into Paul’s heart the need to walk with these 

young believers life-on-life. They had the potential to become 

generational leaders—to set apart their past from their future and 

make a difference. Paul and his team invested all they possessed 

to help them get to that place. 
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Knowing is always more than can be put into words. Part of 

the growth process is humbly imitating faith, love and hope in a 

face-to-face, life-on-life relationship, not just telling or listening to 

words. We need to feel the total acceptance and candid honesty of 

Jesus through a flesh-&-blood person who reaches out to touch us 

with God’s grace and peace. We accelerate LifeChange as we 

journey as closely knit “primal groups” on mission together. As 

we open ourselves up to be known and to know others, we serve 

the best of others sacrificially. We need each other in mutually 

participating koinonia, shared-life connected with the present 

resurrection life of Jesus.  

2. Biblical responsiveness (“…in spite of severe suffering, you 

welcomed the message with the joy given by the Holy Spirit”). 

Experiencing promised freedom comes through the pathway of 

knowing and doing His Word. Make disciples who hear and obey 

the Word of God, and quickly make other disciples who multiply 

disciples. What these new believers learned, they went out and 

immediately gave away to others (1:7-9). This obedience-focused 

learning accelerates their own personal growth. Spiritual 

experience arising out of response to the Word illumined by the 

Spirit connects faith to our whole lives.29 “Word & Spirit.” 

Both/And.  

Paul taught these young believers to be do-ers of the Word 

from the start. Do the “two-step” with a Scriptural text in 

interactive, koinonia-based learning. Ask “What? and “Now 

what?” What does it mean, and now what is my response to God’s 

invitation to fuller life?30 Relate with each other around Scripture 

as active learners. Tap into the variety of insights each unique 

person brings to group. Then we begin to see the world and our 

lives more broadly through the give-&-take of participation and 

practice. And God shines a stronger beacon of light during trials 

and hardship.  

Some try to tell us that trials change us. However, it’s trials 

that we approach through the lens of the “Word & Spirit” that are 

a powerful force for transformation within. Paul confidently 

knows that in the crucible of trials the Spirit gives us joy as He 

transforms us profoundly from center to circumference. What is 
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our part? Add our obedience of faith to Scripture. And share our 

enthusiasm for the Word with others.  

3. Intentional mutual-ministry (“the Lord’s message rang 

out”): From day one, these young believers possessed an eager, 

joyous, almost happy-go-lucky expectancy as they put their faith 

into daily practice. They put it into practice in their own lives, 

becoming contagious carriers of Jesus. Since God is generous at 

His core, generously give away whatever God freely gives us. We 

only get to keep what we give away. Then as they went about 

doing life in the surrounding regions of Macedonia and Achaia 

with Jesus in the forefront, joining what the Father was already 

doing in their region.  

Paul and his team modeled this life, trained them up and 

quickly released them with interval training (alternating leaning 

and doing) to give away whatever they learned. Like Jesus, they 

rested in the Father’s first-love, heard His heart, and responded 

personally. They came alive in God’s presence, radiating 

contagious character that helped others come alive. God’s goal is 

not to simply see individuals saved. Their strategy aimed to save 

them into a faith-community of LifeChange groups impacting the 

regions around, our “Macedonia and Achaia.” 

Paul practiced Jesus’ Matthew 28:19-20 commission. His team 

taught the Gospel (Jesus died for our sins and was raised to unite 

us with His life so we obey all things, serving the Father by doing 

Jesus-stuff until He comes, 1:9-10). Jesus then added all who 

responded to his rag-tag band of disciples with the commission to 

“make disciples of all people groups,” the Family business of 

multiplying faith-communities. God initiated and changed them 

one-by-one in the doing as they partnered with the most 

extraordinary Team-of-Three in the universe.  

Their transformed lives were eloquent witness to the living 

and true God, as they passed along to others without Christ what 

they had received. The present resurrected life of Jesus within you 

and me is too expansive for any building or group because God 

meant us to give it away to our community and region. 

In summary for three essential elements in SmallGroups, the 

present resurrected life of Jesus within us (the sprouting seed) 

releases life in believers by our doing in a group culture. This 
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“soil” is relational, Biblical and intentional with the Holy Spirit 

empowering and sharpening truth to penetrate deeply. Check out 

the dynamic depicted to the right of how we grow in primal 

groups as small as three or four.  

This spontaneous, on-the-job, tri-fold immersion yields a 

higher growth rate with a smaller 

investment of energy, when coupled with 

systematic interval training.31 They lived 

out loud, keeping in step with the Spirit. 

They simply responded to God’s 

invitation to life in His Word and passed 

on the small bit they had received from 

the Lord since God’s design “reproduces 

after its kind” (Genesis 1).  

Pulling the Pieces Together 
These new disciples or learners were “all-in” for personal 

transformation that develop inner strength as well as training us 

for outwardly focused service toward others.32 Maximum impact 

can’t happen if we only model, as powerful as modeling is. Nor is 

teaching or doing sufficient by itself. Maximum training involves 

formation by modeling, teaching, and doing. Relational! Biblical! 

Intentional! All three together are dynamic, catalytic so one plus 

one plus one is much, much more than three.  

We have isolated each of these three essential aspects of 

developing dynamic faith-communities that reproduce life 30-, 60- 

and a 100-fold. Let’s now put all three back together because in 

life they are an integrated, indivisible whole. These three are 

flexible enough to adapt to unique circumstances in any culture, in 

any land, in any people group, as we multiply disciples “in every 

people group.”  

Jesus’ hands-on, life-on-life approach is often overlooked 

today. But not by Paul in 1 Thessalonians, who distilled the 

essence of Jesus’ approach. It seems almost simplistic, and is 

counterintuitive to our culture of bigger and faster is better. It’s a 

long process to make radical disciples, and we also anticipate 

miraculous acceleration as the Spirit of God “disrupts” with God’s 

felt presence.  
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The 1st century church was intentionally busy about the 

“Family business,” a worshipping people in mission. Jesus’ 

ministry was both wider, inviting all to “Come & See,”33 and also 

deeper, building into the lives of a few to reach the many, “Come 

& Be with Me.”34 Jesus still sends us out like the Father sent 

Him.35 This sense of Spirit-led spontaneity with intentionality 

helps us avoid distractions and to boldly “cultivate interruptions” 

on the way. 

And what are we intentional about in mutual-ministry? As a 

community, we aim to train up and release each person, at least in 

these. 

1. Begin with who God is and 

how this God sees us, 

depicted in the sprouting 

“seed” of God’s implanted 

presence in the good 

“soil” of our hearts, as 

individuals and as faith-

communities. God’s plan is 

always anchored in His 

own life in and through us. 

Now each lives out of a healthy spiritual “seed” of who 

God is and how He sees us. Build on this for a lifetime. 

2. Worship so each learns wholehearted allegiance as a 

fundamental value and intentionally puts worship into 

practice. 

3. Mission, learning basic values and skills, but especially 

tapping into God’s missionary heart to reach others. 

4. Community as we relate with one another in ways that 

releases the shared life of Jesus wider and deeper. 

SmallGroup give-&-take is the ideal context for God’s 

people to grow inwardly strong so we can help others since 

we are image-bearers of the relational God. 

Become agile, contagious “risk-takers” in our unique, God-

given assignments (with space to become “mistake-makers”). 

Does the call seem too large? The Holy Spirit goes before to lead 

the way and comes behind to empower. So: “Do for one what you 

would like to do for many.” You hold a special place in the heart 
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of our tender-hearted Father, a place no one and nothing else can 

rival.  

Now What? 
Please keep firmly in mind Paul’s Big-picture purpose.  

In Thessalonica, the new believers understood that a 

conquered territory willingly bowed the knee to the new king. 

Paul and his team preached “Jesus is King” (the Gospel of the 

Kingdom, or God’s right to rule). They responded quickly to the 

upward response (worship/prayer), outward response (mission), 

and inward response (agile disciple-making in community to 

mature and multiply).  

Paul’s team first did to their new followers in Thessalonica the 

face-to-face relational discipleship Jesus modeled. Experience 

gave them a thirst for more. Before they could complete the 

process (Jesus took three years), Paul and his team left because of 

persecution. Paul wrote 1 Thessalonians to explain more of the 

WHAT? and HOW? and to teach the necessary WHY? 

underlying what the team did. 1 Thessalonians is Paul’s 

explanation. 

The fruit of an apple tree is not ultimately an apple, but other 

apple trees and ultimately an orchard.36 The fruit of a community 

is other faith-communities impacting our region. Jesus’ ministry 

sweet spot is both wider & deeper, His “miracle grow!”  

As His people, we are caught up into the plan of God for the 

ages with the awesome privilege to partner with this Community-

God… before we fully understand Him and His plans. Our little 

stories now have eternal meaning because they are lived out 

within His eternal story, a ministry that is both wider & deeper.  

Who is highlighted specifically for you to intentionally relate 

with, hoping to draw them farther into this Christian experience?  

If we experience some of His pulsating life, then pass it along. 

He created us to be fully engaged partners with our lovely God.  

S-T-U-D-Y 1 Thessalonians 137 



 

 

2. Family Nurture 

How did these new believers change so rapidly and radically 

in a few weeks?  

Again, Paul aimed at changing their mental-maps, how they 

viewed God, their own lives, and their world around them. 

Healthy change comes from the inside out. Chapter 1 describes an 

adaptable community soil or climate that nurtured rapid growth 

through responses to God’s initiative.  

Big-picture Look at 1 Thess 1 
Who would have thought that these ragamuffins would 

indirectly impact millions to follow 

Jesus? They followed His simple 

expression of life energized by the 

Holy Spirit. They lived this out, 

building from the bottom 

up,probably with SmallGroups as 

small as 3 or 4, likeJesus They 

grew with character marked by 

faith, love and hope, growing in 

life-on-life relationships in groups. 

Now give this inner strength away, 

modeling this quality of life as we do life (1:7). And Jesus’ life in 

them was combustible!  

His unfinished mission defines our destiny together as 

koinonia in community. It’s staggering that the same God who 

spoke the entire universe into existence desires to partner with me 

in Jesus’ ongoing ministry as one of His intimate allies. All three 

pathways to express the resurrected life of Jesus within are 

essential. However, Jesus and the NT put emphasis on mission to 

jump start our community or personal lives. If we aim at mission, 

we will be drawn into community and worship as necessary 

resources to reach our city and our world.  

Consider: Jesus began with mission when He launched His 

ministry in Mark 1:14-17 (“the Kingdom of God is near” “fishers 

of men”). In Paul’s first book on DiscipleMaking, his three-week 
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old converts had already trumpeted the Good News through the 

regions surrounding Thessalonica. In Acts 2:46, the first church 

went to the temple daily to tell others about Jesus. In Philemon 6, 

Paul says that when we are active in sharing our faith, our 

understanding of every good thing we have in Christ increases. 

For me, mission coming first is contrary to my training, yet right 

on. As we disciple, we must train and encourage those we 

influence to give it away or we stunt their growth. 

 Insist on compassionate mission (outward in the Kingdom 

of God), 

 Influence through life-on-life community as we grow up 

and multiply disciples, especially in primal SmallGroups 

that are relational, Biblical and intentional (inward in the 

Family of God). 

 Invest in intimate worship (upward as in Marriage). 

Paul sowed these agile spiritual DNA principles of self-

renewal into a local church, most likely like Jesus. Jesus shared 

wider with anyone who would come and deeper with those who 

said “yes” to a higher commitment, most likely through “primal 

groups,” possibly as small as three or four.  

Three dynamics fueled their growth in SmallGroups. All three 

are fundamentally interconnected and therefore equally essential. 

These new believers committed themselves to relational 

belonging with one another, Biblical responsiveness flowing from 

the Word & Spirit, and intentional mutual-ministry, both upward 

to God, outward to the lost world, and inward to multiply more 

disciples. These dynamics are catalytic as they flow from the 

indwelling life of the Father, Son and Spirit. We intentionally 

train them up to worship and do Kingdom mission and community 

as the Family of God in local faith-communities. 

Now we are able to flex and flourish, reproducing other, 

similar disciples and faith-communities out of this common 

spiritual DNA. The sprouting “seed,” the presence of the Living 

God within His people, brings significance to our routine of life. 

We minister with Him until Jesus returns to turn the page to the 

next chapter…all eternity spent enjoying relationship and ruling 

together.  
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Paul’s aim, as well as ours, is to build communities with Jesus 

as the Discipler, not just see individuals won to Christ.1 Bigger 

was not better to Jesus. His aim is communities reproducing 

communities. Jesus has never been about impressing the crowds. 

Some of His sharpest lessons were to the crowds, to separate those 

with the backbone to follow from the hangers-on (cp. John 6:60-

69; Luke 14:25-35).  

Jesus focused on the Twelve and Seventy, even as he 

ministered to the crowds. So one hundred twenty radical followers 

lingered to pray together after His death. They willingly paid the 

price to count in this world for Jesus, leaning even harder into 

God intough times. Jesus highly values the individual woman and 

man, so “focus on the few to reach the many.”  

Catalytic “primary” groups of 3 to 5 provide a home for 

sustaining personal growth, vibrant worship, reproducing 

disciples, and an attractive means to reach out to the lost. Then 

healthy churches spin off other faith-communities with the same 

trans-cultural genetic code, able to plant a unique expression in 

any new culture to develop a movement.  

Spiritual “Seed,” Revisited  
In the last chapter, we touched on the concept of the Trinity as 

the Creator of the church. Let’s not forget how radical this concept 

of Plurality-in-Unity was to the first apprentices of Jesus. They 

would never make up something so crucial and counter-cultural. 

They inherited from their Jewish ancestors and from the Old 

Testament a fierce allegiance to the one, unique God (the Shema 

in Deuteronomy 6:4, for instance). They had a powerful bias 

against any other teaching. Nevertheless, the concept of “Trinity” 

arose out of their experience. In addition to God the Father… 

“… they had also come to confess Jesus as the risen and 

exalted Lord. In addition, they were conscious of the 

ongoing divine presence within their community, a 

presence provided by the Holy Spirit.”2 

So the word “Trinity” did not arise as a result of aimless, 1st 

century, philosophical speculation in an ivory tower think-tank. 
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Rather these early disciples experienced God’s Three-ness. 

Certainly, they could make no more sense of the Trinity 

intellectually than we can. No matter. The Apostles powerfully 

proclaimed the Trinity as their new worldview. Confusion never 

stopped these new Christians from worshipping this Plurality-in-

Unity, which they had so dynamically experienced as life.  

You and I have been fashioned to be friends of God (John 

15:15). We are no longer simply servants, but actively partner 

with this relational Community-of-Three as His intimate allies. 

It’s who we are. And gives us unimagined value and worth. 

Nothing else in life brings this level of satisfaction, living in 

alignment with our Genesis 1 & 2 design. This image and likeness 

of God is dynamic. Each and every one of us becomes God’s 

active representatives on earth, partnering with Him in His plans. 

We have been fashioned to complete His assignments together 

with Him, in different ways and in different arenas. 

Through faith in Christ, we have been redeemed and restored 

to relationship. Restoration means that God’s people now 

experience God’s presence and participate in His own eternal 

Community of light, life and love. The Trinity makes Himself a 

generous love-gift to us. He then calls His people to experience 

this life and also to make our lives a generous love-gift to others 

in community and in the world, especially the marginalized and 

oppressed. The Trinity is our Model for humanity, persons-in-

community made in His image. This is at the core of the spiritual 

DNA upon which this dynamic faith-community was built, our 

dynamic life-focus.3 

“We Become What We Behold” 
Our highly individualistic, 20th century Western society has 

seeped into the church. It’s all many have ever known. Rehearse 

this high view of God’s creation-intent often with one another so 

it becomes our new mental map (“Trinity-Vision,” beginning with 

Genesis 1 & 2 and continuing on to the incarnation of Jesus). Re-

center ourselves as community/persons gathered together in 

“primal groups” of 3-5 image-bearers.  
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Spiritual formation on this journey of life accelerates when we 

begin to see ourselves like God does (lovely as His Bride, the 

apple of His eye). Contrast this to a sin focus when we first or 

foremost set our laser focus on our sins or weaknesses, our 

brokenness or failures. We do not live beyond how we perceive 

ourselves, at least not for long.  

“We become what we behold.”  

Let me illustrate with my fantasy. A fish is flopping on the 

dock, quickly choking on the air around it. His fish-friend jumps 

up on the dock, and pulls him back into the ocean. Now the fish 

may draw deeply from this life-releasing ocean environment 

surrounding it. The formerly docked fish though quickly reverts to 

holding its fish-breath.. As it thrashes back and forth in the ocean, 

his fish-friend swims over and reminds the previously docked fish. 

“You are in the ocean of life. Relax in your design. Draw life from 

the ocean. Drink deeply of life. Stop fixating on the pain of your 

dock-experience.”4 

Why is this good advice?  

It’s Reality! And “by God’s doing” we are “in Christ.” 

Simply abide and respond to His impulses. This is our life-focus, 

not guilt from the past; not weakness, confusion or limitations in 

the present; not fear of possible future faithlessness. We are 

inseparably united to Christ by God. We may not be able to grasp 

this with our minds or express this with words. The Spirit of God, 

however, gives us a knowledge of our sonship, which is deeper 

than our thoughts, even when we don’t always see it (like Romans 

8:14-16). 

When it begins to dawn on us that we are God’s crown-jewel, 

re-created in Christ and given the unconditional gift of sonship, 

this changes us at our core. From center to circumference we are 

forever different. The instant we come to Christ, our identity (who 

we really are) is reestablished…fixed, final, stable, solid, 

unchangeable. Of course, we will still grow in expressing and 

living in harmony with who we are since we are still in-process.  

Nothing anyone can say or do, though, adds to or subtracts 

from who we are. No one can make us small. In one sense, our 

entire Christian journey toward maturity is a growing 
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understanding of these three essential questions. The order is 

crucial. 

1. What is God like?  

2. How does God see me/us?  

3. What are my God-assignments in this season of life?  

The intended result of Jesus’ successful invasion, attack and 

smashing victory has always been experienced Family love (the 

Bible uses adoption as sons and Marriage/Wedding) and renewed 

partnership with His image-bearers in ministry (Kingdom 

mission). Nothing else does justice to the infinitely high price the 

Community-God paid to restore us. Thomas Torrance states that 

this awesome rescue plan… 

“…has established an intimate two-way relation between 

himself and us and us and himself, making himself 

accessible to us and giving us entry into the inner 

fellowship of God’s life.”5 

Actively participating in the “inner fellowship of God’s life” 

with each other is koinonia in community soars beyond mere 

socialization. Responding to this Beautiful News begins to realign 

our inaccurate perceptions of ourselves. Falsely viewing ourselves 

through the eyes of fear or pride, guilt or shame, becomes a self-

fulfilling prophecy. Such “worm theology” (“I’m just a hunk of 

junk with a black past and I loathe myself” or the more religious 

version “I’m just a sinner saved by grace”) has nothing to do with 

authentic, Scriptural humility.  

With this feeling of shame and condemnation comes a deep 

sense of inferiority, or perhaps even of self-hatred. It could stem 

from one or two haunting experiences or from patterns where a 

person feels they failed to live up to a certain standard, especially 

the standard of some significant authority figure. Day after day, 

year after year, we build our counterfeit identity on the rubble of 

yesterday’s disappointments. Such a poverty mentality focuses on 

our inability, our limitations, our brokenness, like the fish fixating 

on its dock-experience.  

Instead, re-center. “Christ for us” (Romans 5:7) is the fulcrum 

of world history and our own personal histories, the necessary 

means for restoration and fulfillment. The unimaginable pain and 
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suffering of the death of Jesus Christ on the cross as our substitute 

is the only means that could deal with our radical sin problem that 

is the root cause of separation from God. And Jesus did, crying 

out on the cross: “It is finished!” Completed! The cross, however, 

is not the intended end.6 Jesus’ death is not the full extent of 

God’s plans, but a key component in His eternal plan.  

The central thread that ties all of Scripture together is God’s 

passionate, unrelenting love-pursuit to restore us to intimacy with 

this relational Community-God and ultimately to fulfill His Eden-

intent for His people. The sheer beauty of God’s awesome plan 

compels our allegiance and revolutionizes our lives. God is a 

missionary God, wooing men and women back to Himself so He 

can reproduce faith-communities built on “primal relationships.”  

Will we join God and begin by thinking long and often on 

Him and on what He has done to fashion us as recreated image-

bearers in Christ? 

“We become what we behold!” 

Necessary Dynamics in Flourishing Group 
In broad strokes, chapter one gives us both the WHY? 

WHAT? and HOW? of multiplying disciples in faith-

communities as small as three or four. The five dynamic elements 

I see in 1 Thessalonians 1 develop a “soil” conducive to fruitful 

Christian SmallGroup ministry…when the Holy Spirit stands 

center-stage. That is why I have integrated all five into each of my 

“DiscipleMaking Companions.”7 As you launch a SmallGroup of 

as little as three or four, mix all five ingredients in the proportion 

to best release life in your unique group. 

1. Intimate Worship (1:2-3): Ultimately we aim to raise up 

radical disciples who worship with their entire lives like Romans 

12:1. This whole-life worship is expressed itself in many ways. 

Expressing what we are grateful for is a form of worship as we 

turn our hearts upward. Mix in simple songs sung to God more 

than about God (print out words for convenience). Take the bread 

and cup together at times. Mix in worship through prayer of 

adoration. Worship is an essential expression to release growth. 
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Celebrating changed lives together as we respond to Scripture is 

worship as a way of life, like Romans 12:1. 

2. Compassionate Mission (1:4-5): God called us together to 

be a worshipping church in mission. Come up with an outreach 

project to do as a group instead of one weekly meeting. Work with 

those in your group to give their “3-minute testimony” of how 

they came to Christ (see “Telling My Story” in Appendix). Follow 

up on the weekly “one idea to one person” assignment. Encourage 

each group member to identify a couple people God has laid on 

their hearts who need Jesus. Take time in group to pray for them 

by name (if they are not present!). Invite a friend or acquaintance 

to your group and release the power of John 17:20-23. As each 

passes along one idea to one person and focuses on praying for 

community needs as they arise, this turns our hearts outward and 

prepares for more mission. 

3. Relational Belonging (Life-on-life koinonia, 1:6a): Learn 

to know and to enjoy one another. As we interact openly around 

the passage, we experience belonging, enjoying and having fun in 

the participative style. Community-learning and fun and joy are 

two of the four most powerful motivations for adult Bible 

learning. 

4. Biblical Responsiveness (Life-on-life koinonia, 1:6b): The 

Bible is God’s Word, His authority for our lives. Bring the group 

to the point where they love God’s Word and acknowledge it as 

their final authority. Scripture as enlightened by the Spirit is 

central to the meeting since it forms and informs every other 

element. For maximum LifeChange, develop group-led 

community learning with the Bible as authority, rather than an 

expert teacher. God’s invitation to fuller life comes alive as we 

follow through on our “I will…” desire. Discovery must move to 

obedience to release growth, becoming relevant to our everyday 

lives, a powerful motivation for adult learners. As we repeat this 

process each week, we gain competence to discover God’s truth 

personally, and this also motivates adult learners. 
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5. Intentional Mutual-ministry (Life-on-life koinonia, 1:7-

10): The lub-dub heartbeat of God is “receive & give.” Whatever 

we receive, freely and quickly 

give away. If we receive 

forgiveness, give it away. If 

acceptance, give it away. If love, 

kindness or grace, give it away, 

upward to God, outward to the 

needy world, and inward to this 

growing faith-community. We 

are not only changed in the 

giving, but our region is also 

impacted by God’s presence 

(1:8-9a). The Bible points to 

doing the Word as essential to learning. Doing builds on the rock, 

not the sand (Matt. 7:24-27). If we do not respond, we deceive 

ourselves (James 1:22). The disciple-making process happens 

through obedience (Matt. 28:19-20). “I will…” choices. 

Ministry Culture 
So how did Paul and his team convey this life-releasing Good 

News? They birthed radical followers of Jesus so quickly that I 

want to understand what still applies today.  

A minimum of structure is a vital part of growth. Structure is 

either the lubricant that keeps a well-tuned engine moving us 

forward, or its sand ultimately drags down the whole process.8 We 

also need a clear destination, or end-result to target, always future 

and normally expanding. However, the real change happens in the 

context of the culture in which growth happens. I view this as the 

soil to grow flourishing seed, or the environment we breathe. All 

three of these together either release life or impede life. 

Chapter one described the seed and the essential nutrients in 

soil conducive for flourishing community life. Plant the seed of 

the indwelling Father, Son and Spirit living within us as His 

people (1:1) into soil with the triad of spiritual nutrients, the 

upward look (intimate worship, 1:2-3), the outward look 

(compassionate mission, 1:4-5), and the inward look (life-on-life 

koinonia, 1:6-10). This soil is conducive to thriving, lifelong 
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growth, multiplying disciple-making in family-like faith-

communities.  

Now, I want to explore how Paul and his team attractively 

adorned the Good News of this spiritual DNA. Paul described the 

dynamic culture or attitudes underlying how he discipled these 

believers so quickly. We sharpen the truth and make it more likely 

to penetrate into the consciences of others as we respond with a 

similar style as they did.  

1 Thessalonians is the “family” letter as Paul uses the word 

“brother” fourteen times, cultivating life-on-life, face-to-face 

ministry. Family relationship is the key to know how the team 

ministered. Paul begins with this end in mind. He teaches us a 

spiritual DNA so we learn how to draw on the rich resources and 

the adaptive creativity only available together in community as a 

spiritual family.  

We cannot grow to become all that God has planned for us 

separate from the functioning Body of Christ. Everyone needs 

others to get close enough to know how we are wired and to 

accept us where we now are. This is more than socialization, 

moving into koinonia, a sharing together of the common life 

available in Jesus.  

We also need these people to commit themselves to release in 

and through us the highest and best God has without a personal 

agenda and without judging. These enriching relationships take 

time and mutual buy-in, stirred together with healthy, natural 

consequences. Mutual commitment to one another is essential to 

build the internal self-discipline required to grow us up in His 

Forever Family. It's contagious. 

From [Christ] the whole body, joined and held together by 

every supporting ligament, grows and builds itself up in 

love, as each part does its work (Ephesians 4:16, 

emphasis).  

Sadly, I’ve heard some people in a group choose not to meet 

because they don’t have a “part” in the group or have been hurt or 

feel tired from the daily grind. Jesus delights in His people. Where 

two or three are gathered in His Name, He is here among us, 

releasing life. He designed us with a necessity for community, to 
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give and to receive. This is the fulfillment of our longing for 

“home,” the soil for growth.  

“Since God himself is triune we are in the image of God 

only as we enjoy community with others.”9 

In chapter two, Paul provides us with three pregnant, family 

pictures. These suggest the roles, responses and heart of those who 

minister…an older brother, a nursing mom and a coaching dad. 

Paul calls each of us simultaneously to all three roles. Becoming 

spiritual moms & pops is not a gender issue. We are the Forever 

Family of God, His children. How do we minister as servant-first 

spiritual parents who care deeply and invest sacrificially in a few 

at a time to ultimately reach the many? Jesus raised up followers 

relationally and calls us to do the same. 

“As you sent me into the world, I have sent them into the 

world (John 17:18).  

An Older Brother  

(Courageous Conviction, 2:1-6) 
All true ministry begins with credible character. In order to 

live on the cutting-edge of Kingdom ministry, courageous 

conviction is crucial. We all need godly models to come alongside 

and walk out this life in flesh-&-blood before us. Paul uses the 

idea of imitating others twice (1:6 and 2:14). Imitation is vital in 

the early stage of development in any arena. This builds a sound 

foundation for us to learn to adapt what we see in others into our 

unique lives. However, if we only imitate others, we limit 

ourselves to become less than God intends. 

Paul addresses these young believers as “brothers,” reminding 

me that the team ministered like a good older brother. An older 

brother goes before his younger siblings. Through wisdom from 

experience and insight, he differentiates what is essential from 

what is occasional, unnecessary, or even harmful.  

Jesus is a revolutionary who trained up courageous, servant-

first change-agents to make disciples in every culture. Within 

three weeks, these young believers had trumpeted the Good News 

far and wide. Jesus’ commission has always been to “all people 
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groups.” His plan included investing two-years to train up His 

Twelve as agile disciples, probably in three primal groups of four 

each.10 Then they could minister from a solid baseline DNA in 

various cultures with diverse people in the complexities of 

life…despite severe opposition.  

How?  

Jesus first equipped in the basics with a solid value system and 

foundation by inviting them in close.11 From this spiritual DNA, 

He then envisioned with a big picture view of God’s plan, 

accelerating the training toward the end. Finally, since Pentecost 

the Spirit indwelt them, teaching them to discern and adapt with 

“L-shaped” vision, vertically toward God and laterally toward 

people.12 

We can never lay out a plan at the beginning for every future 

contingency, yet we also need a clear light directing us to the end-

result. Jesus’ followers begin with this basic spiritual DNA from 

chapter one. Then as risk-takers with daring, speed and agility to 

adapt on the fly, they actively partner with the Spirit to meet the 

vagaries and complexities of cross-cultural ministry. Develop this 

capacity to anticipate and see around corners. Learn together to 

read people and events and adapt in a way that meets deep needs, 

regardless of social conventions rather than being stuck in the 

status quo.  

Paul and his team learned to “read and adapt,” cooperating 

with their Divine Team-of-Three by varying their methods to 

whatever they encountered in culture (not their message).13 They 

flexed without compromising revealed truth since they did not 

hold onto religious or cultural baggage. Eventually, they turned 

the world upside down, one person at a time, from the inside out. 

Note at least three marks of this “older brother” ministry.  

1. Defines “success” through God’s lens (1-2) – Paul and the 

team had an unenviable track record in mission. They appeared to 

be huge failures…from society’s perspective. Persecution had 

driven them out of many previous cities, including Philippi. Jesus’ 

agile disciples will be out of sync with society and with our 

religious peers who hang onto the past.  

But the team had vision to redefine success in mission as God 

does. Faithfulness rather than visible results (“our visit…was not 
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a failure”) is God’s unwavering standard. And when we are 

faithful, we will see results…in His timing. Anyone can try. Paul 

and His team tried to the full extent of faithfulness. They 

courageously persevered because they were stewards furthering 

God’s purposes. Faithfulness is true success.14 Such Kingdom 

boldness and risk are the currency to expand the Kingdom. The 

team fused this Holy Spirit passion and perseverance together into 

true grit.  

With this tenacity at their core, they never missed a step, even 

in the face of suffering and insults. Nothing deflected them from 

confidence that God worked alongside them. Therefore, they 

could “dare” to pursue God’s course of planting local churches 

with the spiritual DNA to reproduce, even with defiant opposition. 

They began with the end in mind, with a flexible plan and ears 

attuned to the Spirit. 

2. Appeals without any need to manipulate (3, 5)15 – God’s 

ideals are written on the hearts of the lost as Echoes of a distant 

Voice.16 Their appeal was aimed at the consciences of others, 

trusting God to work. No hidden agendas. Their exhortation did 

not spring from error or impure motives. They never buttered 

them up or masked a secret heart of greediness. When we know 

who we are, with God backing His Gospel of Good News, who 

needs trickery. Jesus calls us to minister as He did. He stepped 

forward in compassion and empathy, and also talked straight. 

Both/And, full of both grace and truth (John 1:14). 

3. Seeks to please God alone (4, 6) – Soldiers in the Kingdom 

of God must be tried and trustworthy. As stewards of God, the 

treasure that we are entrusted with is beyond measuring. The team 

ministered to an “Audience of One” (or I like: “Three-in-One”) 

without a concern for how others viewed them. They were not 

man-pleasers who sought praise from others (Galatians 1:10). 

Ministry rises or falls here. Do we have this assurance that we are 

also “sent ones,” sent by our missionary Commander-in-Chief to 

penetrate our webs of influence, whether in our home, in our work 

environment or in our recreation?  

Yes, we are still in-process on a journey. Yes, God gives us 

space to grow. And also, grow with these markers clearly set 

before us.  
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A Nursing Mom 

(Compassionate Care, 2:7-9)  
The second picture is of a nursing mom, demonstrating 

compassionate care. It’s one of the most tender, intimate and 

close-up pictures imaginable. By contrast, try to imagine a nursing 

mom breast feeding from across the room, at a distance. No way! 

A mom eats healthy food. Digests it. The nutrients are then 

transferred into the milk that she gives to her infant, along with 

close, intimate touch, often accompanied by soothing words. This 

represents compassionate care, sensitive empathy, and models the 

gentler-edged traits necessary for healthy growth. Paul sketches 

out a few concrete responses and attitudes.  

1. Respond with gentleness and tenderness (7) –Some of the 

mother’s initial responses of unconditional love and acceptance, 

mercy and tenderness, set the tone for the journey of these 

spiritual children. This models the shepherd traits of our God 

(Isaiah 40:11) and our Lord (John 10:14-15 + 27-30).  

2. Express genuine affection (8a & d) – Perhaps for the first 

time, young believers experience genuine community care and 

intimate relationships in a world that marginalizes them. Since we 

abide in Christ and He in us, at the instant of salvation we were 

drawn into this Community-of-Three. It’s their tender compassion 

and interactive love for each other poured into us and given away 

to others, the same love with which the Father loved the Son (John 

17:26). Men, don’t be duped by society. It’s part of being fully 

human to provide the voice and touch to fulfill this yearning for 

authentic love and warm affection as a “nursing mom.”  

3. Minister life from God’s Word (8b) – Give them the best 

start possible by laying down a firm foundation of the “main & 

plain” from God’s Word. Keep it simple and focused. Scripture is 

their spiritual food. Help them learn to enjoy feeding themselves 

with a healthy diet, especially rapidly and repeatedly reading one 

key book after another, chapter after chapter.17  

4. Impart our own life in Christ (8c) – Jesus called His 

disciples to a life-on-life relationship: “Follow Me.” Paul also 

said “follow me as I follow Christ.” We can only impart our own 

lives up-close-and-personal.  
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5. Work hard to make disciples (9) – We all expended the 

twenty-four hours of time we were gifted with yesterday. Sacrific 

to free up time to make ourselves available for people. Setting 

priorities is a choice. Our determined effort and hard work 

connects us together with God’s abundant resources in the high 

calling of changing lives. And this is one of the clear-cut 

commands that God gives us, to “make disciples of all people 

groups” (Matthew 28:19-10). 

A nursing mom with deep compassion and life-on-life care is 

crucial to lay the first cycle of spiritual development, a “beloved 

child.”18 However, what would you think as a parent if your 

sixteen year old still needed breast milk as her main sustenance? 

The “meet my need” of the first cycle must develop into “serve 

others” of the 2nd cycle. Paul sketches out a coaching dad as 

values and skills crucial to keep on growing. 

A Supportive Dad 

(Challenging Coach, 2:10-13) 
A supportive dad is important in each cycle of spiritual 

development, responding as a challenging coach, drawing them 

toward their highest and best.19 The ultimate value of this 

particular ministry, though, may kick in later on our spiritual 

journey, beyond the “beloved child” cycle, becoming more 

noticeable as the disciple matures.  

1. Model an authentic spirituality (10) – Character and 

spiritual integrity sharpens whatever is passed on since modeling 

is such a powerful way to teach. More is always caught than 

taught, especially early on in a young believer’s growth. Make it a 

priority to continue to grow our own lives, modeling a harmony 

between what we say and what we do.  

2. Honor each as a unique, treasured child (11) – Recognize 

and draw out their individualized inner beauty. “Each of you” 

points to uniqueness as we deal with each as a one-of-a-kind 

treasure, an image-bearer of our God, valued beyond 

measurement. As in raising children, if we treat each the same, we 

will be treating them unfairly.20 
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3. Challenge to meet needs in a variety of ways  (12a) – This 

series of three words suggests that they give us permission to 

speak into their lives whatever values and boundaries are 

necessary “on the spot” on their journey, like a good Barnabas.21 

In our society today, many either blast with outrage or default to 

hiding under “everything is OK.” Unfortunately, this has slipped 

into the church. A good coach must face Reality squarely, 

speaking candidly for the good of those she/he coaches. Direct, 

yet with kindness aimed to help. L-shaped listening (vertically to 

God and horizontally to people) opens us up as coaching dads in 

LifeChange groups: 

 Challenge them (“encouraging”) “Yes you can!” 

 Whisper inspiration to them (“comforting”) “Yes you’re 

OK!” 

 Bear personal testimony to them (“urging”) “Yes you 

must!” 

4. Challenge them to the high adventure of Kingdom life (12b) 

– These young believers had experienced some of the visible signs 

and power of the Kingdom as they evangelized (“with power, with 

the Holy Spirit and with deep conviction…”, 1:5). Consistently 

remind God’s people of our high calling to this heroic Kingdom 

adventure. It’s too easy to settle like Abraham’s nephew, Lot, 

forgetting who we are as God’s image-bearers.  

What is this high calling for these brand new Christians…and 

for us today? “Live lives worthy of God, who calls you into his 

kingdom and glory.” Jesus’ epic adventure has a bias toward 

engaging, which is great gain. Paul knew if these young disciples 

were left only with information, we would all experience 

monumental loss. Paul and his team dialed up the boldness and 

risk so knowledge would not lie dormant. May this Jesus-focused 

life seize our hearts, moving us to live beyond our comfort with 

boldness and risk in our everyday journey. 

Note: this relational, Triune God reveals Himself both through 

His Family community (the object of much of this letter) and His 

Kingdom army.22 The concepts of God’s Kingdom and God’s 

glory are monumental and life-impacting, but too vast to deal with 

here.23 What I want to drive home, though, is this. When was the 

last time we thought deeply on God’s eternal call on our lives? 
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Paul wants us to keep this destiny as our daily focus, called “into 

his kingdom and glory.” Pass-it-along. 

5. Stir them to value God’s Word (13) – Unless Scripture is a 

vital, integral part of our strategy as Change-Agents to make 

disciples, those we relate with will never reach their God-given 

destiny. We can accomplish other good ends when we meet. But 

the highest and best for sustained, long term growth is relational, 

biblical and intentional (Both/And/And from chapter one). When 

all three intersect, they release Trinitarian-life to the max, eternal 

life, through the ministry of the Spirit. God’s Word is not 

optional, but essential in every aspect of growth. Don’t handicap 

our spiritual children.  

Summary: Some want to view only those who sit beside you 

with compassion “safe” in tough times. Not even a “nursing 

mom” only sits. Paul describes a holistic ministry flowing from 

character through compassion and including the love of a person 

willing to challenge us. Don’t settle for the world’s definition of 

“safe,” especially since the only truly “safe” one is God Himself. 

Paul reflected Jesus’ heart, sacrificial ministry out of 

character-based responses of faith, love and hope. The older 

brother’s responses flowed out of mature character, deeply rooted 

in who God is and His call (faith). The nursing mom ministered 

out of a gentle heart of compassion and care, willing sacrificing 

her own life to grow her children up (love). The challenging father 

would not let his children settle, ministering to them as unique 

individuals with a vision for the future (hope). 

Jesus’ Wider-&-Deeper Ministry  
Again, focus on the three family-related roles in this chapter 

since Paul has community in the Family of God in mind here as 

the focus of intentional ministry. Although we must raise up each 

child as a unique, one-of-a-kind treasure, we all still have a 

common spiritual DNA that God wants each to learn. As we 

consistently live out of this DNA, we gain insight into the specific 

and unique destiny for which God designed and called us. This is 

a get-to since Jesus has captured our hearts and revolutionized our 

lives. 
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As I disciple, my aim is Jesus’ development plan for character 

and His tiers for ministry training. Both/And. This ongoing 

process of lifelong life-learning is both wider-&-deeper. It 

provides a broad, practical approach to training God’s people. It’s 

reproducible any time in any culture and avoids wild pendulum 

swings. So, where are we in our spiritual developmental stage?24 

 If a young “beloved child,” focus on the ABC’s of spiritual 

value/ worth; acceptance because we are fully forgiven, 

belonging in the Father’s initiating first-love, and 

competence as we join Jesus in His mission. 

 If a “tweener” as a “beloved child,” keep deepening our 

trust in the Father’s initiating love and forgiveness, and 

explore a variety of ministries to discover what God’s 

intent for you is. 

 If a “servant-warrior,” develop advanced skills in the 

arena to which God has called you in this season. 

 If a “spiritual grandpa,” give it away freely to others. 

WIDER: “Come & See” lasted only four or five months for 

Jesus’ initial disciples (although later the “crowds” took this 

place). Jesus introduced them to Himself and to His ministry by 

simply inviting them to “come and see.” An inviting, welcoming 

response stands center-stage. Hang out with this mixed, 

permeable, open, lower commitment group. Since ministry is light 

from this level of disciples during this tier, growing buy-in is 

evidenced when they begin to invite their network of friends to 

also “come & see.”  

At the end of this brief period, Jesus sent His followers home 

to carefully weigh the cost of increased commitment. “Come & 

See” is wider, delivery and pediatrics as a mid-wife since they are 

not yet ready for too much responsibility. This open-edged, 

inclusive aspect of a fait-community is one essential prong. 

Essential, necessary. Don’t allow them to settle in wider. 

TRANSITIONAL: Before Jesus could move on to the second 

tier, “Come & Be with Me,” Jesus did remedial work with them. 

The nation of Israel at the time was gripped by religious traditions 

beyond Scripture, like a rigid, old wineskin (Mark 2:22). Before 

His early disciples would be free to learn the new, they had to 

unlearn, breaking of resistant religious traditions (Mark 7:5-13). 
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Jesus’ aim then, and now, is to prepare an army to reach the ends 

of the earth. Such an army must learn to be flexible from a solid 

baseline of truth. So Jesus’ transitional training is a 9-month 

“Come & Follow Me” bridge-tier transitioning between “Come & 

See” (wider) and “Come & Be with Me” (deeper).25 

By contrast, in 1 Thessalonians 1 the new converts seemed to 

immediately leap across this tier, directly into the deeper of Jesus’ 

“Come & Be with Me.” All Macedonia and Achaia heard the 

Good News from these new converts in the first month. 

DEEPER: This is a closed primary group so Jesus could pass 

along hands-on teaching and training. Jesus was a wise trainer, 

assessing the capacity of His disciples, giving them what they 

could assimilate. Jesus built more deeply into their lives because 

of growing commitment on their part. More training time comes 

through higher commitment.  

Those Jesus invited either accepted or declined. Jesus loved 

and cared for the less committed ones in “Come & See” and in 

“Come & Follow Me,” yet invested Himself fully into those who 

said “yes” to His higher, all-in commitment.  

This is not an artificial distinction, but one solely determined 

by the depth of commitment in each follower of Jesus. The deeper 

ministry took spiritual beloved children and grew them into 

spiritual  young adults who became strongly reliant on Him, chose 

Scripture as their comfortable home, and overcame evil as a 

pattern of life as they heard God’s voice and responded (compare 

1 John 2:14, “young men” or “servant-warriors”).  

Jesus also dignified anyone who said “no” by never 

demeaning or pressuring. He trusted His Father to draw people to 

Himself in the deeper aspect of “Come & Be with Me.” Jesus also 

never lowered His “bar” for “Come & Be with Me” discipleship. 

He needed seasoned, agile disciples to carry out His worldwide 

campaign, and so continued to develop the few with the end in 

mind to reach the many (“Go & Multiply Together”).26  

Jesus “focused on the few to reach the many.” Both wider and 

deeper. The world is always on Jesus’ heart, although He first 

needs to gather a few friends in close to prepare them as agile 

followers.  
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In 1 Thessalonians chapter 1, within the first 3-4 weeks, those 

new believers trumpeted the Good News far and wide, throughout 

Macedonia and Achaea. How could these disciples have been so 

fruitful in one month, when Jesus took almost three years? Let me 

share a few thoughts with the caveat that I’m only attempting to 

identify a few key elements for a lens for us in the 21st century. 

1. Season of the Spirit: 1 Thess was post Pentecost, and 

apparently in the midst of a powerful outpouring of the Spirit. 

Assess our expectation by asking: “Are we in a season of an 

outpouring of the Spirit or more of a steady drizzle?” Both are 

good; both will soak us as long as we abide.27 

2. Team to Model: Paul, Timothy and Silas modeled healthy 

interpersonalrelationships and godly character (1:6), and Jesus 

was working towards developing teams in groups of four. 

3. Wholehearted Allegiance to our Team-of-Three. Althugh these 

new converts were very much still in process, they were all-in. 

4. Level of Attachment to Religious Traditions or Legalism. Jesus 

worked with a group of men chained in these.28 

I picture Paul and his team pulling out a spiritual “seed” (see 

chapter four) in the evening and sending them out to pass this 

“seed” along naturally in their lives the next day. When they 

returned in the evening, they debriefed what they experienced, and 

the team taught in that, repeating the cycle. They did not know 

much yet, but they obediently passed along what they did know. 

Character takes time; spiritualty happens whenever we do 

what we know. 

Rapid personal growth coupled with fruitful ministry. 

Now What? 
All of us minister in each of the three roles (brother, mom, 

dad) for the health of the spiritual children we raise. Both wider 

and deeper. What is the fruit of an apple? An orchard.  

Who around you is busy multiplying more spiritual moms & 

pops?  

What part are you playing?29 

S-T-U-D-Y 1 Thessalonians 2:1-14 



 

 

3. God Is a Big But! 

“Why me?” “Why now?”  

Have you ever heard these questions voiced in the midst of a 

gnarly trial? Maybe even by you at a tragic or crushing time or in 

a season of confusion or pain?  

Often we have a mistaken view of the Christian life, that it 

should be effortless. A smooth journey. Always exciting and 

happy. Free from rough waters. Always full of an exhilarating 

rush. When we chase this lie, we forfeit Jesus’ joy that could be 

ours in the midst of tough times. Jesus invites us to enter into 

these moments with Him, to experience life like He does. 

Authentic joy stings at times. 

Paul wrote 1 Thessalonians to brand-new Christians to teach 

these young Christians a new perspective on life that raises the 

question “Why not me?” Of all the people in the world, God’s 

people are the ones who have access to what is most needed to 

grow through trials. We flourish as we lean into the presence of 

our intrinsically good and compassionate God, and also His caring 

people.  

Who is better outfitted to shoulder trials?  

I was chatting with a friend before a service about the faith-

stretching life-issues she was experiencing. She was responding so 

well to these tough times and I blurted out, “God is a big but!”  

Her shocked look demanded an explanation.  

Ephesians 2:1-3, for instance, talks about the hopelessness of 

mankind without God. Verse 4 begins “BUT God, being rich in 

mercy, because of the great love with which he loved us….” 

Throughout Scripture, “but God” looms large as God’s antidote 

for guilt and shame, for fear and death. We are pointed again and 

again in trials to the generous Community-God, the greatness and 

goodness of His generous presence and His extravagant resources.  

“But God…” releases joy in trials. Unfortunately, post-

Genesis 3, pain is part of the process. God has big plans for us and 

uses everything to move us towards are highest good (Romans 

8:28). He wants to move us from our design toward our destiny. 

We get to His call or destiny for us through problems. Since we 
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cannot solve the problem by operating on the same level from 

which the problem arose, God must expand our spiritual vision. 

One powerful way to increase our faith is to bring abundance out 

of chaos (Philippians 1:29-30). If we choose to dodge the chaos, 

we will miss great possibilities since His promises are often 

disguised as problems.  

Overview of 1 Thessalonians 2:14-3:13  
Let me give a quick walk-through to lay out the flow of this 

life-releasing passage in 1 Thessalonians 2:14-3:13. How can we 

grow and thrive together in the midst of trials? In their first three 

weeks of new life in Christ, Paul laid out a healthy theology of 

pain and suffering. Trials add perseverance to our Holy Spirit 

generated passion. This true grit allows us to walk in trials with 

joy.  

Is this surprising to you?  

If we do not grasp how God will use bad for our ultimate 

good, we will stumble on our journey. Jesus clearly taught His 

disciples in advance so they would not stumble (John 16:1). Paul 

followed his Master by teaching a healthy, life-releasing theology 

of pain and suffering, loss and delay, confusion and uncertainty, 

change and transition. All these are part of our Christian 

experience of growth. Our good Father is not into pain, but 

change. 

Paul briefly reminds these young believers that He can use bad 

things to bring about good in us…if we lean into Him. Pain may 

slingshot us toward increased growth as we draw on the following 

five community-based sources of strength in partnership with the 

Spirit. Keep in mind that the two greatest resources are our 

Community-God, Father Son and Spirit, and our faith-community. 

Fellowship or koinonia with this Family brings fullness of joy (1 

John 1:3-4). Our independence will be stripped and replaced by 

interdependence (which, by the way, is good) as we grow in the 

midst of trials. Which of these five are most important for you 

today? As we respond in trials, we gain perspective and grow…  

 Through mature models (2:14-16): Imitate those more 

mature churches and believers who have experienced 
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similar hardships. We have lots to learn from others. 

Observe the positive responses from others and apply 

constructively to our lives. Connected relationship in a 

caring faith-community is key. 

 Through authentic affirmation (2:17-20): Feel Paul’s 

relational agony in the words: “torn away from his 

friends.” Paul is aware of how powerful koinonia is. He 

shares his heart for them, honest, authentic, 

affirming…reflecting God’s own heart for each of us. 

Never bash friends in their trials. How would you respond 

if a significant person spoke these words over you in a 

tough season of your life? Healing, affirming words shatter 

our false identity that shouts: “I don’t measure up!” 

 Through teaching on trials (3:1-5): Paul had already 

reminded them often that they would experience tough 

trials. Now Paul sent Tim back to give them his strength in 

the midst of these trials. This concept of spiritual growth 

through trials must be developed early in the lives of 

disciples and reviewed often.  

 Through fostering faith (3:6-9): Paul rejoices because they 

are standing together as one, firm in their faith in the Lord. 

If any one trait stands our as central in trials, it’s to deepen 

and strengthen faith. Faith focuses on what is not seen. 

Through healthy responses, priorities are clarified as faith 

matures.1 

 Through persistent prayer (3:10-13): In prayer, Paul taps 

into the bigger picture of who God is and what God is 

doing. The “Father himself and our Lord Jesus Christ” 

are at the heart of the solution (along with the Spirit, see  

1 Thessalonians 1:6). Trials tend to close us up like a turtle 

in its shell. In this God-exalting, community-oriented 

prayer, Paul opens them up to something grander and far 

better to release resources from our extravagant God. We 

must live for something beyond ourselves. God’s presence, 

increased love and the return of Jesus Christ in glory (our 

Living Hope) are all fully available.  

Since we find joy in almost every NT passage along with 

trials, pain, and suffering, how does a compassionate God view 
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suffering?2 All these can be a clarion call to reevaluate and deepen 

our values and beliefs, our priorities and practices, experiences for 

our highest and best. These then strengthen our core and nudge us 

out of our comfort zone.  

God uses tough times to expose what is out of alignment. For 

instance, if my car is out of alignment, I barely notice it when I’m 

driving slowly. However, when I drive fast, I know I need to bring 

my vehicle into a good mechanic. At the least, trials should move 

us to make an appointment with the divine Mechanic and ask if 

something is out of alignment with His original design.  

And when we see with perspective, we begin to grasp that God 

has already fully prepared everything we need for the trial. The 

enemy may us circumstances and people to push and shove us 

backwards, one stumbling step after another. We may feel undone, 

until our enemy pushes once more…and we find ourselves on the 

catapult pad, ready for God to launch us far beyond where we 

could go without the enemies “help.” Development discernment. 

Like a Mother Eagle 
My wife, Fran, just reminded me of the picture of a mother 

eagle stirring up the nest of its eaglets to fulfill their eagle-destiny. 

The eaglets in the nest may not know it yet, but they are eagles. 

No other bird is quite like an eagle. The 

eaglets have been uniquely designed for a 

soaring destiny, yet are presently content to 

settle into the comfort of their softly lined 

nest. The time arrives (God’s timing is 

impeccable) when the mother eagle stirs up the nest, removing the 

soft covering and exposing the sharp edges that poke and prod. 

Once the nest was safe, warm and comfortable. Now it’s become 

painful to settle here.  

Why would a caring momma bird do such a thing? The 

eaglets’ soaring-destiny is at-risk! Mama arouses and awakens the 

eaglets to choose the risk at the edge of the nest rather than their 

current comfort and safety so they learn who they are. They are 

called to a soaring destiny. 

Now the mother eagle hovers over its young, flapping its 

wings until one eaglet launches itself over the side to learn to fly. 
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If the eaglet fails in its first attempt, mom swoops beneath the 

fluttering youngster and carries it on her wings, repeating the 

process until the eaglet soars. Soaring is the eaglet’s destiny, not 

chirping in the safety of its nest.  

Is our Father stirring up your warm and comfortable lifestyle 

in any area in order to release your soaring destiny?  3 He wants 

you to know who you are and your far-reaching destiny. I wonder 

if Jesus gave us the Comforter, the Holy Spirit (John 14:14, KJV 

translation), because He knew He would make us uncomfortable. 

And, please, friends, don’t swallow the half-truth, “Trials 

cause growth.” Trials expose Reality. Tough times strip us to the 

essentials and make us more willing to change. They do not 

automatically bring about growth. Growth depends upon our 

obedient response to partner with God’s initiative (I call these 

“transforming responses”).  

Take stock. Develop self-awareness in God’s presence. Our 

response depends on our perspective. Christians are not 

masochists, loving trials. Actually, I still think the process stinks. I 

value relationship with God so highly, though, that I push 

through…often with joy after my initial irritation. The end 

purpose is for God’s people to hear the caring voice of the 

relational, Triune God singing love songs over us (Zechariah 

3:17). Feel the nurturing touch of the Good Shepherd as He draws 

us deeper into their Triune Community. 

Persecution forced Paul and the team to leave after a three-

week ministry. 1 Thessalonians is Paul’s disciple-making strategy 

written back to these young Christians. It encourages them to 

continue to live life with the Trinity as their laser focal point and 

to pass it along passionately to others, regardless of 

circumstances. Living means change.4 Change requires that we let 

go of something before we gain another. Yes, feel the loss, which 

occurs before the transition into the gain. Admit the pain and 

confusion. And also turn quickly to God and the gain He brings 

rather than marinating in your pain and loss. 1 Thessalonians 

models this. 

Why is this expectant hope so vital for these young followers 

of Jesus and for us? Every chapter in 1 Thessalonians ends with a 

mention of the Second Coming of Christ (yes, He will return in 
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even greater power, our “living hope”). This certainty provides 

stability, develops perseverance and discipline, and releases 

perspective in times of turmoil. Responding well to trials adds 

perseverance to Holy Spirit given passion so we live out of true 

grit, a key to flourishing life. No matter how gnarly it may get 

here in “this evil age,” the living hope of Jesus’ return in majesty 

and power has always supplied Jesus-people with “staying 

power.” Live in hope. The moment we lose our expectant 

confidence in the future, we are doomed to being dominated by 

trials, attacked by anxiety and/or overwhelmed by hopelessness, 

fear and lies like: “I don’t measure up.” “I’m not enough.” “I’m 

just broken.” 

After Paul left to pursue other ministry, the false teachers 

stepped up the heat with these new converts. The longing gaze 

toward His soon-coming tapped into Jesus’ treasure of heroic 

endurance and self-control, tenacity and resiliency. Therefore, 

with our laser-focus on our Community-God, not on trials, we stay 

actively engaged with Him and with each other. This life-focus 

presents the opportunity for us to grow beyond ourselves, even in 

trials.  

We become what we behold. 

How Can a Good God…?  
Can God really use trials for our best?  

You bet He can! In fact, He longs for us to see His goodness 

by faith in the midst of trials. Every event is filtered through 

God’s hands. Not that He is the source, but that He filters even the 

most horrific event so it will work for our good in some way. As 

an illustration, how are pearls formed? An irritating foreign 

substance (like a grain of sand) invades an oyster’s shell. The 

oyster’s God-given protective device secretes what will become a 

priceless pearl. As God’s beloved people, we have the power to 

choose to stimulate “pearl-making” within us in trials. God loves 

us so much that He is always committed to polishing His precious 

pearls.  

Our Team-of-Three desires to release His highest and best in 

us, even if it comes through the pathway of conflict and suffering. 
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Paul was writing to men and women who were suffering hard 

times and trials in their own lives. They were baffled. Battling. 

Confused. Maybe even doubting, anxious. How could they 

reconcile tough times with God’s great promises and His 

marvelous character? 

And we know that in all things God works for the good of 

those who love him, who have been called according to 

his purpose (Rom 8:28).  

God does not make evil into good. He cannot. He does, 

however, use the whole range of events for our personal and 

ministry good, even evil events initiated by Satan’s henchmen, as 

we lean into Him. God is unwilling to compromise our best, no 

matter how much it hurts. Like a great parent, He loves us too 

much to do otherwise. The pain is not good. Don’t fall into that 

trap. “But God” brings about good results since He is a good God.  

Can you hear your own story line here?  

Do despair and hopelessness, a feeling of being overwhelmed, 

sometimes appear more real than God’s promises when suffering 

hits?5 

I want to give you a sure, conquering hope. No matter how 

destructive or devastating you believe your past has been, nothing 

spiritually irredeemable has happened to you or me or can ever 

happen. Why? Because this good God is both willing and able to 

help and support, bless and transform…in His timing. You can 

trust Him to use this all for good in you. Trust Him completely. 

Always!  

Seeking to comprehend a complete explanation about this 

Triune God, Father, Son and Spirit, bankrupts our mental ability 

to grasp. The experience of His relational presence ravishes our 

hearts, especially in the midst of painful trials. Press in to Him. Is 

His relational presence sufficient for the particular trial you are 

experiencing at the moment?  

Long-Range Purpose  
Sounds strange to our ears, doesn’t it?  
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Let me clarify how God uses trials in me. In trials, the tidal 

wave of despair and hopelessness crashes over me when my self-

absorbed responses or my personal agenda, my mind or my 

emotions, have taken control. I have lost the conscious assurance 

of God’s overriding care and presence. “Lit’l god Jim” takes 

control.  

I shove to the back of my mind that God created me for an 

eternal relationship with Him. Because our individualistic, self-

referenced view plagues our lives, we focus on our circumstances, 

on our confusion, on our doubts, on our lost pleasures, on our lack 

of mental peace or despair, on what we want, on ourselves rather 

than on God. We reference life primarily through the lens of 

“How does this affect me?” We jump quickly to the “Why?” 

questions (“Why me?” “Why now?” “Why this?”). We then end 

up in a pity-party or dressing in our martyr garb. 

“The winds shift, even as the Source of the wind remains 

stable. We cannot control the wind, but we can adjust our 

sails.”6 

One purpose of trials is to keep us from becoming a Bonsai 

Tree. These well manicured trees are fascinating. A great deal of 

sincere, creative effort is expended to tend to the tree, little of 

which fulfills the tree’s genetic destiny. The Bonsai Tree remains 

stunted, planted in a small pot so its roots are cramped. This 

limited space inhibits a Bonsai Tree from growing to fulfill the 

expansive destiny of its genetic programming. Ah, but take the 

plant out of the pot and plant it in a lush garden where its root 

structure can grow to draw sufficient nutrients from soil teeming 

with life. Then it will flourish, finally fulfilling its genetic destiny. 

For every Christian, this fertile soil is a Big-God focus.  

Many Christians seem to resemble these stunted trees. Nice, 

well-manicured, enjoyable, but stunted. Our self-focus siphons off 

our ability to partner together with His tri-normous resources for 

life. Listen to our inner self-talk in the midst of personal attack. 

Trials present a powerful temptation to cut short God’s patient 

process and scurry to attractive counterfeits. Instead, seize the 

great opportunity to shatter the cramped pots in our lives. You 

must choose to use your pain to strengthen you. 
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Where are you in the process of embracing this paradoxical 

tension?  

“Our Christian journey is so far outside our comfort zone, 

yet we know that is where we grow and change best.” 

Trials help us to “know what we don’t know.”7 God has a plan 

in the midst of trials. My son-on-law, Travis, tells of skiing with 

his eight year old son, Levi. Levi is a superb athlete, but didn’t 

have it that day on the slopes. He fell once too often, and 

responded, “I’m done!” Travis approached him and kindly, yet 

firmly said, “No you’re not, Levi. Get up.” Levi got up and skied 

the rest of the day. In the car driving home, Levi said, “Dad, 

thanks for making me get up. I had the best day of my life!” That’s 

it! God tells us to “get up” because He knows we have the 

stuff...together with Him. Don’t miss the “best days.”  

When we walk with our Shepherd, we lack nothing (Psalm 

23:1), although at times it feels quite different. Even in the 

darkened valley of the shadow of death, He is with us (Psalm 

23:4). I heard a song yesterday with the line “He gives and He 

takes away.” When you hear or sing these lyrics, what is your first 

thought, more the first thought below or the second? 

 “God gives for my best, but He also takes away and that 

stinks.” 

 “God gives for my best and He also takes away for my 

best.” 

God never lets go of His passionate yearning for deeper 

intimacy. He can only do us good because He is good. He loves us 

and is always there for us. Mike, my son, was throwing his two-

year old Andrew high up in the air in the pool. He let Andrew go 

just under the water, then snatched him up. It was on the edge for 

Andrew, but he kept smiling and asking for more. After one of the 

numerous throws, Andrew said to his dad, “You…always…give 

me a kiss…and grab me.”  

That’s it! When we are under the water of trials, our heavenly 

Father always gives us a kiss and grabs us. Can you feel the 

warmth of the Father’s kiss on your cheek and the strength of His 

powerful arms around you? Wait in His presence.  
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It Matters HOW We Hear 

Four Soils of Your Heart…& Mine 
I had read the Gospel of Mark numerous times. This morning I 

was stunned by Mark 4:13! Jesus told His disciples, “If you don’t 

understand this one parable, how can you understand any?” What 

great importance Jesus places on this one parable. Why? 

Somehow it must be at the center-core of God’s call on our lives. I 

dug in to discover the “why.” 

It’s crucial how we listen as we study Scripture. As an 

illustration, look at the parable of the four soils in Mark 4. Jesus 

finishes the parable by calling His disciples to listen attentively 

(4:9). When His disciples were alone with Jesus, He took the 

initiative to explain the parable (His way of training them after the 

“basics”). This parable is so crucial that Jesus explained: if His 

disciples have difficulty understanding this, how could they 

understand any teaching (4:14)? The seed is the Word of God 

sown into people, with four different conditions of their heart in 

this particular season based on response. God’s Word, His Love-

letter to us, is sown: 

First, along a trampled path. Over the years, the enemy of our 

soul has incited people to trample on hearts. Jesus says that Satan 

comes and snatches away the Word as soon as they hear, before it 

germinates. 

Second, on shallow soil where the rock beneath the thin layer 

of soil has not been broken up to allow the roots to sink deeply. 

They initially receive the Word with joy, but quickly turn away 

when hard times come. 

Third, on distracted soil. The soil is fertile and so bears fruit. 

Fruit is quickly choked though by three very common practices in 

our society. The worries of this life; the deceitfulness of wealth; 

the desires for other things. Fertile soil will grow more than just 

good seed. 

Fourth, on fruitful soil. They have prepared their hearts to hear 

and accept, respond and retain, thus producing a flourishing crop 

of fruitful increase. 

What is the state of your heart as you approach God’s Word? 

Which one soil best represents your heart today? ____________  
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Trampled Soil: Satan immediately comes alongside and they 

listen to Satan’s whispered lies. Our trampled hearts sound a bit 

like this: “You will never understand this.” “Others maybe; not 

you” “You are not enough.” “You don’t measure up.” 

Shallow Soil: Have you allowed the tough times of your past 

or present life to make you bitter or better? We all experience the 

hot water of trials…none are exempt. Place an egg, potato and 

coffee beans in the same hot water and one hardens, one softens 

and one releases flavor. What is the state of your heart? Has it 

been cultivated and prepared for a rich harvest by good responses 

to tough times? 

Distracted Soil: Is your life full of worries about tomorrow, 

chasing after wealth and a desire to have more stuff than you now 

have? These very common societal goals will crowd out the Word 

of God in our hearts so truth does not have room to flourish in us. 

Fruitful Soil: This is what Jesus is after, a life that produces a 

30-, 60- and even 100-fold increase in what He sows. God’s grace 

provides what is necessary for us to be able to respond quickly. 

Your Response: God seeks wholehearted followers. It’s just 

not enough to know Scripture if we do not respond with obedience 

of faith. Now, dialog together in your small discipleship group.8 

What steps could you take next? Perhaps consider some of the 

choices I list below, but don’t attempt to change on your own. We 

need a small group of believers to surround us, ones who know 

and love us, in order to live powerful lives for Christ. 

If trampled soil, the devil only has the power over you that 

you yield to him. Confess the power you have given Satan and his 

minions in your inner life, whether the entry point was a one-time 

traumatic event or choices over time. Jesus is King! Jesus has 

delegated His regal authority to you. Use it. Change allegiance 

with a desperate longing to live to an audience of Three-in-One. 

Jesus has the right to rule in your life…now. A good place to 

begin is to spend time in the Psalms cultivating your inner heart 

for the Lord. 

If shallow soil, begin with a robust commitment to study 

God’s Word with a heart to do it. Read and reread key books in 

the New Testament as a foundation. I have provided a number of 

“DiscipleMaking Companions” to support you here.9 I have 
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written eight 5-week”DscipleMaking Companions” to begin this 

process. For instance, can you walk through in your mind Paul’s 

flow of thought in Ephesians, Philippians, 1 Thessalonians or 

Mark, four key NT books? God’s Word is a hammer, breaking 

those boulders and a fire burning up the chaff to make room for 

fruit. “Fast” those things that rob time from what is essential, 

whether for you it’s internet surfing, electronic games, partying, 

or working or working out long hours. Focus on deepening the 

soil of your heart, particularly what the New Testament teaches on 

the benefits of trials.10 

If distracted soil, make a deliberate choice to change your 

lifestyle. This could be hard, and may include digging out of debt. 

Begin with a thorough and honest inventory (your SmallGroup 

can be a large help here by asking frank questions). The key is: 

bring into the light what dampens life and refocus on what you 

believe down deep will bring authentic, rewarding life. Is 

Christianity for you mostly for Sundays, which frees you to 

pursue “real life” during the week (which is actually a 

counterfeit)? Those we hang out with will exert a powerful 

influence on our lives. If your peers pull you down, “fast” time 

with them for a while until your heart has been cultivated to value 

life indeed. Break the lies and replace with Reality. 

If fruitful soil, continue to cultivate the soil towards ever more 

fruitful soil. Hear the Word, accept it, and respond, producing a 

fruitful crop from 30-fold to 60-fold to 100-fold. 

Dame Sorrow  
How does our Community-God free us from the barnacles of 

our self-referenced life so we willingly embrace more of His 

eternal plan? How does He turn sorrow and grief, evil and pain, 

into good for us?  

God must change our vision so we can look through the veil of 

the physical into the real character of events. Author George 

McDonald picturesquely describes sorrows flowing out of trials 

like a woman. “Dame Sorrow” has carefully veiled her face. As 

she wanders around the town, most of the folk abhor her as ugly 

and shun her as the bad element of town. But to a few she 
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personally lifts her veil to reveal the truth…a radiant, dazzling 

beauty beyond description! These few have the privilege to gaze a 

lifelong at her startling, hidden beauty.  

Trials point us to the God-created Eden-passion at the core of 

our spiritual journey. The desire for intimacy to truly know and be 

known. The longing for heroic adventure that requires our all to 

help others toward their highest. The yearning for friends who see 

our inner beauty and accept us as we are, while challenging us to 

liberate our potential beyond the seeming constraints of our today. 

Any religion that ignores this dynamic creation-passion quickly 

degenerates into mere moralism or short-lived, pleasure-seeking. 

“Dame Sorrow” ushers us more deeply into these creation-

passions, while exposing the clever counterfeits the enemy 

scatters around.  

Have you had the veil lifted yet to “Dame Sorrow”? Can we 

look the gnarliest trial in the face, without sugar-coating it, and 

know: “This trial will somehow show how good God is…to me”? 

Do we see the dazzling beauty of “Dame Sorrow” in the midst of 

trials because a good God actively has our eternal best on His 

heart? Begin now to know her sparkling beauty. God disguises 

these growth opportunities to look like crushing events and 

irritating people. 

God has His good plan for our best. Trials or suffering return 

us to the same battleground on which Eve and Adam fought in 

Genesis 3. “Is my God good to me in this situation?” He will not 

relinquish our best. Out of tumult comes freedom. Trials bring us 

to a “Y” in our journey. One choice leads towards intimacy and 

deepening friendship and fruitfulness.11 

Despite my feelings to the contrary, despite my intense pain, 

regardless of my sight as I interpret crushing circumstances 

through my distorted lens, will I trust myself or will I trust the 

intrinsically good God who has never, ever betrayed any trust? Do 

I see His goodness by faith in the midst of trials, before seeing a 

solution or a way out? Have I been overwhelmed yet by the inner, 

hidden beauty of “Dame Sorrow?” 

“In a way that defies analysis, God is able to bring good 

out of evil. He awaits only my confidence in him to turn 
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suffering into a knife to carve away moral cancer….In 

suffering then, I give thanks.”12 

Our Family-of-Three, Father, Son and Spirit, longs to 

reawaken us to a divine Person alive within. He does this as we 

relate with Him by turning to Him, quickly and often, first and 

foremost. No matter what our thoughts or feelings, bring these to 

our God who loves us so deeply (after all, He already knows our 

every thought!) The Trinity is the moment-by-moment object of 

our responsive faith. Then, in His timing, we will partner together 

to deal with our inner resistors that short-circuit His power and 

love, even those we are unaware of.  

The sequence is vital.13  

Learn from Jesus 
Although Jesus was the perfect Son, the Father made Him 

“perfect through suffering” so Jesus “learned obedience from 

what he suffered” (Hebrews 2:10; 5:8), oh mystery of mysteries. 

In some way that is beyond sin (Jesus was without sin), the Father 

has chosen to use suffering to accomplish in us what could never 

be accomplished any other way. Embracing adversity develops 

inner strength. Frank Laubach, missionary in the Philippines 

during the 1930’s, was reflecting on this pathway to a new 

closeness enjoying the presence of God.  

“Ah, I know now that it was by cutting the very heart of my 

heart and by suffering. Somebody was telling me this 

week that nobody can make a violin speak the last depths 

of human longing until that soul has been made tender by 

some great anguish. I do not say it is the only way to the 

heart of God, but I must witness that it has opened an 

inner shrine for me which I never entered before.”14 

Do we view trials as opportunities to enter into God’s inner 

shrine? God designed His image-bearers to be blessed (Genesis 

1:28 and Ephesians 1:3, among many others). Anything less is a 

temporary exception, an abnormality (although look through 

God’s eyes). Often though we are initially blinded to the generous 

blessings of God through difficult circumstances. We need Spirit-
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generated insight from the Lord to recalibrate our thinking here or 

we will overlook the treasure that God intends for us to have in 

the darkened valley of the shadow of death.  

Do you remember what it was like being born?  

Probably not, but I’ll bet your mom does. The whole process 

would be much nicer without the stage known as transition. 

Transition is the most grueling, intense, demanding, and painful 

part…and also the most productive. What was true during our 

initial entry into daylight continues as we mature. Times of 

transition into change are some of the most challenging periods on 

our journey. If we are unwilling to endure them, we will remain in 

the “birth canal” of transition and pain. We forfeit the light at the 

end, which leads to character formation, broader ministry, and 

deepening sonship.  

“We human beings were brought into being to participate 

with God in that us-ness. It is almost too good to be 

true…to participate in the inner life of the 

Trinity!...Because of the work of the Son on the cross, 

and because of the re-generating work of the Holy Spirit 

in our hearts, you and I who say yes to Jesus as Savior 

and Lord are adopted by the Father into the Trinitarian 

Family. We become real sons and daughters in 

relationship.”15 

When we say “yes,” we come home. Trials do not necessarily 

mean “something must be wrong with me.” Scripture depicts at 

least four types of trials. Only one is because I messed up.16 Also, 

“I need to escape to pleasant times” is the enemy’s counterfeit 

plan. Our highest good is not ease or clarity, being understood, or 

freedom from disappointments and loss (we are also not 

masochists who enjoy pain). What is central is the presence of this 

good, great and gracious relational God, who finds delight in 

blessing us. He never gives us more than we can handle.  

God is faithful; He will not let you be tempted beyond 

what you can bear. And when you are tempted, He will 

also provide a way out so that you can stand up under it  

(1 Corinthians 10:13).  
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Embrace God in the process “more and more” (a key phrase 

in 1 Thessalonians since the God connecting with us is a God of 

bounty). In trials, I’m learning to lean into the Community-God. 

He loves me now in the same way that He will love me in eternity. 

How do I know this? Ah, He loves me with the same co-love that 

each member of the Trinity has had for each other for all eternity, 

an unchanging love. Believe it (John 17:26).  

Also, don’t be duped by the other dusty desert, “God cannot 

use you deeply until you’re broken.” Let God be God. Yes, God 

sovereignly brings seasons into our lives, always for our best. 

Some seasons have more pain and breaking and others are 

interlaced with a joy unspeakable. God chooses. And both are 

God’s good gift to us. Don’t be surprised by trials, and also don’t 

be looking for trials around every corner. 

Travis Twyman, one of my sons-in-law, is a superb story 

teller. He has a gift of taking real-life events and weaving them 

into his pastoral messages. He told the story of when His son, 

Levi, was playing “steal the bacon” on the loose gravel in the 

street by their house. Levi, an excellent athlete, grabbed the 

“bacon” and ran like the wind, taking a digger on the gravel. Tar 

and stones imbedded themselves into his knee. Travis scooped 

Levi up in his arms, brought him into the house, held him down, 

and carefully began to remove the debris. Levi’s screams 

alternated between: 

 “Stop! Stop! Dad, leave the gravel in!” and 

 “Dad, just put a Band-Aid on it!” 

Out of a fierce father’s love, Travis continued to remove the 

gravel and tar with a firm compassion, knowing what was best for 

his young son, better than his son did in the midst of his pain. 

Would you expect anything less from our compassionate Father as 

we alternate our pain-laden cries to God, “leave the gravel in” 

and “put a Band-Aid on it”? 

Responding to our relational God like this releases growth 

without guilt, shame, or self-pity. The greatest sacrifice of praise 

is to worship through the pain. “Thanks, Lord, for pointing out 

another area of my life that is not yet fully flooded with your light, 

life and love. I confess and turn from my bareness, and ask You to 

flood every recess of this area with your freeing love.” 
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A Grace Disguised17 
My son-in-law, Jamie Gillentine, recommended an excellent 

book from a man who went through a crushing tragedy. Jerry 

Sittser, in A Grace Disguised, transparently shared wise life-

lessons and perspectives he learned…and is learning. Rather than 

give fixed answers, he deals more with values and perspectives, 

superb for those who have gone through crushing tragedy in their 

past. God is watching how we handle failure (Phil. 1:29-30). 

And also Jerry lays out an approach for individuals and groups 

to process any change, especially the difficult transition period 

between the loss of the familiar and the fuller experience of the 

“new norm.” Here are a few of my summary thoughts, mostly 

adapted from his book. I hope this whets your appetite to read his 

book to prepare you in advance for tough life circumstances. I 

highly recommend it. 

 Ground ourselves now in healthy, relational Christianity. 

Then we will be prepared to navigate significant loss. 

Begin where God does, with His unchanging Eden-intent 

in Genesis 1 and 2. 

 We live in a post-Genesis 3 world. The seeming 

randomness of loss makes the universe seem like a cold, 

unfriendly, capricious place with no predictability. Don’t 

naïvely expect a perfectly fair world? Life is now a 

constant succession of losses and gains.  

 Living means change. Change requires letting go of one 

thing in order to gain something else. Few of us want to be 

stuck where we are today with the wonderful possibilities 

available before us. So change is actually a golden treasure 

with unimagined value since God’s great love can reframe 

evil events into good gifts for His people. Our story is part 

of a greater story authored by God Himself, like Joseph. 

Treasure hunt with “hello” metaphors.18 

 Change depends on our choices. Those with a victim or 

martyr attitude have no power to change.  

“Response involves the choices we make, the grace we 

receive, and ultimately the transformation we experience in 

the loss [so] we will actually become healthier people.”19  
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 Therefore, the “Why?” question brings little comfort. As 

we ask the “Who? question, we treasure hunt and come to 

know God in a fuller way. We discover afresh that our 

good God Himself is the answer to our pressing questions, 

like in Job 42:5. 

 Loss is like the fading light at sunset. We can frantically 

chase the loss by running west in our futile attempt to 

outrun the darkness. Or we can accept and embrace the 

loss of daylight, turn east and plunge into the darkness 

with rising expectations focused on the new dawn of 

tomorrow (transition). Take ownership. We have the 

power to face the dawn and to be transformed by this 

experience. 

 The process of dealing with loss has three essential 

aspects. First, acknowledge that the past will never be the 

same again. Feel the pain, specifically name what has been 

lost, and grieve it. Second, identify possible gains that 

could be part of the “new norm.” I call this “treasure 

hunging.” The last one bridges both of these. Transition is 

that suspended time between the familiar past and the 

expected future, the most difficult and challenging part of 

the process.  

 “Loss turns life into a snapshot. The movement stops; 

everything freezes.”20 This may lead to a simpler life, less 

cluttered with nonessentials. This time-warp exposes how 

much of our identity is improperly tied to what we lost. 

Churches are full of people subtly tying to earn their 

identity or prove their worth. During transition, invest in 

the “sacrament of the present moment” (since God is here, 

Psalm 139:7-12). Take inventory of our life. “Failure to 

take stock almost ensures that we will repeat patterns that 

became chiseled into our lives before we suffered the 

loss.”21 When we explore our own personal loss, a new 

world of meaning opens up, which sows the seed of future 

possibilities, the “new norm” (Philippians 3:13b-14). 

 Each person is a one-of-a-kind-treasure, so every loss is 

unique. Avoid both deserts: “my loss is the worst ever” 
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and “my loss is inconsequential compared to yours” (1 

Corinthians 10:13). 

 Loss is a solitary experience we must face alone. Yet it 

doesn’t have to isolate us or make us feel lonely. Loss is a 

universal experience that can lead us into deeper koinonia.  

 The experience of loss itself does not have to be the 

defining moment of our lives. We can choose to partner 

with God to use this as a springboard for our 

transformation. We can define our lives by the good that 

God will bring out of bad (Romans 8:28).  

 The legitimate emotions in the midst of loss and pain, like 

anger and anguish, despair and depression, expand our 

capacity to feel deeply.22 Once enlarged, we are now also 

capable of experiencing greater love and joy, peace and 

patience, kindness and gentleness. Our capacity now 

increases to know God more intimately, to love others 

more deeply and to live life well. 

 Loss deprives us of our illusion of control, which is a good 

thing. If our expectations remain tied to what we lost, then 

we will be disappointed and imprisoned in our past. Our 

creative God has something different, yet exquisitely good, 

possibly leading to a profound spiritual awakening.23 So 

hunt for treasure in the loss.  

“Our feelings do not determine what is real, though the 

feelings themselves are real. We cannot ignore these 

feelings, but neither should we indulge them. Instead, we 

should acknowledge them without treating them as if they 

were ultimate truth….God is the center of reality.”24 

 Recovery is a misleading and empty expectation. We 

recover from broken limbs, not amputations. There is no 

going back to the past. We can, though, reach forward 

toward the “new norm.”  

Three concepts are essential for me. “Treasure hunt,” that is, 

find valuable nuggets in the loss, “extract the precious from the 

worthless” (Jeremiah 15:19). Say “hullo” to those nuggets. 

Intentionally welcome them forward into our journey. Then 

“reframe” the loss with God’s presence and the specific good He 
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brought out of the tough time so when you are reminded of the 

event, God stands center-stage. 

Now What? 
Put an egg and a potato in the same boiling water. The egg 

hardens. The potato softens. It’s the same with the hot water of 

trials and suffering.25 The outward event does not determine how 

we evaluate and respond. Our inward values and beliefs guide our 

responses. Dry times or dark times will come. Count on it. I can 

only choose how I will respond.  

And we supply meaning to suffering by how we respond. 

These times are tremendous moments to press in and to better 

understand God’s heart and our own. Is our first response to hide 

by disengaging or to run by blame-shifting, like Adam and Eve in 

Genesis chapter 3? Adam-Eve responses make us more inwardly 

distant during trials. First from God and then from each other, 

becoming more sin-focused.26  

In sharp contrast, to grow in a healthy way, spend the 

dominant amount of time turning toward Jesus in every thought 

and attitude. Jesus is the main meal. Trials are the spices that 

enhance and sharpen the flavor of the feast. Then partner with 

Him. His sheep hear His Shepherd voice and feel His Shepherd 

touch. Remember that abundance comes out of chaos. If we dodge 

chaos, we miss great possibilities since His promise is often 

disguised as a problem.  

Trials are like a pregnancy, months in darkness followed by a 

bundle of life to bring joy to many. How do you meet trials? As a 

mailman bringing a valuable present? Or as a dreaded enemy? 

Trials will either make us bitter or better depending on if you 

focus on the pain or the possibilities. Whose voice and touch do 

you first feel, the enemy’s, your own, or the voice and touch of the 

Father, Son and Spirit? “God is a big BUT” in trials. Turn to His 

“but God…” presence and provision without any sense of 

martyrdom or “poor me.” Jesus calls us to heroic, triumphant, 

joyful endurance with a purpose. Partner in Jesus’ ongoing 

ministry. Do it with Him, not just for Him. Even with ant-steps. 

S-T-U-D-Y 1 Thessalonians 2:14-3:13 



 

 

4. Pleasing God: Persons… 

Paul calls us to arms in these final two sections, first as 

responsible individuals and then as community (4:1-5:24), 

persons-in-community. 

Did you notice how significantly the tone of Paul’s letter 

changes? In the first three sections, Paul used mostly statements 

(the indicative mood) to describe how things actually are. Paul’s 

tone now shifts to more command forms (imperative mood). Paul 

calls His world-changers to battle stations in God’s crusade to win 

back His world to His love. 

However, Paul’s call to embrace personal responsibility 

regardless of what comes our way is so other than the norm. No 

guilt. No shame. No fear. No threat. No coercion. No heavy hand. 

“If you dare to do that, then I will…” is missing. It’s not a 

performance in order to please. God can never love us more than 

He does now, which is the love-fueled foundation for Paul’s call 

for us to live this out in our practical 24/7 life. The spiritual seed 

sown into community produced such rapid growth focuses on 

healthy, lasting motivation, “to please the relational God.”  

Our only desire and our one choice should be this: “I yearn for 

and I choose what better leads to God’s deepening life in me.” 

Getting our hearts to this place of full abandonment is typical 

Paul. First, he lays out the truth of what God is like and how He 

sees us (chapters 1-2-3). How else can we do what He asks of our 

hearts, except as we willingly partner with Him? We don’t feel 

passionate about something we don’t do it. Then Paul exhorts us 

to respond together with this relational Community-God as 

partners with all-in allegiance to walk this life out with Him as 

radical followers (chapters 1-4).  

But not to the beat of the “death-march” of performance-to-

please responses. This is no self-effort or self-improvement 

program. Beginning with the Trinity’s connected relationship with 

His people calls us to personal responsibility to practice 

“transforming responses,” partnering with God from our heart in 

LifeChange. That is, respond to God’s grace and peace in a way 

that changes us from the inside out because God is already 



 Pleasing God: Responsible Individuals… / 71 

 

pleased with us. God designed His people to be changed in our 

doing as the Blessed and Beloved Ones, not merely through 

knowing.  

Our mental map of who we view God to be and how we view 

ourselves is a “glass ceiling” that determines how far we progress 

on our journey (a real, but invisible barrier to growth). We cannot 

live beyond how we see ourselves, no matter how much effort we 

put out, not for long anyway. We become what we behold. “To 

please God” also releases the highest and best in us. Of course, 

since koinonia in a faith-community is the soil for this type of 

healthy, sustaining growth, if we don’t experience community 

with one another, we have no context to put these instructions into 

practice.  

Pleasing God  
“Finally, brothers” wraps together the sure foundation Paul 

laid down for family/community in 

chapters one through three. Faith, 

love and hope flow from the Triune 

God through His people in mission. 

Now he calls us to arms, to 

transforming responses that live out 

faith, love and hope in the crucible of 

real life. Paul reviews a wide-

spectrum of instructions and urges 

believers “to live in order to please 

God.” That’s it. “Giving pleasure to God since He finds pleasure 

in us” sums up our Christian life.  

As His bride in Marriage, continue to abandon ourselves to 

Him in intimate worship. As sons and daughters in His Family, 

keep on building up one another through kind, caring and 

intentional disciple-making, launching “primal groups.” As 

servant-warriors in His Kingdom, reach out to the lost, including 

the “least of these,”1 expanding and extending koinonia by 

multiplying other faith-communities.  

How can we live out our daily lives to please God?  



72 / Cultivating DiscipleMaking Communities 

Let me first ask: When you hear this call to all-in allegiance, 

what thought first rushes into your mind, more the first or second?  

1. “If I only do these things, then God will be pleased with 

me!”  

2. “God is so pleased with me so I long to draw near in 

obedience through these avenues!”  

More “then” or “so”? The first reflects a distorted view of 

God as judge or policeman or taskmaster. It leads to fear and a 

burdensome life characterized by the mere moralism of the 

right/wrong of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil that 

our ancestors ate of. What happens when we are driven by the 

death-march of a “performance-in-order-to-please” mentality? 

With such false thoughts, how much is ever enough?2 

We then suck out a counterfeit identity from what we do (our 

performance) or how others label us, accepting how the world 

defines us. I call this “identity undertow” (like the picture of an 

ocean current gradually undermining a foundation). Our changing 

and changeable performance hollows out our perception of our 

weighty identity. We act as if what we do (performance) defines 

who we are (identity). What tragedy. Since how we perceive 

ourselves has now been hollowed out by the riptide of 

performance-to-please, we respond from our false-self as fragile, 

light-weight people. We are blown every which way by the winds 

of opinion, bobbing like corks. We forfeit our destiny, the 

enjoyment of living out of our weighty center with freedom “in 

Christ.”  

Is it really so important how aligned our lives are with God in 

small areas? If we go slow in a car out of alignment, it may be 

hardly noticed. When we go fast, the smallest misalignment 

shows. Jesus has called us to His epic adventure and wants us to 

go fast. 

The second view taps into our freeing relationship with the 

relational God. We are completely outfitted for ministry through 

the Community-God and are inwardly motivated to do what 

brings God pleasure. As we delight in what the Lord delights in 

(Psalm 37:4), we are now realigned with His unchanging creation-

intent to do good to others. Like a Weeble-Wobble figure, we end 

up standing when slapped around by tough times because of our 
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weighty, centered foundation. It’s not that we don’t tilt or fall 

down. “We bounce well.”3  

Paul is extremely encouraging and fatherly to these young 

believers. He frankly recognizes this is how “you are living.” 

Then he challenges “in the Lord Jesus to do this more and more.” 

Please note that “living” and “doing this more and more” define 

the Christian life more as a process, like a journey, than an 

isolated event. Like a solid oak tree, we experience seasons, a 

divine rhythm for growth. God calls us to become lifelong life-

learners with “one day’s portion in one day’s time.” 

Yes, when an event trips us up (a sinful response that dims 

God’s reflected glory in us), we rush to God in order to ask Him 

for His promised forgiveness.4 We also partner with Him to 

change our previous pattern of choices that have hooked us. Now 

we are in a better position to avoid similar pot holes in the future. 

Reflect deeply on the developmental process of embracing God’s 

presence and blessings more than the event that tripped you up. 

Light dispels darkness. Life pushes out death. Love overcomes 

apathy. 

Specific Instructions to Individuals  
We are Family so Paul first engages our heart in these 

instructions. He calls us to a willing abandonment to what he laid 

out in chapters 1-3. It’s not just what we do, but why we do it, “to 

please the Lord…”  

“…so that we can know God more easily and make a 

return of love more readily.”5  

Bringing pleasure to our Father’s heart is our highest desire. 

What, then, are some specific instructions that these new 1st 

century Christians (and we) are called to do? These are 

suggestive, not exhaustive, practiced through a living faith in the 

Community-God. The NT Christian life is not about rules-

keeping, but relationship. This radical relationship with the Spirit 

supersedes all moral systems, bringing an astounding freedom. 

The Spirit blows like the wind, prompting a wide variety of 

responses from His agile followers, depending on the need of the 

moment. 
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1. Practice moral responsibility (4:3-8): Paul begins with the 

basis. It’s God’s will that our lives are more and more set aside for 

Him (the fundamental meaning of “sanctification”). So Paul 

insists on personal sexual purity for His people. Why? First, so we 

learn self-control. Second, so we don’t rob others of something 

that is not ours to take (a violation of love). Third, so we avoid 

God’s just punishment. Fourth, also so we don’t reject God by 

rejecting His instructions. God is serious about purity in His 

vessels so we can be pure and potent salt and light. This is “God’s 

will.” A call to sexual purity in thought and deed is an integral 

part of every section in the New Testament letters on morals or 

character. The Bible teaches morality in the larger context of 

hurting and rejecting God, hurting and internally splitting 

ourselves, and injuring others. Don’t excuse sin. Instead own our 

responses quickly. Sin is abnormal to God’s Eden-intent for us. 

2. Love one another (4:9-10): Paul has no need to write to 

them about loving all the believers in the region. In the first three 

weeks, God had already taught them deeply. So, why write? 

Other-centered “one another” love is so central that Paul again 

underscores it so they will “do so more and more.” Lay down our 

lives for the brethren.  

3. Live a quiet, simple, genrous life (4:11-12): Paul instructed 

the believers at Thessalonica to live lives characterized by 

simplicity, generosity and hard work so they could tap into God-

given rhythms of life. This seems so routine! Yes, our God is also 

the God of the routine. He emphasizes similar instructions 

elsewhere. These “one another” responses tap into the heart of 

koinonia, our active participation in the present-riseness of Jesus. 

Such approaches to our 24/7 life become a strong testimony to the 

lost, provide for our own financial needs, and also allow us to be 

generous. Have you noticed how outward focused a community 

founded on this spiritual seed is? God’s heart is to extend 

communities of faith.  

4. Teach pertinent doctrine (4:13-18, which is continued in the 

next chapter): The specific doctrinal truth this church needed at 

this time was additional instructions on the return of our Lord 

Jesus. Different times and seasons demand different emphases of 

teaching on the essentials to fill our gaps. Every group, though, 
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needs teaching in some arena of life that releases transformational 

responses. This group was concerned about those who may have 

already given their lives for Christ (“asleep”).  

Paul frees them to grieve over the loss, yet not like their 

neighbors, who focus primarily on their own personal loss. We 

grieve in hope, but quickly comfort one another. We also celebrate 

our certain eternal future together. Such a focus honors the dead 

and also honors God’s Romans 8:28 promise. After the event, we 

then “treasure hunt.” We explore for Romans 8:28 treasure, 

welcome and embrace it. Then “reframe” the event with this 

treasure. The event does not change, but now we see it through the 

shimmering glory in which God framed it.6 

As he taught on the end times, Paul was suggestive, not 

exhaustive. His answers about the Second Coming of Jesus raise 

more questions than He answers. This is His norm. His purpose 

was practical and life related, inviting each of us into the learning 

process as active partners, not theoretical observers. 

Summary: Inwardly strong character is not an end in itself. 

Paul had already sketched 

out an outwardly focused 

life in the first three 

chapters. He now 

demonstrates that this 

flows from those who are 

inwardly strong in Christ. God wants intimacy and also impact as 

we partner with Him in our Eden-call to partner with Him to rule 

the world (Genesis 1:27-28). If we want to change our lives, we 

must change something we do every day. 

The infinity graphic above reflects the eternal heartbeat of 

God, receive and give. Receive from God’s bounty to grow 

inwardly in character so we can serve others out of our God-given 

authority. Paul calls us to take our lives off auto-pilot. Live our 

short life on earth in light of eternal Realities. Don’t be diverted. 

Engage radically in life around us because God has called us to 

something grandeur and higher than we can imagine. Develop 

inward strength so that we are better able to carry the weight of 

others. Our little stories find meaning in our destiny with Him, to 

restore ultimate order when He returns.  
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Has this epic call on our lives gripped us yet? And, also, what 

is it that we need most in our lives today, if Paul were to write us?  

Ideal Character: Faith, Love, Hope 
Did you notice the sure foundation that Paul laid in the first 

three chapters: faith, love, and hope?7 We can list 100’s of 

important character qualities that we desire to have as strengths in 

our lives. Our attempts to adopt so many though can be 

overwhelming. Paul simplifies. 

In his concise way, Paul provides us with a shorthand 

description of mature character consisting of three non-negotiable 

elements: faith, love and hope. This is no multiple-choice quiz, but 

a Both/And/And power-point. In this short letter, Paul prays these 

three virtues into the lives of these new believers (1:2-3 and in 

3:9-10). He then praises them for these virtues (1:9-10). In another 

passage, Paul mentions only faith and love because Paul also 

wrote with the intent to strengthen their hope in trials (3:6). In 5:8, 

these character qualities are put on with self-control as armor for 

war.  

In summary, the first three chapters lay down the sure 

foundation for the final two chapters, our call to arms. Chapter 

one brings to light our spiritual seed as the foundation for healthy 

disciples when we respond by faith. It also sketches out three 

catalytic responses for growth as we gather in small groups (see 

graphic). Chapter two sketches out our family ministry raising 

disciples based on love. Chapter three 

describes the resources and the life-

releasing benefits of tough trials, hope. 

Faith! Love! Hope!  

Paul’s team developed this solid 

foundation in them by going beyond 

mere study of Scripture and learning 

what the team taught. Learning occurred 

in small groups as small as three or four 

that were relational, Biblical and 

intentionally in bringing truth with us to encounter life. All three. 

Reflecting on this experience fuels Spirit-generated change.  
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Any color under the rainbow can be painted by combining the 

three primary colors, red, yellow and blue (although my printer-

son, Mike, tells me that the printing industry uses the subtractive 

primary colors, yellow, cyan, and magenta). It’s the same with the 

triad of faith, love and hope. They blend together to describe 

healthy, harmonious character that reflects the image of our 

relational God.  

The clearest expression is 1 Thessalonians 1:2-3.  

The first column below reflects God’s creation design as 

servant-first influencers. We find satisfaction and reward in 

serving for its own sake. The relational Trinity is generous Self-

Givers (“For God so loved the world that He gave…” in John 

3:16, for instance) who fashioned us in this same image of 

generosity. And we serve others from acceptance, not for 

acceptance. 

The second column underscores our sustaining motivation that 

fuels this intense effort. Effort in the Christian life is produced, 

prompted and inspired by faith, love and hope as the inner, 

sustaining motivation. God created us as physical beings. 

Therefore, 

we lead 

with our 

body in this 

life of 

faith. God 

has 

designed us 

to put forth intense effort and passion in our action-learning. We 

express this through the physical actions of our bodies. Our Three 

Partners are not opposed to effort, but attempting to earn. I call 

these Spirit-drawn responses “transforming responses.”  

Finally, the only Source for godly character is the Triune God, 

Father, Son and Spirit. By now it has become self-evident that we 

cannot generate godly character in our own effort. The Three-in-

One God partners with us in and through our personal choices. 

Maintain the creative tension of the paradox of Both/And/And for 

your spiritual good. 
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Faith looks back on the certainty of who God is and what He 

has promised. Why? In order to draw resources from our 

connected life with God for abundant life today and to provide 

hope for tomorrow. At the root of the Christian life lies belief in 

the invisible. Faith is based on the unswerving conviction that 

God’s past promises will be fulfilled and that His unseen presence 

is now here (Hebrews 11:1-3 + 6). The object of the Christian’s 

faith is unseen Reality, which is why faith is spelled “R-I-S-K” 

from our limited perspective.  

Many of us are scripted by the opinions and perceptions of 

others, more than by the truth of who God is and of how God sees 

us. Don’t let that happen to you. Live out of your true identity as a 

new race of image-bearers influencing others with servant-first 

choices to serve others. Key words like purity, integrity, courage, 

confidence, decisiveness, active, laying it all on the line, risk-

taking, faithful, forthright, and hardworking flow out of scriptural 

faith.8 

Love is the tender, strong outpouring of our whole spiritual 

being to another. Love wills the other’s good, authentically 

ascribing worth to them. Seeing others as image-bearers is the 

basis for evangelism in the world and disciple-making in 

community. Therefore, love is the bursting forth of faith through 

the curtain of time into the practical Realities of the now-life. 

Love is otherly and serves.  

Love reaches out to liberate the highest and best for the other 

without regard for our own personal cost, benefit, or comfort. As 

soon as one’s liability for another is qualified to any degree, love 

is diminished by that much (Romans 13:8-10). Our love quickly 

runs low, so give His away (Romans 5:5). Grateful, caring, 

cooperative, supportive, kind, good, gentle, serving, 

compassionate, empathic, understanding, relational, merciful, 

connecting, and communicating, are some responses that describe 

love.9 Listen to Darrell Johnson on Jesus as our Source for loving 

one another. 

“As an adopted child of God you have become to me like 

Jesus, my elder brother. As I look at you, I cannot but see 
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you held by him in his love….I cannot think of anyone 

without seeing them within the circle of the Trinity.”10 

Hope provides a joyful, certain anticipation of some future 

good. It’s difficult to find New Testament passages on trials 

without joy in the immediate context. Hope involves patience and 

tenacity as we expectantly look forward to experiencing God’s 

abundant provision in this life, and ultimately the sure return of 

Jesus Christ. We won’t quit because hope provides the “Rocky 

Principle.” In the Rocky films, Rocky gets up off the canvas every 

time he is knocked down. This vision of hope expands our lives, 

releasing tenacity, which then supplies a framework for 

internalizing perseverance and self-discipline. Key character traits 

associated with hope are: staying power, tenacity, joy, stick-to-it-

iveness, endurance, perseverance, resiliency, doggedness, deferred 

gratification, peace, patience, discipline, self-control.11 

Humility Re-couples Truth to Life 
Unfortunately, somewhere along the line these truths have 

been uncoupled from life. We collapse this triad into one or two, 

as if it’s a multiple-choice quiz. We distort the message: “It’s all 

about love.” Instead, embrace full-orbed life, the intersection of 

all three. We are called into an active life of love in this moment, 

one that draws from faith and is sustained by hope (see Galatians 

5:5-6). The catalytic intersection of this triad of synergistic 

responses, empowered by the Spirit of God, transform us from 

center to circumference.  

Faith, love and hope flowing out of humility describe healthy, 

Christ-like character. I like the definition of humility as “seeing 

ourselves accurately.” It’s not that we are nothing. It’s just that 

Our Family-of-Three is far and away the largest part of the 

equation. We now see ourselves as God sees us, in light of who 

He is. Therefore, we stop our unhealthy preoccupation with 

ourselves. Without Jesus we can do nothing, but with Jesus we 

can do everything that He has called us to.12 

 Faith without humility degenerates into a fleshly, harsh 

aggressiveness.  
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 Love without humility degenerates into weak, counterfeit 

do-good.  

 Hope without humility degenerates into a crippling 

passivity.  

What holds me back from experiencing and expressing faith, 

love and hope like this? No one and nothing 

can prevent me from experiencing faith, love 

and hope, if I make a choice to work hard to 

partner with the Trinity. Faith, love and hope 

are an indivisible cluster, as integrally related 

as the three primary colors. All three are 

essential to the multi-colored diversity of life. But what if one of 

the three is missing or out of harmony?  

How would our lives look?  

Could we possibly see a portion of our life story painted 

below? If so, we then know God’s next project to partner together 

with us on.  
 Faith and love without hope = We tend to start fast, but 

lack staying power, easily discouraged, not finishing well, 

and bailing out when tough times come.  

 Faith and hope without love = We may be able to 

eloquently explain controversial theology or possess great 

theology of the past (Old Testament) and the future (end 

times). Yet we do this with a harsh, attacking edge with 

little present expression of sensitivity, care and kindness. 

We become bloated, religious eggheads like the Pharisees. 

The Epistle of James calls this a dead faith.  

 Love and hope without faith = We chase after the newest 

fads, rushing from one spiritual outbreak to another or 

from conference to conference, chasing the “flavor of the 

month.” We have little basis for discernment without a 

strong, robust faith-based value system stemming from a 

broad and deepening understanding of Scripture.  

Faith, love and hope are centered on an entire abandonment to 

God that confesses that He is all in all. We recognize our 

limitations, but are not fixated on them. Be honest about where we 

are on our journey. But don’t let our limitations stop us. Our 

strength is in the Lord. His power is certainly made perfect in our 
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weaknesses (2 Corinthians 12:9-10). Yes, such a life is powerful, 

otherworldly, impacting, because it’s Christ-like.  
 Faith pushes out regret, guilt and shame.  
 Love pushes out fear, anger, and self-referenced living.  

 Hope pushes out apathy, idleness and settling.  

“If I have a high view of humanity, and a lens which sees 

people as a necessary part of my existence and 

experience of the divine, it will change the way I do 

relationship, I treat others, and the way I use my 

resources and time.”13  

Engaging Others like Jesus 
I suspect that Jesus engaged people like a diamond expert 

approaches mining diamonds. When that expert encounters a 

mud-caked diamond-in-the-rough, his response is not, “what a 

clod of dirt!” No, he focuses on the potential hidden by the clod 

since this future possibility is the true value of a diamond, not its 

present condition. He looks beyond the mud and muck, beyond 

the outward imperfection to see…to really scope in on…the 

radiant diamond beneath the sludge. He waits breathlessly for this 

gem to be cleaned, cut and celebrated. Jesus never met a person 

He did not value as a treasure greater than the Hope Diamond.  

Do you know the value of one image-bearer? 

I believe this explains why the marginalized of His society 

were so drawn to Jesus (like tax collectors and harlots). He 

approached these “invisible people” as fractured image-bearers 

through the lens of Trinity-Vision (beginning with the Triune God 

in our thinking). Jesus viewed them from the perspective of God’s 

creation-intent, rather than initially through their current sin 

patterns. He still does.  

Jesus engaged broken people, therefore, without 

condemnation. Yet also without compromise, like the woman at 

the well or the woman caught in adultery.14 Jesus looked at their 

caterpillar responses and saw the monarch butterfly within. 

Perhaps you may even feel a bit marginalized or abandoned 

yourself, not quite fitting in. Jesus longs to restore you, and 
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everyone like us, to intimacy with His Father in His Forever 

Family. Faith!  

From this base, Jesus responded to each one individually with 

deep compassion as still in-process on their journey. He met 

people on the way right where they were. He also did not ignore 

the veil of fallenness separating unbelievers eternally from the 

Father’s life. Jesus was aware of obstacles that hindered the 

release of their highest and best, although their shadow side never 

put Jesus off. Instead, it released His compassion to come 

alongside with hands-on help. Instead, He partnered with the 

Father and the Holy Spirit to do others good with a creativity and 

abundance that met them in ways they could best receive, beyond 

what they could conceive, even those who attacked Him. Scripture 

calls us to serve others; not necessarily to please them. Love! 

Finally, Jesus patiently persevered, trusting the Father and 

Spirit to do their faithful work in restoring God’s unswerving 

creation-intent for joyful intimacy. Spiritual multiplication was 

always on His heart. Hope!  

Faith! Love! Hope!  

Because Jesus knows who He is, He is not offended or put off 

by the attacking responses from others against Him. He has no 

privatized turf to protect. His identity is secure as Son of Man. 

Jesus had nothing within Him on which the enemy could latch 

(John 14:30).  

How did He do this? 

Take Sin out of Circulation 
By contrast to Jesus, most of us focus so quickly on what rubs 

us wrong, what irritates us, what we dislike. Paul knows that 

focusing on what bothers us shuts others out. We would then 

forfeit many opportunities to serve others in ways to release 

growth. In the context of anxiety-producing circumstances, Paul 

urges us to replace anxious thoughts with thoughts about the 

person that are true, noble, admirable, right, lovely, pure, excellent 

and praiseworthy (Philippians 4:8). These mirror Jesus’ approach. 

As we fix our thoughts about others on their positive traits, the 

irritant then releases pearl-like qualities in our lives.  
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Seeing ourselves as Jesus does changes the way we respond to 

and serve others. I no longer need to take offense and act like a 

“deficit person.” I can think impact/intent. Honestly recognize the 

impact the event had on the other, and honestly explore my 

intent.15 I am freed from sucking life out of others in a futile 

attempt to fill my inner black hole like a tic on a dog. In Christ, I 

have abundance for myself and streams of life-giving water for 

others (see Colossians 2:20; John 7:37-39). Imagine a community 

freely giving our strength to one another like this out of our true, 

solid, overflowing identity as God’s kids. “Give us vision, Lord!”  

When we are attacked, sinned against or dissed, none of these 

affect the weightiest part of who we are in the least. Our identity 

is secure in Christ. It’s no more diminished than one sea gull 

dumping on the Rock of Gibraltar. Our priceless identity as the 

Beloved and as the Blessed is as unchanging as the Triune God 

Himself. No one can make me feel small, unless I give them 

permission.  

Now I’m in a position to honestly and fully acknowledge the 

hurt and pain I feel when I am unjustly attacked or dissed. Now 

I’m free to forgive the other unilaterally (between God and myself 

alone), absorb their sin and bring their toxic waste to the cross, 

like Jesus did with us. With thanksgiving, forgive and take sin out 

of circulation. Then “repay” by replacing our normal deathlike 

responses with life that release their highest and best (through 

visible responses of love and good deeds, and hidden responses of 

prayer and blessing, Luke 6:27-28). Now go and bring this 

“Lament Psalm-event” openly into community, so we can fully 

process and then freely serve others.16 Look closely at the four 

types of people Jesus describes. These people are not necessarily 

bad dudes. 

 “those who consider us enemies” – they oppose and attack 

us in some way, either intentionally or unintentionally; 

 “those who hate us” – hate is the opposite of love, those 

who do not make our need their consideration; 

 “those who curse us” – people who say bad things about 

us, sometimes to our face and other times behind our back; 
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 “those who mistreat us” – others use us or hurt us because 

they are in pain, like the Pharisees used Jesus in the 1st 

century. 

At time, these groups may include a friend or family member 

or spouse who simply had a bad day, or who is in a difficult 

season. Sometimes they have really taken a dislike to us. Include 

the whole bandwidth as we learn to respond. Understand and 

accept the back-story of these people. Learn to empathize. At this 

moment, regardless of how they treat you, they are both a treasure 

with immense value and still very much in-process. Jesus feels 

deep compassion for aching people. Their actions probably come 

out of a deficit within, a sharp shard from their shattered image 

repeatedly pricking them like a burr (and first check your own 

“beam,” Matt 7:3-5). They need to feel God’s touch through us. 

Don’t project our conclusions and standards, our judgments 

and rules, our pain and sense of lack, on others (our story). 

Instead, value others as highly as Jesus does. Don’t lock others 

into their past (how they were at one time) or into the future (how 

we may like others to be one day). Love them where as they are, 

the whole package, warts and all. Also, love others so much that 

you cannot leave them where they are today.  

Now, in light of their possibilities as image-bearers, see if you 

can love and serve them in concrete ways that release the light, 

life and love of Jesus’ presence into the innermost recesses of 

those dark and aching places. What kind of life-impacting 

koinonia in this faith-community will we experience when people 

treat one another like this? Imagine such thriving life.  

Now, let it begin with you, with me. Give it away.  

Foundational Markers for Spiritual Health 
1 Thessalonians lays down a healthy baseline of values and 

approaches to life from which agile followers of Jesus draw 

during their adventure of faith. These are like spiritual “seed” 

coming from the Source of all good “seed,” the present 

resurrected life of Jesus.  

Although seed is small, compact and simple, yet each seed 

possesses all the ingredients necessary to launch a life of 

flourishing growth. For instance, a simple apple seed not only 



 Pleasing God: Responsible Individuals… / 85 

 

possesses within another apple, but an apple tree and an entire 

orchard. A botanist defines seed as the “maximum energy in the 

smallest amount of matter.”  

Notice also, that Paul did not bring spiritual “potted plans” on 

His mission’s journey, but “seed.” The soil in which a potted 

plant grew so well is unique to its previous culture. The native soil 

where we sow spiritual “seed” is a unique soil, acidity, moisture, 

light, etc.. Transplant shock for potted plants comes from the 

sudden change in environmental conditions, especially with young 

plants, whereas seed quickly adapts to the native soil so it 

flourishes.17 

Each spiritual “seed” is less like a fixed maxim in a calculus 

problem and more like the spontaneity of a bubbling brook guided 

by an unseen hand as it flows around or over any obstacles 

seeking to interrupt its journey to the ocean. You may see other 

spiritual “seed” as you rapidly and repeatedly read through  

1 Thessalonians, and then compare with the Gospels. Journal 

these small nuggets that release powerful life in us and in others. 

Pass them along. Observe what our Team-of-Three does. Enjoy 

my bag of spiritual “seed” and add your own. 

EARLIEST ESSENTIAL SPIRITUAL “SEED:” 

1. God Is…: God is relational at His core, good, great and 

generous in all He thinks and does. God can only do good 

because He is good…always. Because life and love yearn to 

multiply, God created humanity as much like Him as a created 

being could ever be, to receive and give away His life/love.18 

2. Relational Breach & Restoration: In Genesis 3, Satan 

deceived our forefathers and they rebelled. This choice broke 

our relationship with God and spoiled His perfect world. So 

the Father sent His Son, Jesus, to restore us to God’s original 

creation intent. Our faith-response to Jesus’ death and 

resurrection, taps into forgiveness in Christ that removes every 

barrier between God and us, even guilt and shame (1:8-9).19 

3. Wholehearted Allegiance: God invites us into a ready “yes” 

of faith to partner fully with Him. Water baptism is our early, 

concrete choice that seals our commitment of wholehearted 

allegiance. From day one, these young Thessalonian believers 
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fully bought into God’s invitation to be filled with the Spirit in 

order to partner as intimate allies with this Team-of-Three on 

their epic faith adventure (2:12).20 

4. God’s Authority in Ministry: Jesus is altogether attractive. So 

these one-month old believers confidently carried Jesus’ 

authority into daily life. They possessed an eager, joyous, 

almost happy-go-lucky expectancy. Empowered by the Spirit, 

their faith had impact as they boldly went about their daily 

lives doing the “Family business” (“making disciples of all 

people groups,” 1:7-10).21 

5. Purpose in Trials: Pain will surely come, especially if we 

desire to live as radical followers of Jesus (3:3-4). God loves 

us extravagantly right where we now are, and also loves us too 

much to leave us there. Allow trials to accelerate growth by 

exposing old default patterns. Our response to tough times 

largely determines whether we grow bitter or better as we 

serve God until His returns again (1:10).22 

MORE ESSENTIAL SPIRITUAL “SEED:” 

6. The Word & Prayer Nurture Life: Nourish our inner spiritual 

life, beginning with a regular practice of disciplined response 

to the Word. The Bible is God’s Word, our authority for every 

aspect of life. We can do more than pray after relationship-

based praying. Yet we cannot do God’s work well until we 

have connected through prayed (1:2-3; 3:11-13 5:23-24).23 

7. Worshippers: The purest act of worship is obedience. And as 

worshippers, God designed us to become more like whatever 

we set our affections on. “We become what we behold” is a 

law of creation, either drawing us toward or away from God. 

Since all we do flows out of who we are, develop Christ-like 

character through our responses of faith, love and hope.24  

8. Two Essential Questions: Life’s two most essential questions 

are: “What is God like?” “How does this God see and know 

me?” Faith is our lens transplant to enable our spiritual eyes to 

see like God sees. “Believing is seeing” in the Christian realm. 

Ask often: “What’s God’s part and my part?”25 

9. Servant-leadership: In small, life-on-life groups, we train the 

entire body to boldly serve. Our underlying ministry attitudes 

as we serve others are: courageous conviction, compassionate 
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care and challenging coach, calling others to a Kingdom 

vission (2:1-14). Leaders are drawn from this company of 

servant-first trained Jesus followers.26 Response-centered 

leadership formation offers equal opportunity to step into a 

broadly participating style of multiple leadership based on 

character and commitment (5:12-13 + 4:1-5:23).27 

10. Father, Son & Spirit: Our relationship with the Father, Son 

and Spirit is the most precious, fundamental Reality we have. 

The Father is the Living God, who shows us our worth and 

partners with us in the destiny to which He calls us. The Son 

infuses His life into us who were hopelessly separated from 

Him, and models God’s original Eden-vision for life to the 

full. The Spirit empowers His people in every aspect of our 

spiritual life.28 

11. Three Dynamic Pictures: Since God is so vast, He provides 

three dynamic, overarching pictures depicting each of the 

great discipleship pathways to experience His presence. He is 

my Father and I am His beloved child (Family of God). He is 

my King and I am His servant/warrior (Kingdom of God). He 

is my Groom and I am His bride, His intimate ally 

(Marriage).29 Embrace all three for healthiest relationships. 

12. Mystery in Awe: Become comfortable with a theology of 

mystery in the awe and wonder of an infinite, uncreated God 

relating with His created image-bearers as best friends. Hold 

together what apears to be conflicting tensions resident in 

healthy Christianity (5:23-24). Both/And/And!30 

I distinguish between spirituality and maturity. How do we 

understand young Christians, like these Thessalonian believers, 

who are obviously responding quickly in such powerful and godly 

ways, yet it’s clear they have not had time to develop mature 

character? They are spiritual, yet not yet mature. Spirituality 

partners with the Spirit to respond to Scripture with a ready “Yes, 

Lord.” This could, and hopefully will, happen to a large 

percentage of new Christians. These three-week old believers at 

Thessalonica walked in spirituality from the get-go because of 

their responsive obedience. 
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…in spite of severe suffering, you welcomed the 

message with the joy given by the Holy Spirit  

(1 Thessalonians 1:6b, emphasis). 

However, they were not yet mature or of full spiritual stature. 

Growing maturity takes time, even a lifetime. Maturity demands 

an ongoing focus on the “more and more” in 1 Thessalonians 

4:1b and 10b. Maturity best happens in a (1) Spirit-filled culture 

(2) with healthy DiscipleMakers (spiritual “moms & pops” like 

Paul, Silas and Timothy, 1:1+ 1:6a), and (3) with a heart set 

towards a ready “yes” from the person through responsive 

obedience. All three. Both/And/And. 

…for the equipping of the saints for the work of service, 

to the building up of the body of Christ; until we all attain 

[to] the measure of the stature which belongs to the 

fullness of Christ (Ephesians 4:12-13).31 

As Christians, we are each a “person-in-community,” ones 

who have been fully embraced and accepted by the Father, Son 

and Spirit. They welcome us home, ushering us into their intimate, 

and eternal community relationship, and then send us out to 

partner with our Team-of-Three. As unique individuals, we live in 

the Father, Son and Spirit. This is our soil, our new culture, our 

home environment in which we as restored image-bearers move 

and breathe and have our being, the Father, Son and Spirit. 

“The Gospel of God as Trinity overwhelms me. I only 

wish I had understood what I now understand much 

earlier. The living God is not a solitary God. The living 

God is not a lonely God. The living God is Relationship. 

And this God draws close to us to draw us close to 

himself, pulling us into the circle to participate with him in 

the Trinitarian Intimacy….”32 

Now What? 
Read my bag of a dozen seed above carefully, repeatedly. Pay 

special attention to two responses. First, the gaps where an 

accusing thought flickers through our mind. “This couldn’t be true 
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because….” Second, the aha’s. “Yes! That makes sense 

because….” Deal with the first and celebrate the second. 

Paul’s team reflects his Master’s consistent challenge to 

radical, all-in allegiance to the relational God, Father, Son and 

Spirit as our highest and best. Don’t trim your sails in the storms 

of life. If you’re in a time of darkness, the quickest way to get to 

the light of day is not to chase the sun to the west (focusing on the 

past). Turn toward the future and rush toward the rising sun in the 

east.33  

The more I glimpse who He truly is, the more my heart is 

captured to abandon myself more fully. Because of His first-love 

(He first loved us), love God from our core being and others out of 

this otherworldly love. Begin wherever you presently are and do it 

“more and more.”  

Jesus and His epic adventure is worth investing our all into. 

And we cannot do this alone. This principle of power through 

unity is built into God’s creation design. Geese fly in a “V” 

formation, to share leadership as each rotates to break the wind.  

The B-17 Flying Fortress was the principal heavy bomber for 

US daylight missions during WWII. The B-17 was heavily armed 

in the nose, tail, sides, belly, and top with machine guns. When 

joined together in a tight formation, they could effectively defend 

each other against German fighters in order to fulfill their mission. 

If a B-17 wandered out alone, though, it was picked off 

unmercifully like a stray lamb mauled by a pack of wolves. The 

key strategy was to journey together and to support one another 

unselfishly, even more tightly when under attack.34  

Aspects of what I write are still a deep longing from what I see 

in Scripture, rather than a settled experience in my own life. 

Hopefully, what I write may release others to respond 

imaginatively as agile learners and doers, discovering fresh 

continents of spiritual experience.35 Then we can journey on 

together. 

S-T-U-D-Y 1 Thessalonians 4 



 

 

5. Pleasing God:  

…In Missional Koinonia 

The New Testament presents us with a vision of the 

Community-God (Father, Son and Spirit) in intimate, interactive 

relationship with all His people (koinonia). He connects with His 

people in the Family of God (for 

deep, connected influence, 

dependence and growth) and also in 

the Kingdom of God (for impact in 

the world as trusted co-rulers). The 

caring Family community is more 

inward focused, growth through 

inner maturity. The conquering 

Kingdom army is more outward 

focused, growth through expansion and extension. Both together 

are essential as they flow out of our intimacy as His Beloved 

Bride. The sweet spot, Both/And/And. 

The Family/Kingdom/Bride culture of the relational Triune 

God invaded the Greek culture in Thessalonica. Culture is a mixed 

bag, not all bad, of course. I look at culture as “bridges & 

bombs.” Some aspects of culture are bridges that contribute to the 

inroads of the Good News (like in Richardson’s book, Peace 

Child). Embrace these bridges to connect the Good News 

relevantly to current culture. Other aspects are bombs or 

landmines, conflicts in essential values with which the Christian 

message cannot compromise.  

Discern. Be agile disciples who know God’s essential spiritual 

“seed” for thriving koinonia in community and who know culture 

in broad strokes so we partner as co-laborers with the Lord in the 

world.  

How can we “live and please God” together in community? 

Here’s my confidence. “He will do it” (1 Thessalonians 5:24). 

Let’s look a bit more deeply at koinonia, especially the building 

blocks of LifeChange in primal groups. 
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Specific Instructions in Community  
Chapter five continues where chapter four left off, building on 

the sure foundation of individual responsibility. Chapter four deals 

more with individual issues and choices to “live and please God.” 

Chapter five subtly shifts on the continuum, emphasizing more 

our community responses to “live and please God” together with 

one another. God designed us (and restored us in Christ) as 

“presence people.” We practice both the responsibility of an 

individual and also the mutual ownership required in the support 

and encouragement of koinonia in community.  

We are a fascinating paradox: individual dedication to God 

resulting in mutual commitment within the community. What we 

are as individuals we bring into community. What we experience 

in the give-&-take of community impacts us as individuals. This 

Both/And releases the experience of vibrant, thriving life that 

reproduces. Again, Paul is suggestive and not exhaustive. 

Christianity is about heart-engagement, not rules-keeping. This 

wise advice comes from Dietrich Bonhoeffer in his book Life 

Together. 

“Let him who cannot be alone beware of community. He 

will only do harm to himself and to the community….Let 

him who is not in community beware of being alone. Into 

the community you were called, the call was not meant 

for you alone….Only in the fellowship do we learn to be 

rightly alone and only in aloneness do we learn to live 

rightly in the fellowship.” 

1. Teach pertinent doctrine (5:1-11, the topic needed by this 

church continued from last chapter): Each cultural circumstance 

demands a different emphasis taught with flexibility, though 

within some absolutes that are trans-cultural. Paul selected the 

“end times” to teach these young believers to live today in light of 

eternity (our “living hope”). What is most needed for your culture 

today? As a reminder, Paul’s intent is not to provide us with a 

complete, exhaustive “morals manual.” The return of Christ 

releases perseverance and builds self-control. We are to encourage 

one another with this. Focus on the “main & plain”: “We will live 
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together with Jesus.” Scripture deliberately leaves many of our 

questions unanswered.  

So, how do we respond? We can let our curiosity and drive for 

knowledge and control (“knowledge is power”) push us to eat 

once again from the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil, the 

original sin in Genesis 3. Or we can practice a theology of awe 

and wonder and patiently wait for our Divine Helpers to provide 

answers in God’s time. I throw my unanswered questions 

temporarily in my “Deuteronomy 29:29 bucket.”1 Paul calls us to 

mutually encourage each other, 4:18 + 5:11, God’s “one 

anothers” that develop mutual participation in koinonia in 

community. 

2. Relate rightly to authority (5:12-13): This area of leadership 

is a specific illustration of a bomb in the culture in Thessalonica. 

The Greek deities were their previous model for leadership. The 

gods are a study of war and control, of competition and attempted 

world conquest. “Make it happen” is their mantra, much like our 

culture today. So their top-down leadership is a survival of the 

strongest, the most powerful, in a quest for coercive power and 

control over the other gods for the limited resources available.  

By contrast, Paul modeled servant-leadership. His earliest 

view of leadership and followership in this letter reflects a very 

collaborative, team-oriented approach to servant leadership in 

community, more in alignment with Jesus in the Beatitudes 

(“blessed are the humble and gentle,” Matthew 5:3 + 5 and Jesus 

in 11:29).2 Too long in our Western Christianity stream a few 

have led and a few more have served. God has designed the whole 

body to function. All are called to serve and to lead. And God 

calls some from that servant-pool to lead positionally in the 

church. “Leader” is not a common word used in the NT (do a 

word search). Rather, the NT emphasizes the ways we are to 

mutually influence one another.  

Note also that the same “brothers” who are 

followers/responders in verse 12 are called to mutual ministry in 

verses 14-15, and to exercise discipline in the church in 2 

Thessalonians 3:6. Unless we have learned to be good followers, 

we are not safe leaders.  
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When a faith-community has proper time to train, raise up all 

as servants. Be sure they learn (1) their identity in Christ, (2) 

exercising the extent of authority delegated to them, and (3) quick 

obedience to fulfill assignments. This followership best prepares 

them for servant leadership. (1) “Identity in Christ” guards 

leaders from using leadership as a platform to find a counterfeit 

identity in leading. (2) “Delegated spiritual authority” releases in 

leaders an ability to exercise the full extent of the God-given 

authority we carry. (3) Doing our “God-assignments” protects 

leaders from practicing our agenda. 

This certainly cuts across the grain of our societal leadership 

norms, although it consistently aligns itself with our model for 

humanity, the relational Team-of-Three. I believe God is restoring 

a leadership model today of servant-leadership that moves on the 

continuum more towards a collaborative, “community-centered” 

approach, with a healthy give-&-take in up-close-&-personal 

leadership.3 For this, we must draw them from a pool of servant-

first trained followers.  

According to 1 Thess, healthy followers/responders respect 

their leaders, hold them in the highest regard for Christ’s sake, and 

value their hard work.  

Influencers/initiators/leaders…  

 work hard among and on behalf of the followers;  

 initiate relational, life-on-life care toward followers as 

“trusted rulers,” like shepherds watching over the flock or 

a hardworking farmer cultivating the soil;  

 care for our spiritual life as they urge us to walk worthy of 

God’s high and glorious Kingdom calling;  

 mutually live in relational peace together with others.  

3. Minister with elasticity (5:14-15): Learn to become agile 

disciples who respond from a solid spiritual baseline with 

flexibility to serve others. Three general conditions of need in 

people (the weak, the timid, and the idle (the deliberately 

disobedient) receive three different ministry responses (help, 

encouragement, and warning). Canned, boxy, one-size-fits-all 

ministry will not maximize Spirit-empowered change. Ministry is 

not just for the few, but for all so minister in a variety of ways that 

best meet the needs of others. Discern! Read people and respond 
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by partnering with the Spirit. Then cover it all with patience, 

forgiveness, and kindness.  

4. Deepen Trinitarian-based LifeChange groups (5:16-24): 

Each one of these smorgasbord of commands are plural, not 

singular (“you” = more than one). These responses are best 

fulfilled by connecting with the relational Community-God and 

with one another in primal LifeChange groups so community 

multiplies itself in the light of the living hope of His return. 

Welcoming God and others into our lives carves out space in our 

hearts for LifeChange. They invite with a warm and friendly, 

“Come on in!” Our oneness is attractive and draws in those 

outside the church as an eloquent witness (John 17:20-23). Paul 

therefore calls us to make every effort to nurture these community 

responses. 

God’s will is to be a community flourishing with this spiritual 

“seed” sown through close-knit cells of 3-5 people in koinonia, 

like our Community-God. Reproduce and release ceaseless joy, 

prayer and thanksgiving in our midst because we are satisfied in 

our Family-of-Three alone. This is God’s will. Don’t dampen the 

Spirit’s fire, which we do when we treat Spirit-given prophecies 

with contempt. Multiplying faith-communities are irreversibly 

spiritual. The one gift we need is the Holy Spirit, the Gift-Giver. 

Listen closely to hear His voice together with discernment in 

community. Test prophecy communally against God’s Word.4 Not 

everything called prophecy today is prophecy. We are the 

gatekeepers of our hearts. Discern! Hold fast to the good; release 

the rest. Call one another to this.  

Why?  

I believe what lies behind these commands is the immediacy 

of the presence of our Community-God. He is here, among us, 

right now. His presence is our highest good. He delights to 

communicate with His children, through the Bible and beyond 

Scripture, but never in contradiction to it. Vibrant koinonia in 

community in LifeChange primal groups exists when the Spirit’s 

fire is present since He is the Spirit of koinonia (2 Corinthians 

13:14). We are His presence people. 

Paul models in 1 Thessalonians how to build koinonia in 

community to best bring out the mutuality between our personal 
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responsibility to walk with God and our community commitment 

to partner with God and with one another in our calling.  

Waves are for a surfer what the Holy Spirit is for believers. 

Develop inward strength and outward skills so 

that when large waves come, we are prepared. A 

surfer has the ability to face the forces of the 

waves and wind, and use their force to respond 

with flexibility and adaptability as an agile surfer 

to catch God-given momentum. Both/And/And. 

Both individual responsibility (chapter 4) and also community 

buy-in (chapter 5), all together with our Team-of-Three.  

Do you feel a bit overwhelmed? Please don’t. Feast on this 

promise that casts its support throughout this entire letter.  

The one who calls you is faithful and he will do it  

(1 Thessalonians 5:24, emphasis).  

My Journey into Koinonia in Community 
God partners together with us in koinonia, or fellowship, in 

community, even though we live among an individualistic people 

who are not always easy to be around…just like us. Koinonia in 

community is God’s target, not simply a strategy that aims at 

individual converts and followers. We especially grow by mining 

the rich relational vein in our oikos (our extended relationships, 

including family and friends) and deepening our lives through 

primal groups.  

Living in community like this, vitally connected to the 

Community-God and to each other, can be imposing to our 

pervasively privatized lives. In this letter, Paul focuses on 

multiplying faith-communities that reproduce. Shared life with the 

Community God, Father, Son and Spirit, mutually lived out life-

on-life within a local church, is an eloquent expression of Christ 

to the lost world (John 17:20-23). 

This is koinonia, which is a Greek word whose depth and 

richness cannot be expressed with one word. The NASB Bible 

translation uses fellowship, sharing, participation and contribution 

to convey the breadth. Koinonia soars far beyond our popular 
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usage for fellowship or community, which focuses mostly on 

socialization. Socialization is an aspect of koinonia, although it 

stops far short. Koinonia is participation in something held in 

common. For Peter and John, they were partners in the fishing 

business. They shared together a life of fishing, both the pains and 

joys. For Christians, we share together this intimate, mutual 

participation in the resurrected life of Christ as active, mutually 

contributing members.  

In socialization, we come and go as we please, relating to 

others directly as we wish. In koinonia, God has arrested our 

hearts to invest His resurrected life in others. We relate indirectly, 

always through Christ. Koinonia joins eternal life, the Trinitarian 

life shared by the Father, Son and Spirit, together with His people. 

Koinonia is the fullest expression of the New Covenant 

relationship we are now under with God and with one another (as 

you might know, New Testament actually means “New 

Covenant”). This is community life together, a deeper life 

connection than any other we can imagine, even closer than 

nuclear family (Mark 3:33-34). This also points toward an 

effective approach to build primal groups that activates 

LifeChange in love. As Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote in Life 

Together: 

“Spiritual love, however, comes from Jesus Christ, it 

serves him alone; it knows that it has no immediate 

access to other persons. Jesus Christ stands between 

the lover and the others he loves…..What love is, only 

Christ tells in his Word [contrary] to all my own opinions 

and convictions.” 

So, how can we live this unity and oneness out practically? 

In August of 2001, the Lord spoke to me. Oh, not in an audible 

voice or vision, but in an inner nudge or impression. “Jim, I want 

to teach you community [long pause]…and it will come with a 

high cost.” Well, I’m not the sharpest knife in the drawer. I 

quickly considered it. The “high cost” sounded ominous. So I 

replied, “Thanks, Lord, but I think I’ll pass.”  

I felt that the Lord left the offer on the table, without 

disappointment towards me or recrimination. My rationalizations 
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quickly kicked in. The Lord sounded very serious about this “high 

cost.” And after all, since I was saved at twenty-five, I had been 

constantly in church groups. I had experienced community in the 

local church, in home groups and had been discipling one-on-one 

and in SmallGroups almost from the get-go. 

Two weeks later, in a quiet moment, I returned to sanity, came 

back to the Lord and said a willing “yes.” The Lord is nothing but 

good. He has never responded toward me in any way other than 

for my highest and my best. I trusted Him to supply what would 

be necessary in those “high cost” times that would surely come to 

me as a natural introvert. 

About two years into this journey, I had two experiences on 

back to back nights in SmallGroups that led me to conclude: “I 

have made substantial progress in my personal life as an 

individual Christian, but I stink at this community stuff.” I was 

beginning to grasp the sharp difference between individuals 

socializing together as Christians (which I previously thought was 

Christian community) and koinonia in community, a deepening 

relationship that mutually participates together around the life we 

share in common with Jesus.5 This launched me on a steep 

learning curve to dive even deeper into community. 

What I previously viewed as the Christian life was built on a 

foundation that very much resembled American can-do 

individualism. Now, it’s not a wrong foundation. It merely rests 

on a portion of the whole foundation while believing this is all. 

This truncated base does not release the full potential in God’s 

Genesis 1:26-28 design as persons-in-community.  

Western individualism implies that we can grow on our own, 

if we just get the right training or discover the right truth or track 

or counselor or director or mentor or coach or methodology. 

Although this can-do individualism puts the Holy Spirit on the 

back burner, it’s so resistant to correction because it is based on 

some authentic truth. This “part-for-the-whole” thinking (scoping 

in on a legitimate part of the truth as if it’s the whole truth), cuts 

off God’s people from the fullness He intends.6  

We do have personal responsibility. 

As I’m learning to begin my thinking more often with the 

relational Trinity and His choice to connect His abundance with 
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His people (Trinity-Vision), I’m beginning to see this koinonia in 

community all over the New Testament.7 I approach life 

differently now (although still very much in-process). I was 

surprised at…and unprepared for…the additional set of values and 

skills and time that koinonia demands. 

For you who recently became Christians, perhaps you may 

avoid my detour by entering directly into this life-together. Begin 

with a proper focus encompassing both individual responsibility 

and community buy-in, as God designed His image-bearers.  

Some of us have taken the long way around to get where you 

may be able to now enter. Learn from those of us who have gone 

before, but don’t follow my unnecessary detour into 

individualism. Now, perhaps for the first time, we are in a place 

where we can project out where our current values and behaviors 

will lead and honestly ask ourselves: “Is this the kind of person I 

want to become?” If the answer is “not completely,” we already 

have all kinds of relationship in place in koinonia to support us 

through the difficult change process.8 Jesus has a better way, and 

modeled it as He ministered in the Gospels. This process of 

ministry training was so ingrained in Jesus’ normal doing-life that 

many have been blinded to its simplicity. 

Nurturing “Primal” Groups 
Perhaps a much better term exists than “primal group”9 to 

communicate this essential aspect of LifeChange in which 

community begets community. However, let’s begin with what I 

presently see without quibbling over terminology. 

Why do I believe “primal groups” are such essential building 

blocks to multiply catalytic koinonia in community, both in 

number and in depth?  

I have been discipling for years through small, temporarily 

closed bands of people centered around Scripture. We trusted our 

indwelling Trainer to give insight and LifeChange. But there’s 

more…much more (key concept in 1 Thess). I’m in the early 

process of working this out more fully, so please come alongside 

and experiment with me. Learn how do develop healthy primal 
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groups to train others for healthy LifeChange as communities 

birth other groups. 

For a starter, we have been designed by the original “Primal 

Group,” Father, Son and Spirit. They model all the essentials of 

healthy primary relationship. God fashioned us in this image so 

we can reproduce and pass on this flourishing life to others. Ask 

ourselves: “What factors do we see in the mutual relationship of 

the Father, Son and Spirit that we can adapt as a flexible, working 

model?”10 

The building blocks for ideal Christian koinonia or community 

are healthy primal groups for LifeChange. Ideally we model these 

after the original Primal Group, Father, Son and Spirit, normally 

small groups of 3-4 for maximum group dynamics. Christian 

primal groups are forged by the Spirit of God around responses to 

the Word of God (1 Thes 1:6b). These fundamental relationships 

cannot be assigned or programmed. However, over time as our 

churches are built this way through natural oikos relationships, 

from the bottom up, we will shift the focus from expert-directed to 

a more community-based mutuality. 

Although the Spirit causes growth, as good farmers we 

cultivate the “soil.” What spiritual “soil” is most conducive to 

fruitful growth through our mutual “one another” responses? Our 

ideal focus for training for LifeChange is primal groups, not 

merely individuals (although ministering to any one person is a 

vital part of ministry).  

The ideal fruit of an apple tree is an apple orchard, not just 

apples. Each of us carries equal responsibility for healthy spiritual 

growth and multiplication since God designed all of us as image-

bearers to be influencers (Genesis 1:26-28), regardless of our role, 

responsibilities, or position. Spiritually, we are like some starfish 

species. If a limb is cut off, they can grow an entirely new starfish 

just from a portion of a severed limb. The DNA to reproduce is 

scatted through the starfish body, like it is with us in community. 

To highlight chapter one again, these insightful verses sketch 

out five essential aspects the Spirit uses to forge such high 

leverage growth in primal groups. Structure is not the most crucial 

part of healthy small groups. However, solid, flexible and 

adaptable structure accelerates multiplying groups because new 
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disciplers or coaches do not have to reinvent the wheel. They are 

free to multiply quickly by beginning with what they have been 

taught. Later they may adapt and flex from what they have leaned 

as necessary to meet future changes in culture.  

I believe all five of these great pathways of discipleship are 

just as crucial today as in Paul’s ministry, although week in and 

week out the time spent in each will vary. Please also add your 

own experience and insight to make this your own. We only need 

one person to begin to shift a culture. Awaken to our God-given 

authority in His presence everywhere we go. 

1. Intimate Worship (1:2-3): Ultimately we aim to raise up 

radical disciples who worship with their entire lives like Romans 

12:1. These relentless risk-takers know that the things that cost us 

change us. Worship is a divine exchange. God puts His life more 

deeply into us as we pour out our lives to Him. We declare the 

character of God when we worship. 

This whole-life worship is expressed itself in many ways. Mix 

in simple songs sung to God more than about God (print out 

words for convenience). Take the bread and cup together at times. 

Mix in worship through prayer of adoration. Worship is an 

essential expression to release growth. 

2. Compassionate Mission (1:4-5): God called us together to 

be a worshipping church in mission. Jesus’ first message to wake 

up the Jewish religious lethargy proclaimed the Kingdom of God 

as near (Mark 1:15). When Jesus called His 1st century disciples 

from the “Come & See” crowd, He called them to mission (“I will 

make you fishers of men,” Mark 1:17-18). Within one month, the 

new believers in Thessalonica trumpeted the Good News all over 

their region so that Paul did not “need to say anything about it.” 

Mission is the high-leverage point of change to develop radical 

disciples. That’s why the “Live Out Loud” project in the 

“DiscipleMaking Companion” for 1 Thess emphasizes mission. 

Come up with an outreach project to do as a group. 

Additionally, work with those in your group to give their “3-

minute testimony” of how they came to Christ (see “Telling My 

Story” in Appendix). Follow up on the weekly “one idea to one 

person” assignment. Encourage each group member to identify a 

couple people God has laid on their hearts who need Jesus. Take 
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time in group to pray for them by name (if they are not present!). 

Invite a friend or acquaintance to your group and release the 

power of John 17:20-23. Challenge them like a friend. 

If we have vision for the Kingdom of God, we will introduce 

disruption…and expansion. What would it look like if we knew 

the authority we carry and reached out in vulnerability and 

transparency to those around us? It’s not a value when we speak 

it, but when we bleed for it. 

3. Relational Belonging (koinonia, 1:6a): Learn to know and 

to enjoy one another. Aim to make this like family as we come 

together since a sense of belonging is so fundamental to who we 

are. Paul’s team was easily approachable and willing to dialog 

together. Weigh in increases buy in. 

 Each one in a Christian primal group must buy-in 

personally (“become”). This taps into the freedom 

available in koinonia, as we mutually encourage, comfort 

and challenge each other without judgment and towards 

our highest and best (1 Thess 2:12). All three together with 

authenticity and with no-holds-barred honesty remove 

bitter roots within, allowing the life of Jesus to radiate out 

to others. “What happens in-group stays in-group” keeps 

the group safe for openly sharing. Confidentiality is 

essential for vulnerability. 

 Allow primal groups to fuse together as naturally as 

possible, perhaps with previously existing relationships 

(oikos) or primary relationships, or also with new 

relationships forged by the Spirit of God. 

 Become imitators of those with healthy character (even 

from a brand new Christian). Seek out Christians with 

healthy character to imitate. Imitation demands extended 

life-on-life time together for Christian formation until a 

critical mass is reached. This also makes “hiding” 

undesirable, thus accelerating LifeChange. 

 Also become imitators of the Lord, modeling our life after 

Jesus’ life (1:6, sequence “us & the Lord,” 2 Cor 3:17-18). 

He is our ultimate Model for character (Rom. 8:29). 

 LifeChange primal training groups normally grow over 

time into a mutual friendship and deep connection 
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(“become,” John 15:12-17; 17:20-23), not based on 

positional authority or roles. 

 Jesus discipled in same-gender groups. This is not sexist 

(an all-women group was also closely associated with 

Jesus, Luke 8:1-3). For this kind of relational intimacy 

forged in such groups, same-gender groups are wise for 

relational safety. 

4. Biblical Responsiveness (koinonia, 1:6b): The Bible is 

God’s Word. It’s God-breathed, releasing life since it’s His 

authority for our lives. Bring the group to the point where they 

love God’s Word and acknowledge it as their authority. 

 Develop a welcoming attitude toward God’s Word, like a 

good friend who stirs up life and refreshment and 

flourishing growth. The Spirit forges a Christian primal 

group around God’s Word.  

 Paul models a priority of the Scriptural concepts we need 

for healthy growth: a heart fully abandoned to: (1) who 

God is and what He generously provides through His 

presence, (2) our design and renewed identity in Christ (a 

high view of redeemed and restored humanity), and (3) our 

authority and power as image-bearers “in Christ” by faith 

to outfit us to partner with God in His call and God-

assignments. He is the One who is actively involved in His 

world (1 Thess 1-3 comes before the responses of 4-5; 

Ephesians 1-3 prior to 4-6; Romans 5-8 before the 

commands to do in 12:1f). 

 Learn how to teach to release active learning through a 

style that invites all into the mutual learning and growing 

process together. “Discovery in Doing” encourages pre-

preparation in Scripture.11 We are not changed by merely 

studying Scripture. The Spirit uses the experience of truth 

encountering life to change us, as we reflect on the 

experience. To be sustainable, active participation is 

essential. 

 Learning is not merely Bible study, but we also learn the 

“why-to” and “how-to” for worship (1:2-3), mission (1:4-

5), and doing community together (1:6-10 + 2:1-13), and 
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the skills and values necessary to give our lives away 

through these channels. 

5. Intentional Mutual-ministry (koinonia, 1:7-10): The lub-

dub heartbeat of God is “receive & give.” Whatever we receive, 

freely and quickly give away. If we receive forgiveness, give it 

away. If acceptance, kindness or grace, give it away, upward to 

God, outward to the needy world, and inward to this growing 

faith-community. We are not only changed in the giving, but our 

region is also impacted by God’s presence (1:8-9a) 

 Learning is never static, but actively putting what we are 

learning into practice personally in our lives (LifeChange 

in us) and giving it away through mutual ministry together 

(LifeChange in others). Little sustainable NT learning 

happens without doing. Who we are (Romans 8:29) colors 

all we do. 

 Base this intentional life you live out and give away on 

faith (“turned to God”), love (“to serve the living and true 

God”), and hope (“to wait for his Son from heaven”). 

 As models of Christ, live the life of Christ out loud (“they 

themselves report…”, 9). Note that it’s both upward in 

worship (2-3), outward in mission (8-9 +4-5), and also 

inward in community (6-7). Both/And/And. 

 What is the fruit of an apple? An apple orchard. From the 

get-go, sow Paul’s intended end because of their God-

given potential.  

 A primal group is relationally dynamic. So its “shelf-life” 

seems to be shorter. Jesus’ “Come & Be with Me” group 

lasted only twenty months. Studies in group dynamic find 

a SmallGroup can become ingrown after two or three 

years. Plan on multiplying the group, and keep sowing this 

into its DNA. 

 “Deeper” happens in part in a more limited context of 

contact (like perhaps in a healthy LifeChange disciple-

making group). “Wider” demands that this life expands 

into our daily spheres of contact, into our work and 

recreational lives and our social settings. God never has an 

issue when we ask for more, only when we settle for less. 
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 Because every image-bearer and their call is unique, each 

group will look somewhat different. Sow the basic spiritual 

“seed” into the group you multiply, but don’t attempt to 

reproduce the exact dynamics. The Spirit of God is the one 

who creatively forges groups, each unique because each 

person is unique. 

 God is a multiplier. Look at nature. Most plants have 

multiple seeds with life within, like wheat to multiply 30-, 

60- and a 100-fold. Genesis one repeats the words to 

“reproduce after their kind.”  

Summary: Jesus is the genius at everything He does. He makes 

us “inside traders” in all we do, and it’s legal! Why would we 

think we can come up with better ideas than Jesus has to multiply 

disciples, His specialty as we look at the hundreds of millions of 

followers today? 

“God can do anything, you know—far more than you 

could ever imagine or guess or request in your wildest 

dreams! He does it not by pushing us around but by 

working within us, his Spirit deeply and gently within us” 

(Ephesians 3:20 in The Message). 

stewards? 

Four “Room” Learning Process for Disciples 

How do we intentionally deepen these five great pathways of 

discipleship in our own lives?  

Then how do we pass them on to others as good stewards? 

What follows is a very flexible, adaptable training model. 

Begin to work through each of the five big-picture pathways of 

discipleship by moving from room 1 through to room 4. Our level 

of learning is not complete until we can pass it on to others.12 As a 

context, keep asking: “What’s God’s part and mine.” We cannot 

do anything spiritual without the empowering ministry of the 

Spirit. And the Spirit will not complete the process without our 

collaborative effort. Both/And. 

So, how do we experience change in an arena of discipleship? 

How do we learn and grow? 
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In order to make any aspect of discipleship our own, whether 

worship or mission, whether our relational, Biblical or intentional 

responses, we must be open to learn (first room). Since God is a 

God of “more,” a key to growth is openness to become a lifelong 

life-learner. 

Second, we choose to put out the necessary effort, passion and 

persistence towards deliberate practice. Over time, practice begins 

to change our skill and values in this arena. Studies indicate that 

“deliberate practice,” especially under the watchful eye of those 

farther along and willing to speak into our lives, is the primary 

factor common to all who have achieved great success. This is one 

reason we do this “more than Bible study” approach to learning. 

Together in a group, we have open feedback to grow quickly.13 

One leader said, “Do it 200 times, then come together and talk.”  

“When a child is learning to walk and falls down 50 times 

they never think to themselves ‘this isn't for me.’. Keep 

that childish drive!!” (Warren Buffett). 

The third room is life-style. This discipline is now familiar, 

something we do more 

automatically as a normal 

part of our daily lives. We 

see more opportunities and 

seize them when they arise.  

In this fourth and final 

room, we now pass along 

this discipline to others. Of 

course, we only pass along 

well who we are. No wonder 

we first build a solid baseline 

in our own lives as a life-

style.  

This flexible and adaptable process is simple and intuitive as 

we experience incremental change so we are able to help others to 

grow. Don’t expect growth to always be neat and tidy, though this 

model provides a broad roadmap to evaluate our healthy progress.  
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Swinging Doors into Each Room 

What makes this so powerful? You may have noticed the four 

swinging doors through which we enter into each room. How do 

we normally move from one room into the next? What may block 

progress for a time, and launches progress at other times? 

The first swinging door into openness is a catalyst igniting 

hope. If we do not have some reasonable hope or expectation that 

other possibilities exist, we tend to settle where we are. How does 

the Spirit fire up this catalytic hope within us? Many ways. 

 We may personally experience something in this discipline 

that takes off past blinders. God may use others, like in 

prayer, and at times He may do it sovereignly.  

 A credible witness, someone we respect.  

 A credible witness we respect experiences something. This 

is a reason to tell stories and pass the baton, like John the 

Baptist did for Jesus’ first two disciples, John and Andrew. 

 The credible witness may a trusted author, even the Bible. 

 Since we are relational beings, imitation is powerful  

(1 Thess. 1:6a). Get around a community practicing this.  

As an illustration of the power of peers: your child wants to 

learn to surf. Perhaps you put him under a surf instructor with 

private lessons. However, if instead you put him in a surf school 

with peers with an eagerness to learn, your child’s ability to risk-

take may skyrocket. Our reticence to risk breaks off naturally as 

we are around peers who enjoy the process. We need each other! 

Second swinging door: When we decide to step out spiritually, 

we will encounter spiritual opposition. Look at Jesus’ model. The 

wilderness temptation came after His baptism. Develop a healthy 

theology of pain and suffering so you are not surprised by any 

fiery trial. Spiritual opposition comes because we live in a fallen 

world, because we want to hug our comfort zone or from our 

enemy’s attack. Spiritual opposition actual develops true grit in us 

(passion coupled with perseverance) when we lean into Jesus. 

Push through and be launched forward in this arena. 

Third swinging door: Don’t get weary in well-doing because 

we will reap in due time if we don’t settle. 
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Now that we have a life-style, we move into the room to pass 

along what is now a life-style (fourth swinging door). This 

demands vision and reflection. We begin to see others around us 

who need what we have experienced (vision). In order to pass it 

on though, we must reflect on our personal journey in light of 

Scripture. Vision stirs up a desire to reflect on our process, 

discerning what is essential from what was merely unique for us. 

Ask the Spirit of God for wisdom to sift through the fundamental 

from the merely occasional, unique to us.  

Then pass it along in reproducible steps in a way that 

connects. This may be to just one person, or it may become a 

ministry.14 After passing it one once, bring it back to the drawing 

board, evaluate and modify the process. We agreed to disciple the 

first couple who asked my wife and me by responding, “Yes, we 

will if you will be our guinea pigs because we are still learning.”  

And beware of settling as a Christian. All four of the swinging 

doors swing both ways. We may walk into the next room, and we 

may also slide back and settle for less than God has for us. Since 

we have an active enemy pulling us down, if we are not 

progressing, we are being pulled back down the 5-steps. For 

instance, look at our life as a boat aimed upstream. If we drift, we 

are actually being pulled downstream by the current. Risk-take. 

Let me quickly point out a few important bullet points. You 

have a lifetime to massage this and add to my brief thoughts as 

you pass this along to multiply disciples. 

 The order in which the Spirit partners with us to build the 

five great disciplines into our lives also depends on our 

unique situation, though Jesus often began with mission to 

jump-start a tepid spiritual life.  

 Some practice “layer learning,” learning one discipline on 

a basic level, then moving on to another. Others may 

plumb the multi-faceted depth in one discipline before 

moving on to another discipline. Later in the process, some 

may want to pass the training baton on to specialists in a 

particular discipline to drill down more deeply. All this is 

good. Stay open, flexible and adaptable. 

 Also know the sphere of your calling for this season. God 

calls some of us to minister to children or to seniors, to 
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evangelize or disciple or to break the poverty cycle in 

certain people groups. 

Followers grow to the degree they are willing to take 

ownership and responsibility. All willing change begins with 

openness. Living things reproduce. It’s God’s design. Their own 

response is their primary limiting factor. So don’t hesitate to 

challenge others to all that God has for them. Raise up F-A-T 

servants who follow Jesus without compromise (faithful, 

available, teachable).  

I don’t believe the younger generation today wants a Christian 

experience where we lower the “bar” to accommodate them. We 

also need to meet them where they are. God has called us to join 

His epic adventure to win the world back to the Father’s love. 

Like Jesus before us, call others to a radical adventure of faith. 

The Master’s Men come (Mark 3:13b).  

The indwelling present-riseness of Jesus Christ our Lord 

makes us sufficient (2 Corinthians 3:2-6). So don’t let the devil 

disqualify you by whispering to you poverty thoughts. As Elton 

Trueblood wrote: 

What [Jesus] did was to collect a few very common men 

and women, inspire them with the sense of his spirit and 

vision, and build their lives into an intensive fellowship of 

affection, worship and work.” 

Jesus focused on developing the few in primal groups to reach 

the many. So He was willing to do to the one what He would like 

to do to the many. In order to release much of this spiritual 

“seed.” I have written eight five-week, interactive studies to lay 

into our lives this essential spiritual “seed.” I call the series 

“DiscpleMaking Companion” because it provides simple structure 

and a measured pace. All are free downloads, taking the group as 

active learners through foundational books in the Bible and key 

building blocks for our spiritual journey. 

“It is hard to bear with people who stand still along the 

way, lose heart, and seek their happiness in little 

pleasures which they cling to….You feel sad [because] 
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you know with an indestructible certainty that something 

greater is coming….”15 

We all need something to give our lives to, someone to share it 

with, and something that gives a reasonable explanation of why 

the first two are so difficult.16  

Are you reaching toward that “something greater” as God’s 

“presence person” with a growing relationship with God the 

Father, Son and Spirit. Nothing else makes make sense of life. 

Nothing this world offers compares with nurturing our inner being 

with choices that transform us from the inside out.  

“What [Jesus] did was to collect a few very common men 

and women, inspire them with the sense of his spirit and 

vision, and build their lives into an intensive fellowship of 

affection, worship and work.”17  

Now What? 

“Making” & “Multiplying” Disciples 
How did Jesus, the Second Man, walk out God’s original 

Eden-ideal? The same way we do since Jesus is our model for 

humanity in full dependence on God. John gives a glimpse into 

His dependent, three-fold approach to life. He walked fully as a 

man, even though Jesus is simultaneously fully God, oh mystery 

of the incarnation!  

 “The words I speak are what I hear from My Father.”  

 “I can do nothing by Myself, but only what I see My 

Father do.”  

 “I can do nothing on My own initiative because I seek only 

the will of My Father.” 

These responses are not a product of the Fall in Genesis 3. 

Jesus was without sin, free, creatively engaging life to the utmost. 

Jesus was, therefore, not driven by what appears to be 

right/wrong, or pushed and shoved by others, but drawn by His 

Father’s will. Jesus actively worked in the world around Him, 

partnering with his Father and with the Spirit.  
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“As You sent me into the world, I have sent them into the 

world” (John 17:18). 

“You know what has happened throughout Judea, 

beginning in Galilee after the baptism that John 

preached, how God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the 

Holy Spirit and power, and how he went around doing 

good and healing all who were under the power of the 

devil, because God was with him” (Acts 10:37-39) 

Even as Jesus fulfilled His destiny, the Trinity beckons us to 

enjoy a similar divine dance, with Him supplying direction and 

strength as Lead. Jesus aimed to make disciples who reproduced 

down to the fourth generation. Give your strength freely to others. 

Come join the dance! 

“If there would emerge in our day such a fellowship, 

wholly without artificiality and free from the dead hand of 

the past, it would be an exciting event of momentous 

importance. A society of genuine loving friends, set free 

from the self-seeking struggle for personal prestige and 

from all unreality, would be something unutterably 

priceless and powerful. A wise person would travel any 

distance to join it.”18 

Why can we build such koinonia in faith-communities today?  

Before time, the Father loved the Son, the Son loved the 

Father, and each loved and was loved by the Spirit. This 

Community-God at the center of the universe draws near to us to 

draw us into this circle of His inner Self-Giving love as co-lovers. 

The Son became fully man (without ceasing to be God, oh 

mystery) to bring this life all the way to us. It’s a wonderful 

ministry to influence people to grow into the likeness of Jesus 

Christ. 

As this relational God and His connected, creation-intent for 

us stand at the epicenter of our lives, it changes how we see 

ourselves, use our time, and approach people. Then give away this 

priceless, powerful life as life-on-life DiscipleMakers. Faith-
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communities are built like this, one person and one primal group 

after another, from the foundation up.  

I long to see a host of such faith-fellowships raised up in our 

21st century cultures, lighthouses for the Light of the world. Some 

may be communities within the larger community of a local 

church. Others may launch new church plants in the same 

geographical area or around the world. Together we can model 

something prophetically hopeful to a world in desperate need for 

answers. The world will get a glimpse of God’s unchanged Eden-

intent in Genesis 1 and 2 as they experience mutual koinonia in 

our faith-community. 

As necessary as it is for each of us to make disciples, high-

leverage, catalytic growth happens when each of us take the next 

step to multiply disciples like Jesus modeled. 

Jesus…called to him those he wanted…that they might 

be with him and that he might send them out…  

(Mark 3:13-15). 

“As the Father has sent me, I am sending you”  

(Jesus in John 20:21). 

“All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to 

me. Therefore go and make disciples of all 

nations…teaching them to obey everything I have 

commanded you” (Jesus in Matthew 28:19-20 on making 

and multiplying disciples). 

And the things you have heard me say in the presence of 

many witnesses entrust to reliable men who will also be 

qualified to teach others  

(Paul in 2 Timothy 2:2, four spiritual generations). 

Everyone in the world makes disciples.  

What kind of disciples am I making?  

Make room for the wildness of God. He is fierce intimacy, 

always sovereign and sometimes wild.  

The Body of Christ is a big part of the delivery system for 

grace to transform: relational intimacy, Biblical authority, and 

intentional doing.  
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Are you yearning for a deeper sense of meaning and 

significance on your journey with the Community-God? How 

much of your time, talent and treasure are you willing to invest? 

What is the next step for you? Yes, the investment will be high, 

although the ROI19 will be still higher.  

What does your heart yearn for?  

Let your authentic life speak out loud. 

Live entirely before our Family-of-Three. Live to the hilt! 

How does this sound to you? 

S-T-U-D-Y 1 Thessalonians 5 
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Live Out Loud Project: 

Spiritual “Longing Statement” 
What does your heart long for in your relationship with God? 

This is not how you want to partner with God in ministry, rather 

your personal relationship with the Father, Son and Spirit. God 

creates the longing within, and we only discover it. Longing 

ignites passion. Yearning captures our hearts and taps into our 

intrinsic motivation. Developing a clear, concise “longing 

statement” will help fuel this season on our journey, moving us 

beyond where we are today on our journey towards what God is 

drawing us to. He always has “much more” to experience of what 

He has already freely given us. Ask: “When I think about drawing 

close to God, what do I wish it to be like?” Utilize your God given 

imagination. Remember, this is an exercise in listening to your 

own heart and the unique way God speaks to you. Don’t let your 

past limit your future. Answer this question:  

“In this season on your journey, what kind of relationship do 

you sense God is calling you to for our mutual pleasure?” 

 

To prime the pump for your thinking, jot down words or 

thoughts that come to you. No Rush. The thoughts may seem 

random at first. Let this flow out of your reflection in silence and 

solitude before God and also words that simply pop into your head 

as you are doing life. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Now begin to write it out in a sentence. Raw words are fine, 

rather than feeling a need for majestic prose. 
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Freder’s Favorites 
Web Site: www.JimFredericks.com  

Most authors have one key message interwoven in all they write. I’m no 

different. I write to restore an accurate Christian worldview so we see God, 

ourselves and the world more like our relational Trinity does. Then we multiply 

disciples like Jesus. A relational Trinitarian, incarnational understanding of 

God with a high view of God’s restored and fulfilled new creation as one new 

man in Christ weaves itself into our everyday lives and all my writings. 

CORE, Foundational Books 

Big God! Bold Design, A Trilogy – This Trilogy fuses together what God is 

bringing to light in the last decades to our solid, life-giving historical roots. 

This primer is a basic, life-oriented theology for what we believe, recapturing 

the mystery of God and the dignity of humanity as image-bearers.  

Cycles for Lifelong LifeChange – God built life to grow through a process, 

seed to shoot to flower to fruit. John paints a picture of three stages of 

spiritual development so we become lifelong life learners & doers.  

Cultivating DiscipleMaking Communities – This read-along through Paul’s 

earliest letter flows out of 1 Thessalonians. This key community-building 

letter, with a thoroughly relational Trinitarian view of life, is Paul’s vision to 

launch and grow disciples in reproducing faith-communities as His Word 

works in us. Essential reading for those who wish to multiply ministry. 

Invitation to Fuller Life 

A Series of 5-Week “DiscipleMaking Companions” – When Jesus rescued us 

through faith, He drew near to us in order to draw us near to Himself. He 

calls us to join Him on His epic adventures as we live out of our spiritual 

DNA and express this live upward in worship, outward in mission, and 

inward in disciple-making. Each highly interactive, 5-week companion leads 

us directly into Bible books, for personal study and also to grow in active, 

natural learning communities.  

Foundation Stones – These “blog” length building blocks build into the early 

fiber of our Christian journey in a format for easy daily ingestion.  

Jesus Is Enough! – A meditative guide through Jesus’ “last words” in John 

15, the life-releasing picture of the Vine and the branches. What a glimpse 

into how to thrive spiritually, for both new and for mature Christians.  

Times of Refreshing – God’s Family deserves healthy nourishment to stimulate 

growth aimed at each of our spiritual developmental levels on this lifelong 

adventure of faith. This short book uses Jesus to focus on two basic concepts, 

abundance & forgiveness from connecting with the Father and Son. 

http://www.jimfredericks.com/
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What follows is not for the casual reader. My aim in writing is to partner with 

the relational Trinity to release our spiritual DNA to experience “life to the 

full.” Such a vibrant life is nourished best through active, natural learning in 

community. I write to call men and women in Christ to radical allegiance to the 

Father, Son and Spirit so we change from the inside out. This begins by seeing 

how God sees, how He sees Himself, ourselves and the world of people. 

Beware! These could be incendiary! 

1. “You Are Strong” [in the Lord] 

Radical Mutuality – In 1 John, the aged Apostle John felt compelled to write 

what was essential from his perch 25 years after the last NT book had been 

written. This ancient/new 1st century mental map turned the world upside 

down then, koinonia flowing out of the relational Trinity, and can also today. 

Created Community – Ephesians is Paul’s model for living a flourishing 

Christian life. Ephesians reflects the distilled essence of what Paul spoke as 

he planted and strengthened thriving churches in the 1st century. 

Enjoying His Presence – For our 21st century lives as Christians, nothing is 

more vital than grasping and responding to the moment-by-moment life God 

freely offers His people, You Have Overcome the Evil One”even in the 

routine. Journey through various Psalms. 

2. “The Word of God Lives in You” 

Mining God’s Word – This hands-on approach draws our hearts to love God’s 

Word. It helps all believers build solid Bible study in a time-proven, user 

friendly approach. Think BIG-small-BIG as you soak in God’s Word. 

3. “You Have Overcome the Evil One” 

Training our Twelve as Disciples (draft)–Jesus is not only our perfect “moral” 

model, but also our ministry model. The Gospels are our blueprint to 

recapture some of the vibrancy of 1st century disciples for the church today. 

Pursued by Community (draft) – Impact the lost in community, like Jesus (John 

17:20-23), the most relevant and attractive person alive.  

Sailing the High Seas – The relational Community-God Himself is our model 

for all leadership. This more community-based leadership dialog honors 

positional leadership while releasing God’s people to reach their potential. 

I write with three large concerns: (1) that I might convince your mind before 

God ravishes your heart with His relational love; (2) that you will read these 

books alone and be helped greatly…and settle for the helpful, but partial, 

change gained from learning as individuals, missing out on God’s greater call 

to live as “persons-in-community; (3) that you might in some way view what I 

write as a finished program that will  bring growth like a vending machine! No 

such thing exists because we are following the Living God. 
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Prologue 

1 I observe two patterns in the NT. If the converts are fresh, model and 

do it to them before the explanation. Jesus did this with His disciples. 

John 13-17 is one of the later explanations before Jesus left of the 

governing values and principles that undergirded His ministry. Paul also 

seemed to have ministered like this to the new converts at Thessalonica. 

This is so far from our university approach to education that is difficult 

for us to grasp. 

But after the converts have some grounding, in order to help them to see 

the Christian perspective of life in a fuller way, Paul explains, like in 1 

Thessalonians. His pattern is to first share the theological basis for what 

he calls us to. Then, based on the Reality of what God is like and how 

He sees me/us, he calls us to arms. This pattern is clear in 1 

Thessalonians (first three chapters, Reality, and last two chapters our 

call to arms.) Paul also uses this same pattern in Ephesians (first 3 

chapters Reality and the last three a call to arms, to change, modify, 

grow and respond). In our existing Christian congregations, we need 

more of the latter pattern. 
2 The style of learning Paul practiced is a bit foreign to what we have 

usually experienced. I call this natural learning. Following in the steps 

of Jesus, these young believers gained knowledge first by association 

before it was understood by explanation. 1 Thessalonians is Paul’s 

explanation, to be sure these young believers understood what he and 

the team had done and why.  

In other words, these believers experienced the truth before they studied 

it in detail. The style was rabbinic, Socratic, a question/answer, 

interactive learning process in community. This contrasts with much of 

Western learning where we first learn in class through books and 

lecture; then we go out and do it. See “A-G-A-P-E Learning 

Community” at the end for a broader perspective. 
3 For the breakdown of the Twelve in three primary groups of four each, 

I have drawn heavily from William Barclay’s The Master’s Men, and 

excellent, short compilation by a man with a masterful grasp of 

language. In each of the four lists, the groups of four are always 

identical, although not necessarily in the same order (Matthew 10:2-4, 

Mark 3:16-19, Luke 6:14, Acts 1:13). Each group seems to have natural 

connections within the four. 
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See the “Appendix” for a fuller description. 

Some say Jesus had four groups of three based on the times when only 

Peter, James and John are together at special times with Jesus (no 

Andrew), although another time all four are together. I base my 

thoughts primarily on the lists and what seems to be affinity within the 

groups of four. Here’s what’s crucial, though. Three groups of 

four…four groups of three…what does it matter? Jesus multiplied 

disciples through same-gender groups of three or four. 
4 James R. Newby, Best of Elton Trueblood (Nashville: Impact Books, 

1979). 
5 See chapter five for more explanation. Koinonia is a Greek word 

whose depth and richness cannot be expressed with one word. The 

NASB Bible translation uses fellowship, sharing, participation and 

contribution to convey the breadth. It’s participation in something held 

in common. For Peter and John, they were partners in the fishing 

business. They shared together the pains and joys of fishing. For 

Christians, we share together this intimate, mutual participation in the 

life of Christ as active, contributing members. Koinonia joins eternal 

life, the Trinitarian life shared by the Father, Son and Spirit, with His 

people. 
6 Parker J. Palmer, Let Your Life Speak (Josey-Bass: SF, 2000), p.108. 
7 I have written a number of 5-week “sprints” to lay a solid foundation 

into our lives free PDF download from my website, 

JimFredericks.com under the “Sprints” tab. They get individuals and 

groups directly into God’s Word in an easy to reproduce way. I call it 

“Discovery through Doing,” flipping learning around so we learn, do 

and debrief, recognizing that authentic learning flows from doing, not 

simply knowing. See the Appendix for these free studies. 
8 Orison Swett Marden quoted in The Journey from Success to 

Significance, John Maxwell, Thomas Nelson Book Group: Nashville, 

2004, p. 105. 
9 Roland Allen, Missionary Methods: St. Paul’s or Ours? (Grand 

Rapids: Wm.B. Eerdmans publishing Co, 1962), p. 7. 

Chapter 1: Launching Multiplying SmallGroups 
1 In the 21st century, we have wandered from the biblical usage of 

“heart,” which is the command center of our lives, our inner orientation, 

the core of our being the totality of our response, not just emotions 

(Matt. 6:21; 15:19, 15:8 for instance). The heart incudes jour mind, 
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affections/emotions, and also will. We have traces of this biblical usage 

in our language when we say “my heart goes out to you” and “his heart 

isn’t in the game today.” Paul’s complete inner orientation was changed 

in an instant when he met Jesus on the Damascus Road in Acts 9. 

Personally, I was saved when I recognized that I could not run my own 

life, but this Jesus that people talked about in church could. I fully 

abandoned my heart to Jesus, “here is my life as it is and I will take 

yours back in exchange.” I felt little or nothing in that instant, but my 

inner orientation changed and I began to respond to whatever I 

understood from Scripture and from other Christians around me. 
2 See Romans 12:2 and Ephesians 4:23. 
3 Freely paraphrased from The Message paraphrase of Ephesians 1:3-4. 
4 This essential, relational view of God weaves its way through this 

entire letter to these new disciples…and it’s contagious. Any other view 

of God impoverishes our lives.  

These new believers experienced God as Plurality (Father and Son in 

this verse, later the Spirit in 1:5-6). They learned to quickly turn to His 

presence in the good, bad and ugly of life. In Christ, they experienced 

the same co-love and mutual giving that the Father and Son experienced 

with each other. Elsewhere in Scripture, this relationship God has with 

His people is described as that of the intimacy and interdependence of a 

Groom/Husband with His Bride/Wife. 
5 This small book is saturated by references to the Father, Son and 

Spirit, attributing to each one works that only God Himself can do. As 

impossible as the Trinity is to grasp intellectually, these brand-new 

believers experienced the Reality of this “Community-God.” Paul’s 

focus was that the expression of the Trinitarian faith grows out of a 

Trinitarian encounter in life-experience. Paul taught through the lens of 

a functional Trinity.  

God the Father is…  

• Living and True (1:9),  

• the One who helps us in tough times (2:2),  

• the One who tests us to give us resiliency and purity (2:4),  

• the One and Only we desire to please (2:5),  

• he God of all Peace (5:23),  

• the One who actually does for us what He calls us to (5:24).  

Jesus, the Son of God…  

• releases endurance inspired by hope (1:3),  
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• rescues His people from the coming wrath (1:10),  

• is the Beautiful News given to humankind (3:2),  

• provides faith by which to stand firm (3:8),  

• instructs His people through the authority of His Word (4:1),  

• returns for His people so we live together always (4:17, 5:10),  

• gives us His salvation as a helmet (5:8-9),  

• provides His grace out of which we live (5:23).  

The Spirit of God…  

• releases power for witnessing (1:5),  

• makes the Word of God come alive with joy and (1:6),  

• draws close through Scripture in tough times(1:6), 

• provides spiritual “fire” for Christian growth in community 

(5:19). 
6 “First-love” refers to God’s initiative to first love us (1 John 4:19). To 

the church at Ephesus in Revelation 2:4, Jesus says they have left their 

“first-love.” I have heard sermons…and preached them myself…using 

this verse to encourage us to return to the inward fervency we had when 

we first came to Jesus. I don’t believe this is what Jesus meant. First-

love is the love that God the Father, Son and Spirit have for us, prior to 

all else. He gives; we receive. 
7 The “I am…” portion is only limited by what the Bible says of us as 

new creations. This includes such foundational Realities taught 

elsewhere in Scripture as God’s design, the Triune origins of the human 

race, and our recreation as new creations in Christ through faith. God 

designed our lives and character to take in and reproduce the “sprouting 

seed” of His abundant life. 
8 This first point may seem a bit of a leap from verse 1, although 

consistent with New Testament teaching.  

What lies behind this is a broader study of Ephesians 1-3, Genesis 1-2 

and many other passages of Scripture. I believe we have a low view of 

who we are as God’s redeemed people. It’s a “glass ceiling” that stunts 

our growth (a real, but often unseen barrier). I would encourage you 

now to accept this like a math teacher gives a theorem. It’s meant to be 

used with a variety of possibilities to see if it fits. The young Christians 

at Thessalonica embraced this view of God and man, and their personal 

world and the communities around them were never the same again.  
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Jesus had previously given His disciples a similar pattern in His last 

teaching to them before His death. John 15:1-11 teach the first 

principal, the dual truth of who God is as a Plurality (the Father is the 

Vinedresser and Jesus is the true Vine) and who we are (branches 

abiding in the Vine for life-sustenance). John 15:12-17 gives us the 

inward look, those with whom we are in relationship (community). 

John 15:18-16:16 describes the outward look toward the lost world 

(evangelism). John 16:17-33 hints at the upward look toward God 

(worship). I teach on this in the short meditation on John 15 called 

Jesus Is Enough. I believe this is what Paul would have taught as our 

union with Christ, with these few words to remind them of what he had 

taught them personally. 
9 Certainly, the depth of this verse will take years to mine. God’s 

wisdom is described here in a triad of words, loaded with meaning: 

righteousness, sanctification and redemption. Suffice to say for 

now…they sum up all the blessings God has provided at the instant of 

salvation, everything we need for life and for godliness. I explore these 

a bit in the middle chapters of Big God! Bold Design. For now, know 

that God has blessed you with every spiritual blessing. Our right to 

abide in Christ with all His fullness and blessing rests safely on nothing 

less than the Father’s own purpose and love. Nothing will exalt the 

outpouring of God’s grace more than this mighty influence that God’s 

initiative exerts on us to abide in Christ. 
10 The Father placed us “in Christ” at the instant of salvation, both as 

individual believers and as part of “His own people.” Union with Christ 

(placed “in Christ”) is not something we thought up or earn. The Father 

takes the initiative. God’s people have the awesome privilege to partner 

with this God as His fully alive and deeply satisfied people.  

“In Him” God removed all the barriers that stood between us and God. 

“In Him” God invited us into His own life, life together, eternal life, 

participating now and without end in God’s innate goodness. Both/And 

as everyone participates. His life in us is life-giving seed that brings 

forth an abundant harvest in the world. 
11 Darrell W. Johnson, Experiencing the Trinity (Vancouver: Regent 

College Publishing, 2202), p. 84. 
12 I wrote Enjoying God’s Presence, a five-week, community-based 

learning booklet, to deepen and further explore this aspect of worship. 
13 I wrote a book published by Amazon.com called Enjoying His 

Presence. This is so vital for my life, that I gathered together in one 
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place much of what has stirred me in selections from many books and 

from the Bible, primarily Psalms. 

Worship has a two-fold basis. This good, great and generous God, who 

is relational community at His core, is worthy of praise and adoration, 

thanksgiving and worship, just for who He is. Also, God fashioned 

humanity as instruments of worship. As His image-bearer, God created 

you and me in His own image, like God as no other being. He designed 

us to be crowned with glory and honor, lower than only God Himself 

(Psalm 8:5). The church exists to be the Bride of Christ on earth, and to 

point others back to our lovely Bridegroom. 
14 Romans 12:1-2, for instance. 
15 Our Lord’s Prayer for His followers in Matthew 6:9-13 is a good 

model prayer, not to be repeated without meaning and heart (6:7), but 

relationship-based (6:8). Jesus tells us this is a model, sketching out the 

essence of how to pray (6:9a). Jesus begins and ends with worship, the 

true bookends of relationship-based praying. 

• Adoration, Our Good Father: “our Father who art in heaven” 

(6:9b); 

• Asking: Three requests for God’s desires, then three for our 

needs (6:9c-13) 

• Adoration, Our Great King: “and Yours is the kingdom and the 

power and the glory forever. Amen” (see NASB or KJV 

ending). 
16 We can do a lot more than pray after we have prayed, but not much 

for the King until we have prayed, tapping into His life. There are many 

models of prayer. The best know is the Lord’s Prayer given for His 

followers in Matthew 6:9-13. Here is another model, an acronym for 

four common elements of prayer. 

 A – Adoration – expressing of His worth; 

 C – Communion – deepening relationship with God; 

 T – Thanksgiving – thanking God for what He freely gives; 

 S – Supplication – making specific requests for what is on our 

hearts. 
17 I wrote Pursued by His Presence, a 5-week community-based 

learning booklet, to explore and deepen this aspect of evangelism and 

church planting. 
18 A paradox is two truths that appear to be contradictory, but once we 

see the deeper harmony, are not. 
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19 Although most evangelism programs that I have read or seen hold fast 

to either proclaiming the truth or demonstrating or walking it out, I 

encourage a Both/And/And approach that embraces all three 

simultaneously. That’s why I encourage a skunkworks team that can 

think outside the box, but within the adaptive spiritual DNA Paul lays 

down. 
20 Oikos is a Greek word meaning family or extended family and 

friends. The NT evangelism seemed to mine these rich veins of 

relationship since 1st century Christianity was much more 

relationslthatour21st century Western brand. 
21 Those who write on the 1st century church normally point to this 

oikos, or extended family relationships, as a powerful part of the rapid 

expansion of the church. See Cornelius in Acts 11:14, Lydia in Acts 

16:15, and Crispus in Corinth in Acts 18:8  
22 I have amplified this in an unpublished manuscript called Pursued by 

Community. 
23 You may be wondering what koinonia is, especially when contrasted 

with socialization. For me, this is a crucial distinction today with so 

much talk in Christian churches. I wrote a short book on 1 John called 

“Radical Mutuality.” Koinonia is the purpose the book of 1 John was 

written for (1:3-4).  

The word translated fellowship is the word koinonia. Koinonia means to 

have an active share by participating in something together as 

committed partners. This word is used of Peter and John who had 

koinonia in the fishing business. They had an active, mutually shared 

partnership. Fishing brought them together as they shared life as 

fishermen on equal and friendly terms.  

As Christians, what brings us together to share life? It’s the present 

resurrected life of Jesus Christ within. This is what we share in 

common. 

Socialization means I relate directly with you, on my terms, when and 

how I want to. Koinonia is more, always an indirect relationship. I 

relate with you by joining the Father and Son as they love and relate 

with you. So we relate on His terms, not on ours. As Christians, we 

have a New Covenant with one another. 
24 As two “banks” for this river of truth, the image in the Fall in Genesis 

3 was marred and shattered, but not completely wiped out. Our basic 

needs remain, but we do not have the means to fulfill them in us or 

around us. And this does not mean that we have a “flame of divinity” in 
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us that simply needs to be fanned. No, we are lost without Jesus 

(Romans 3:10-18). 
25 In John 3, Nicodemus’ core need was his need for fame, to be the 

teacher in Israel. In John 4, the Samaritan woman at the well had a 

crushing need for belonging, attempting to fill the legitimate need in 

counterfeit ways using her body. In John 5, the lame man felt 

marginalized, without purpose in his life. 
26 Jesus served the “least of these” (see Jesus’ powerful teaching in 

Matthew 25:34-40). The Father sent Jesus to proclaim Good News to 

the poor, recover sight for the blind and free the oppressed (Luke 4:16-

21). Jesus was constantly hanging out with the poor, the uneducated, the 

disabled, the cultural/ethnic minorities, and social outcasts. He talked 

about them and to them. Based on my reading of scripture, I’ve 

concluded that if we’re not engaged in serving the ‘least of these,’ 

we’re not connecting to the heart of God” (see Bob Logan, pp. 33-34 in 

The Missional Journey for seed thoughts on this). Jesus was unafraid of 

touching any of these, and they were some of the most receptive people. 

Who are the “least of these” today?  

Notice the radical change in how spiritual people approached life with 

the coming of Jesus. In the OT, the law said His people were 

contaminated when they touched certain people, needing to be 

ceremonial cleansed. They touched contaminated people and became 

defiled. With the coming of Jesus and His powerful life, He touched the 

unclean and they became cleansed. This is our calling. 
27 For example, the book of Acts is structured around summary 

statements that describe the expansion of the church since this is central 

in God’s heart. From the get-go, the new believers creatively engaged 

their culture together as community, reaching out to both the lost and to 

“the least of these,” those marginalized who are unable to help 

themselves. God hears the cries of the marginalized, and uses us as His 

compassionate feet and hands. As “mission points,” Jesus sends His 

people together into the world, embassies of heaven in a foreign 

country. 

I want to underscore how important it is to reproduce faith-

communities. This is a fresh opportunity to re-invent the church from 

the base of a solid DNA, and also in a way to meet what is needed with 

this group of people. Good church planting forces us to re-ask questions 

about the Good News. When our vision is reproducing smaller faith-

communities, this helps break out of normal constraints to church 
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planting. Sow this vision early on since any group without a mission 

mandate becomes a Dead Sea. Communities with a vision to reproduce 

are the natural expression of the Beautiful News because this reflects 

the Trinity. 
28 I wrote this booklet as a 5-week community-based learning booklet, 

to explore and deepen relational disciple-making in community as 

Jesus’ call on each and every one of His children. 
29 I reject the common polarization in the 20th century between word-

centered and Spirit-centered churches and people. Scripture blends 

these two together as a both/and rather than an either/or. 
30 S-T-U-D-Y is designed to do this, with “S-T-U-D” to know and “Y” 

to do. 
31 Interval training is popular now in sports because alternating sprint, 

jog and short rests develop more endurance. 

I also like the term I heard, “cascading training,” meaning whatever we 

learn we pass on. I do it and you watch & ask; you do it and I watch & 

give feedback; then you are good to go. 

See Deuteronomy 6:6-7 for Hebraic, full-orbed training. I like the idea 

of cascading training.” Whatever we experience in training for another, 

give it away to someone else. Don’t wait until you feel like an expert. 

It’s almost too late then. 
32 Serving others is a distinguishing mark of God’s people As we 

deepen our walk together, God broadens His unique, diverse ministry 

through us. Not all are called to the same ministry (be careful not to feel 

our passion for a part of the ministry so strongly that we impose our 

slice on others as if it’s the one and only ministry). Some will 

evangelize to a specific group, whether teens, elderly or a lightly 

reached mosaic piece in society; others are called more to worship of 

singing, song writing, financial giving, or aspects of prayer; others to 

minister to the oppressed; others to lay a solid spiritual foundation for 

God’s people in disciple-making. Different gifts, different expression of 

the gift in a multitude of ways to various groups of people, but the same 

Spirit (cp. 1 Cor. 12:4-7).  

This partial list is part of the spiritual DNA that builds reproducing 

disciple-makers to multiply churches (koinonia in faith-communities). 

We all receive life from Him and give it away to others in unique ways, 

but it’s one Spirit superintending it all. In giving, we get more life. 

Simple! Profound! According to God’s design, we only experience full 
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humanity when we serve others for His sake. You and I, with every 

other believer are:  

• created for ministry (Ephesians 2:10),  

• saved for ministry (2 Timothy 1:9),  

• called to ministry (1 Peter 2:9-10),  

• pointed toward ministry (Matthew 20:26-29),  

• authorized for ministry, (Matthew 28:18-20),  

• gifted for ministry (1 Peter 4:10-22),  

• needed for ministry (1 Corinthians 12:27),  

• to be equipped for ministry (Ephesians 4: 11-12), and  

• rewarded for ministry (Colossians 3:23-24). 
33 For a quick peek, look at Jesus’ first contact with His early disciples 

in John 1:35-51. 
34 Deep is Jesus’ 2nd and 3rd tiers, “Come & Follow Me” and “Come & 

Be with Me.” 
35 “Just as the Father sent Me, I’m sending you!” (John 20:21). Some 

view individuals at the heart of God’s purposes. Then it would be quite 

natural to put the individual at the heart of mission, and many people 

have done this. To be a Christian is, by definition, to be part of the 

community of God’s people, a new race of people. This shifts the 

emphasis to a community of persons, united and reaching out as one. 

With spontaneity, Jesus was intentional about where He went, what He 

did and what He said as He walked with the Spirit, a person living and 

loving out of a community. 
36 As Fran and I raised our four children, our goal was not merely to 

help them to grow into men and women of God, who could take their 

place in the church and in the world. We prayed for their spouses early 

on. Our goal was to reproduce families, hopefully better than ours. This 

principle of multiplication, seeing the Kingdom-math not as addition, 

but as exponential multiplication has an enormous influence n both the 

quality and quantity in growth. 

“The principle of multiplication applies to all areas of church life: just 

as the true fruit of an apple is not an apple, but another tree; the true 

fruit of a SmallGroup is not a new Christian, but another group; the 

true fruit of a church is not a new group, but a new church; the true 

fruit of a new leader is not a follower, but a new leader; the true fruit of 

an evangelist is not a convert, but new evangelists. Whenever this 

principle is understood and applied, the results are dramatic” 
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(Christian A. Schwarz, Natural Church Development (Carol Stream, IL: 

ChurchSmart Resources, 1996), p. 68). 
37 This easy process (I call it S-T-U-D-Y, an acronym for summary, 

track, uplifts, difficulty and your response) will lead to life change over 

time, when practiced consistently as we keep in step with the Spirit. We 

are not changed in the knowing, but through the doing so don’t only 

focus on the “S-T-U-D,” but also on the “Y” as you do it. The truth that 

changes us is the truth put into practice. “Ant-steps” are fine.  

Chapter 5: Family Nurture 
1 Both informal and formal disciple-making are crucial to maximize 

change. Think Both/And. As we gather a group to disciple more 

formally, we lead, but not as the expert. We are one in the community, 

all of us with different roles, and the soil in the community is an 

essential ingredient in LifeChange. Paul discipled with a team of three 

in Thessalonica, and also recognized Jesus as the Discipler. Both/And. 

Both human and divine leadership.  
2 Stanley J. Grenz, Created for Community, (Grand Rapids: Baker 

Academic, 1998), p. 42. 
3 This concept of God as the relational Community and us as image-

bearers partnering with Him stands front-and-center in growth. Even 

though words fail me, I cannot emphasize this view of Christianity 

enough, our union with Christ.  

God designed us (and re-created us in Christ) as community-persons 

practicing the responsibility of an individual with the support and 

encouragement of community. Since God’s people are fashioned in His 

image, Paul is passionate about developing responsible individuals in an 

interconnected community learning environment. Both the individual 

and the community are joined in harmony. Community is not just 

something we join, but essential to who we are and what we do. God 

initiates…always. We respond to His unmerited, unearned initiating 

power. This is, therefore, far removed from the performance-to-please 

values of our society. Why?  

“Because ‘Adam alone’ is not Adam in the [complete] image of God. 

God is not a solitary God. Adam does not reflect who God is until Adam 

shares life with Eve…‘To be is to be related.’ Because it is true of God; 

it has to be true of us. We need to be in relationship in order to be fully 

human” (Darrell W. Johnson, Experiencing the Trinity, Vancouver: 
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British Columbia: Regent College Publishing, 2002, p. 52). Superb 

book! 
4 To clarify, I’m not encouraging us to ignore our past or make light of 

present sin. What I am saying is that our laser focus must be on Trinity-

Vision for the healthiest soil to promote growth. Focusing on, reflecting 

often on the relational Trinity as He connects with His re-created 

image-bearers changes us from center to circumference. When an event 

comes into our lives that trips us up, like sin, deal with it quickly with 

the Reality behind 1 John 1:9. Then quickly refocus on our life-focus, 

Trinity-Vision. 
5 Thomas F. Torrance, Trinitarian Perspectives: Toward Doctrinal 

Agreement, (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1994), p. 1. 
6 The four middle chapters in my Big God! Bold Design deal with four 

essential aspects flowing from the cross. 
7 www.JimFredericks.com under the Engage the Bible/“Discovery by 

Doing” tab. 
8 For small group growth around the Word of God, I wrote eight 

foundational “DiscipleMaking Companions” available as free 

downloads on my website, www.jimFredericks.com in order to support 

structure. I invested time in this so that I can save you time developing 

your own structure. Launch with these 5-week life-related studies. Then 

adapt as you wish. 
9 Stanley J. Grenz, Created for Community, (Grand Rapids: Baker 

Academic, 1998), p. 80. 
10 For the breakdown of the Twelve in three primary groups of four 

each, I have drawn heavily from William Barclay’s The Master’s Men, 

and excellent, short compilation by a man with a masterful grasp of 

language. In each of the four lists, the groups of four are always 

identical, although not necessarily in the same order (Matthew 10:2-4, 

Mark 3:16-19, Luke 6:14, Acts 1:13). Each group seems to have natural 

connections within the four. 
11 Mark 1:17 with Mark 3:13-15. A good place to begin is with what 

John hints at in 1 John 2:12-14. Children must know they are forgiven, 

and know who has done that. They have been adopted into the Forever 

Family of God. Young men, you are strong as dependent-ones, the word 

of God lives in you, and you have overcome the evil one by breaking 

men and women from his prison through evangelism and disciple-

making. 

http://www.jimfredericks.com/
http://www.jimfredericks.com/
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12 With L-shaped eyes (horizontally to the Trinity and vertically toward 

people), we are now able to see the world as living feedback loops. We 

listen and watch and learn from those around us, so all the world 

becomes our classroom. 
13 Think “3 M’s” and distinguish what differs. The message is 

unchangeable; the methodology changes as necessary; the market is our 

target audience, and changes with time. If our methodology does not 

change with our market, we will not be able to effectively bridge the 

unchanging message to our market. 
14 Read Paul’s powerful message defining success in 1 Corinthians 4:1-

5, simply reflecting our Master’s views as detailed in several parables. 
15 Note the structure in verse 3 is what they were not and verse 4, by 

contrast, what they were. The contrast continues with verse 5 (not) and 

verse 6 continues with only pleasing God (positively contrasting to 

man-pleasing). 
16 I deal with this in some detail in Pursued by Community. In short, 

God made us image-bearers. In the Fall, our God-given needs remained 

unchanged, though we are separated from the only sufficient Source to 

meet these. These “echoes” of a distant Voice call the lost back to their 

roots, need for relationship, purpose, to participate in something that 

will outlast our lives, beauty, justice. 
17 I have written a three-part series of 5-week interactive studies called 

“Meet Jesus….” Also a number of 5-week “LifeChange Companions” 

to lay a solid foundation into our lives free PDF download from my 

website, JimFredericks.com under the “Sprints” tab. They get 

individuals and groups directly into God’s Word in an easy to reproduce 

way. I call it “Discovery through Doing,” flipping learning around so 

we learn, do and debrief, recognizing that authentic learning flows from 

doing, not simply knowing. See the Appendix for these free studies. 
18 See Cycles for Lifelong LifeChange on my website, 

www.JimFredericks.com on the “Resources” tab under “Books by Jim 

Fredericks.” 
19 See “Cycles toward LifeChange” on my website under “Books by 

Jim Fredericks.” 
20 This is one reason whatever style of evangelism or disciple-making 

we are comfortable with, we must be agile disciples who adapt to the 

needs of others, not those who impose our ways. 
21 Barnabas is my hero! But that at another time. Here are some Barnie 

questions to help others take responsibility for his or her life. 

http://www.jimfredericks.com/
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 How are you doing (personally/spiritually)? 

 What are you celebrating? 

 What are your challenges? 

 What are some options? 

 How can I help you? 

 How can I pray for you? 
22 In Scripture as a whole, two of the primary expressions of the Trinity 

(Father, Son, and Spirit) are the restoring Kingdom of God and the 

nurturing Family of God. 1 Thessalonians is a family letter. The 

Forever Family of God stands at center Tier because the purpose is to 

develop thriving faith-communities with the spiritual DNA to reproduce. 

The Kingdom is also there (the Kingdom of God and Family of God are 

friends working together, not enemies in competition). 1 Thessalonians 

2:12 mentions the Kingdom as integral in our eternal call. Evangelism 

in 1:4-5 is the hallmark of the Kingdom. In Acts 17:7, the historical 

description of the planting of the church, Paul’s enemies heard the 

message as “another king.” This indicates the centrality of the Kingdom 

in Paul’s message. 

Since the day of Pentecost, the Family gathers together God’s people 

out of the world (“church” means “called out ones”) for nurture, 

growth, development and training in community so we can be sent back 

into the world as Kingdom people.  

The Kingdom is the expression of God that is in conflict with what is 

not of Him, the flesh, the world-system, and Satan. Jesus came 

announcing the Kingdom (Mt. 4:17) because part of the mission of the 

Kingdom was to destroy the works of the devil (1 Jn 3:8) since the thief 

comes only to steal and kill and destroy (Jn 10:10a) to free His image-

bears from bondage into life filled to the brim (Heb 2:14-15, Jn 10:10b). 

The Kingdom means warfare, the inbreaking of God’s presence to 

further His rule here on earth. In John 17, Jesus expresses the harmony 

between the Family of God and the Kingdom of God like this: “You are 

not of the world, but I sent you into the world.” We are both salt and 

light, with a purity that is different, but a mission to impact.  

The Church (the Family of God) is not the Kingdom, but we are the 

people who advance the Kingdom. We grow together as we are 

gathered in community (the Forever Family of God), and are sent out as 

the unconquerable Kingdom of God to win others. The Kingdom is also 

not the Family. The Kingdom conquerors territory and these new people 

of God are then gathered into the Family in local churches.  
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We are part of both the restful, inter-connected adoption into the love of 

the nurturing and also protecting Family of God and also the joyful, 

peaceful / 73 participation in the power of the delivering and restoring 

power of the Kingdom of God. Both/And! The Family of God and the 

Kingdom of God are distinct…but overlapping. Each has it’s unique 

place; the Family of God flows more out of God’s Generous Goodness 

and the Kingdom of God more out of His Generous Greatness. 
23 I peruse this is a bit more in chapter 4 in “Big God! Bold Design.” 
24 I have written on these in some detail in Cycles for Lifelong 

LifeChange, available on my website: www.JimFredericks.com under 

Books. 

25 Jesus worked more closely with a few to “hear and see.” What subtle 

genius! To call these disciples initially to a job on the team or to 

extensive ministry would have tapped into the deep-seated, twisted 

societal value system of performance-to-please. This performance 

mentality must be broken off in Kingdom ministry. 

At this time, these early disciples were still trapped in their religious 

tradition, and it took Jesus nine months to soften this up enough to move 

to the second tier, “Come & Be with Me.” Instead, they learned a new 

worldview as they watched Jesus relate naturally with His Father and 

compassionately serve and minister. 

And this hyper-religious traditionalism is tough to weed out. Just read 

Peter’s responses in Acts 10, nearly 10 years later, and Paul’s rebuke to 

Peter in Galatians 2:11-21. 

I’m still exploring this transitional tier since I feel it’s so crucial. I’m 

glad for any insight you may have. For more, see my website: 

http://www.jimfredericks.com/wp-

content/uploads/2018/07/SpecialTransition_Mark1-3.pdf  
26 Before they were fully trained and ready to send out, Jesus had one 

more tier, developing emerging leaders.  

Tier 3. “Come & Be with Me” (Mark 3:13-14f, Luke 6:12-16) lasted 

nearly twenty months, longer than the first two combined. After 

spending the night in prayer with His Father, Jesus further focused on 

the few in a same-gender, closed group8 to ultimately reach the many. 

He called His Twelve…and they came. The world was on Jesus’ heart, 

but He would not shorten this healthy process. His worldwide campaign 

was too critical. Jesus attached supreme importance to training these 

http://www.jimfredericks.com/
http://www.jimfredericks.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/SpecialTransition_Mark1-3.pdf
http://www.jimfredericks.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/SpecialTransition_Mark1-3.pdf
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Twelve. Jesus trained them by drawing them close to Himself, life-on-

life relationship (Mark 3:14b-15).  

Jesus concentrated on the Twelve, even while ministering to the 

masses, inviting new followers from the crowds into the earlier tiers to 

also build for the future (like the 72 in Luke 10:1). Jesus’ design 

reproduced. Jesus knew the Family of God and the Kingdom of God 

needed emerging leaders prepared to take their place as servant-first 

leaders to disciple others and to advance the Beautiful News through a 

word/works ministry. Jesus still used His regular life as a teaching 

laboratory to train in a same-gender, closed group that was relational, 

biblical, and intentional. In this tier, Jesus trained in part by sending His 

Twelve out on short-term mission trips, and debriefed together when 

they returned. It’s the training style of “I do it with you” and on into 

“You do it & I watch.” 

The purpose of the three-tier training process, “Go & Make Disciples 

Together” (Acts 1:1ff), was initiated shortly after Jesus raised from the 

dead. It’s still ongoing, Acts 29 to each new generation. Mentors, we 

must also create space for our followers if they are ever to achieve the 

stature, which is their God-given destiny. If we hold on, we ultimately 

make both of us co-dependent. We don’t need to be as radical as Jesus 

(He died to create space!) But do follow His model. Don’t rush! Spend 

sufficient time so lifelong transformation becomes internalized and 

sustaining (Jesus invested three-years). “Equipping must precede 

empowering.” But do release them by creating space, resourcing them, 

and praying for them often and fervently, like Jesus. Don’t keep them in 

our shadow, but be available as needed… normally their initiative. This 

is how Jesus developed lifelong life-learners and life-do-ers, who 

multiplied the ministry of disciple-making in community. 

27 Why isn’t there a continuous outpouring of the Spirit? This is a huge 

subject with widely varying understanding. I want to suggest that visible 

creation reflects the invisible. Look at nature. Most plants and animals 

have normal, steady growth cycles, and this is also true spiritually. God 

told the Joshua that He would give them every place in the land of 

Canaan that they placed their feet, gradually, less the wild animals fill 

the void left by not cultivating. And also at times, God sovereignly pours 

out “100-year floods” of the Spirit for His own reasons. It seems like we 

can diminish this by disobedience, and for a time, foster it by prayer and 

obedience. God’s part, our part. 
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28 As a point of personal experience, when I came to Christ at twenty-

five, I was an agnostic. I did not come from a strong religious 

background, and was unsure if God even existed. My commitment to 

Christ came like this. “I can’t run my life like I want. Here is my whole 

life, Jesus, just as it is. I give it to You and take Yours in return.” I had 

no religious traditions or legalism that chained or enslaved me (although 

I quickly learned some!) As a result, as best as I can understand, I also 

jumped very quickly from conversion to “Come & Be with Me,” like the 

Thessalonian believers, although I lacked those to disciple me hands-on. 
29 Many Christians still disqualify themselves from ministries of 

building their lives into others holistically when God says they are 

qualified. The indwelling present-riseness of Jesus Christ our Lord 

makes us sufficient (2 Corinthians 3:2-6), so don’t let the devil 

disqualify you by whispering poverty thoughts to you. Who will you 

believe? What part is God calling you and me to?  

To know God intimately is a shared experience in koinonia, a connected 

trust within an environment of grace. This natural type of ministry 

aligns with God’s creation-design and with Jesus’ wide & deep training 

for ministry. All of us minister in each of the three roles (brother, mom, 

dad) for the health of the spiritual children we raise. 

Chapter 3: God Is a Big But! 

1 Why are such radical changes necessary? All our life our minds have 

been subtly poisoned by ideas, concepts, and philosophies that are 

inaccurate and end up deceiving us, more or less depending on our 

upbringing and choices. God’s enemy is prince of this world.  

In order to change, it’s vital that your past assumptions and values, 

beliefs and worldview are temporarily laid down so you may inquire 

with as little prejudgment as possible. Look at the wonder of new life in 

Christ with as fresh of a mind as possible. Then, pick up your views and 

values again, and re-examine these in light of the new insights. Don’t 

just cave in…also don’t stubbornly hold on to the old. This is where a 

learning community where an open give-and-take with more mature 

believers is so vital. 
2 Read the NT rapidly and discover that almost every passage on tough 

times has joy in the immediate context. I won’t rob you of the joy of 

discovery by listing the many passages here. Mine God’s Word for this 

treasure. 
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3 Notice the context. God begins with who He is (Deuteronomy 32:3-4) 

and how He sees us as His own inheritance (32:9). He finds us, no 

matter the environment, cares for us and guards us as “the apple of his 

eye” (32:10). 

“Like an eagle that stirs up its nest and hovers over its young, that 

spreads its wings to catch them and carries them on its pinions” 

(Deuteronomy 32:11). 

“But those who hope in the LORD will renew their strength. They will 

soar on wings like eagles…” (Isaiah 40:31a). 
4 Here are two of my favorite illustrations. A person on a flying trapeze 

must let go of the relative safety of their trapeze in order to soar through 

the air to grab the other trapeze. 

Also, legend has it that a certain monkey was captured by putting its 

favorite nut in a jar with a narrow neck. The monkey reached in, 

grabbed the nut in its fist, and could not get its hand out without letting 

go. Many of us can be like the monkey, refusing to let go of something 

we want, even though it traps us. 
5 I wish I had time to go through the wonderful OT story of Abraham 

offering his son Isaac up to God in Genesis 22 (A.W. Tozer in “The 

Pursuit of God,” chapter 2 does a marvelous job). Isaac’s death would 

seem to void the sure promises that God had given Abraham about the 

future of his son. However, Abe chose to trust the great and generous 

heart of the God who raises the dead rather than attempt to reconcile 

this act with God’s unfailing promises  

(see God’s explanation in Hebrews 11:17-19).  

We are not told how long Abraham may have wrestled with God to get 

to this God-centered focus. But Abe chose to believe God, even if his 

mind may have been confused and his heart breaking. This laser-focus 

on God and His character…not the trials, not Abe’s sacrifice or 

renunciation… demonstrated to God that He reigned unchallenged in 

Abe’s heart. This is the blessedness of possessing everything, knowing 

God’s great heart, even in the midst of horrific trials where it seems we 

have lost everything. Abraham’s inner heart was now free to worship 

God without reservation. He had everything, but was possessed by 

nothing. 
6 Adapted from a quote I heard in a meeting discussing transition. 
7 “The God who created the universe is so big, so powerful, and so far 

beyond my ability to comprehend that I don’t know what I don’t know 
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about God.” Richard Stearns, Unfinished (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 

world Vision, 2013), 22. 
8 Studies have shown that far better decisions come from a unified group 

than from the best of experts. However, trust and a non-judgmental 

culture is essential to release the power of koinonia in community. Jesu 

knows how He hard-wired humanity, and so His choice to minister was 

to gather a closed, same-gender group to deepen life and ministry 

(developed more in chapter 6). 
9 Free PDF download from my website, a tab under “For Learners.” 

www.JimFrederiks.com  
10 In Community Begets Community, I wrote a chapter based on 1 

Thessalonians viewing some of the benefits. It’s amazing. These 

believers were less than three weeks old in Christ, and already Paul 

taught them the value of trials in their spiritual growth. In Big God! 

Bold Design, I also devoted a chapter to the benefits of trials, chapter 

10, “God’s Hidden Value.” 
11 Or to use another metaphor, our lives are like His canvas and we are 

God’s masterpiece. God paints on His canvass with brilliant mastery of 

hues and proportion in order to display Himself to the world through us. 

At times, He selects the bright and cheery blues and yellows. At other 

times, He draws from the more subdued colors of trials and hard times. 

All the colors expertly blended together by the master Painter create a 

masterpiece of exquisite beauty, if the canvas remains on the easel. 
12 John White, The Cost of Commitment, InterVarsity Press, Downers 

Grove, IL, 1978, pp. 11-13. John White continues with this quote, “I 

give thanks not for the suffering but in it. I thank him that his grace is 

sufficient. I thank him that he is able to deliver me and that in his own 

time he will.” 
13 Here is Paul’s response to this truth from the Lord: 

“‘My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in 

weakness.’ Therefore I will boast all the more gladly about my 

weaknesses, so that Christ’s power may rest on me. That is why, for 

Christ’s sake, I delight in weaknesses, in insults, in hardships, in 

persecutions, in difficulties. For when I am weak, then I am strong” (2 

Cor. 12:9-10, emphasis).  

Paul perceived the end results of the trial. He could therefore boast with 

“the joy given by the Holy Spirit” (1 Thes. 1:6). Be careful here! A 

Christian is not a masochist who enjoys pain. The trials themselves are 

not good, but what God can bring out of them is good. Hope spans the 

http://www.jimfrederiks.com/
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gap between God’s original creation-intent and the ultimate completion 

of His good plans for us. Hope plants one foot firmly in Genesis 1 and 2 

(before the Fall) and the other in Revelation 21 and 22 (after the 

consummation of God’s creation-intent), providing God’s eternal 

perspective on the vagaries of life. We relentlessly pursue this Good 

God, not trials.  

Paul’s approach is thoroughly God-centered (“Christ’s power” “Christ’s 

sake” “strong” in Him), not centered on trials or the flesh, the hidden, 

bad part of our life. The primary intent of trials is not first and foremost 

to expose us so we supposedly enter more deeply into our badness (this 

is a self-centered, sin-oriented approach, which often leads to guilt and 

shame). Trials expose what is keeping God at arm’s length so He draws 

us closer to Him, to wrap us in His embracing arms. Renewed intimacy 

through obedience is God’s focus. 
14 Frank Laubach, Letters by a Modern Mystic (Westwood, NJ: Fleming 

H Revell Company, 1937) p. 8. 
15 Darrell W. Johnson, Experiencing the Trinity (Vancouver: British 

Columbia, Regent College Publishing, 2002), pp. 73-74. 
16 Scripture depicts at least four types of trials. Discern which you are 

in. 

1. World: I live in a fallen world so others do bad things to me or 

bad things just happen with no discernible cause and effect 

(except Gen. 3). 

2. Flesh: Trials as discipline because of the wrong I have done or 

the good I failed to do. 

3. Satan:  We are walking with God and the enemy hammers us. 

4. God: Job suffered because He was the most righteous man in 

the world, and the end result was to deepen our relationship 

with God. 
17 Jerry Sittser, A Grace Disguised: How the Soul Grows through Loss 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2004). Much of this has been 

summarized from this excellent book, which I would recommend for 

non-Christians as well as Christians. Please read the book and evaluate 

yourself how closely I have represented his thoughts, and where his 

thoughts were springboards for my own. Jerry Sittser deals with the 

universal aspects of loss from a very sensitive, Christian perspective. 

His first ten chapters are the best I’ve read, much more digestible than 

this summary since story is interwoven in it. 
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18 “Saying hullo again” is a simple, yet powerful and profound concept, 

which reorients our perspective. John De Paola, a professional 

counselor friend of mine who practices narrative psychology, said that 

most of our metaphors for loss are “saying goodbye finally” metaphors. 

These focus on leaving the loss behind. What would happen if we 

changed our metaphors to a “saying hullo again” metaphor, which 

deliberately re-incorporates into our lives the good, noble, and life-

impacting experiences that we have gained in the past from the loss on 

which we are focusing. This does not make the event good, although it 

taps into God’s Romans 8:28 promise to bring good out of the difficult 

event. Now we have a framework to empower and enrich our lives, 

building our lives on the foundation of God-given gifts from the past 

through the person or event. This end note does not do justice, but this 

concept is powerful with its potential to release life. Here are a few 

questions, gleaned from the article, “Saying Hullo Again.” 

 With any loss: “What is there in what will end that is good and 

that I want to bring forward with me so it’s not lost?” 

 With a loss of relationship: “If I were seeing myself through 

his/her eyes right now, what would I notice about myself that I 

could appreciate?” 

 With a loss of relationship: “What good things in me are 

awakened when I bring alive the enjoyable things that he/she 

knew about me?” 

 With a loss of relationship: “What is there about my life that I 

can now celebrate because he/she has been a part of my life?” 

 Sharing new meaning: “How could I let others know the 

discoveries that I reclaimed and re-integrated into my life?” 

In the recounting, a re-experiencing of good memories is triggered. This 

helps us keep alive what was good and healthy, and to use this today as 

a launching pad for fresh growth. Then these hard-won meanings can be 

painted and danced, putting them into circulation to encourage and 

strengthen others. Passing these good memories on deepens them in us. 

Yes, there are some things about which we need to “say goodbye 

finally.” Think both/and. But deliberately reintegrate those about which 

we need to “say hullo again.” 
19 Jerry Sittser, A Grace Disguised: How the Soul Grows through Loss 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2004), p. 18. 
20  Jerry Sittser, A Grace Disguised: How the Soul Grows through Loss 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2004), p. 93. 
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21 Jerry Sittser, A Grace Disguised: How the Soul Grows through Loss 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2004), p. 103. 
22 As a sidebar, Sittser does not find the traditional five steps through 

loss as particularly helpful. First, they imply a normal sequence, and 

once through the one tier, the next is on. He experienced some or all at 

random times. Also, we impose artificial expectations on others with 

this. They may all occur. None must. Let’s let God be God and release 

His creativity. What is essential is to be honest and open with God 

during these painful Psalm-events, and bring them appropriately into 

your faith-community to process together. 
23 Here are two that I have added: 

 Live without regret. Regrets constantly picks at the wounds of 

pain and loss, preventing them from healing. Receiving and 

asking for forgiveness, making choices to love people in the 

moment, all help us to live life without lingering regrets, which 

deal with our feelings of revenge or bitterness. 

 In times like this, nothing comforts, even traditional remedies, 

like emotional fervor, spiritual discipline, rational analysis, 

worship, prayer, or ministry. God is calling us to lean in more 

deeply to rest on His bosom. 
24 Jerry Sittser, A Grace Disguised: How the Soul Grows through Loss 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2004), p. 101. 
25 Make me a potato-head Christian, LORD, rather than an egg-head, so 

the hot water of conflict softens me for deepening fellowship with You 

and with one another. 
26 Dealing with sin is certainly part of the process. Often it’s lifted up as 

the initial response or as the whole. Our focus is then turned from the 

Trinity to ourselves, to journey into the source of our badness. When 

our focus is on ourselves and what is around us, we lose perspective of 

how good God is. Deal with the event, but focus on the Community-

God and how He designed us.  

The psalmist in Psalm 73 began by affirming that “God is good to 

Israel,” then lamenting the raw deal he is getting with the next dozen 

verses. The lie is: “God is not completely good to me in this trial.” 

That’s also where Satan first tempted Eve in Genesis 3:5. Can we stare 

the most difficult circumstance in the face, honestly and authentically, 

and affirm confidently “This trial will reveal another aspect of how 

Good God is.” God is testing me here at this moment. My five year old 

grandson had neuroblastoma (cancer against the spine) when he was 
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four months. He has been clean for over two years…until today. The 

doctors found a ¾ inch growth against his spine in another place. Can I 

realistically look at this event and still affirm that God is good? 

 

Chapter 4: Pleasing God: Persons… 
1 Jesus served the “least of these” (Matthew 25:34-40).  
2 We know by now that God does not accept us based on what we do. 

He accepts us based on our response of faith the revelation of His Son. 

Once we say our heart-felt yes to Jesus, He will never, ever leave us or 

forsake us, regardless of what we do (Hebrews 13:5-6 as an example). 

Of course, when we have connected with Jesus and given Him our all, 

this will not lead to laxness, but instead to a full-out desire to obey Him 

in God’s slightest wish (like Jesus in Hebrews 10:7). 

Let me try to fuse two ideas together that flow from this certainty of our 

eternal relationship with God through faith in Christ.  

God wants us to walk according to His word and precepts. His plans for 

His children include our highest and best. The Trinity designed us so 

our lives function best when we align with Him. His “do not” is because 

that hurts us and He loves us too much to not warn us. His “do this” 

points us in the direction of life. Yes, God does want “right actions” in 

our lives, the word often translated “righteousness.” 

And also Paul is not after a new rules-based moral system, which would 

simply change our outward responses. No mere surface changes for 

Paul. For instance, if dad stays at work too late to climb the corporate 

ladder, the primary solution is not to teach him to regulate his time (this 

is not wrong, simply secondary). In this case, there would be another 

outbreak somewhere else since this strategy does not transform him at 

the heart level. First discover what legitimate, God-given need this 

behavior strives to fulfill in an illegitimate means. In this case, perhaps 

finding his value and worth in how others view him or what he 

accomplishes or the counterfeit security money provides or by the toys 

this performance buys. Meet the God-given need, and the grounds for 

the behavior are eliminated. “Transforming responses” are then able to 

change us at our core. 
3 I have some who comment, “Jim, your life is so steady and stable.” 

Well, I have walked with the Lord faithfully for forty years. But my 

view of myself is different. At times it does not take much to knock me 

down. As I tell others this, I add, “But I bounce well!” I’m resilient. I 
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don’t believe God is looking for those who never stumble, but for 

resiliency. “We bounce well” because God has made us spiritual super-

balls (or do I date myself with that reference?) By the way, I’m writing 

a book called “Bounce Well” to help pass on this skill (available as a 

draft on my website: www.JimFredericks.com on “Resources/Jim’s 

Books.” 
4 I would encourage reading Times of Refreshing, a booklet designed to 

sketch out the basics of forgiveness and the abundance we have in 

Christ. 
5 I have drawn ideas from a helpful internet article by David L. 

Fleming, SJ, “What Is Ignatian Spirituality?” p. 90. 

http://www.ignatianspirituality.com/ignatian-voices/21st-century-

ignatian-voices/download-a-free-book-what-is-ignatian-spirituality-by-

david-l-fleming-sj  Also http://www.ignatianspirituality.com/ignatian-

voices/st-ignatius-loyola/ & 

http://www.ignatianspirituality.com/ignatian-prayer/the-spiritual-

exercises/ 
6 In loss, first treasure hunt for what has life from the tough 

circumstance; sometimes it may take a bit of distance to see the good in 

a horrific event. With practice, it becomes easier to see. Then reframe 

the tragic event in God’s Romans 8:28 glory so when the event is 

triggered in your memory, God Himself is the frame interpreting the 

event, rather than the tragedy. Finally, we welcome this good, saying 

“hullo” to the rich treasure and new frame. This takes what is good and 

intentionally incorporates it back into our ongoing life, in contrast to the 

normal “goodbye” metaphors practiced in our society, which focus on 

the loss to remove its negative pull from our future lives.  
7 A number of verses hook this triad of faith, love and hope together. 

Here are a few for your future study. 

 “Now faith, hope and love remain, but the greatest is love”  

(1 Corinthians 13:13). 

 “By faith we eagerly wait for the righteousness for which we 

hope” (Galatians 5:5). 

 “The only thing that counts is faith expressing itself through 

love” (Galatians 5:6). 

 “Faith without its outworking is dead, and the outworking of 

faith completes it” (James 2:18-22). 

 “Faith and love spring from hope” (Colossians 1:5). 

http://www.jimfredericks.com/
http://www.ignatianspirituality.com/ignatian-voices/21st-century-ignatian-voices/download-a-free-book-what-is-ignatian-spirituality-by-david-l-fleming-sj
http://www.ignatianspirituality.com/ignatian-voices/21st-century-ignatian-voices/download-a-free-book-what-is-ignatian-spirituality-by-david-l-fleming-sj
http://www.ignatianspirituality.com/ignatian-voices/21st-century-ignatian-voices/download-a-free-book-what-is-ignatian-spirituality-by-david-l-fleming-sj
http://www.ignatianspirituality.com/ignatian-voices/st-ignatius-loyola/
http://www.ignatianspirituality.com/ignatian-voices/st-ignatius-loyola/
http://www.ignatianspirituality.com/ignatian-prayer/the-spiritual-exercises/
http://www.ignatianspirituality.com/ignatian-prayer/the-spiritual-exercises/
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 “The goal is love flowing from a sincere faith, which produces 

a good conscience, which leads to a pure heart” (1 Timothy 

1:5). Timothy begins with the end product, a pure heart, then 

moves backwards to its source, a sincere faith. 
8 Faith is spelled R-I-S-K from our limited perspective on life, so reach 

out into the unseen, spiritual realm to aggressively lay hold of God and 

His promises. God always backs His promises. So faith empowers us to 

live courageously and creatively today from our spiritual baseline DNA 

laid down by God. We lay it all on the line in order to fulfill our God-

given course. 
9 Those who love, forgive quickly, accepting others as they are, thus 

driving out judgment. Of course, we can only love because He first 

loved us (1 John 4:19). We receive and give away the same mutual co-

love the Community-God has for each other. The Trinity initiates; we 

respond. For some, giving love is easier than receiving love, although 

both are equally important for full-orbed love. 
10 Darrell W. Johnson, Experiencing the Trinity, (Vancouver: British 

Columbia: Regent College Publishing, 2002), p. 67. Johnson’s book is a 

spectacularly excellent book on the Trinity. 
11 Is self-control or discipline a problem in life? Meditate deeply on the 

doctrine of hope. Hope always has to do with the future or the unseen, 

framing ministry with the long-range view so we find it often in tough 

times. Faith plants one foot firmly in God’s creation-intent; then plants 

the other in God’s sure fulfillment of His eternal promises, spanning 

time as we know it. Since God’s plan spans from eternity past to 

eternity future, we have been joined to something larger than ourselves.  

Hope is just as certain in God’s heart as faith, only it’s oriented toward 

the yet unseen future. It supplies motivation for heroic endurance. We 

are therefore willing to persevere through resistance and pain, criticism 

and misunderstanding, attack and abandonment, to fulfill God’s will. 

Eager expectation and patient perseverance push through life-stuff to 

the promised “preferred future” since neither faith nor hope are seen 

(Romans 8:22-25). Hope trains us as eternal beings to choose God’s 

promised, long-term benefits instead of short-term gratification, like 

toddlers will. We may fail repeatedly or stand alone at times. 
12 Just so I’m not misunderstood, I’m not downplaying the need for self-

awareness, to honestly access our strengths and weaknesses, our 

limitations and possibilities. This for me is a crucial part of maturing 

well, this inner transparency. What I am saying is that the largest part of 
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the equation by far is God, not us. He continues to stretch me beyond 

my present grasp of myself, breaking through limitations and 

weaknesses and showing that His strength is perfected in the midst of 

these. So, humility tags into self-awareness, honesty in what we can and 

cannot do well at this time, but soars beyond that because the largest 

part is an unlimited God, who has chosen to partner with me, and does 

not seem to concerned with my weaknesses. 
13 Mike Safford, published booklet, The Necessity of Community, p. 46. 
14 John 4 and John 8. 
15 This simple concept is powerful. Learn to think “impact/intent” 

When someone explodes over something I said or did, they are feeling a 

negative impact. If they misinterpreted our motive, we normally explain 

our intent, assuming this will then take care of the problem (at least I do 

naturally). Not so! The following three-fold natural sequence normally 

is being played inside the other person: “I hurt.” and also “He meant to 

hurt me” (both, not just one). Until the first is satisfactorily resolved, 

most people have little space to hear any explanation about the second. 

To them, it simply sounds like justification for hurting them, or blame 

shifting (“It’s not my fault you hurt since I was innocent). Now, your 

intentions may be pure (see Matthew 7:1-5, though, because they also 

may not be). So, if someone is hurt by what I say or do, my initial 

response is to “acknowledge their negative impact, and ignore 

explaining my intent, unless it was bad, then confess.” 

On the other hand, when someone hurts you and you experience a 

negative impact, don’t judge. Don’t reflex to the blame-game. Admit 

the extent of your negative impact. “Wow, what you said stung me.” 

Pause shortly to see if they respond. Then inquire into their intent 

(don’t assume). “Tell me, what did you mean by…?” Now, you have 

opened up the dialog to deeper understanding without blaming, judging 

or projecting. 
16 “Psalm-event” is a term coined by my son-in-law, Travis Twyman, 

as we were stretching each other in how to deal with the pain stemming 

from those who sin against us lives or other trials. By “Psalm-event” I 

mean those open, raw, vulnerable events that occur in our journey. Of 

course not all Psalms deal with touch times. Specifically, these are 

called “lament” Psalms. David processed these raw times openly with 

others and with God (for instance, Psalm 13:1-2, Psalm 10:1-11, Psalm 

73:1-14). I had learned to process privately with God, and did not 

normally share until after I had worked through the tough times.  
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Travis challenged me that these “Psalm-events” belong to community. 

Of course, not the private details that would be a negative report or 

gossip. Our lives are not our own. Others need to see how we process 

through tough stuff. Also, since we are persons-in-community, we can 

only partially process alone. Look at Jesus’ life. In perhaps the most 

traumatic event in history, Jesus’ struggles in the Garden of 

Gethsemane, Jesus first processed with His inner three disciples, then 

went alone and processed with His Father in private (Matthew 26:36-

39).  

In John 12:20-29, in anticipation of the cross, Jesus again first 

processed with two of His disciples, Andrew and Philip. Then The 

Father demonstrated that He was also there when His voice came from 

heaven in support of His Son. 

I still believe that we need to forgive immediately, “unilaterally,” 

between God and ourselves. The teaching of Scripture is that unless we 

forgive from our hearts, we injure our relationship with the Father, Son 

and Spirit. So, yes, forgive quickly, take on ourselves the weight of the 

debt against us, and bring it to the cross so the toxic waste does not 

contaminate us. I need to bless them, which for me shows that I have 

truly forgiven. Now I’m also striving to bring that Psalm-event into 

community in vulnerability, knowing that (1) I need community in 

order to fully process and squeeze all the potential growth out of the 

Psalm-event, and (2) the proper portion of community needs to see us 

process the Psalm-event. I’m still working out how that looks, but 

excited about the possibilities. 
17 When I was a church planting missionary, I went with the 

understanding that I did not want to bring my American Christianity, 

but the pure Christianity in Scripture. Still I brought too much of the 

American Christian soil, and changed my approach in order to plant a 

church that was indigenous. This is where I learned this “plotted plant” 

principle. 
18 And why did God create since He is a fulfilled satisfied God with 

great relationship? Because love and life yearn to multiply, God 

created other beings as much like Him as a created being could ever be 

in order to receive and pass along His love and gifts. 
19 As good Father, God longs to bring His wandering children home. As 

great King, He yearns to partner with them in His crusade to restore. 

Jesus brought His life, life without end, all the way to unite us with Him 

as His new creation. Jesus uses our unmet, God-given needs, an “echo” 
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from the past. Tap into these God-designed needs for belonging and 

purpose, justice and beauty, competence and acceptance, significance 

and security, respect and love. All these, and more, emanate from the 

shattered image of fallen humanity and are “a voice from the distant 

past.” They are light, pointing back to our design, “thin spots” to 

encounter us with His resurrected life. 
20 We pass from death to life with our willing: “I’m all-in with you, 

Jesus. I’m coming back home into the vast freedom of my Father’s 

presence.” Disciples are learners so they informally pass along to 

others whatever they learn, whether little or much (“cascading 

training”).  This “pass-it-along” response unleashes the individual 

genius and destiny within every image-bearer. 

“Cascading Training” is a show-&-tell type training (1. I show you; 2. 

I watch you; 3. you’re good to go), those who have been trained pass 

what they learned along to train others, both formally and informally. In 

East Africa according to Mark Fields, Mission Rep for AVC-USA, they 

call this a “cascading system of training.” Such training flows down 

from the one trained to next person in line. With solid, simple to use 

material providing the “main & plain” of the knowledge, such an 

informal delivery system lends itself to a praxis emphasis. “We try, we 

debrief, we learn, and we go on to pass along those learnings 

experientially” (Mark Fields). 
21 This journey of recognizing that God is active in the world (John 

5:17) is messy at times, and also exciting, unsure of what may be 

coming around the corner. They were not experts so they learned to do 

life together on the fly as co-laborers. Such courageous Kingdom 

boldness and risk is the currency for Kingdom expansion (2:1-2). 

For a physical birth, two cells join with the DNA inherent in these cells 

to grow a fully alive person. Our 20th century Christian ministries often 

turned this upside down, focusing vast resources in the all-church 

service (which is “Come & See”), rather than the challenge to be 

“fishers of men” among the world of people (Mark 1:17). Since each 

person is a unique, one-of-a-kind treasure, designed in God’s image, 

adapt and flex in ministry from this solid baseline of the “main & plain” 

(flexible methods without changing the message).  
22 Recognize that a good test of a healthy, robust, applied theology is 

how we approach trials. As God moves, we experience spiritual 

opposition, and this exposes what is not yet fully formed within us. For 

instance, forgiveness in Christ has freed us from all guilt (guilt for what 
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I did, past, present, future) and shame (shame for who I am). We are 

forever different so lean into our Family-of-Three, who will bring good 

out of tragedy (Romans 8:28). When we have eyes to see, this is written 

throughout God’s Big-Story “You intended to harm me, but God 

intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving 

of many lives.” (Jospeh in, Genesis 50:20). 
23 Throughout history, men and women who were world changers were 

also men and women who welcomed God’s Word into their lives (1:6), 

since Scripture is at work in us (2:13). Discover a simple, easily 

reproducible model for active learning so each may hear directly from 

God through His Word.  God is always here, present, speaking. I have 

written a number of 5-week 

“DiscipleMaking Companions” to lay a solid foundation into our lives. 

These are all free PDF download from my website, JimFredericks.com 

under the “For the Learner” tab. They get individuals and groups 

directly into God’s Word in an easy to reproduce way. These “flip” 

learning around so we learn, do and debrief from our experience, 

recognizing that authentic learning flows from doing, not simply 

knowing. 
24 Disciples are learners. We grow and learn to refocus our thoughts 

repeatedly on what is good and lovely in us and in others. As we take 

every thought captive to Christ (2 Corinthian 10:5), we develop 

growing character flowing out of faith, love and hope. Note some of the 

specific character traits mentioned in chapters 4 and 5. A few of the 

many traits Paul touches on are: quick obedience, purity, a hard worker, 

honest, generous, showing mercy, simple, no hype living with no false 

dignity or passing judgment, etc. (4:3-12). 
25 The single most powerful and moving picture we possess is the 

picture that first pops into our minds when we are asked, “What is God 

like?” What is the picture in your mind? Fully embrace how God views 

us. Then we will learn to see other people and events more like God 

does, knowing, accepting and serving the whole person just as they are 

now, the nice and nasty in others. 
26 I wrote a book on Servant-Leadership called Sailing the High Seas. 

This is available on my website, JimFredericks.com. 
27 Jesus and Paul modeled a simple way to train believers up and pass 

along Jesus’ life hrough life-on-life “primal” groups as small as three or 

four (Matthew 28:19-20; 2 Timothy 2:2). He focused on “the few to win 

the many.” In our ministries today, we need to rediscover Jesus’ genius 
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for ministry, and begin natural growth from the bottom up. First build 

SmallGroups (“Come & Follow Me” and “Come & Be with Me”); then 

later join them together into an all-church meeting if and when 

necessary. 

Such disciples will be adaptable enough to make disciples in “all people 

groups” without being weighted down with tradition or compromising 

our essential spiritual “seed.” Jesus knew His followers were sent to the 

ends of the world, engaging many different people groups and cultures 

(1:8). Therefore, it was crucial that they would not be weighed down by 

burdensome traditions. In the Gospels, there are a number of “Sabbath 

controversies” where Jesus deliberately violated the Jewish traditions 

that had grown up around the OT law. The old-new wineskin 

illustration in Mark 2:22 belongs to this idea also. Raise up followers of 

Jesus as those who are unburdened by the traditions of man, and can 

flex and adapt on the fly from a solid baseline to serve others. 
28 This is another step in becoming lifelong life-learners in answering 

the first essential prayer: “God, who are You?” The Father is the 

Living God, who shows us our worth and comes alongside in tough 

times to do for us what He calls us to. We live our lives to please Him 

alone. The Son, through His death and resurrection, infuses His present 

resurrected life into us who were hopelessly separated from Him. He is 

our Model for life, releasing faith, love and hope so we stand firm in 

trials, living out of His abundant grace (His love-provision). The Spirit 

releases power for witnessing in mission, makes Scripture come alive 

with joyful insight in tough times, generously supplies the energy for us 

to make healthy moral choices, and fires up passion for growth in 

community. Every aspect of our spiritual life is empowered by the 

Spirit. 
29 These provide pathways to continue as Jesus’ disciples, learners for 

life. He is my Father and I am His beloved child (Family of God). He is 

my King and I am His servant/warrior (Kingdom of God). He is my 

Groom and I am His bride (Marriage). The Family of God expresses 

itself most strikingly in the life of the local church as we train new 

believers both for maturity and to participate in the “Family business” 

of DiscipleMaking. The Kingdom of God provides a broad definition 

for our mission to the world as trusted rulers, often reaching them 

through the faint “echo” of His creation voice. Together all three 

provide a more holistic view to answer our two essential questions. 
30 This initiating first-love and keeping-power of the Father, Son and 

Spirit loomed large for these young believers. Converse often with God: 
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“Father, what are You doing here?” as we partner with Him, even while 

still very much in-process. 
31 Philippians 3:15-16 also teaches a similar pattern (seethe larger 

context, 3:12-17). 
32 Darrell W. Johnson, Experiencing the Trinity (Vancouver: Regent 

College Publishing, 2202), p. 84. 
33 I first heard this in a message quoting Jerry Sittser’s A Grace 

Disguised. I like it! 
34 This principle of power through unity is built into God’s creation 

design. Geese fly in a “V” formation, to share leadership as each rotates 

to break the wind.  

To illustrate again, the B-17 Flying Fortress was the principal heavy 

bomber for US daylight missions during WWII. The B-17 was heavily 

armed in the nose, tail, sides, belly, and top with machine guns. When 

joined together in a tight formation, they could effectively defend each 

other against German fighters in order to fulfill their mission. If a B-17 

wandered out alone, though, it was picked off unmercifully like a stray 

lamb mauled by a pack of wolves. The key strategy was to journey 

together and to support one another unselfishly, even more tightly when 

under attack. 

Also, a high competition bicyclist races in a large, main group called a 

peloton. The top riders rotate the point person to break wind resistance 

(drag can be 40% more on the leader). If one rider lags, riders on the 

team peal back until the isolated rider is drawn back into the group. 

Lone riders exhaust themselves and cannot achieve their maximum 

potential. Live together in a spiritual peloton. 
35 Truth lies dormant and rotting unless actively pursued. God-inspired 

“transforming responses” bring pleasure to God’s heart, aligning it 

with His creation design, furthering God’s fame, and releasing our 

highest and best. 

Chapter 5: Pleasing God: …In Community 

1 Not all questions we ask will be answered, and many will only be 

answered later. Feed on Scripture like you do with fish, “eat the meat 

and put the bones into the ‘bucket.’” Practice a theology of awe and 

wonder, recognizing that the God you serve is so far greater than you 

and I that we will never understand everything. Enjoy what we do 

know, and put the other in the “Deuteronomy 29:29 bucket” for now. 
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2 I wrote “Sailing the High Seas” as a short read-along with Paul’s 

Leadership Letters to lay out a more community-centered approach to 

leadership. 
3 However, I make a distinction between the styles of the norm, 

community-based, collaborative leadership, and crisis leadership. When 

a crisis hits, I want to follow a person who knows where they are going. 

If an earthquake hit our building, I do not want to collaborate, but to 

follow the person who knows how to walk us through the crisis best. I 

have sketched out my current thoughts on my draft called Sailing the 

High Seas on my website www.JimFredericks.com under the tabs Bible 

Resources/Books by Jim Fredericks. 
4 It seems from a quick read that God-given prophetic words were a 

normal part of their experience with each other, but they still must be 

tested, like today. Prophesy and words were and are important, but not 

central. Scripture is. 
5 I’m using koinonia, the Greek word, to make a distinction between the 

popular use of it today. “I went to the bar and have great community 

there.” “We went to the game and had great community.” The word 

koinonia is the Greek word that means a partnership, a sharing together. 

In the NT, what we share together is the life of Jesus.  
6 If we only build on a portion of God’s intended foundation, even a 

proper portion, the building cannot be as secure or splendid as the one 

built on the entire foundation, God’s Eden-intent. The Trinity is the 

model for humanity (a community of unique persons) since we were 

fashioned in His image. We are persons-in-community. Community is 

not just something we do as individuals, but a vital, integral part of who 

we are as community/persons. Yes, I’m challenging us to push into a 

more full-orbed Christianity, completing the entire circle of life. 
7 Koinonia implies an unconditional commitment to the partnership, in 

contrast to socialization in community, in which I choose my level of 

involvement. 
8 In an accepting, caring Christian community without judgment and 

without unwanted advice-giving or feedback, it’s easier for us to 

become vulnerable and open. Therefore, we will be able to see 

ourselves more accurately since we no longer need to hide from others 

and from ourselves. 
9 Primary means first, chief, principal, earliest, primitive. Primal means 

original, primeval, first, fundamental. Both words fit well for what I 

believe is fundamental to healthy change through SmallGroups. 

http://www.jimfredericks.com/
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10 See Appendix for amplification. 
11 I have written a number of 5-week “sprints” that utilize this active 

way to learn from Scripture. “Sprints” call each to prepare prior to the 

group on the assigned passage so we bring “fresh bread” to share. These 

are a free PDF download under the “Sprint” tab on my website, 

JimFredericks.com. 

Chapter 6. Investing Treasure into Life 
12 I heard the gist of this model from two of my pastors, twenty years 

apart. As I reflect on this very flexible four-fold process, it aligns with 

what I know about God, how Jesus trained, and other effective training 

processes I have seen. In each of the five aspects of discipleship, and 

the whole range of skills and values within these, we need to move 

through the four rooms from lower to higher. 
13 As an aside, we have heard the adage: “Practice makes perfect.” It 

really does not, if we are doing something incorrectly. Practice makes 

it more readily repeatable. Friends or a coach who looks on and corrects 

the process moves the skill toward progress. 
14 Additionally, God will call some of us to specialize in one or more of 

the 5-disciplines. We may spend a lifetime cycling again through the 5-

step process because every discipline has an almost unlimited number 

of nuances and facets. For instance, my call for forty years centers 

around coming alongside believers to focus on moving people from 

room 2 to the room 3 of deliberate practice in all five pathways of 

discipleship. That’s why I designed the eight-part 5-week 

“DiscipleMaking Companion” to lay a solid baseline in all five 

disciplines so they can launch into whatever specific call God has on 

their lives. 
15 Henry Nouwen, With Open Hands (Notre Dame: IN: Ave Maria 

Press, 2006), p. 65. Quoted by Francis Chan, p 95 of Crazy Love.  
16 I like how No Man Left Behind (p 49) summarizes this (Patrick 

Morley, David Delk, Brett Clemmer, Moody Publishers, Chicago, 

2006). 
17 James R. Newby, Best of Elton Trueblood (Nashville: Impact Books, 

1979). 
18 James R. Newby, Best of Elton Trueblood (Nashville: Impact Books, 

1979). 
19 A business term meaning “return on investment.” 


