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And yearn like newborn infants for pure, spiritual milk, so that by it you may grow up to salvation. 
1 Peter 2:2 (New English Translation)

   On 19 July, Rhys Pearson gave an excellent overview of the fundamentals of our Christian faith, along with example creeds that encapsulate the principal truths.
   Today, I would like to explore an important way that we can gain a more comprehensive grasp of what the Bible teaches.

   If you read the Barnabas magazine (there are copies in the foyer), you will be aware that in most Islamic countries, and those which promote communism or atheism – such as China and North Korea – the primary way Christians fellowship, worship, and grow in their faith is by meeting in small groups, often called “Home Groups”.
   Here in NZ there is no pressing need to do this. We have a relatively free and open society. So why bother participating in a mid-week Small Group in order to study the Bible?
   Acts records that the early church met daily for fellowship and studying God’s word – which back then just after Christ’s resurrection would have been only what we now call the Old Testament, or what some people call the First Testament. 

   In 1 Peter 2:2, the apostle Peter tells believers to: …yearn like newborn infants for pure, spiritual milk, so that by it you may grow up to salvation.
And for those who have been believers for some time, Hebrews 5:12-14 talks about the milk of the Word, and how we need to advance to “solid food”. Similarly, Hebrews 6:1-3 refers to the elementary teachings about Christ and the need to move on to maturity.

   So how do we partake of the milk of the Word? And, furthermore, how do we advance to “solid food” and maturity?
   Being involved in a small group for Bible study can help enrich our lives as Christians and develop our faith.  

   By the way, I started preparing this message on the importance of small group Bible study about 3 days before the survey came out on “Small Groups” – something I knew nothing about. Talk about a Holy Spirit confirmation that this is God’s message for us!

   Studies show that people who are part of Small Groups feel more connected to their church, have a support system they can depend on for prayer and encouragement, and find meaningful ways to serve within their church fellowship. 

   Early church believers gathered together regularly. In Acts 2:46-7 we read:
“Every day they continued to meet together in the temple courts. They broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad and sincere hearts, praising God and enjoying the favour of all the people. And the Lord added to their number daily those who were being saved”.
   This passage in Acts gives us a beautiful illustration of how to connect with other believers, and what can still be ours today. 
   God’s word reminds us that we should enjoy the company of our brothers and sisters in Christ through eating together, fellowshipping and worshiping with one another.  

     “Home-based Bible studies aren’t an innovation but a restoration” notes biblical historian Dr. James Whitman. “The early church thrived in household gatherings for the first three centuries. What we’re seeing today echoes those original practices.”

Ten Reasons to be part of a Small Group
1. It Deepens Your Understanding of Scripture
While personal devotion is invaluable, studying Scripture with others can enhance your understanding. Joining a weekly Bible study gives you the opportunity to dig deeper into the Word of God. Each participant brings their own experiences and insights, which can illuminate passages in a way you may not have thought of, empowering you to apply God’s Word more effectively in your daily life.
2. It Builds a Supportive Community
Being part of a Small Group creates a vital support network, offering encouragement, advice, and accountability as you navigate life's challenges. In times of joy and sorrow, this group can provide prayer, friendship, and solidarity, reinforcing the idea that you are never alone on your spiritual journey.
3. It Enhances Emotional and Spiritual Growth
Engaging in regular Bible study helps foster both emotional and spiritual growth. Scripture often prompts self-reflection, stimulating personal development. Over time, this can lead to increased emotional resilience and a deeper, more mature faith.
4. It Develops Discernment and Wisdom
The Bible is a reservoir of wisdom, offering guidance on how to live a life that reflects the character of our heavenly Father. 
Matt 5:16 says:
… let your light shine before others, that they may see your good deeds and glorify your Father in heaven.
   By participating in a weekly study, you are frequently exposed to Biblical teachings which can aid in developing discernment in your decision-making processes. The insights gained through Bible study can serve as a compass, helping you navigate the complexities of life.
5. It Encourages Consistent Spiritual Practice
Life can be unpredictable. Maintaining consistent spiritual disciplines can be challenging. A weekly Bible study creates a structured framework for your spiritual practice, helping ensure that time spent in reflection and prayer becomes a habitual part of your life. This consistency promotes steady spiritual nourishment and growth. 
6. It Promotes Accountability
Participating in a weekly study group instils a sense of accountability. As you commit to attending, you are more likely to engage with the Bible and internalize the lessons. Your group members become accountability partners. This shared commitment to spiritual growth can help keep you motivated and focused, even when life's challenges threaten to derail your progress.
7. It Aids in Discovering Personal and Global Applications
The Bible offers timeless wisdom that is relevant across generations and cultures. By discussing these teachings with others, you learn to apply them to not only to yourself, but also to contemporary issues, finding ways to incorporate God’s wisdom into modern-day scenarios. 
   The intimate setting of home Bible studies often facilitates a deeper, more personal engagement with Biblical texts. With smaller groups, participants have more opportunities to ask questions, discuss interpretations, and explore applications relevant to their lives.
8. Cultivating a Habit of Gratitude and Prayer
Engaging with scripture on a regular basis reminds participants of their blessings and encourages a spirit of thankfulness. Moreover, group prayer sessions foster a deeper connection with God, encouraging regular communication and reliance on His guidance. As these practices become ingrained, they contribute to a more positive outlook and a deeper sense of peace and satisfaction in everyday life.
9. Inspiring Generational Faith Transmission
Participating in a weekly Bible study not only transforms your personal faith journey but can also have a ripple effect through your family. 
   As you grow in your understanding and practice of your faith, you set a powerful example for younger generations. Sharing insights and experiences from your Bible study can inspire family members, contributing to a legacy of faith that transcends generations.
10. Experiencing Joy in Fellowship
Human beings are inherently social, and gathering with others sharing a common faith journey brings immense joy and satisfaction. Laughter, discussion, and shared worship create delightful memories and spiritual fulfilment, enriching life’s journey with joy and contentment. 
   In an increasingly disconnected world, Small Group Bible studies offer something that larger congregations sometimes struggle to provide: intimate fellowship and meaningful relationships.
   People feel more comfortable asking questions, expressing doubts, and sharing personal experiences in a living room than they might in a church sanctuary.

   In summary, joining a weekly Bible study brings benefits that go beyond just spiritual enrichment. It enhances your comprehension of Scripture, builds strong community ties, and supports both emotional and spiritual development. 

   In a Small Group, we have opportunities to encourage and be encouraged
In Hebrews 10:24-25 we read:
And let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds, not giving up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but encouraging one another—and all the more as you see the day approaching.
   This passage of Scripture tells us that we shouldn’t give up meeting together as believers, but to keep this spiritual practice alive because there is purpose to believers coming together. 
   When you become part of a small group, you will have a chance to not only be encouraged, but to encourage others who are wanting to deepen their faith and live faithfully. You will get the chance to bless other Christians who are looking for genuine community and fellowship as you point each other toward a life of love and goodness.

Three ways to do Small Group Bible studies
1. Exegetical study
This is my favorite study style. This involves careful reflection on a Biblical text in order to understand it. This includes asking:
1. What is the main theme or main argument? 
2. What is its purpose?
3. Are there sub-themes in the passage as well?
4. What theological truths are communicated?
5. What is the implication for my life?
   In our Monday evening Small Group we have recently done the books of James and Colossians.

2. Thematic/Topical study 
This involves looking at what the Bible has to say about a particular topic. Examples are:
 Fasting, Hospitality, Names of God, The Holy Spirit, Prayer, Anger, Forgiveness, etc. 
   A thematic study could also include an in-depth study of the lives of Biblical characters – their strengths, their failings, and what they achieved. E.g., Abraham, Esther, Solomon, Jonah, etc.
   Our group is currently doing a thematic study put out by the NZ Christian organisation called “Thinking Matters,” looking at “Belief Blockers” such as: “Suffering,” and “Science and the Bible”

3. A third type of study would be for everyone to read a chapter of a Christian book and come prepared to discuss that chapter. 
   For example, C.S. Lewis’ books are a rich resource for this kind of study, with titles such as: “The problem of Pain,” Mere Christianity”, and “Miracles.” And, of course, there are many, many more modern authors whose writings would merit group discussion.

   To help the Small Group facilitator, there are many internet resources that give both exegetical and thematic insights.
   And there are videos prepared by Pastors and Christian Teachers. Some such videos are exegetical, others are thematic.

   So what topics might be included in a Small Group discussion? 
[bookmark: _Hlk236753000]   Here are some ideas from the web-site: https://homegroups.org.uk/
Example topics are: Creation Care; Justice; Mental Health; Spiritual Formation; Bible Study; Prayer; Dicipleship, Relationship, etc.
As you can see, there are numerous thematic/topical studies available, with many more not presented here.

   And on the web-site: https://www.bsfinternational.org/
We read: “The Bible Study Fellowship has been helping people study God's Word deeply for over 65 years. Our free, interdenominational Bible study is open to all. Whether you are new to the Bible or have studied for years, we offer a community where your faith can truly take root and grow.”

   The internet has many helpful resources helping to engage different types of learners.

In Summary:
“The strength of a Small Group lies not just in the study itself, but in the relationships which it nurtures—fostering a sense of belonging and shared spiritual growth.”
   We need other Christians in our lives to challenge us, support us, and help us understand what it means to live a life for Jesus. The Holy Spirit works through other believers to help refine us, and a small group is often the ideal place for real and lasting spiritual transformation to take place.
   If you’ve been on the fence about starting, or becoming part of a Small Group, consider these benefits and how the Bible instructs us and gives us wisdom about being part of an intentional community of believers.

Following the exegetical methodology I outlined earlier, Pete Greenwood of City to City suggests engaging with a passage of Scripture using 4 questions:
1. What are we like?  This question holds the passage up to us like a mirror, revealing our hearts.
1. What is God like?  The passage acts like a telescope, magnifying God's glory.
1. What has God done through Jesus?  The passage draws our attention to the person and work of Jesus.
1. How should we live?  The passage is like a prism refracting the light of the gospel into every part of life.

Try answering  the four questions proposed by Pete with the following passage of Scripture from John 2:1-10:

On the third day a wedding took place at Cana in Galilee. Jesus’ mother was there, 2 and Jesus and his disciples had also been invited to the wedding. 3 When the wine was gone, Jesus’ mother said to him, “They have no more wine.”
4 “Woman, why do you involve me?” Jesus replied. “My hour has not yet come.”
5 His mother said to the servants, “Do whatever he tells you.”
6 Nearby stood six stone water jars, the kind used by the Jews for ceremonial washing, each holding from twenty to thirty gallons.
7 Jesus said to the servants, “Fill the jars with water”; so they filled them to the brim.
8 Then he told them, “Now draw some out and take it to the master of the banquet.”
They did so, 9 and the master of the banquet tasted the water that had been turned into wine. He did not realize where it had come from, though the servants who had drawn the water knew. Then he called the bridegroom aside 10 and said, “Everyone brings out the choice wine first and then the cheaper wine after the guests have had too much to drink; but you have saved the best till now.”
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