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ABSTRACT 

 

The present research aimed to demonstrate that small groups ministry is not only an effective 

instrument to revitalise a declining church. This ministry also provides the model experience 

for missional witness and action when reaching out to a world in need.  

 

Approximately 160 years since its foundation by Rev. Ashbel Green Simonton (1833-1867), 

the Presbyterian Church of Brazil (IPB) is in need of revitalisation. Worrying signs of stagnation 

emerges, namely decreasing membership, inefficient evangelisation, loss of power to influence 

the society, and the rise of a growing non-religious population. These tendencies occur within 

a cultural context of religious plurality, which leads IPB to its largest challenge to date: revitalise 

to survive. 

 

The small groups ministry, as an instrument of renewal, has been present through different 

periods of the Christian church’s history, ranging from the New Testament through the Middle 

Ages and the Reformation with Martin Bucer to the system of John Wesley and the Methodism 

in the 18th century. Each of these models offer a particular contribution and inspiration to a 

current Brazilian Presbyterian model of small groups ministry. 

 

To investigate the effectiveness of such a model, the present research made use of an article 

published in In Luce Verbi. For the research reported in this article, four senior pastors from 

Presbyterian churches were interviewed on their experience of establishing a small groups 

ministry within their communities. These churches disclosed their successes and failures with 

a view to inspire and guide others in the process of revitalisation. 

 

The present study had a biblical, theological, and historical focus and applied the research 

design of a qualitative empirical approach. The research was informed by missiological 

reflection on the Scriptural, Christian principles of ‘community’. In the process, a model of small 

groups ministry was proposed to align with the traditions and practice of the current Reformed 

Presbyterian Churches in Brazil and similar diverse contexts from developing societies 

globally. 
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OPSOMMING  

 

Die doel van die huidige studie was om aan te toon dat kleingroepbediening nie slegs ŉ 

doeltreffende instrument is om ŉ kwynende kerk te laat herleef nie. Hierdie bediening voorsien 

ook die modelervaring vir missionale getuienis en aksie wanneer na ŉ wêreld in nood uitgereik 

word. 

Ongeveer 160 jaar ná die stigting deur die leraar Ashbel Green Simonton (1833-1867), het die 

Presbiteriaanse Kerk in Brasilië dringend behoefte aan vernuwing. Onrusbarende tekens het 

begin wys: die afname in lidmate, ondoeltreffende evangelisasie, magsverlies wat die kerk 

verhoed om die gemeenskap te beïnvloed en die groeiende sekularisasie in die gemeenskap. 

Hierdie tendense geskied te midde van ŉ konteks van veelgodsdienstigheid, wat hierdie 

Brasiliaanse kerk voor die grootste uitdaging tot dusver te staan bring: herleef om te oorleef. 

Die kleingroepbediening as instrument vir vernuwing was deurgaans teenwoordig deur die 

onderskeie tydperke van die Christelike kerk se geskiedenis heen, vanaf die Nuwe Testament, 

deur die Middel-Eeue en Hervorming met Martin Bucer tot die stelsel van John Wesley en die 

Metodisme tydens die 18de eeu. Elkeen van hierdie modelle het ŉ spesifieke bydrae en 

inspirasie gelewer tot ŉ huidige Brasiliaanse Presbiteriaanse model van kleingroepbediening. 

Om die doeltreffendheid van die model te ondersoek, het die huidige studie ŉ artikel gebruik 

wat in In Luce Verbi gepubliseer is. Vir die navorsing waaroor hierdie artikel verslag doen, is 

onderhoude gevoer met vier seniorleraars van Presbiteriaanse kerke oor hoe hulle die instel 

van kleingroepbediening binne hulle gemeenskappe ervaar. Hierdie kerke het hulle suksesse 

en mislukkings bekendgemaak met die oog daarop om ander in hulle proses van vernuwing 

te inspireer en begelei. 

Die huidige studie het ŉ Bybels, teologies en historiese fokus gevolg en die navorsingsontwerp 

van ŉ kwalitatiewe benadering toegepas. Die navorsing is geïnformeer deur missiologiese 

nadenke oor die Skriftuurlike en Christelike beginsels van “gemeenskap”. Daardeur is ŉ model 

vir kleingroepbediening voorgestel wat in ooreenstemming is met die tradisies en praktyke van 

die huidige gereformeerde Presbiteriaanse Kerke in Brasilië en soortgelyke diverse kontekste 

binne ontwikkelende gemeenskappe wêreldwyd. 
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CHAPTER 1 – Background and problem statement 

 

1.1 Background  

 

After 160 years in Brazil, the Igreja Presbiteriana do Brasil – IPB has reached a point where 

this institution has to be revitalised. When Rev Ashbel Green Simonton (1833-1867), the 

founder of IPB, arrived in Rio de Janeiro in 1859, he introduced a dream based on a calling: 

to establish a Reformed Presbyterian church in Brazil. He left the United States on the ship 

“Banshee” (June 18) and arrived in Rio de Janeiro on 12 August 1859 (de Matos, 2000).  

 

Through his mission work, the Presbyterian Church of Rio de Janeiro was formally instituted 

in January 1862. He published the first protestant journal, the Imprensa Evangélica, in October 

1864. Simonton found the first IPB congregation in São Paulo in March 1865 and the 

Presbytery of Rio de Janeiro in December of the same year. Finally, he organised the first 

theological seminar in May 1867, only six months before his death due to fever. 

 

Simonton ministered only eight years since his arrival in 1859. However, his brief life produced 

lasting fruit. In 1957, almost a century after his arrival in Brazil, the IPB had the following 

composition: six synods, 41 presbyteries, 489 local churches, 61 Presbytery congregations, 2 

101 preaching houses, 812 congregations, 369 pastors, 127 candidates for the ministry, 89 

741 members and 71 650 children. The institution included a publishing house, Casa Editora 

Presbiteriana, two theological Seminaries (Campinas-SP, Norte-PE), two Bible institutes 

(JMC-SP, IBN-PE), three colleges (Agnes-PE, Mackenzie-SP, 15 de Novembro-PE) and an 

international mission board that has commissioned three missionaries to Portugal. In 1957, the 

IPB had 102 000 members, 526 local churches, 1 000 congregations and 414 ministers (de 

Matos, 2004:65). 

 

However, since the beginning of the 21st century, the IPB has been facing perhaps its hardest 

challenge: stagnation and decline of membership. The “Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e 

Estatística” (IBGE), the official Brazilian statistic institution, in the census of 2000, indicated 

membership of 981 064 Presbyterians, but the census of 2010 identified 921 209 persons as 

Presbyterians (IBGE, 2010). These numbers reveal a decline in the region of 60 000 members 

in ten years’ time. In 2016, research, based on the available data at the General Office of the 

Igreja Presbiteriana do Brasil (http://www.executivaipb.com.br/estatisticas/), estimated that 

there are approximately 649 510 members, although this number may not reflect reality due to 

a lack of information from certain congregations. The mentioned statistics indicated 4 475 

pastors, 1 351 missionaries, 799 evangelists, 83 synods, 335 presbyteries and 6 061 

http://www.executivaipb.com.br/estatisticas/
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communities (i.e. churches and congregations). Presently, the Centro Presbiteriano de Pós-

Graduação Andrew Jumper (CPAJ) offers a postgraduate qualification in the ‘Revitalization 

and Multiplication of Churches’. Below are certain motivations why this course is offered:  

 

… secularization, loss of excellence in preaching and organic life, the absence of new believers 

(new converts) and the loss of relevance to respond to genuine questions of our time through the 

Scriptures, are signs of an illness of a church location or a region and also of pastoral ministries. 

(CPAJ, 2016) 

  

The statement below shows that the IPB is not immune to the decline that is currently impacting 

denominations in Brazil. The Roman Catholic Church, according to the IBGE census of 2010, 

decrease from 125.5 million to 123.3 million, losing 2.2 million of adherents (Mariano, 

2013:119); the Evangelical Lutheran Church declined from 1 062 144 to 999 498 (-5.9%); the 

Evangelical Congregational Church from 148 840 to 109 591. In his analysis of the census 

Mariano (2013), concludes that the Protestant historical churches (mission churches): 

  

… grew 10.8%, far less than the figure of 58.1% which occurred in the previous decade. The 

Pentecostals grew only 44% which is not even half of those obtained during the previous two 

decades as they were 8.8 million in 1991 (111.7% increase) and 17.7 million in 2000 (115. 4%). 

(Mariano, 2013:124) 

 

In light of these statistics, the question can be posed whether this is a sign of general 

secularisation in the Brazilian society. This situation brings strong challenge to the IPB, 

namely, how to equip and strengthen the members to partake as God’s “streams of living 

water” (Joh 7:37-39) as well as light and salt (Mt 5:15, 16). The focus should be on the city and 

neighbourhood where the church is situated. The counter response would be: How should the 

church fulfil its missional calling practically within the urban context of Brazil? This implies how 

the church remain faithful to and anchored in its reformational roots but still be relevant and 

effective in the day-to-day ministry?  

 

However, certain local Presbyterian churches in Brazil in different parts of the country seem to 

have overcome this challenge. These churches show an effective revitalisation of their 

congregation and its ministry. The result is significant numerical growth, a notable Christian 

impact within the city, effectively reaching out to non-believers and un-churched people, as 

well as embracing a missional practice of planting several new daughter churches. Clear 

examples of such daughter churches are the Presbyterian Church of Manaus in the State of 

Amazon, in the northwest of Brazil, the First Independent Presbyterian Church of Londrina, the 

Independent Presbyterian Church of Maringá, both in the State of Paraná, and the 
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Presbyterian Church of Macaé, in the State of Rio de Janeiro. In the latter church, the 

researcher served as pastor from 2008 to 2015.  

 

The situation of the multiple daughter churches raises further questions: 

  

• How can their success be understood, explained and assessed?  

• How did these churches reverse the declining trend?  

• What do these churches have in common, although from different regions of Brazil and 

belonging to different reformed denominations?  

• Have they remained faithful to biblical standards of reformed ecclesiology?  

 

An analysis of and reflection on the overall growth of those churches will be the focus of one 

chapter of this study. 

 

Despite the efforts of those four churches to overcome the stagnation and loss of membership 

through a model of small groups ministry, their endeavour has not been free of criticism. The 

General Assembly of IPB decided in 2000 against adopting the G12 model, which originated 

in the Misión Carismática Internacional, founded by César Castellanos. Certain practices from 

this model were considered foreign to the reformed tradition, even lacking a biblical grounding. 

The mentioned practices include psychological regression, forgiveness of God, and certain 

concepts of the movement regarding anthropology, hamartiology, holiness and the Holy Spirit 

(CE-SC/IPB-2000 – Doc. XCIX).  

 

In 2012 the churches considered and analysed another model, namely cell-church ministry. 

However, the General Assembly advised the local churches to refrain from adopting this 

ministry. After consideration it was evaluated as divergent to the ecclesiology affirmed in the 

Constitution of the IPB. Arguments defending the position of the IPB were that in the cell-

church movement the leaders of small groups are instructed to minister the Holy Supper in the 

houses. Such a practice meant relaxing the pattern of ecclesiastic disciplines and providing a 

reason to close Sunday School classrooms (CE-SC/IPB-2012). At the last General Assembly 

Meeting of 2015, as an answer to the request of numerous synods and presbyteries on the 

small–groups ministry, a committee was formed to study current models that certain 

Presbyterian churches have adopted thus far. The aim was to propose a model aligned with 

their reformed traditions. This may explain why the subject of small groups ministry is of such 

importance to IPB currently, since certain local congregations are accepting and applying small 

groups models used by other denominations. 
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1.2 Preliminary literature review 

The literature review of the study consisted of several components, which are expounded 

below. 

 

1.2.1 Databases used  

With the assistance of the Ferdinand Postma library, the researcher undertook extended 

searches through the EbscoHost Research Databases. The NEXUS (a database including 

South African dissertations and theses) did not reveal any research to date on the use of small 

groups in the context of Presbyterian churches in Brazil. In addition, the ProQuest database 

was consulted, which disseminates and graduates work from around the world. This database 

also failed to indicate research on the use of small groups ministry in the context of 

Presbyterian churches in Brazil. 

 

1.2.2 Existing relevant literature 

The number of publications on the research subject underlines the increased importance of 

small groups ministry during the past 30 years (on the main aspects of the study field under 

investigation, see the references at the back).  

 

However, despite the positive assessment by the majority of the literature regarding small 

groups ministry, there are also critics of this model. An example is Bezerril (2008), who 

considers the cell-church movement as a humanist method that produces a fragmentary 

church, without doctrine, pastor, or biblical basis. This point of critique opens up the opportunity 

for the present research and its contribution by analysing and proposing a small groups 

ministry model for the IPB. 

 

Furthermore, it is significant that not only the revitalisation of the church could be achieved by 

the small groups ministry; the missional character of the church could also be enhanced. 

Certain scholars have emphasised this perspective – (Gehring, 2004), (Campbell, 2000); 

(Comiskey, 2008); (Boren, 2010) and (McNeal, 2011). According to their view, small groups 

ministry is not only the place where the Christian community is nurtured, but also becomes the 

way to reach the needs of the neighbourhood. This justifies the missional interest of the present 

research on this subject.  
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1.2.3 The need for holistic ministry 

Preliminary research on related aspects of small groups ministry from a missio-Dei perspective 

brings to light the fact that the relevance of the church and its message is current under scrutiny 

in numerous places around the world. Tim Keller (2012:11-13) in his publication, Center 

Church, considers three basic perspectives on a relevant church: success, faithfulness and 

fruitfulness. He points out that people tend to measure success in terms of a large audience, 

a charismatic preacher, a huge building, a contemporaneous music style, and the extensive 

use of the media. However, the other two ecclesiological traits describe the true church’s 

function better:  

• Faithfulness: maintains its tradition and doctrinal roots, orthodox preaching and 

liturgy.  

• Fruitfulness: relevance in terms of a ministry and service of a certain local church to 

the community in their context.  

 

A church can be orthodox in its message and liturgy but still be irrelevant with little or no 

influence in the city where the congregation is situated or lacking in the fruit of reaching 

unbelievers and outsiders, despite doctrinal purity. A church may also be successful in bringing 

large crowds to the services, using all kinds of modern marketing strategies, but still 

compromise the biblical truth and disregard congregational structures that are conducive for 

new believers to grow in grace and knowledge of the Lord Jesus Christ (2Pe 3:18). 

  

1.2.4 The challenge of ‘television Christianity’ in Brazil 

The pursuit of success has led certain churches to use media extensively as their main method 

to reach and engage people. Currently, the largest neo-pentecostal denominations in Brazil 

invest most of their financial resources in television. These denominations are the Igreja 

Internacional da Graça de Deus, founded by missionary Romildo Ribeiro Soares; the Igreja 

Renascer em Cristo, founded by Estevan Hernandes Filho; and the Igreja Mundial do Poder 

de Deus, founded by Valdomiro Santiago, However, a seeming advantage proclaiming the 

Gospel has turned into a form of trap. Radio broadcasts still keep listeners focused on the 

Word and preacher, making them use their imagination to fill the gaps. In contrast, television 

creates a dominion of images, which takes away the creative input by the audience.  

 

Jacques Ellul (1984:140-147) describes television as the kingdom of the image where reality 

is taken, interpreted, re-arranged, edited in a sequence of images and then transmitted, After 

such a process, the transferred information is no longer reality, but the vision of the producer 

of reality. There is not an immediate interpretation and application of the transferred content 

by the viewer, but assimilation of the forged reality. The reason is that the images are placed 
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in a sequence that cannot be stopped and judged. In this sense, television controls the minds 

of the audience.  

 

To keep the audiences focused, monotony has to be avoided at all costs. This means the 

images must appear and be replaced more rapidly, not allowing time for reflexion in this media. 

Therefore, television may produce a devaluation, a humiliation and even antipathy towards the 

Word. This may explain why viewers rarely find an exposition of Scripture on television by the 

neo-Pentecostal churches, with presentations dominated by the well-known prosperity 

theology. The miracles that are related, sensational testimonies, or theatrical exorcisms, must 

be exhibited to retain the attention of the audience of such programmes. Raising money is the 

main goal of certain television shows that advocate the prosperity gospel. As a result, the 

preaching of the God’s Word seemingly has the lowest priority in these instances.  

 

In addition, churches have to contend with the emergence of a non-religious population, a 

growing generation who are disinterested in church, coupled with the widespread culture of 

visual entertainment. Considering these mentioned factors, the decline of membership and 

influence of the historical denominations, it is easy to envisage what can be termed the ‘perfect 

storm’ of incredulity. There is also a challenge that ‘television Christianity’ does not provide 

opportunities for fellowship where Christians can live out the many ‘one another’ instructions 

to Christians in the New Testament. This raises the question: How can the Presbyterian 

churches overcome this threatening scenario and be relevant to its being as church in the 

world?  

 

1.2.5 Christian fellowship as antidote for individualism and loneliness in an 

urban context 

One of the dire needs of humanity is to live in community since people were created according 

to God’s image and likeness. God Who lives in community, as Father, Son and Holy Spirit, 

declared: “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness ... So God created man in his own 

image, in the image of God created he him; male and female created he them” (Ge 1:26, 27, 

KJV).  

 

According to the Hebrew, the term is hsen – “Let Us …” This term reveals the Trinity, the Divine 

Community creating a communitas genus. The expression of this nature was soon evidenced 

by the solitude of Adam, for God Himself confirmed: “It is not good that the man should be 

alone” (Ge 2:18), revealing that only a communal being could feel solitude in a garden full of 

creatures. Seemingly, Adam himself did not know the cause of this feeling, but the Lord did: 

“…but for Adam there was not found an help meet for him” (Ge 2:20; NIV). In the Garden of 
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Eden, Adam experienced communion with God but felt a lack of communion with a helper 

comparable to him (NIV), an adiutor similis eius (Vulgate). After the fall into sin, Adam was in 

communion with Eva, but lacked communion with God, for they were banned from the 

presence of the Lord. 

 

The Christian community has the opportunity to restore the fellowship with God and with fellow 

humans. In her book, “The lonely city”, Olivia Laing (2016) presents a picture of how a person 

can feel completely alone even when surrounded by millions of people. She explains: “One 

might think this state was antithetical to urban living, to the massed presence of other human 

beings, and yet mere physical proximity is not enough to dispel a sense of internal isolation” 

(2016:3). A metropolis such as London, New York, or São Paulo, can become the “loneliest 

place on the planet” (Laing, 2016:4), caused by the absence of connection, closeness and 

lacking companionship. This is the specialty of Christian community – to offer friendship: 

“Rejoice with those who rejoice; mourn with those who mourn” Rm 12:15 (NIV). 

 

A remarkable study on how the early Christian community differed from human society in the 

first four centuries, was given by Rodney Stark in “The Rise of Christianity” (1996), where he 

proposed three theses: 

  

• First: According to Cyprian, bishop of Cartago, the Christians in times of despair and 

dramatic events, maintained a hope in the future, based on their faith in Christ.  

 

• Second: According to the writings of Dionysius, in times of catastrophes the Christian 

community not only had a higher rate of survival, which was considered a miracle as 

such, but was also able to express solidarity with those in need, even the pagans, 

serving them with love and charity. 

  

• Third: During an epidemic, when countless relative bonds were lost by death, the 

Christian community was there to provide sympathy and love, establishing new bonds. 

Owing to this attitude, numerous pagans were attracted to Christianity (1996:73-94). 

 

The question thus remains: Against the background of an alleged irrelevance, can the Christian 

Church still provide the answer for the human dilemma about how to live a significant life, and 

in doing so, become a minister of hope for humankind? 
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1.2.6 The church as agent of reconciliation 

In the Missional Manifesto missio Dei is defined as “the mission of the triune God to glorify 

Himself … redeeming sinful humans and, in the future, restoring corrupted creation”  (Stetzer 

et al., 2012:34). The missio ecclesia entails a living witness of a missional Triune God who 

creates, judges, redeems and restores His creatures. The ‘Manifesto’ affirms that the church, 

as a covenantal community formed by redeemed believers and empowered by the Holy Spirit 

and the Word of God, is sent to the world as an agent of reconciliation. The ultimate aim is that 

“every people, nation, tribe, and tongue … persons of every gender, age, education, social 

standing, and religious persuasion …” (Stetzer et al., 2012:36) may come to the Lordship of 

Christ. This raises a further question: Should the perspective above be accepted, what answer 

should the church provide to a chaotic world, which is struggling to live in community? In other 

words: How can the Christian Church minister hope for humankind in a situation of 

ecclesiastical decline and passiveness? 

 

1.3 Problem statement 

 

In light of the discussion above, the study focused on the stagnation and decline of 

membership, the loss of excellence in preaching, weak communion and fellowship among 

Christians, and the lack of effective evangelisation. These tendencies are played off against 

the background of an emerging non-religious population. Consider the mentioned ecclesiastic 

situation, the acute issue is how the IPB should answer the challenges of the present time in 

its context.  

 

Regarding the obvious decline in member numbers and the lowered quality in the messages 

as pointed out above, this raises a clear alarm. This ostensive lack of vitality and a lukewarm 

spirit in the church ministry about serving the Lord, should be brought under attention of 

pastors, presbyteries and synods over the whole spectrum of the IPB. The time seems ripe for 

a revitalisation of the church ministry in these contexts. In this regard, the study focused on 

movements in church history that could be a source of inspiration for the revitalisation of the 

Presbyterian Church in Brazil. In the process, an explanation is sought for the fact that certain 

churches currently move in an opposite direction in an attempt to overcome the stagnation and 

decline. 

 

In light of the discussion above, the problem statement for the present study can be 

summarised as follows: What is the contribution of the small groups ministry for the 

revitalisation of the missional and communitarian dimensions of Presbyterian churches in 

Brazil? 
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1.4 Research questions  

 

Based on the problem statement above, the main research question was formulated: How 

could the implementation of small groups ministry, based on sound biblical and reformed 

ecclesiology, form a vital part of church revitalisation for IPB congregations in Brazil, also in 

light of the experience of certain churches that have implemented this process successfully to 

enhance their ministry? 

The main question was unpacked into sub-questions that needed consideration. 

 

1.4.1 Sub-questions 

From the main research question, the following sub questions emerged: 

 

1. How did the practice of establishing small groups, as ecclesiola in ecclesia, 

develop from the time of the Reformation in the 16th century until the rise of Pietism 

in the 17th and 18th centuries? 

 

2. What was the purpose, principles and strategies used to establish the small groups 

ministry in the reformation time? 

 

3. What does Scripture reveal about the principles of koinonia and diakonia regarding 

missions and evangelism and how did the early church in the New Testament 

understand it?  

 

4. How did small groups, as ecclesiola in ecclesia, aid the revitalisation of certain 

local Presbyterian churches in Brazil, and what theological principles can be 

deduced from their practices? 

 

5. From the existing models of small groups ministry around the world, which model 

could align with the Presbyterian tradition in Brazil? 

 

1.5 Concept clarification  

Particular concepts were key to the present study and are explicated below briefly. 

 

1.5.1  Missio-Dei 

Missio Dei indicates that mission is the work of the Triune God. The Father, through sending 

Jesus Christ, and the Father and the Son through sending the Holy Spirit, is gathering God’s 
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people from every tribe, nation, kingdom, and language to worship Him forever in the new 

creation, thus glorifying His name by being instrumental in redeeming all of creation. 

 

1.5.2 Small groups ministry 

The ministry through small groups entails the practice of communion, worship, spiritual growth 

towards maturity in faith and the accomplishment of missiones ecclesia. In this regard, the 

small groups in the church function as an agency of the kingdom of God, focusing on 

witnessing redemption to each other and to unchurched people within the community. 

 

1.5.3 Revitalisation 

Revitalisation refers to the work of the Holy Spirit to bring about spiritual renewal that enables 

the church to experience restored doctrinal purity, mutual care, and boldness in missional 

ministry, committed to the great commission (Mt 28:18-20). 

 

1.6 Aim and objectives 

The study set out a main aim, with specific objectives derived from this aim. 

 

1.6.1 Aim 

The main aim of the present research was to consider how small groups ministry, as ecclesiola 

in ecclesia and shaped by biblical, theological and missiological principles, may become an 

instrument for revitalising the church, thereby restoring its relevance and impact in the 

community through a missional vision and praxis. 

 

1.6.2 Objectives 

The following specific objectives answer the research aim and connected questions: 

 

1. Research how Christian communities from the time of the Reformation until the 18th 

century with Pietism, understood and practised the principle of community, and the results 

of such an understanding. 

 

2.  Analise the theological principles of the small groups ministry during the reformation time, 

its challenges and contributions to reformed churches today. 
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3. Examine the principles and practice of koinonia and diakonia in the New Testament and 

their implications for mission. 

 

4. Investigate and evaluate the implementation of small groups ministries in the revitalisation 

in some Presbyterian churches in Brazil. 

 

5. Determine the possibilities and challenges for small groups ministries that are missionally 

driven. 

 

6. Propose a possible model of small groups ministry that is shaped by Scriptural, theological 

and missiological principles, which align with and enriches the traditions of the IPB. 

 

 

1.7 Central theoretical argument 

The basic assumption of the present research was that the implementation of small groups 

ministry, which is well-founded on biblical principles and reformed ecclesiology and missiology, 

may contribute significantly to the revitalisation of the ministry in churches within Brazil. 

 

1.8 Research methodology 

This thesis is primarily based on an in-depth study and evaluation of relevant literature, but 

some qualitative empirical research was done for an article that was published in In Luci Verbi 

(Buys & Nogueira, 2019). In the research to publish that article autoethnographical qualitative 

empirical research was done. 

In the light of the fact that the article fits into the whole narrative of this thesis and that point 

5.2.4 of the A rules of North West University (NWU, 2016) requires that (1) an article based on 

the research done for the thesis must be published in an accredited academic journal and (2) 

that articles that have been published in accredited academic journals may become part of the 

thesis, the whole article is included in this thesis as chapter 5 of the thesis (for details of the 

article cf. chapter 5). 

 

 

 

1.9 Ethical considerations 

 

This study adhered to the ethical conditions formulated by the South African government and 

the North-West University.  
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As the study mostly entailed a literature study and qualitative research of programmes 

implemented in the mentioned four churches, it had limited ethical risks. No participants were 

involved, therefore there was no danger of overstepping ethical boundaries involving 

individuals under investigation. 

The necessary application was submitted and approved by the Faculty of Theology of the 

University. 
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CHAPTER 2 – Practices of the ‘conventicles’ from the time of the 

Reformation until the rise of Pietism 

 

2.1 Monasticism’s contribution towards ecclesiola in 16th century 

 

Even prior to the Reformation, churches have struggled for years with the issue of Christians 

maintaining a Scripture-based balance between intellectual understanding of the core of the 

Gospel, heartfelt spirituality, a holy lifestyle and real fellowship among Christians – all as vital 

aspects of being a missional church. This struggle becomes clear from a brief summary of the 

developments in church history before the Reformation. 

2.1.1 The monastic movement 

The monastic movement is an example of scholarly reaction to the formalism and 

institutionalism of the Christian faith. The aim was to revitalise the church’s practice. The 

monks reacted against the increasing opulence and grandeur of the church, which took place 

after the persecutions by the previous Roman emperors ceased and the protection of 

Constantine ensued. The monastic movement was inspired by the words of the Lord Jesus, “If 

you want to be perfect, go, sell your possessions and give to the poor, and you will have 

treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me” (Mt 19:21; NIV). Therefore, they renounced the 

privileges of an ordinary life, in order to lead simple lives as possible, as a way to renew their 

Christian faith.  

The Latin word monachus, ‘solitary’, was used to identify people who isolated themselves in 

order to experience transcendental communion with God. In the pre-Christian era, around the 

6th and 7th century BC, the “wanderers”, as they were called, could even be found walking 

about without clothes in order to be fustigated or scoured by the heat of the sun, and by the 

freezing winter. Individuals practised severe fasting and restrained themselves from talking to 

anyone as a way to control their natural needs and body instincts (Peters, 2015:47).  

Monasticism, as a Christian movement, began around the 3rd century, attracting men and 

women who voluntarily accepted a life of contemplating God, alone in the desert or in 

community within the monasteries. These adherents were governed by a specific code of 

conduct, the Rules, and were committed to a mission – sharing God’s love for humankind. 

Inside those buildings they devoted themselves to prayer, meditating the Scripture, worship, 

and a missional service outside the monastery (Peters, 2015:10-34). 
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In the first years, Christians eremites who lived in the desert, known as the ‘Desert Fathers’, 

characterised the movement. They were mainly devoted to oppose anger that blinds human 

reason, lust that leads to desire and seduction, and throughout sought the overall virtues of 

self-control. A true monk may not lose his temper, in accordance with Mathew 5:44-45: “But I 

tell you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, that you may be children of 

your Father in heaven” (NIV; see also (Peters, 2015:65-66). 

Among the Desert Fathers, the prime figure is Antony the Great (251–356), also known as the 

father of all monks. After his conversion, deeply impressed by Mathew 19:21, he donated his 

farm to the village peasants, sold all his private belongings, gave the money to the poor and 

took to the desert. Saint Anthony is the founder of the Anchorite (Gr.: anachoresis) 

monasticism, which means exitus and reditus, withdrawal from ordinary social relationships to 

experience full communion with God. Saint Anthony’s life is a reference for monasticism due 

to his prayer life, his ascetic conduct, his spiritual warfare with demons and his work to support 

the poor. St Anthony became a reference for a life completely consecrated to God. In this 

regard, St Anthony inspired numerous men and women who wished to devote them in the 

search of a deep-set spiritual life (Peters, 2015:59-62) 

Of particular interest is the cenobitic monasticism, which was a community of monks, living 

alone, in pairs or in groups, founded by Saint Pachomius (292-348). In Tabenna, Pachomius 

established a monastery where the monks obeyed a rule and structure, attracting thousands 

of men and women to live there. Their daily routine was meditating on and memorising biblical 

texts. The reason was that while monks performed any activity such as to worship, work and 

community deeds, they constantly had to recite Scriptures while walking somewhere. To enter 

into the monastery, the candidate had to recite at least 20 psalms or two whole Apostles’ 

epistles (Peters, 2015:74). The priority of the cenobitic monasticism was threefold: living in 

solitude to meditate the Word, fasting and praying for the most part of their time, and manual 

activities for the benefit of the community. At the end of his life in 348, Pachomius was joined 

by approximately 7 000 monks who settled in eight monasteries, spreading his rule from Egypt 

to Palestine, Syria, North Africa and Europe (Peters, 2015:79) 

Monasticism evolved from the 4th century to the Middle Ages, from a peripheral movement of 

monks and nuns pursuing an intimate relationship with God, to become the centre of 

Christendom from where the main religious trends originated. The monasteries changed from 

a refuge avoiding the distractions of ordinary life and nurture of a deep spiritual life, to become 

the guardian and fortress of the traditions, philosophy, and scholarship of the Roman Catholic 

Church (Wishart, 2009:164) 

An important change in monasticism occurred with the establishment of the Orders. Until the 

end of the 8th century, the monasteries operated independent from each other, although the 
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majority used the Benedictine Rule. The Orders were also a reaction to the decline of the 

original purposes of the monasticism, namely a simple life, humble attitude, deep-set 

spirituality, knowledge of the Scripture, a holy living and ministry to the poor. These inhabitants 

had a passion for evangelisation, through preaching as the Dominicans, and through works of 

mercy as the Franciscans, and a missionary perspective as the Jesuits. Their overall aim was 

to confront the indifference and lack of interest to reach the non-Christian World. 

An evaluation of the movement concludes that the primary cause of a monastic life was the 

search for personal salvation (Wishart, 2009:143). In pursuing this goal they would make total 

sacrifices such as intentional poverty, starvation, self-punishment, wearing rags (in certain 

cases, total nudity), refraining from even the simplest hygienic habit of taking a bath, just to 

avoid the stimulation of the senses (Wishart, 2009:144). They went to these extremes to 

eliminate factors hampering experiencing the presence of God. As a result of this ethos, monks 

were considered the best and legitimate presentation of Christian faith and the individuals 

closest to God, including the clergy. Ordinary people used to pay them gold and gifts to have 

their intercessions, and effluent nobles built them monasteries and supported all their 

expenses only in the hope to be remembered by the mercy of God.  

Wishart quotes a certificate of this type of donation:  

I, Gervais, who belong to the chivalry of the age, caring for the salvation of my soul, and 

considering that I shall never reach God by my own prayers and fasting, have resolved to 

recommend myself in some other way to those who, night and day, serve God by these practices, 

so that, thanks to their intercession, I may be able to obtain that salvation which I of myself am 

unable to merit (Wishart, 2009:145). 

 

Furthermore, the monasteries were also a place of refuge to criminals and transgressors 

fleeing from the state’s condemnation. These individuals were forgiven by the prayers of 

monks and allowed to enter if they vouched to remain there for the rest of their lives. Other 

fugitives were those who fled from their debtors, repudiated wives, military deserters and all 

kinds of outcasts from society. These individuals were given a chance to reconcile with God 

and find a hope of dignity in the final hour of their brief existence (Wishart, 2009:146). 

Monasteries offered bread in times of starvation, rest and peace in times of war, shelter for 

wanderers, medicine to the sick, and a hospital in times of plagues, for example the Black 

Death (Wishart, 2009:166).  

There also was a different side to the well-known charity of the monasteries and the reputation 

for holiness of the monks. In effect, the widespread belief that giving to the poor would become 

a reward in the future, brought rivers of gold and silver to the coffers of the monasteries from 

the nobles, kings, landlords and traders (Wishart, 2009:145). On the positive side, monks could 
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reach the poor and relieve their suffering. However, eventually monasteries compiled in their 

treasury much more riches than they could share. This was the beginning of covetousness 

and corruption within the movement. Wishart insightfully describes this ambiguity:  

Monasticism was the friend and the foe of true religion. It was the inspiration of virtue and the 

encouragement of vice. It was the patron of industry and the promoter of idleness. It was a pioneer 

in education and the teacher of superstition. It was the disburser of alms and a many-handed 

robber. It was the friend of human liberty and the abettor of tyranny. It was the champion of the 

common people and the defender of class privileges (Wishart, 2009:315). 

 

2.1.2 Legacy to the Reformation 

It could be asked what legacy monasticism left to the reformation period.  

Total depravity: First of all, monasticism emphasised the conviction about the total 

depravation of human nature. A monk daily confessed the inner corruption within his body and 

soul, flesh and bones, veins and cartilages, lips and thongs, ears and hairs, mouth and teeth, 

doing everything possible to control natural instincts and temptations. Self-punishment was a 

common way to overcome carnal desires: Saint Benedict rolled his body among thorn-bushes 

completely naked; Godric, a Welsh monk, used to immerse his body in a frozen river (Wishart, 

2009:108). A penitent monk was punished for a certain wrong deed by being whipped on his 

back with a thick rod; another was laid in the doorway of a church to be stepped on by other 

monks (Wishart, 2009:110). Certain natural pleasures, given by the Creator were considered 

too worldly to be tasted by a true Christian. These include the holy institution of marriage, 

happy moments of celebration with friends and relatives, a delicious plate of food.  

Revitalising the church: In addition, there is no doubt that adherents of Monasticism sought 

a true revitalisation of the Christian Catholic Church. However, the way to redemption through 

self-punishment was ineffective since the auto-suffering never brought sufficient peace to 

those sincere monks. The radical way to despise and renounce the worldly riches was an 

attitude with a deeply felt influence and impact on the following generations such as the 

Puritans. 

The Reformers built on the Scriptural truths and corrected the theological errors of 

monasticism.  

• The total depravation of the human nature may not be an obstacle for the undeserved 

grace of God – sola gratia.  
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• Self-punishment lost its effectiveness before the perfection of the obedience of Christ, 

who imputed humans the merit of God’s justice by faith alone –  

sola fide.  

• Pardoning of sins cannot be obtained through the pious prayer of the holiest monk. 

Only Christ with His atonement once for all has the power to justify the sinner – solus 

Christus. 

• The worship of the saints and the reverence of bones and relics were side-effects of 

the monks’ superstition. The Reformers response to such idolatry by affirming the soli 

Deo gloria.  

The Rules and traditions: The most important factor to maintain the unity of the Order in the 

monasteries was the Rules. These include, among others, the Rule of Basil (379), the Rule of 

Augustine (397), the Rule of the Master, Regula Magistri (Peters, 2015:80), introduced in the 

4th century, and the Rule of Benedict in the 6th century (Peters, 2015:101). All the traditions 

and additions the monasticism brought to the Christian faith were the motivation for the 

Reformers determination for keeping to Scriptures alone – sola Scriptura.  

In the end, Scripture ruled over traditions, faith ruled over good works, grace ruled over self-

justification and self-punishment, Christ as only Mediator ruled over the saints and intercession 

of monks, and soli Deo gloria ruled over all church activities. 

 

2.2 Ecclesiola in ecclesia during the Reformation 

 

Significant changes occurred within society of the 16th century. It was a generation raised 

under the influence of the Renaissance (1450 – 1650), a term later employed in the 19th 

century to describe that period, and referring to the revival of the classic art and literature of 

Greece and Rome, which influenced the outdated, medieval structures of thinking in the 

political, economic and religious fields (Cairns, 2009:433)  

There was a paradigm shift from a theocentric worldview, by which God was accepted as Ruler 

and Judge of all life dimensions, to an anthropocentric worldview, by which humans should be 

the final object of respect and consideration. Historically, society evolved from a feudal 

structure, where the landlords offered their subjects food and security and they returned as 

their peasants, to strong and centrally-organised nation states (Cairns, 2009:435).  
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• Germany, at the beginning of the 16th century, was internally divided into several city-

states under the Holy Roman Emperor, forty secular and seventy ecclesiastical princes, 

and a divergency of interests among urban and peasants citizens (Hulme, 2015:87)  

• France was recovering from the English occupation (Cairns, 2009:448) 

• Spain had finally defeated the Moors (Cairns, 2009:449) 

• England was consolidating after the wars of Roses. (Cairns, 2009:447) 

• Italy was an inspiration to world: wealthy patrons and successful merchants became 

investors of painters, sculptors, and poets to produce remarkable works of art that 

helped rediscover the classical culture. Even Pope Julius II (1441-1513) hired 

Michelangelo to paint the famous scene of the Last Judgment on the ceiling of the 

Sistine chapel at the Vatican (Cairns, 2009:440).  

The 16th century changed from a stratified society (kings, nobles, clergy, vassals and servants) 

to the emergence of the middle class of merchants due to the increase in commerce and 

establishing of the monetary system. This resulted in increased trade between Europe and 

Near East.  

2.2.1 Divergent movements 

The Roman Catholic Church, which claimed supreme authority over all Christendom and the 

Holy Roman Emperor, had its sovereignty challenged by various actions. These include the 

Greek Orthodox Church from the East and pre-reforming movements headed by Wycliffe of 

England (1302-1384), Huss of Bohemia (1371-1415), Savanarola of Florence (1452-1498) as 

well as the mystics Catherine of Siena (1347-1380) and Meister Eckhart (1260-1327) were 

supressed heavily by the Roman Church (Cairns, 2009:447-453). 

However, the actual threat to the status quo was the publication and circulation of the original 

texts of the Bible in Greek and Hebrew, allowing scholars to study the Scripture for themselves. 

There were several contributions in this regard: 

• Lefèvre (1455-1536) published a philosophical commentary on the Psalms and a Latin 

commentary on Paul’s epistles in 1512 (Cairns, 2009:535). 

 

• Cardinal Ximénez (1436-1517), Archbishop of Toledo Spain, published the first Greek 

New Testament (ca 1514) but were unable to distribute it since the document did not 

have the approval of the Pope (Cairns, 2009:442). 
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• John Reuchlin (1455-1522) published Of the Rudiments of Hebrew, a grammar and 

dictionary which was useful in the preparation of the other Reformers, Melanchthon 

and Luther (Cairns, 2009:442). 

However, the major contribution came from Desiderius Erasmus (1466-1536) who contested 

the abuses of the Roman Catholic Church through satires by publishing The Praise of Folly 

(1511) and Familiar Colloquies (1518). Erasmus published the first authorised New Testament 

in Greek in 1516, printed by Froben of Basel, using four Greek manuscripts and the early 

Church Fathers’ commentaries, bypassing the traditional Aquinian dogmatism of the 

Catholicism. This New Testament provided several other theologians with the opportunity to 

re-examine their convictions. Due to these publications, scholars began to compare the 

church, as it was described in the New Testament to the current Roman Catholic Church. 

Inquiry became inevitable targeting the traditions of the Church’s interpretation of the Scripture 

or a parallel authoritative truth, which in certain cases was found to stand entirely against the 

Scripture’s message (Cairns, 2009:453-457). 

2.2.2 The Reformation as revitalisation 

To study ecclesiola in ecclesia during the 16th century when the Reformation took place, is in 

a certain sense to refer to a revitalisation within the Catholic Church.  

2.2.3 Martin Luther and the Evangelical Order 

The first attempt to revitalise the church in this century was made by Martin Luther. After the 

publication of his 95 theses in Wittenberg in 1517, against the indulgences, written in Latin, 

were translated in German, printed and spread to many parts of Germany (Bainton, 2014:124). 

But after 1521, Luther began sensing lukewarm actions among followers of the Reformation in 

his community, affecting even those who were connected directly to him. Luther diagnosed the 

lack of godliness and an over-comfortable Christian life. In his treatise of the true body of Christ, 

he addressed an exhortation to his community against their sinful behaviour such as “gluttony, 

drunkenness, squandering of money, howling, yelling, chattering, dancing and wasting of 

time”, the lacking generosity and selfishness (Luther, 1997:21-22). 

The situation described above was coupled with Luther’s ambivalence towards the threat of 

the separatists, the Anabaptists. This movement provoked in Luther admiration for their zeal, 

however repulsion by their inflexibility. Nevertheless, this mentioned ambiguity led Luther to 

give up reforming the Catholic Church as a whole, and to establish an ecclesiola in ecclesia. 

His argument for such a Christian conventicle is found in the Preface to the German Mass 

(1526), where Luther proposed three forms of Mass: one in Latin, one in German to be used 

in cathedrals or chapels, and another for use in small groups at home. Luther explains: 
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Those, however, who are desirous of being Christians in earnest, and are ready to profess the 

Gospel with hand and mouth, should register their names and assemble by themselves in some 

house to pray, to read, to baptize and to receive the sacrament and practice other Christian works. 

In this Order, those whose conduct was not such as befits Christians could be recognized, 

reproved, reformed, rejected, or excommunicated, according to the rule of Christ in Matt. xviii. 

Here, too, a general giving of alms could be imposed on Christians, to be willingly given and 

divided among the poor, after the example of St. Paul in 2 Cor. ix. Here there would not be need 

of much fine singing. Here we could have baptism and the sacrament in short and simple fashion: 

and direct everything towards the Word and prayer and love. Here we should have a good short 

Catechism about the Creed, the Ten Commandments, and the Lord's Prayer (Kidd, 2004:196).  

 

Martin Luther, in the above text, indicated the who, where and what of the ecclesiola according 

to his model.   

Firstly, the composition should be earnest believers who profess the Christian faith not only 

by mouth – not nominally – but in their daily lives. The purpose of this membership was to 

contrast the external Christianism that people generally practised at that time. Luther also 

specified who should not be accepted: those whose life was not according to the Gospel 

pattern. These members could be rejected or excommunicated from the ecclesiola, even from 

being a regular member of the ecclesia, or church as institution.  

Secondly, Luther indicated the place where the meetings should be held – in a house. This 

was a breakthrough considering that, at that time, for practices to be valid, it had to be 

institutionalised, taking place in a chapel or cathedral. Members from the ecclesiola would 

meet at each other’s homes.  

Thirdly, the content of the meetings was designed to be simple, but all inclusive: Bible reading, 

prayer, hymns, sacraments (baptism and Eucharist), offerings, loving deeds and catechism. 

Clearly such meetings included all the components of being church. The whole service of 

ecclesia could be incorporated in ecclesiola, with one exception: no false Christian, half-

Christian, or even carnal Christian should be admitted.  

However, the problem was to find such mentioned earnest Christians at that time. Luther 

himself admitted: “If we only had people who longed to be Christians in earnest … But I cannot 

and would not order or arrange such a community or congregation at present. I have not the 

requisite persons for it, nor do I see many who are urgent for it” (Kidd, 2004:196). It could be 

argued that Luther was conscious of the difficulty he created himself, however, still believed 

this model for ecclesia would work if he could find the ‘requisite persons’. But, if those earnest 

Christian did exist and could be found, this raised another question: Who should have the 

authority to attest their holiness? 
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A lost letter by Luther written on 1 April 1529 to one of his students, a certain Karl Weiss, 

revealed Luther’s change of mind on the subject, showing his final arguments against 

ecclesiola (White, 1983:273-282). Luther came to the point saying that he should have kept 

his big mouth shut, he was a donkey, but at least one who could see the angel of the Lord 

blocking the passage. Luther thus stated clearly that he has changed his mind. Luther based 

his reconsideration on the several reasons, as expounded below.  

Firstly, only God can see the heart of a human and proclaim that person as righteous. 

Therefore, if someone pretends to be righteous without sins, that person is a liar and proud. 

Only hypocrites would make that claim. Who says this of another, judges only by appearances, 

for humans cannot see the heart and mind of others. Those who are penitent from their side, 

conscious of their own sinfulness and the weight of their transgressions, would never say: “I 

am holy.” (White, 1983:275) 

Secondly, if a small group is composed by self-proclaimed, earnest Christians and isolate 

themselves from the church, they may strive to exhibit the marks of the true Christian Church, 

namely preaching of the Word and administering the sacraments. In such a case, this meeting 

would consider themselves as a new church, the only true church, and all others damned. This 

would be an unhealthy, sectarian form of exclusivism (White, 1983:275-276).  

Thirdly, Luther considered his previously proposed structure of a house-church, small group 

of pure believers at home, a separation from the main church. Thus, he did not hesitate to 

affirm, “It has never been done before” (White, 1983:276) In his German Mass, there appeared 

to be a form of evangelical Order. This was established for the following purposes: to invite 

those who were not yet Christians, help make the weakest stronger, nurture members’ 

knowledge of the Scripture, deepen their faith and embolden the witness of the youth. This 

Order had to be accepted freely, not as an imposed formula, ecclesiola, became a threat to 

the main church.  

Thus, it became clear: an order conceived to revitalise the church in 1526, was considered in 

1529 as a break with the catholicity of the true ecclesia. In 1529, to separate from the Catholic 

Church implied splitting from “everything that was Christian and good” (White, 1983:276) which 

came from the papal Church. These aspects were the true Word, true sacraments, true keys 

to the forgiveness of sins, true ministry as well as true catechism in the form of the Lord’s 

Prayer and the Ten Commandments and true Creeds.  

For Luther, there was no chance to reform the church by a divergent movement. The reason 

is that such an attitude would turn earnest Christians into Pharisees only focused on judging, 

accusing, defaming and despising others (White, 1983:278). The final argument which 

disallowed Luther from supporting his model of a super-saints community, was because it 
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frustrated the objective of the unity of the Body of Christ. This unity implied serving and loving 

one’s neighbour, strengthening the weak in faith, raising the fallen, recovering the sinners, and 

restoring the desperate by using the gifts of the Holy Spirit. Eventually, according to the 

mentioned letter, Luther blamed himself for placing his pupil Karl Weiss in such a mass and 

recommended that Weiss should end his membership. Luther explained that the notion of 

ecclesiola, comprised only the purest believers, was according to him, ‘a mistake of an old ass’ 

(White, 1983:281). 

The question may be raised about the problem Luther attempted to solve in 1526 when he 

compiled his German Mass. Clearly, the problem was the deficient discipline within the Catholic 

Church as such (Kidd, 2004:186). The moral and spiritual corruption became widespread 

among the priesthood and membership. The State Church governed by the Emperor, the city 

councils, the clergy and priesthood, lacked the interest of pursuing a holy life, for the simple 

reason that they would be the first to be disciplined. Ecclesiastic discipline was a secular 

matter, therefore if the pastoral body was unable to exclude lawbreakers, the only way out was 

evidently at least an ecclesiola in ecclesia: “In this Order, those whose conduct was not such 

as befits Christians could be recognized, reproved, reformed, rejected, or excommunicated, 

according to the rule of Christ in Matt, xviii.” (Kidd, 2004:196) 

However, in 1529, the Lutherans united with six princes, among them the Elector of Saxony, 

Philip of Hesse, George the Pious and Ernest I. This group of unified Lutherans signed a letter 

of protestation against the imperial banishment of Luther (Kidd, 2004:242-244). Before the 

possible restoration of the pastoral authority of the church above the secular, Luther changed 

his mind about ecclesiola. The entire matter came to an end, even before a single meeting 

could be held.  

Other reformers, such as Calvin and Zwingli seemingly showed no interest in ecclesiola in 

ecclesia. This form of being church only came to be practised in Strasbourg through the 

ministry of Martin Bucer. 

. 

2.2.4 Martin Bucer and the Christliche Gemeinshaft 

Martin Bucer was born in Sélestat on 14 November 1491. His father worked as a shoemaker 

and his mother as a midwife. Bucer grew up in a pious atmosphere and soon developed a 

deep interest in learning. For economic reasons, the only place where he could pursue 

knowledge was in the Order of Dominicans, as a monk. Bucer began his studies at the cloister 

of Sélestat in 1506, but ten years later, he was transferred to the Dominican Monastery at 

Heidelberg (1517). There he studied the works of Thomas Aquinas and Medieval 
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scholasticism, but also became familiar with the humanism movement, developed at the 

University of Heidelberg. Bucer began to learn Greek with John Brenz, improved his Latin and 

admired the works of Erasmus of Rotterdam (Eells, 1931a:29-30).  

In 1517/1518, Bucer learnt of the 95 statements by Martin Luther, and became an avid follower 

of the Reformer. After graduating his Bachelor’s degree in Theology and later Master’s in 1519, 

Bucer was ordained as a priest. However, his enthusiasm for reformed theology and humanism 

turned him into persona non-grata to the Dominicans. After certain privileges were refused to 

him, he left the monastery in Heidelberg and became a fugitive. Assisted by friends, he wrote 

a letter to Rome asking for the release from his vows alleging it had been taken under coercion. 

Thus, despite the attempts of his opponents, Bucer was released in 1521, becoming a secular 

cleric of the Catholic Church (Eells, 1931a:30). 

After a brief time working as a priest in Landstuhl in 1522, he went to Wissembourg and 

preached there for some months, until he moved to Strasbourg, his homeland, where was 

invited as preacher at the Chapel of Saint Lawrence in 1523. Bucer began to print and 

distribute Luther's books all over the city of Strasbourg. In the process, Bucer received the 

admiration and support of the population as well as from the patrons Wolfgang Capito (1478-

1541), provost of the collegiate chapter Saint Thomas, and Caspar Hedio (1494-1553), 

cathedral’s preacher (Greschat, 2004:58-60). His preaching caught the attention of the Guild 

of Gardeners, a trade guild that was the financial sponsor of the congregations of Saint Aurelia. 

Impressed by Bucer’s ability to preach the Gospel, they decided to support him entirely as the 

official preacher of the community. Thus from 24 February of 1524, he was officially the main 

preacher (Winston, 2006:12-24). 

Ministry in Strasbourg  

Bucer, began the Reformation in St Aurelia by removing the bones from an alleged tomb of 

the saint in the church yard, which promoted pilgrimage and proceeded by removing the 

images in chapels (Eells, 1931b:46). Bucer used a strategy to implement his reformation: at 

first, he preached about the impending change with careful exegesis; thereafter he promoted 

a debate with the Roman Catholic apologists, printing and distributing pamphlets and articles 

on the subject – only thereafter he removed the particular tradition (Eells, 1931b:36-38) 

Zwingli instructed the summary destruction of images. In contrast, Bucer advocated that it was 

possible for a Christian to carry a cross or have an image at home, since these items were not 

worshipped as idols.  

The following step was the liturgy. Bucer published a pamphlet, Reason and Cause of the 

Renewals from the Divine Scriptures in which he stated that the Roman Mass was a form of 
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sacrifice, whereas, according to Scripture, it should be a remembrance of Christ's death. Later 

on, in Strasbourg, the church presented two services: the traditional Roman and the German 

Mass. The latter was conducted in German, serving bread and wine to all believers in the 

Supper, with hymns and evangelical expositions of the Bible. After a while, the City Council 

decided to maintain only the four high Masses in Strasbourg, but in 1529 they abolished the 

all-Latin Mass (Winston, 2006:24-27).  

James Kittelson (1994) in his article, “Bucer and the ministry of the church”, remarked on the 

five-fold dimensions of the pastoral ministry according to Bucer (Wright, 1994:94): 

1. Call those to the church communion who are outside of it. 

  

2. Restore the faith of those who became deviant from the Christian beliefs. 

 

3. Call those Christians to repentance who were leading a sinful life. 

 

4. Strengthen the weak in faith. 

  

5. Instruct believers, thus preventing them from succumbing to false teachings  

Through the dimensions above, Bucer revealed his strong emphasis on the unity of the church, 

seeing that these five duties basically improved the communion of the Body of Christ (Wright, 

1994:94).  

Furthermore, for Bucer the ministry of the church should be considered sacrosanct by reason 

of its nature: offering eternal salvation to humanity. It is significant that the ecclesiola in ecclesia 

in Strasbourg began with an opposition of the Radical Reformers (Anabaptists) who did not 

recognise any form of Christian magistrate or church order. The Strasbourg reformation was 

led by Bucer and the City Council under the principle that Christians were one in Christ. Thus, 

despite secondary disagreements, believers had enough in common to stay together.  

This tolerance, however, became both the fortress and the weakness of the city. The freedom 

in Strasbourg attracted Lutherans, Roman Catholics, Reformed and the Radicals who began 

to undermine precisely the principle that opened the gates of the city to them: the unity of the 

church. The attitude of the radicals led Bucer and the Senate-and-XXI to edit and publish a 

new church order – Kirchenordnung – in November 1534. This church order was issued to 

avoid “all manner of sects, conventicles, and divisions have invaded, to the splintering of the 

parish churches, the dissolution of brotherly love, and finally the destruction of civil order and 

peace” (Wright, 1994:86-87). From then on, no tolerance would be allowed for any teaching or 
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sect against the Kirchenordnung, and the wardens (elders) were promoted as guardians to 

report any sign of rebellion.  

Although Bucer, espoused a careful theology of the Holy Spirit, this reformer was aware of the 

problems with the gift of prophecy practised within the small groups of the radicals. Thus, Bucer 

ordered that members should listen to proclaimed prophecies, but immediately judge it against 

the XVI Articles and the Tetrapolitan Confession. Bucer was deeply concerned that Strasbourg 

should turn into another Münster, where the Anabaptist movement provoked a rebellion 

against ecclesiastic and temporal authorities (Haude, 2000:82-84). 

Participation of lay people 

One of the remarkable implementations of Bucer in Strasbourg was the participation of lay 

people in the ministry of the church. He wanted to bring together the clergy and parishioners 

into one community. The elders had to meet the pastor once a week to receive guidance and 

exhortation. In this regard, the elders had a critical role in the church government to establish 

a healthy and congenial relationship between the community and the pastor. Bucer believed 

in a twofold principle: true church life is the result of doctrine derived from Scripture but also 

as proper civil legislation where the state, under the authority of Bible, grants the order and 

peace for the Christian faith to develop (Wright, 1994:88).  

With this ecclesiology, the road was paved to ecclesiola in ecclesia. It was termed “a voluntary 

Christian community” and “brotherly discipline”. In 1547-1548 Bucer, Mathew Sell, Paul Fagius 

and Marbach appeared before the Senate-and-XXI to defend them against an alleged 

“innovation” in their sermons about a “voluntary Christian community” (Wright, 1994:89). There 

was a pamphlet, Short Instruction and Grounding for the Establishment and Maintenance of 

Christian Fellowship and Discipline (probably written by Bucer), encouraging the formation of 

“core churches” within the parishes. The argument in favour of its validity was not division 

because a) the homes were used voluntarily; b) it was not a new papacy because its leadership 

and discipline should be exercised by lay people; it had no political appeal because it was a 

mere exercising of Christian piety – all these measures to prevent God's wrath over the city 

(Wright, 1994:90).  

Unfortunately, the purpose of the above-mentioned plan was not accepted as easily as they 

hoped. On the contrary, the plan was interpreted as potentially dividing. Bucer, Fatius, 

Lengling, Schnell and Marbach wrote to Hedio, Zell, Nigri and Steinlin, although they lived only 

blocks from one another, and despite holding weekly pastors’ meetings. This letter defended 

Bucer and his co-planners against the suspicion of a schism, appealed that all pastors should 

install the core churches in each parish. Soon, other pastors in their sermons attacked the lay 
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leadership of the core-church movement, and the resentment between the pastors of 

Strasbourg deepened (Wright, 1994:90-91).  

To protect the core-church movement, Bucer and his colleagues went before the Senate-and-

XXI to request an Order, not only to create core-church groups in each street in the city, but to 

also supervise the church members’ lives. Elected according to their zeal and gifts of wisdom, 

these lay people, were to meet each Sunday afternoon with the elders and pastors to give an 

account of activities in every street. Two side-effects resulted from this attempt: firstly, a 

perception that Bucer attempted to enforce an innovation onto the Church Order arduously 

obtained ten years ago, and secondly, the voluntary nature of the core-church groups were 

negated, since monthly, those lay people elected “would conduct a parish-wide meeting for 

'teaching and admonition'.” (Wright, 1994:91). 

In addition, the idea of a committee being organised in the city without the participation of the 

magistrate became a political threat to the establishment. In a final attempt to protect the unity 

of the church, Bucer presented to the Senate-and-XXI a petition requesting that to prevent 

scandals before the society, every pastor should have the authority to withhold the Holy 

Sacrament from any member of the Christian community who led a sinful life and was not 

willing to be exhorted. The general interpretation of the Senate of Strasbourg was that Bucer 

asked for excommunication, and since this act was absent in the Kirchenordnung which they 

all approved, the innovation was rejected. Finally, the core-church movement was interrupted 

in Strasbourg, and the Reformer was finally expelled from the city (Wright, 1994:89-94). 

Reasons for the small groups 

For the purpose of the present study, it is necessary to unveil and evaluate the reasons for 

Bucer to establish these small groups. Gottfried Hammann (Wright, 1994:129-143) reveals at 

least four reasons, which are expounded below.  

o First, the inner unity: For Bucer, the threat to inner unity was from the emerging radical 

movement, the Anabaptists. For Bucer, this group had the ambivalence of opposition 

as well as inspiration. On the one side, they were entirely opposed to any form of 

ecclesiastical order, which was non-negotiable for the reformed churches in 

Strasbourg. On the other side, Bucer recognised their commitment and discipline, 

aspects he could not find that easily in his church. The events in the city of Münster, 

where the radicals wanted to establish a new Jerusalem in earth, rejecting any kind of 

authority (Haude, 2000:34), had taught Bucer that disagreement bred conflict, which 

destroyed unity, giving birth to rebels who provoke civil violence. The solution should 

be ecclesiola in ecclesia, small communities meeting at home under a doctrinal 
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covenant, submitted to Scriptures and driven by sound administration of the pastors 

and elders.  

 

o Second, homes as ecclesial places: For Bucer the lifestyle of the New Testament 

church was not only an inspiration but also a prescription. During the Middle Ages, the 

family houses as places of learning and worship were practically forgotten, as the 

monasteries took over these responsibilities. The familiar room was the best place to 

begin when aiming to cultivate a healthy doctrine and godly life. Bucer understood the 

Gemeinschaften as complementary to the church as a whole, not as a substitute. He 

refused to accept that the church should be reduced to conventicles, as the separatists 

wanted. For Bucer the small communities were not akin to the cells of the Anabaptists, 

nor the strict medieval Roman structures, but a third way, the smaller body nurturing 

the whole church (Wright, 1994:131-133).  

 

o Third, the search for holiness: Bucer suffered by observing the degradation of his 

beloved church in Strasbourg. Since the beginning he faced this matter with vigorous 

preaching and solid doctrinal teaching, for he believed that pure doctrine produced a 

high standard of moral life. However, the opposite took place. The church, as a sign of 

the kingdom of God, neglected its obedience to the Word of God, and also became a 

scandal before the world, including the separatists. Bucer believed that 

Gemeinschaften could bring back the vitality of the Christian Church as well as restore 

purity helping them to witness in confidence (Wright, 1994:135-136).  

 

o Fourth, faithfulness to the Word: This commitment acknowledged that God’s Word 

delivered a true doctrine. Based on Acts 2 and 4, Romans 12 and 1 Corinthians 12, 

Bucer believed the New Testament church had established a pattern in which doctrine 

and practice were joined. The apostolic authority of the church in the 16th century would 

depend on its close connection to the church of Acts. The faithfulness to the Word 

(doctrine) produces a visible ethos and this godly behaviour gives the church 

apostolicity and missional strength (Wright, 1994:136-138). 

Over and above the four mentioned reasons, another factor forced Bucer to hasten the 

implementation of ecclesiola in Strasbourg. At the beginning of 1547, according to a minute of 

the City Council, certain pastors were excommunicating members from their parishes (Wright, 

1994:138). The effects of the Schmalkaldic War and the Interim of Augsburg, by which the 

Roman Catholic traditions were imposed over all the Empire (Engelsma, 1987:40), led Bucer 

and his colleagues to precipitate the organisation of the Gemeinschaften. They interpreted the 

actions of King Charles V as a sign of the wrath of God to punish the laxity of the Christian 

community, the indifference of the civil power with discipline, and through the intolerance of 
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the separatists (Wright, 1994:131). According to their view, the core-church approach was the 

only alternative left. Therefore, Bucer wrote several articles, which surprisingly were never 

published, teaching how to create the ecclesiola, as explicated below. 

 

• First of all, pastors should preach the biblical principle of community and how they 

could assemble in a true Christian communion.  

• Secondly, the pastor should meet at the home of a certain parishioner, emphasising 

the nature and characteristics of a true Christian community, inquiring whether the 

inhabitants understand the principles fully.  

• Thirdly, the group should elect one or two leaders who would work with the pastor and 

the Kirchenpfleger (ward) and together constitute the board of the group. (Wright, 

1994:139) 

• Finally, every section of the ecclesiola had responsibilities:  

- The pastor must maintain the purity of the doctrine.  

- The elders must live in integrity and be faithful to the doctrine.  

- The membership should live a godly life, expressing sincere repentance.  

- All should understand the sacraments fully (Wright, 1994:140).  

Only after the requirements above were met, the member should be registered in the 

Christliche Gemeinschaft (Wright, 1994:140). Summarising his efforts, Bucer worked with a 

simple formula: Unity brings strength; temple and home are the places of presence; godly lives 

for authentic witness; and solid doctrine bears apostolicity. 

 Outlines of a core-church theology 

Bucer’s theology was presented clearly in the Brief Summary of Christian Doctrine published 

in 1548. In this summary Bucer affirms: 

Christ our Lord and Head, by his constant teaching and discipline, builds up [the members of his 

body], strengthens and advances them throughout their lives in his faith, trust, hope, love and 

holiness, until they come to a perfect faith and to his stature. … This building up of the new life in 

himself he effects through all his members without exception, knitting them together and joining 

them to himself as members of one body by the various articulations of his calling, and by gifts 

which enable them to impart to each other the power and the works of their Head ... He urges 

them to come together in person whenever possible, to teach, guide, comfort and admonish one 

another with one mind, by means of the word of God and the holy sacraments, and by prayer and 

the discipline of the Lord (Wright, 1994:82-83). 
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The question of discipline was the core issue in Strasbourg at that time. According to the 

Constitution proclaimed in 1529, the moral behaviour of the citizens was to be judged by the 

Magistrate, a secular and civil power. Even matrimony was regulated by a civil court. The 

problem with such a policy was that religious matters did not receive the same priority as 

political, economic and administrative ones. In addition, it was a time of general apostasy of 

the membership, and a growing resistance of the radicals agitating for deeper reforms.  

The solution was to decentralise the discipline by committing wardens to exercise the 

judgement. These wardens were chosen from among members of the Senate-and-XXI, the 

local church as well as from the aldermen (Schoffen). Their ministry toward the pastors was to 

supervise the content of their sermons, correcting them if necessary, to maintain the purity of 

the ministry. In all pastoral counselling, elders had to be present. Their participation was also 

expected in the preaching, worship, exhortation of parishioners, and the selection of the 

assistants to the church. Elders, depending on the matter, were commissioned to advise the 

Senate-and-XXI or a 'Kirchenconvent' (pastors committee) (Wright, 1994:123).  

The Elders duty was to grant frequent participation to the baptised members in the church's 

activities: worshipping, sermons and sacraments. Should parishioners be absent, an elder 

would visit to ascertain the reasons for neglecting their obligations and admonishing them to 

return to the communion. If the person did not accept the exhortation, that individual was 

commended into God's hand, as the early church did. However, despite the efforts to restore 

the unfaithful members, there would be no excommunication, contrary to the biblical teaching 

of Matthew 18:18 (Wright, 1994:123).  

Nevertheless, in 1539, realising the increased numbers of the separatists, the pastors 

requested the Senate to grant more supervisory power to the elders. As a result, the magistrate 

published the Mandat von Furbeschicken, practically turning elders into agents of security for 

the Church Order (Wright, 1994:124). Impenitent individuals denounced to the Senate should 

face the penalty applied by the civil magistrate. However, this was not an easy task, for in 

certain cases, the unfaithful individual was also a member of the Senate, as in the case of 

Jacob Wetzel, an active Catholic magistrate, who refused to attend all the convocation of the 

elders as well their authority to supervise the membership (Wright, 1994:125-127).  

Nicholas Kniebis and Martin Speirer, wardens of St Thomas' Church, assembled small groups 

of 20 or 30 parishioners in a home, in order to read texts to them which explained clearly the 

ministry of the wardens. In this way, they hoped to communicate what moral behaviour was 

expected, from members of the Christian community. However, Kniebis and Speirer were 

exceptions, and the majority of the elders considered the supervision of the parishioners as an 

administrative task. Therefore, this service had scant effect to enhance the purity of the church 

(Wright, 1994:123-124) 
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The core-church model in Strasbourg was used briefly between 1548-1549, aiming to restore 

the unity, the purity, catholicity and apostolicity of the early New Testament church. Bucer 

planned these small communities as the last line of defence against the general apostasy of 

the Christian Church in Strasbourg but faced fierce resistance from the pastors as well as the 

Senate. Furthermore, the population perceived these communities as a way to downgrade 

Christians to second-class citizens, separating the ‘just’ people from the ‘ungodly’. When the 

excommunication was put into practice within the Gemeinshaften for spiritual reasons only, the 

magistrate considered this action an abuse of authority according to the church order, and it 

was forbidden.  

Two Martins, different perspectives 

Two reformers, the two Martins, were confronted by the same problem and followed a similar 

strategy, however based on different perspectives. Luther and Bucer had the same perception 

– the church needed revitalisation, being refreshed and returning to the beginning. The 

motivation was both reformers’ discontent with their own contexts.  

Martin Luther: Since this reformer did not elaborate on the concept, it is not clear how he 

would have implemented his idea of ecclesiola. From his Preface (Kidd, 2004:196-197), a 

procedure can be discerned. The group was to meet at home, read and apply the Word, 

minister the Sacraments, worship, attend to the poor, give offerings and above all, practise 

Christian discipline. Luther emphasised that this ecclesiola should be composed by earnest 

Christians, as he calls them. However, he regretted this composition of the group emphatically 

later in a letter to his disciple, Karl Weiss (White, 1983:280-281).  

Luther could have solved this deficiency easily by changing the place of the earnest Christians 

in the equation. They should not have been considered as the materia-prima of ecclesiola, the 

raw material to compose it; rather the result of it. Luther sought the result before the process, 

and therefore rejected the idea of small groups ministry after a while. He conceded: “It has 

never been done before.” (White, 1983:276). 

However, the process took place several times throughout the Middle Ages. Monasticism 

meant withdrawal from ordinary life, even from the customary ecclesiastic routine to search for 

revitalisation (Wishart, 2009:145). The Orders were also a reaction to the generalised 

lukewarm religion in the church.  

• Jesuits: This group reacted to the indifference of the Catholic Church to the missionary 

vision. They traversed oceans and continents to evangelise the heathens (Peters, 

2015:297).  
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• Franciscans: They reacted to the opulence and wealth of the Catholic Church and 

decided to proclaim the Gospel stripped of wealth; thus they begged, even for their 

daily food (Peters, 2015:250). 

• Dominicans: Reacted against the inaccurate Scriptural teachings of this Church and 

developed themselves as experts in the exegesis and the preaching of the Word. Thus, 

they became known as the Order of Preachers. Luther could have made a significant 

difference with his skilled mind if he had continued the instructions of his ecclesiola 

(Peters, 2015:242).  

Martin Bucer: The other Martin went further. Although he prescribed certain steps to enter the 

group, he placed no barrier preventing those interested to become part of the Christian 

community. Bucer saw the house as the suitable place for ecclesiola (Wright, 1994:134). His 

Gemeinschaften, small communities, were not a new church, but the same church searching 

for a true faith, expressing unity without being indifferent to sin. Penitent believers could be 

excommunicated temporarily by the brotherhood, but after they have repented, they were 

allowed to return and take their place at the communion table (Wright, 1994:89-90). 

However, Strasbourg was still overly Catholic and the church membership was not opened to 

accept the Christian discipline. Seemingly, Bucer’s Christian community, Gemeinschaften, was 

deemed too simple, too direct and, too biblical for the 16th century worldview. People found it 

difficult to perceive that a simple pastor could be able to discipline a senator according to 

spiritual authority.  

For centuries, the church was aligned with the state, even merged with the state’s interests. 

Thus, during that period in Strasbourg, the state had no interest allowing the church 

independence. However, Bucer himself did not consider the church outside the omnipresence 

of the state. According to his view, the church should be responsible for a true doctrine and 

the state had to provide order and peace that allow the Christian faith to develop.  

A study of the Apostles Peter, James, John or even Paul, showed that they lacked assistance 

by the state when laying the foundations of the church. Instead they were persecuted 

continuously, but had the honour to preach the Gospel, plant churches and disciple the nations 

– under threats of the state. Their mission kept them motivated and encouraged, for they 

deemed their Saviour worthy of such struggles and hardship. They were prepared to make the 

sacrifices required of them for their Lord (Heb 11:32-40).  

Luther and Bucer lived at a time when it was almost impossible to distinguish the church from 

the state. However, this was not always the case. Bucer was a worthy reformer in his own time 

and context. In the beginning he used the power of the state to help guarantee his reformation 

in Strasbourg but in the end, the Senate-and-XXI finally expelled Bucer from Strasbourg. 
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Lloyd-Jones, in his article “Ecclesiola in Ecclesia” (Lloyd-Jones, 1987b:129-148) queried 

where the reformers should have begun a reformation. Should they have launched a 

reformation from the situation, the status-quo of which they were part, or should they have 

begun with the true starting point, the New Testament as such? For Jones, if the answer to 

this question is, “Begin with what we already have,” then the reformers did what was possible. 

However, in a sense, they failed to introduce the New Testament pattern to the Christian 

Church in that context. Unfortunately, in his lecture, Jones does not provide the principles the 

reformers should have applied, in order to compare his viewpoint with theirs. Instead, Jones 

remarks: “Whoever claimed that we are in a position to legislate for the church in perpetuity? 

We are only responsible for the church in our own day and generation”(Lloyd-Jones, 

1987b:146).  

Based on the excerpt above, it is clear that Bucer accepted his responsibility in Strasbourg 

with all risks and possibilities of the occasion. Jones seems to take the reformers’ tolerance as 

a failure to put the New Testament in practice “cost what it may” (Lloyd-Jones, 1987b:148). 

However, for Luther, Bucer, as well other reformers, the challenge was a reformation and not 

a re-foundation of the church. According to their interpretation of history, the Catholic Church, 

the Medieval Church and the papacy, still provided the connection between the Apostolic 

Church of the New Testament and their own church community. For this reason, the Christian 

Church had to be reformed, purged from the corruption of the clergy, cleared from the idolatry 

of images, the various doctrinal additions and human dogmas. On the other hand, the 

reformers maintained the apostolicity by adhering to the ancient creeds, preaching the Gospel 

and administering the Sacraments (Klaassen, 1977:431-432).  

Another explanation for Bucer’s tolerance was his pursuit of the unity of the church, which in 

the perspective of the reformers was a matter of doctrine. For the 16th century understanding, 

there was only one truth and only one interpretation of the Scripture, of which the Tetrapolitan 

Confession (1530) is proof, as well as its efforts to promote the unity between Catholics and 

Protestants in the Colloquy of Ratisbon (1541). In this sense, Bucer was responsible for the 

church in his own generation. At least, Bucer finally reached his limit, namely the Augsburg 

Interim (1548), when he concluded it was time to defend his doctrine “cost what it may”, and 

for which he was expelled from Strasbourg. 

 

2.3 Ecclesiola in ecclesia – the Pietist movement 

To understand the development of the Pietism movement, it is necessary first to explore the 

context and predecessors. 
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2.3.1 Background and context  

Pietism cannot be researched without keeping in mind the unique context that sprouted its 

formation and growth.  

Context for the origination of Pietism 

Pietism took shape after the Thirty Years' War (1618-1648), which devastated Germany 

religiously, politically and economically. The conflict involved German, Spain, Austria, France, 

Denmark, and Sweden, causing the death of eight million people. This occurred mainly among 

the population of the poor and peasants, who were confronted by the brutality of the soldiers 

of mercenary armies as well as the destruction by famine and plagues (Olson & Winn, 2015:54) 

At that time, continuous debates were common between Lutheran and Calvinistic theologians. 

The main purpose was to establish the correct doctrine, systems of church government, as 

well as managing the preaching of the Gospel and administration of the Sacraments. However, 

apart from these debates was the teaching of baptismal regeneration. According to this view, 

the Holy Spirit effects justification and sanctification, the forgiving of sins, nullifying the power 

of the original sin and renewing the moral nature of the believer – all of which took place 

through baptism as instrument (Hodge, 1866:343).  

Supported by the above-mentioned teaching, there emerged membership to an external 

religion outside the church. Even the discipline of membership was forbidden because being 

a member of the State Church provided protection against any exhortation. Additionally, 

ministers of the State Church were appointed based on friendship ties, which made them 

employees of the government. Such a working condition can explain the laxity in the moral life 

of certain ministers (Pierson, 2009:181-182). Germany was divided between Catholics and 

Lutherans. That period was known as the Age of Orthodoxy, when highly detailed creeds and 

confessions were written as polemics against religious opposition. John Arndt criticises such 

a situation:  

There is much written and disputed concerning teaching but little concerning life. We may be well 

served with polemical books on doctrine, but true repentance and Christian life are served little with 

them. For what is teaching without life? It is a tree without fruit … As a result, many a man learns 

much concerning discussion and disputation over polemical articles so the he might look good, but 

in his heart, he is an evil man full of pride, envy, and covetousness, an there is no basilisk worse 

(Arndt, 1979:175).  

Believers experienced a ‘crisis of piety’ since their lives were defined by being Catholic, 

Lutheran or Calvinist in a certain region. The stress of world conflict erupting due to religious 

motives, led to the reaction of Pietism. This approach deemed a devotional life, intense prayer 



 43 

and a godly conduct more valuable than winning a doctrinal controversy (Olson & Winn, 

2015:55-56).  

Previous influence 

Especially two well-known publications influenced classical Pietism: Theologia Germanica (ca. 

1350 from an anonymous author) and De Imitatione Christi, (Imitation of Christ) by Thomas à 

Kempis (1380-1471).  

Theologia Germanica: this book emphasises on the incarnation of Christ according to which 

God becomes human, and humanity becomes divine. Christ comes to live in the believers 

taking them back to God. The personal experience of God's love is superior to the knowledge, 

and this love must reach the neighbour:  

It is the same with God and divine things. Let a man know much about God and divine things, 

nay, dream that he seethes and understandeth what God Himself is, if he has not Love, he will 

never become like unto God, or ‘partaker of the divine nature’. But if there be true Love along with 

his knowledge, he cannot but cleave to God, and forsake all that is not God of Him and hate it 

and fight against it and find it a cross and a sorrow (Luther, 2007:105).  

 

Imitation of Christ: Thomas à Kempis compiled a manual for young monks to improve their 

inner spiritual life. The focus is on repentance of sin, devotion and authentic participation in the 

Eucharist (Creasy, 2007).  

These two publications were distributed widely by Johann Arndt and Spener including 

extended prefaces, in works such as True Christianity by Arndt (1979).  

A further influence on the Pietists was Caspar Schwenckfeld (1489-1561),  

an aristocratic Silesian, converted in 1519. He founded the School of Christ, based on the 

different levels of maturity (Wach, 1946:18-19), beginners, advancers and perfect ones, which 

comprised small groups for Bible study, prayer and mutual exhortation and worship. The 

purpose was to avoid external trappings for a legitimate spiritual life such as the Sacraments 

and clerical order. The well-known motto of Spener, “hopes for better times” (Olson & Winn, 

2015:26), he probably derived from the eschatology of Schwenckfeld. The latter believed in 

the revival of the church akin to the Church of Philadelphia in Revelation 2.  

From his side, Martin Luther (1483-1546) was influenced deeply by the Theologia Germanica 

when he wrote The Freedom of a Christian, where he remarked: “The third incomparable 

benefit of faith is that it unites the soul with Christ as a bride is united with her bridegroom. By 

this mystery, as the Apostle teaches, Christ and the soul become one flesh” (Luther, 1962:60).  
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Johann Arndt (1555 – 1621), considered the ‘grandfather’ of Pietism, influenced a generation 

with his True Christianity (Arndt, 1979), which was defined as “the exhibition of a true, living 

faith, active in genuine godliness and the fruits of righteousness.” (Olson & Winn, 2015:47). 

Arndt published a new edition of Luther’s Theologia Germanica, in 1597 with the main themes: 

true repentance, a life restored and how to distinguish true Christianity. These mentioned 

publications had in common the revitalisation of Christian faith: the new birth that expresses a 

genuine repentance of sins and the love for the neighbour. Sanctification is the result of God’s 

and human’s joint efforts, as explained through this excerpt:  

Repentance or true conversion is a work of God the Holy Spirit, by which man understands his 

sins and the wrath of God against sins from the law. This is true repentance when the heart 

internally through sorrow and regret is broken down, destroyed, laid low, and by faith and 

forgiveness of sins is made holy, consoled, purified, changed and made better so that an external 

improvement in life follows (Arndt, 1979:43-44).  

 

For Arndt, new birth and true repentance were the ways human beings could experience love 

for God and their neighbour. True Christianity and a prayer book The Garden of Paradise 

(Arndt, 2018), were read widely and became well-known. Despite this fact, both Catholic and 

Lutheran theologians was suspicious of Arndt’s views. This criticism was due to his 

understanding of salvation as a process that could take all lifetime, initiated by God but 

completed with the human cooperation (Olson & Winn, 2015:48); his emphasis on repentance 

and love as the way to distinguish a true believer, his peculiar view of union with Christ as 

dependent of the love for the neighbour (Olson & Winn, 2015:38-50), and embracing the 

rational spiritualism of Paracelsus (Philippus Theophrastu) and Valentin Weigel, which 

“allegorizes the Bible into a cosmic philosophy, mystically contemplates the celestial flesh of 

Christ, and delights in the correspondences between the microcosm and the macrocosm.” 

(Williams & M., 1957:33). 

Jakob Spener (1605-1610) wrote Pia Desideria (1675), an introduction to the book of Arndt’s 

True Christianity. This work is considered the foundational text for the Pietism movement. Pia 

Desideria was a reaction to the popular sacramental salvation belief. This approach merely 

required an intellectual agreement, proposing a spiritual renewal of the relationship with God 

that produced practical holiness in the daily life. Pietism reacted against a formalised faith 

which was only concerned with professing the correct doctrine and a mechanical and 

traditional participation in the Sacraments, claiming a saving faith confirmed by fruits as moral 

integrity, sanctified attitude and passion for spiritual things. Pietism appealed for a new birth 

through which a believer could break with the formality of religion, a superficial Christianity, a 

lack of devotion and immoral life and, in contrast, developing a personal and intense affection 

for God.  
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As a movement, Pietism had an ethos that could be summarised as follows (Olson & Winn, 

2015:24-26):  

• Firstly, a personal and intense relationship with God, independent of symbols, rituals 

and institutions, posited as the only way to overcome formalised religion.  

• Secondly, the possible total transformation of an individual or community by the power 

of grace in the heart of the believer.  

• Thirdly, the belief that the Bible, beyond its authority and inspiration, has the power to 

instruct even lay Christians without the sui generis interpretation of the professional 

theologians. In addition, believers should build on the experience of conversion and not 

forsake the duty of testifying about the inner transformation to their society 

 

2.3.2 The main exponents 

The main exponents of this movement are discussed below. 

Philipp Jakob Spener 

The Lutheran minister Spener is considered the father of Pietism and designer of the Pietist 

ethos through his publication Pia Desideria. As a Lutheran senior minister in Frankfurt, after 

obtaining his doctoral degree, Spener sought to revitalise the Lutheran Church and society 

through an educational programme. His interpretation of the priesthood of all believers led him 

to create the conventicles for prayer, Bible study, mutual edification and exhortation. He was 

influenced deeply by Arndt’s True Christianity and, the preaching of Jean Labadie (1610-1674), 

a Jesuit converted to the reformed faith, who after his ordination, worked as a pastor in 

Geneva, gathering in his house small groups for bible study, prayer and edification (Olson & 

Winn, 2015:57-59). Eventually Spener published a translation of Labadie's The Practice of 

Christian Prayer and Meditation (1667).  

Explaining the conventicles 

During that period, Frankfurt had a Lutheran majority but also Reformed, Jewish and Catholic 

citizens. This included certain groups for whom the writings of Jakob Bohme, Caspar 

Schwenckfeld and Paracelsus were extremely popular. Influenced by Johann Jakob Schutz, 

in 1670, Spener began to use the conventicles to get his reformation programme in operation. 

The Collegia Pietatis, small groups that met on Monday and Wednesday evenings, basically 

served to nurture the Christian fellowship, through prayer, Bible study and mutual edification 

(Olson & Winn, 2015:72-73). 
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The mentioned conventicles started off in Spener’s home with only six persons but eventually 

they had to move to a church after 100 people began attending the conventicle. The agenda 

of the meeting on Monday was prayer and the discussion and application of the sermon 

preached on Sunday. Wednesday comprised the study of a devotional book, but after a while, 

they focused only on the Bible. In time, the audience also changed from highly educated to 

ordinary and lay people. They were treated only as brothers and sisters, all considered as one 

in Christ. Furthermore, to enforce the ‘priesthood of all believers’, Spener created a conventicle 

for women led by Juliana Baur von Eyseneck and Johanna Eleonora von Merlau, which even 

Reformed and Catholic women could attend freely (Olson & Winn, 2015:74). 

In 1677, Spener published a tract “The Spiritual Priesthood” where he defended the 

conventicles:  

10. Who then are such spiritual priests? All Christians without distinction (1 Pet. 2:9), old and 

young, male and female, bond and free (Gal. 3:28). 11. Does not the name “priest” belong only 

to ministers? No. Ministers, according to their office, are not properly priests, nor are they so 

called anywhere in the New Testament, but they are servants of Christ, stewards of the mysteries 

of God, bishops, elders, servants of the Gospel, of the Word, and so forth. Rather, the name 

“priest” is a general name for all Christians and applies to ministers not otherwise than to other 

Christians (1 Cor. 4:1, 3:5; 1 Tim. 3:1, 2, 5:17; Eph. 3:7; Acts 26:16; Luke 1:2) (Erb, 1983:51).  

 

In these small groups, no division of social classes was employed: nobility was found at the 

table with peasants, at a time when a minister from the church were prohibited from using the 

same water to baptise a peasant child and a noble infant. In this regard, Spener applied the 

principle of the priesthood of all believers to the practical life of the church. He defended 

orthopraxis (i.e. operationalising the right doctrine), but also sanctified life based on Christian 

ethics. In this regard, he encouraged the clergy to be converted before entering the ministry, 

focus on moderation in drink and food, and avoid worldly activities such as theatre and card 

games. In addition, the small groups promoted Bible reading for every person. The result was 

a missionary renewal at the time, which was responsible for sending numerous missionaries 

to Norway, Denmark, Sweden and several cities in Germany. In the context of the conventicles, 

a new hymnology was composed to express the concerns of those times (Pierson, 2009:182-

184) 

Despite his interpretation of the priesthood of all believers, Spener did not allow woman to 

preach in public, thereby maintaining the traditional liturgy of the 17th century. His main 

concern was the revitalisation of the whole church by transforming individual lives as they were 

renewed in the collegia pietatis – through ecclesiola in ecclesia (Olson & Winn, 2015:67-75). 

This practice led to an explosion of small groups in Frankfurt due to Spener’s work and 
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publications. The multiplication of these small groups helped spread the restoration which 

Spener expected. However, not all the conventicles could be supervised carefully and some 

had no clerical leadership. This was the weakness of the programme. As a result, certain 

conventicles began separating completely from the Lutheran Church. For Spener this was a 

deep disappointment. Therefore, when he moved to Dresden in 1686, he abandoned the 

practice of conventicles altogether (Olson & Winn, 2015:82). 

August Hermann Francke 

Born in 1663 in Lubeck, Francke grew up in a pious atmosphere. His father, Johannes Francke, 

was appointed as advisor to Ernest I the Pios, Duke of Saxe-Gotha-Altenburg (1640 – 1675), 

for the social and religious reconstruction after the Thirty Years' War. After his father's death 

in 1670, Francke was sent to study at the University of Kiel (1679) and later at the University 

of Leipzig (1684) where he organised the collegium philobiblicum dedicated to biblical 

exegesis. After completing his studies, Francke went to Luneberg in October 1687 when he 

experienced an intense conversion while preparing a sermon on John 20.31 (Olson & Winn, 

2015:82-83). He was convicted that up to that day he did not have the living faith:  

I cried to God, whom I still did not know nor trust, for salvation from such a miserable state [asking 

him to save me], if indeed he was a true God...He immediately heard me. My doubt vanished as 

quickly as one turns one’s hand: I was assured in my heart of the grace of God in Christ Jesus 

and I knew God not only as God but as my Father (Erb, 1983:105).  

 

His personal experience became a Pietism model of conversion which can be understood in 

term of the following pattern: while Spener affirms that in the new birth God is only an active 

agent and man a patient, in Francke's Bekehrung (conversion) understanding, God initiates 

the process but man is expected to complete it under his own responsibility, otherwise nothing 

will happen. God commences the process, then humans experience a psychological struggle 

(Busskampf), which leads them to recognize the real state of their sinful nature and finally 

reach an emotional breakthrough (Durchbruch), pulling them from darkness to the true light. 

Before conversion people are dominated by fear, doubt, a sinful lifestyle, indifference and hate 

toward their neighbour. However, after conversion the new believers experience peace, joy, 

faith, hope and love for God and for their neighbours (Olson & Winn, 2015:85-87). 

In 1689, Francke returned as a lecturer to the Collegia Philobiblicum at Leipzig. However, his 

teachings were not accepted by an orthodox faculty and soon he moved to Erfurt, where he 

faced the same opposition. By recommendation of Spener, who enjoyed the favour of the 

Elector of Brandenburg-Prussia, Francke was appointed as professor of Greek at the 

University of Halle, thereby becoming a profit exegete and pastor of Glaucha, in the periphery 
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of Halle (Olson & Winn, 2015:87). In this church, Francke developed a ministry to the poor, 

which became a point of reference for the Pietist ethos: “I will believe that there is a true 

Christianity among us when I see that one uses the temporal goods among us not for pleasure 

and luxury, but rather in sincere love toward the poor” (Sattler, 1982:171).  

Education in godliness 

Francke also presented a class for poor children at his own home. Eventually, through the 

contribution of benefactors, he built a school for them. He believed that knowledge and piety 

had to combine in order to form kingdom-minded children. Not only poor children, but all 

children had to grow up forming a Christian character to become responsible citizens of the 

city. Conversion had to be a process initiated in the school as soon as possible to cultivate 

growth in godliness. As a result, several schools were founded for poor children and another 

for orphan children, a Latin school and the Padagogium Regium, an elector’s school (Shantz 

& Erb, 2013:123). 

When Franck died in 1727, his educational project had 2 000 students enrolled, 175 teachers, 

and his methods of education reached England, Denmark, Hungary, Estonia, Siberia and 

India. His orphanage in Halle became the model for several other institutions around the 

country. Several other services were rendered under supervision of the orphanage directory: 

schools, publishing houses, a medical ambulatory, bakery and brewery. It is estimated that 

tree million Bibles were printed and distributed freely by the Bible Institute of Halle to Sweden, 

Russia, the Baltic region and the Americas (Olson & Winn, 2015:83-93) 

Apparently Francke did not invest time to small groups in his ministry as Spener did. 

Nevertheless, Francke’s ministry in Halle helped launched the most important representative 

of Pietism who overshadowed all the previous attempts in this strategy; this was Von 

Zinzendorf.  

Nikolaus Ludwig von Zinzendorf 

Von Zinzendorf (1700-1760) was born in Dresden and raised by Henriette Catherine von 

Gersdorf (1648-1726), who was a benefactor of Spener and Francke. She helped form him as 

a pietist, sending him to study in the Paedagogium in Halle in 1710. Von Zinzendorf’s spiritual 

experience differed significantly from that of Francke and the Halle University, which was 

based on the Busskampf approach (sorrow and trial). Therefore, at times Von Zinzendorf was 

considered an unregenerate. His theology of conversion was perceived as extremely peculiar.  

Francke taught an order of salvation that moved from a deep feeling of sadness and despair, 

suffering with the emotional perception of iniquity, to a joyful freedom and purity. From his side, 

Von Zinzendorf understood that the full trial was already undergone by Jesus in Gethsemane. 
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All the weakness, temptations and infirmities He already took on behalf of humans, who then, 

by grace, receive faith to believe in his suffering on their behalf. From that point onwards, every 

human being is responsible for answering to God personally, since nobody is forced to come 

to Christ (Olson & Winn, 2015:107-109). 

This approach was considered as Von Zinzendorf's ‘blood-and-wounds theology’. According 

to this view, believers contemplate the atoning experience of Christ as it is portrayed in the 

Gospel, taking this image to heart and establishing an existential connection with it. The result 

is a form of mystical marriage with the Lord, the Husband of the soul. The contemplation of the 

beauty of Christ's sufferings turns believers into captives to this sight. This experience guides 

all dimensions of believers’ daily life, although Von Zinzendorf did not affirm total freedom from 

sin as possible in this life (Olson & Winn, 2015:109-110). 

The Herrnhut community 

Von Zinzendorf was an inclusive person, who could work with anyone who truly loved the Lord, 

despite religious background. After his marriage to Erdmuthe Dorothea von Reuss in 1722, he 

encountered a community of the Moravian Church. They were descendants from the Czech 

Hussite Church of the 15th century, under the leadership of Christian David (1691-1751), who 

asked Von Zinzendorf's protection in his state. This place was named Herrnhut (‘the Lord's 

Watch’) where anyone were allowed to live as part of a Christian community under a 

constitution written by Von Zinzendorf (Olson & Winn, 2015:107-112).  

The Moravians were from the Czech Republic as a remnant of the Unitas Fratrum. They were 

descendants of John Huss and possibly Peter Waldo and have been persecuted throughout 

the 16th and 17th centuries. Johan Comenius led the group during the Thirty Years’ War. The 

Herrnhut became an ecumenical community, which housed Hussites such as David 

Nitschmann II, who would later become the first bishop of the Moravian church. This 

community included numerous descendants of the Moravian Brethren Church who confess the 

Catechism of Comenius and adhere to Brethren hymns. Attracted by the protection of the 

Count, a number of Calvinists also moved to Herrnhut. They expected to persuade their 

neighbours on the doctrine of predestination. After a while, prosecuted Anabaptists also asked 

to join in the village. They followed and preached the theology of Casper Schwenkfeld; to 

complete the melting pot, Lutheran Pietists resided in the surrounding area (Hutton, 2016:220). 

Controversy was inevitable, not only because of denominational and doctrinal differences 

converging in a restricted area, but also due to Von Zinzendorf’s indifference about what was 

taking place in the camp.  

In 1727 Von Zinzendorf decided to restore order, maintaining that only protestants under 

persecution were allowed to live at the Herrnhut, if they affirmed the Augsburg Confession. 
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The Count assembled the whole community in his own house at Hutberg and read to them his 

“Manorial Injunctions and Prohibitions”, requiring total obedience, to which they surprisingly 

agreed. This was the beginning of an ecclesiola in ecclesia within Herrnhut. The Moravian 

community and the other denominations were joined as one body of Christ. They undertook 

an in-depth study of the Bible, commencing with the letter of John due to the focus on love and 

unity of the book. As a result, the agglomerate became a community and their devotion 

increased. Prayer meetings began, firstly with groups of men, thereafter, including the children. 

The Lutheran Parish in Bethelsdorf was filled with believers, and the fences between the 

houses fell down – Herrnhut was truly the “Lord’s Watch” (Hutton, 2016:225-226). 

After a while, in a library at Zittau (July 1727), Von Zinzendorf found a copy of a Latin version 

of Comenius’s Account of Discipline, printed in Halle in 1702, when he was aware of the roots 

of the old Brethren Church in Moravia. The recovery of the Moravian faithful past was a major 

encouragement for the community of Herrnhut. Thereafter Von Zinzendorf decided to combine 

the separatism of the radical Moravians with the hope of revitalisation by Jakob Spener, his 

mentor. Through this synthesis, Von Zinzendorf developed his own ecclesiology. He used 

three different words for ecclesia:  

• Kirche: implying the invisible, catholic and spiritual church of God.  

• Religion: referring to the several existing denominations, each contributing with its 

doctrine and ministry, as different ‘ways of teaching’. This can explain how the 

constitution of Herrnhut could affirm both the Lutheran Augsburg Confession and the 

Reformed Articles of the Synod of Bern.  

• Gemeinde: applied to the ministerial orders of the Moravian Church: deacons, 

presbyters and bishops (Olson & Winn, 2015:111). 

None of these three concepts above for ‘church’ had the final say, although Von Zinzendorf 

frequently considered the Moravian Church (Brudergemeinde) as the closest community to the 

true church model. He considered the Gemeinde as the invisible body of all true believers, 

across denominations and confessions, which could be partially visible in the local ecclesiola, 

since its purpose was to revitalise the ecclesia as he conceived it (Olson & Winn, 2015:112).  

The Moravian Pentecost – One special event known as the ‘Moravian Pentecost’ changed the 

course of the history of the Herrnhuters. Von Zinzendorf decided to visit every home of the 

community to prepare them for communion service, as described vividly by Hutton:  

The date fixed was Monday, August 13th. The sense of awe was overpowering. As the Brethren 

walked down the slope to the church all felt that the supreme occasion had arrived; and all who 

had quarrelled in the days gone by made a covenant of loyalty and love. At the door of the church 

the strange sense of awe was thrilling. They entered the building; the service began; the 
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“Confession” was offered by the Count; and then, at one and the same moment, all present, rapt 

in deep devotion, were stirred by the mystic a power which none could define or understand. 

There, in Berthelsdorf Parish Church, they attained at last the firm conviction that they were one 

in Christ; and there, above all, they believed and felt that on them, as on the twelve disciples on 

the Day of Pentecost, had rested the purifying fire of the Holy Ghost (Hutton, 2016:228)  

 

The communion service described above is considered the “true spiritual birth of the Renewed 

Church of the Brethren” (Hutton, 2016:229). The Moravian church agreed they wanted to keep 

the sacred atmosphere of that day in Berthelsdorf, accordingly, decided to begin an hourly 

intercession, brothers and sisters, two by two, the twenty-four hours of the day, for hundred 

years (Hutton, 2016:230). 

Functioning of ecclesiola in ecclesia 

Of special interest for the present study is the routine followed within the Herrnhut setup. In 

reality, this communion already functioned as an ecclesiola in ecclesia: the Lutheran Church 

being the ecclesia, and Herrnhut the ecclesiola. Certain aspects from the Herrnhut gave 

indications of the way Von Zinzendorf understood the principle of the universal priesthood of 

all believers.  

 The Twelve elders   

First of all, Von Zinzendorf promoted the election of 12 elders for whom every man in the village 

had to vote. The role of this council was to apply rigorously the “Injunctions and Prohibitions” 

written by the Count. All the ordinary activities of the inhabitants of Herrnhut were supervised 

by the Twelve. Their supervision entailed the following permissions: to enter the camp, leave 

on a trade journey, to build a house, to start a business, stay for a night, and even to engage 

in a loving relationship and marriage.  

Labour was considered a vocation from God. Von Zinzendorf stated that the believers did not 

work for life, they lived for the work. No trade or business would be allowed in the camp if two 

rules were not obeyed: any form of competition with the work of another village member was 

prohibited, and the activity had to serve the whole community. Due to this concept of social 

responsibility, Herrnhut consisted of no aged people without a shelter, no sick without care, no 

orphan or widow was abandoned, seeing that all members were important to the community.  

The Council of Twelve ruled with an iron hand over the moral life of the Herrnhuters: 

drunkenness, gossip, cursing speech, fornication, or adultery, would not be tolerated. 

Transgressors were to be expelled from the camp, to return only after a solid proof of 

repentance and recovery. The whole community was responsible for the appearance of the 
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place. They shared the tasks: cleaning the wells, taking care of the streets, or doing the 

gardening. Furthermore, the carpenters repaired the houses, the deacons took care of the 

poor, and the teachers educated the students (Hutton, 2016:231-233). 

The meetings 

Secondly, the spiritual discipline at Herrnhut included three daily meetings in which the whole 

community took part. These meetings were: early at five in the morning for a praising service, 

in the afternoon at the dinner time, and before resting approximately 9 pm. Two or three times 

a week partners took part in intercession prayer meetings. Sunday was a day consecrated 

completely to spiritual matters: 

• The first service, at five o’clock, was called “morning bless”.  

• From six to nine, small groups held a special time of adoration and prayer.  

• At ten, a service was held for the children.  

• At eleven, the whole community went down to Bethelsdorf to attend a service in the 

Parish Church.  

• At three, the morning message was repeated for those who had been absent from the 

morning service.  

• At four, the evening service was held in the Parish Church.  

• At eight, the final service took place in the Herrnhut,  

• Finally, at nine all men marched around the camp singing praises before the rest of the 

village (Hutton, 2016:236-238)  

The choirs  

An aspect that stands out is the choirs in Herrnhut. Von Zinzendorf had in mind a connection 

between the life of Christ and every single detail of the ordinary life in the camp: “For the 

married people there was Christ, the Bridegroom of His Bride, the Church; for the single 

Brethren, the "man about thirty years of age"; for the single Sisters, the Virgin Mary; for the 

children, the boy in the temple asking questions” (Hutton, 2016:241) 

The whole community was organised into choirs, formerly by free will, later as a duty within the 

camp. These choirs had its own spiritual disciplines, routines and duties (Hutton, 2016:241-

242) 

• Single brethren’s choir led by Martin Linner, agreed to live in one place.  

• Single sister’s house, led by Anna Nitschmann, was a group of single women who had 

decided not to marry, as Mary of Bethany, and live only for Christ.  

• Married choir consisting of a group committed to a pure life.  
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• Children’s choir formed by those who could already learn, that is, children who had the 

ability to grasp biblical teaching (Hutton, 2016:241-242). 

As the population increased within Herrnhut, other choirs were formed: those for widows, 

widowers, little boys and girls, even the choir for infants in arms. Von Zinzendorf considered 

the spiritual formation of the children a high priority. He determined that all Herrnhut children 

should be baptised in the Central Hall before the whole congregation. After their baptism, and 

reaching the ability to learn, the children were taken from their homes and parents’ care to a 

public school (one for boys, one for girls). From then on schoolmasters were responsible for 

these children’s education (Hutton, 2016:242)  

The missionary teams 

The ministry of the small groups, or choirs, became a trademark of the Herrnhuters, even when 

they sent their missionary teams around the world. These teams used to form a group of dozen 

persons, each with a special ability or business and trade, which allowed them to be self-

supportive (Pierson, 2009:191). The teams departed, often without support from the base, only 

with their own abilities and labour to survive. This was done for the privilege to spread the 

Gospel to the nations, as Dunker noted by saying:  

The most important contribution of the Moravians was their emphasis that every Christian is a 

missionary and should witness through his daily vocation…the businessman might have retained 

his honoured place within the expanding Christian world mission beside the preacher, teacher, 

and physician…(Danker & Ginter, 2002:73) 

 

The Moravians sent missionaries to West India and Africa where they were persecuted and 

jailed by Dutch farmers. Nevertheless, the missionaries exploited their condition to evangelise 

fellow prisoners. Other groups went as far as South Africa, Labrador (where all of the members 

died), Egypt, Central America, Alaska, Guiana and Suriname, Georgia (USA) – in total to 28 

countries. When Von Zinzendorf died in 1760, the Moravian Church had sent out 

approximately 226 missionaries worldwide (Pierson, 2009:192).  

 The missionary vision 

Expecting the expansion of the Moravian Church, Von Zinzendorf travelled to Pennsylvania 

(USA) in 1740. Here he attempted to establish an ecumenical and inclusive Gemeinde, 

together with August Gotlieb Spangenberg (1704-1792), including Lutherans, Reformed, 

Presbyterians, Episcopalians, Quakers, Mennonites, Dunkers, Sabbatarians and a number of 

radical Separatists. The community would be called “Congregation of God in Spirit”. However, 
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Von Zinzendorf’s broad ecumenical vision was not supported by certain participants; thus, his 

vision for Pennsylvania failed (Pierson, 2009:411-412).  

On the other hand, Von Zinzendorf achieved excellent results in Denmark, where he met Anton 

Ulrich, a converted slave from the Caribbean island of St. Thomas, who influenced him to send 

missionaries to that region. As a result, the Moravians planted the first Afro-Caribbean Church 

in the Americas, which was led by Rebecca Protten (1780), employing laymen and women as 

pastors of the community. During the mid-18th century, 600 Moravian missionaries had been 

sent to the field, while few more than 40 remained in the Herrnhut community (Olson & Winn, 

2015:115). 

The last years of Von Zinzendorf’s engagement in the Herrnhut were marked by certain 

controversies. This was due to several factors: the excessive emotionalism, the emphasis on 

the ‘blood-and-wounds’ theology, and his erotic poetry and hymnody. (Olson & Winn, 

2015:115-116). The opposition came from Halle’s Pietism theologians and Lutheran 

orthodoxy. Von Zinzendorf died in 1760. Soon most of his practices or writings were criticised 

severely and banned even by the remnants of Herrnhut. 

2.3.3 Comparison between church models of Von Zinzendorf and Bucer 

In this section a brief comparison is drawn between Luther, Bucer and the Herrnhut of Von 

Zinzendorf regarding their models of ecclesiola in ecclesia. These three influential leaders are 

united in the search for the credibility of the Christian church, with the main obstacle being the 

lack of testimony by the believer. Their unanimous answer was to restore the church discipline.  

The ecclesiola of Luther could only exist if earnest Christians could be found. On the other 

hand, the ecclesiola of Bucer accepted any member of the reformed churches in Strasbourg. 

Thus, they applied the discipline within the Gemeinschaften by excommunicating adjudicated 

“caught in any transgression” (Gal 6:1) temporarily, but readmitting those who repented and 

gave proof of their new attitude. However, as was pointed out previously, Luther did not 

practise his notion of ecclesiola. Again, from his side, Bucer had to face the opposition of the 

Senate that considered the discipline exercised in the small groups an interference in the state 

government.  

Von Zinzendorf: This leader was not confronted by such issues. He was the authority of his 

own State, and his subjects had no claims since the majority were refugees settling in Germany 

after fleeing persecutions from around the world. A strict obedience to the injunctions and 

regulations was not only a matter of religious nature. For these refugees, it was also a matter 

of surviving in the country, for they understood the extreme difficulty to settle in a new-found 

place in security and peace.  
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A further advantage for the application of discipline in Herrnhut, was the experience of the 

revival on 13 August 1727, which forged an unbreakable spiritual bond among members of the 

Moravian community. The unique character of the particular service and the sense of the 

presence of God amid his people, established a turning point in the division between the 

members before that day. However, the bonded feeling differed starkly on the day when Von 

Zinzendorf read his “Injunctions and Prohibitions” at Hutberg and members had to agree if they 

wished to stay in the Count’s land.  

The members accepted through their own experience that Herrnhut was in reality the “Lord’s 

Watch”. They submitted themselves to all the regulations and offered their obedience, even 

when the simplest and most ordinary exercise or their personal freedom or free will was taken 

away. The members did not complain when they had to receive permission from the Elders for 

the above-mentioned normal activities, from leaving the camp, changing work, to even 

proposing a date or marriage. These permissions were from the beginning considered as the 

main way to know the Lord’s will.  

Von Zinzendorf made extensive provisions to avoid external influence entering the Herrnhut 

community, which may have disturbed the quiet demeanour of the village. Members only had 

five hours to sleep; for the rest of the day they were compelled to work, to eat and to worship. 

No time were left for recreation; entertainment was prohibited in the camp. There was to be no 

performance, artist, feast, wedding party, or beer feast. The regulations allowed no funeral 

feasts, or games and contests, which may disturb the peace and quietness of the village. The 

motivation: what the eye cannot see, it will also not desire.  

Bucer: He had the opposite context in which to apply his model of ecclesiola. The membership 

lived in the midst of an ungodly society where a person easily could find alcohol and become 

drunk, even participate in a ball, or engage in other degenerative worldly pleasures. It stands 

to reason that sincere believers had to show a high level of vigilance and self-denial to keep 

their devotion and maintain a sanctified life in the city of Strasbourg.  

When Bucer excommunicated certain members of the parliament, he faced stern opposition 

from the Senate, but Von Zinzendorf created his own senate, called “The League of the Four 

Brethren”, comprising himself together with Friedrich de Watteville, and pastors Rothe and 

Schäfer. The league was formed supposedly for missionary objectives, but also for disciplinary 

purposes (Hutton, 2016:241). Bucer also had to deal with the resistance from a number of 

colleagues in Strasbourg, whereas Von Zinzendorf took measures to enrol the support of the 

Lutheran Church of Berthelsdorf for his project on the hill of Herrnhut. In the church he had his 

private pew in a gallery over the vestry with a convenient trapdoor in the floor through which 

he, as Count, discreetly provided advice to the minister concerned (Hutton, 2016:242).  
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2.4 Ecclesiola in ecclesia - John Wesley and a small groups church 

 

This chapter would be incomplete without a reference to the ecclesiola of John Wesley, for the 

simple reason that Wesley was very successful using small groups ministry. Snyder’s research 

found impressive numbers:  

- 1738, Wesley began his ministry; 

- 1768, only 3 decades after, there was 40 circuits, 27 341 members; 

- 1778, 60 circuits, 40 089 members; 

- 1788, 90 circuits, 66 375 members; 

- 1798, 149 circuits, 101 712 members (Snyder, 1996:87) 

To start off, a brief biography is presented. John Wesley (1703-1791) was an Anglican minister, 

ordained on 22 September 1728, who since his childhood was prepared by God for an 

extraordinary ministry in England. John was one of 19 children from Susanna Wesley. She 

was the director of the familiar Wesleyan Academy, where children began learning to read 

from five years old, memorise several passages of the Bible and the Catechism, pray the Lord’s 

Prayer daily in the morning and evening, talk softly and ask respectfully for anything they 

wanted. They were also taught to pray for their parents, confess any wrongs to prevent 

punishment, receive personal instructions, and report on personal spiritual progress once a 

week (Telford, 1998:13).  

Due to a specific event, Susanna became highly committed to the spiritual formation of her 

children. Married to Samuel Wesley, a typical traditional Anglican pastor, she used to read the 

history of Danish missionaries (Ziegenbalgh and Plutscho) to her children and servants in the 

kitchen on Sunday’s afternoon. Soon, children of the neighbourhood and people from around 

the area also came to listen. The audience grew from 40 to 200 listeners. Many had to turn 

back since there was not sufficient space in the house (Telford, 1998:21). At this point, 

Susanna began to read sermons, pray for the people and provide biblical orientation.  

The Rev. Samuel Wesley stayed in London for an extended period. He became aware of this 

situation through a letter by Mr. Inman, his assistant pastor. The latter was concerned with the 

mentioned house meetings, especially since Susanna, as a woman, was ministering to an 

audience larger than those attending the Epworth Chapel at Sunday services. Immediately 

Samuel wrote to Susanna ordering her to cancel the meetings. Her answer to Samuel 

demonstrates the brilliant and courageous mind that forged John Wesley:  

I need not tell you the consequences, if you determine to put an end to our meeting. … I can now 

keep [the people] to the church, but if it be laid aside, I doubt they will never go to hear him [Inman] 
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more, at least those who came from the lower end of the town … If you do, after all, think fit to 

dissolve this assembly, do not tell me that you desire me to do it, for that will not satisfy my 

conscience: but send me your positive command, in such full and express terms, as may absolve 

me from all guilt and punishment for neglecting this opportunity of doing good, when you and I 

shall appear before the great and awful tribunal of our Lord Jesus Christ. I shall appear before 

the great and awful tribunal of our LORD JESUS CHRIST (Snyder, 2014:43).  

 

Samuel Wesley did not answer her letter. Thus, the meetings in Susanna’s house continued 

until his return from London, when it came to an abrupt end. Thereafter, Susanna decided to 

prepare their children to perform the ministry she was forbidden to do. 

John Wesley was sent to study at Oxford University when only 17 years old, in June 1720. As 

student he was described as: “The very sensible and acute collegian baffling every man by the 

subtleties of logic, and laughing at them for being so easily routed; a young fellow of the finest 

classical taste, of the most liberal and manly sentiments” (Telford, 1998:43). John graduated 

as Bachelor of Arts in 1724, was ordained as deacon in 1725 and elected as fellow of the 

Lincoln College in 1726. He completed his Master’s degree in 1727 and was ordained as 

minister of the Church of England in September 1728. Here he served as a parish curate for 

two years, returning to Oxford at the request of the Rector of the Lincoln College.  

By the end of 1729, Charles Wesley had formed a small society dedicated to deepening 

spiritual life, where John joined them. At that stage, there were four members, the Wesleys, 

William Morgan, a commoner of Christ’s Church, and Robert Kirkham of Merton (Telford, 

1998:34). The activities of this society are described strikingly: 

The members of the Club spent an hour, morning and evening, in private prayer. At nine, twelve, 

and three o’clock they recited a collect, and at all times they examined themselves closely, 

watching for signs of grace, and trying to preserve a high degree of religious fervour. They made 

use of pious ejaculations, they frequently consulted their Bibles, and they noted, in cipher [that is, 

coded] diaries, all the particulars of their daily employment. One hour each day was set apart for 

meditation … They fasted twice a week, observed all the feasts of the Church, and received the 

Sacraments every Sunday (Snyder, 2014:44).  

 

2.4.1 The rise of the Methodist movement 

This small group were soon called the Holy Club, or the Methodists. In the following years 

other members joined the society. These patrons were: John Gambold – later became a 

Moravian bishop; John Clayton, later became a well-known member of the Anglican Church; 

James Hervey – later a known religious writer; Benjamin Ignham, who became an evangelist 
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in Yorkshire; Thomas Brougham later became secretary of the SPCK. Just before the Wesleys 

departed for Georgia, George Whitefield, joined their Club.  

Inspired by a certain Mr. Morgan, a friend the Wesleys met in Oxford, the Club members began 

visiting the sick and preaching in prison (Wesley, 1951:15). These activities demonstrated the 

compassion the Wesleys and the members of their society nurtured in their hearts. In 1735, 

John and Charles were sent to Georgia (USA), sponsored by the Anglican Society to propagate 

the Gospel in a first missionary trip.  

They met, on the same ship, the Simmonds, a group of 23 Moravian missionaries led by David 

Nitschmann. This group drew John’s attention through their attitude during the trip. For 

instance, they showed complete self-control when other passengers offended them and helped 

clean the ship of their own accord. A special event impressed John Wesley. During a massive 

storm, when the ship was in danger of sinking, he found the Moravians singing and praising 

the Lord, facing the situation with total tranquillity. They assured him: They were not afraid to 

die. Even the women and children did not fear the storm.  

The Wesleys spent three years in Georgia, preaching to the Indians, and attempted to revitalise 

the Anglican Church in that area. In the process they introduced certain elements of the 

Moravian community in the small societies that John Wesley organised. Such activities were: 

singing hymns, praying and practising mutual confession under the leadership of a mature 

believer (Snyder, 2014:47-48). Wesley returned do London in 1738 and concluded that, from 

his viewpoint, his missionary journey to Georgia was unprofitable. The reason was that he was 

unable to communicate clearly with the Indians, and the several controversies with the 

Anglican people due to the mentioned Moravian practices.  

2.4.2 John Wesley and the Moravian Brethren  

The turning point of John Wesley’s ministry was an experience at the Fetter Lane Society 

where Moravian members attended. At this society, Wesley was pressurised constantly about 

his own assurance of faith, especially by Peter Böhler, a missionary sent by Von Zinzendorf to 

South Carolina (USA). In his diary, on 24 May 1738, Wesley wrote:  

About a quarter to nine, while he was describing the change which God works in the heart through 

faith in Christ, I felt my heart strangely warmed. I felt I did trust in Christ, Christ alone, for salvation; 

and an assurance was given me that He had taken away my sins, even mine, and saved me from 

the law of sin and death (Hutton, 2016:246). 

 

Wesley kept his spiritual discipline as usual, preaching as regular as before. However, since 

that time, he affirmed his confidence in the assurance of salvation. Apparently, that experience 
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drew John Wesley closer to the Moravian movement. Eventually he travelled to Germany to 

visit Von Zinzendorf in Marienborn in June, 1738 and the Herrnhut, in August, 1738 (Snyder, 

2014:56). Wesley registered in his journal, 7June, 1738:  

And I hoped the conversing with those holy men who were themselves living witnesses of the full 

power of faith, and yet able to bear with those that are weak, would be a means, under God, of 

so establishing my soul that I might go on from faith to faith, and from “strength to strength”. 

(Wesley, 1951:37) 

 

Wesley stayed with the Moravian Brethren for approximately three months. This personal visit 

produced a mixture of admiration and concern. He participated in their services, attended 

conferences where he met the mentioned Mr. Muller, master of the School in Zittau as well as 

Christian David and Martin Dober. Furthermore, Wesley joined in love feasts and even in a 

child’s funeral service (Wesley, 1829:115-116) 

Wesley had an independent mind. Although he held the Moravian Church in high esteem, he 

did not omit aspects, which he considered as their misunderstandings. His letter to the 

Moravian Church written in September 1738, was unfinished and remained unsent. In this 

letter, he openly questioned certain important Moravian subjects. Wesley did recognise their 

steadfast faith, uncommon humbleness, high standard of purity, outstanding love to one 

another, and especially, the spiritual formation of their children. However, certain queries in his 

unsent letter to the Brethren after his visit to Herrnhut in September 1738, evidently would have 

been difficult for them to answer:  

Is not the Count all in all? Are not the rest mere shadows; calling him Rabbi; almost implicitly both 

believing and obeying him? Is there not something of levity in your behavior? Are you, in general, 

serious enough? Do you not magnify your own Church too much? Do you believe any who are 

not of it to be in Gospel liberty? Do you not mix human wisdom with divine; joining worldly 

prudence to heavenly? Do you not use cunning, guile, or dissimulation in many cases? Are you 

not of a close, dark, reserved temper and behavior? Is not the spirit of secrecy the spirit of your 

community? (Wesley, 1829:332) 

 

Despite the incoherencies John Wesley found in the Brethren setup, he did not lose his 

admiration for them, and attested: “Next to the members of the Church of England," he adds, 

"the body of the Moravian Church, however mistaken some of them are, are in the main, of all 

whom I have seen, the best Christians in the world” (Telford, 1998:149) 
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2.4.3 The influence of Whitefield 

Another person to have a crucial influence on Wesley’s ministry is George Whitefield (1714-

1770). They studied together at the Holy Club in Oxford and were sent to preach in America 

(Snyder, 2014:37). When they returned to England, both were forbidden to preach from most 

of the pulpits of the Anglican Church at that time (Wilson, 2016:110); (Snyder, 2014:59). 

Wesley answered to it by saying – “I look upon all the world as my parish.” (Wesley, 1951:42). 

While Wesley remained in London, Whitefield went to Bristol, where severe unrest erupted 

among the coal miners in January 1739, after two of the miners’ leaders were imprisoned in 

Kingswood. Furthermore, citizens of Bristol faced a dire economic situation: oppressive 

poverty of the urban workers, food shortages and inflated prices – factors that churned the 

social ambience into turmoil. Whitefield acknowledged an appropriate time to deliver the good 

news of the Gospel to this city. Therefore, he began preaching to miners, prisoners and the 

multitudes in the fields of Bristol. Thousands of people attended his preaching, to the point 

where Whitefield was accused of provoking economic inflation by taking the workers out of 

their job to hear his sermons (Snyder, 2014:60).  

After a while, Whitefield invited Wesley to stand in for him at Kingswood while he visited other 

areas. Wesley eventually hesitated since he was extremely busy attending several meetings 

in the societies around London, certain days even preaching three times. However, for Wesley, 

open-air preaching was not only a matter of agenda, but of value. He considered it a “strange 

way”, almost a sin, to save a soul outside of a temple (Snyder, 2014:61). The decision was 

finally taken by lot at the Fetter Lane society in London (Telford, 1998:119). Wesley met 

Whitefield on Saturday, 31 March and on the following Monday, preached to approximately 3 

000 people in a field (Snyder, 2014:61). From that day onwards, Wesley finally understood 

another gift that God had given him. Thus, open-air preaching began to fulfil a major role in his 

ministry. At seven in the morning, as many as 6 000 people came to hear his outdoor sermons 

(Wesley, 1951:43) 

Wesley was continually concerned about what could happen to a believer after the experience 

of conversion: would that new believer persevere or give up? The religious societies functioned 

as a type of official ecclesiola within the Anglican ecclesia. The number of new converts 

increased and numerous sought Wesley’s advice in spiritual matters. He decided to organise 

these converts into societies, a common feature in London at that time, and called it the 

Methodist Society. According to Wesley, the members met “in order to pray together, to receive 

the word of exhortation, and to watch over one another in love, that they might help each other 

to work out their salvation” (Snyder, 2014:65). 
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In various aspects, the Wesleyan societies apparently were similar to several Anglican 

communities in London, joined by 12 or 15 persons. For the converts, however, to be part of it 

the condition was “a desire to flee from the wrath to come, and to be saved from their sins” 

(Snyder, 2014:65). This motivation was in stark contrast with the Anglican societies at that 

time. James Hutton (quoted by Telford, 898:146), explains: “The majority of their members 

were altogether slumbering or dead souls, who cared for nothing but their comfort in this world 

...”  

2.4.4 The challenge of the ‘priesthood of all believers’ 

A further challenge of ecclesiola in ecclesia during the Reformation and the 17th century is 

how to practise the priesthood of all believers in a sound and safe way. In the small 

conventicles of Spener called Collegia Pietatis, there was no social class division, the nobility 

was found at the table together with peasants reading the Bible, praying for each other and 

applying the lessons of the sermon preached. That was the result of the revitalisation of the 

principle of the priesthood of all believers. In the Herrnhut, Von Zinzendorf established the 

multiple choirs, which basically consisted of lay people pastoring the congregation, each 

gender to its own (Hutton, 2016:258).  

Wesley seems to have employed the best strategy by using men and women in his classes 

and bands. The class leaders were prepared by Wesley himself through sermons, lectures and 

personal addresses. His conviction was that no individual has all the gifts and talents to teach 

and perfect in the Word and no congregation should learn from a single person only (Snyder, 

1996:93). When it is considered that by the end of the 17th century the Methodist Church had 

grown to 100 000 members, it is evident that tens of thousands class leaders were pastoring 

the large and widespread congregation (Snyder, 1996:99).  

Developing the Methodist structure 

In time, the Methodist societies had spread all over London and Bristol. This dispersion also 

created a problem for Wesley. In the beginning he attempted to supervise all these societies 

in person. The increasing disciples led Wesley to organise the movement as a whole with a 

simple and an outstanding structure: societies, classes, bands and selected societies. 

The class 

This was the first and most important assembly as first structure where the new believers made 

contact. In reality, two or three classes could form a society. The class gathered in a house 

and was large enough to allow individual members to know each other. Wesley preferred a 

face-to-face meeting. As a member of a class, the believer had to agree to attend once a week, 

for one hour. Furthermore, members must be open to confess sins, report problems at home, 
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and support one another. Wesley required three marks from any candidate: resist all types of 

sin, be compassionate to others as much as possible and attend the ordinances. All members 

of a class were encouraged to contribute “a penny a week and shilling a quarter” (Snyder, 

2014:92).  

Each class was appointed a leader whose role was to stay aware of the spiritual progress of 

each member and use all efforts to reprehend, comfort and instruct the members in the 

Christian faith. The leader was also responsible to take the offering that each member wanted 

to give to the poor. In addition, the leader had to meet the society’s minister to report on 

possible illness in the class or on members who did not live according to true Christian 

behaviour, and to hand over the offering received from the members (Snyder, 2014:91).  

For Wesley, the class meeting was a means of grace since it provided the appropriate 

environment to hear the Gospel and understand the commitment required of the believer. The 

Methodist class practised in a simple and natural way, the Christian discipline, which Luther 

and Bucer yearned for in the 16th century. In this regard, the leader acted as a soul pastor, as 

an older brother to support the weak and assist new believers (Snyder, 2014:90-95). 

The band 

Within the class, Wesley formatted the bands which in certain respects reflected the Moravian 

system in Herrnhut. Bands were divided in terms of age, gender and marital status, comprising 

five to ten members, with the focus on practising the Christian discipline. Bands followed a 

communitarian ministry since there was no leader as the case was in the classes. The 

members were required to meet once a week, promise never to be late for the appointment, 

sing a praise, and mainly confess to one another the temptations they were facing, and sins 

committed in thoughts, words and deeds.  

Not unsuspectedly the bands were not accessible to anyone; the requirement was being 

completely assured of the remission of sins. In this regard, the class was an open assembly 

which anyone could enter and assist. Conversely, the band was a restricted structure, where 

entries had to be approved by Wesley or his assistant pastors for being accepted into the fold.  

The select society 

Within the band, a select society could be formed, whose members had to obey three rules: 

keep secret and refrain from comments about what was said in this society; agree to offer 

complete submission to the minister of the parish; and finally, give offerings to the poor once 

a week, all they were able to give (Snyder, 2014:96-100). 
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Ticket: The Methodist system was completed with the creation of the ticket, which allowed 

believers to attend the love feasts, ordinances and society meetings. There were class-tickets 

and band-tickets distributed to those members who were faithful in their duties. Each card 

carried the name of the member, a Bible verse, the date and signature from Wesley or the 

assistant pastor. Without this ticket no member was allowed to enter the Methodist communion. 

A brief description of the whole Methodist system was given by Wesley himself, describing the 

united society, divided in classes:  

… consist of awakened persons. Part of these, who are supposed [i.e., believed] to have 

remission of sins, are more closely united in the Bands. Those in the Bands who seem to walk in 

the light of God compose the Select Societies Those of them who have made shipwreck of the 

faith meet apart as penitents (Snyder, 2014:99).  

 

Finally, Wesley did not neglect the supervision of the whole system and the activities performed 

by his lay people. These were men and women he prepared to function as itinerant preachers. 

They traversed England and America, evangelising, nurturing and disciplining the whole 

Methodist congregation. In certain instances, the Anglican pastor had no responsibility for the 

members of the United Society, although they all considered themselves members of the 

Church of England. These pastors, single men, were sent to minister the people of God, at 

times without financial support and had to depend on the generosity of the classes. Abel 

Stevens (cited by Snider, 2014), elaborates:  

The itinerants were taught to manage difficulties in the societies, to face mobs, to brave any 

weather, to subsist without means, except such as might casually occur on their routes, to rise at 

four and preach at five o’clock, to scatter books and tracts, to live by rule, and to die without fear 

(Snyder, 2014:101).  

 

The classes and bands established by Wesley were the practical way to exercise the principle 

of the universal priesthood of all believers. Thus, these communities afforded women the 

acknowledgement of their spiritual gifts and ability to lead a class, band or small congregation.  

2.5 Conclusion 

In conclusion, a brief summary is given of common elements of the ecclesiola in ecclesia during 

the reformation times and the Pietism movement. All the attempts by Luther, Bucer, Spener, 

Francke, Von Zinzendorf and Wesley had a single purpose in common – the revitalisation of 

the church.  
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 Based on the biblical church  

The above-mentioned influential figures of the 16th and 17th centuries were encouraged by 

the testimony of the Christian community from the book of Acts and believed a similar impact 

was possible in their time and place. They all struggled with the decline of the church in their 

own context, caused by a lack of evidence of spiritual growth and sanctified lives of church 

members.  

Luther wrote his “Preface to the German Mass”, in which he explicitly proposed an evangelical 

order for earnest Christians. However, he had to admit no Christians in Germany fit this simple 

purpose. His aim was for true believers to meet in a house for prayer, Bible study and to 

confess their sins to one another, even accepting to be excommunicated temporarily for the 

benefit of the community, according to Mathew 18 (Kidd, 2004:196-197).  

Bucer boldly admonished the city council of Strasbourg in 1549 when they agreed to sign the 

Augsburg Interim (15 May 1548) after the Schmalkaldic War (1546-1547). This was to stave 

off the wrath of God, which could bring the destruction to the whole city. Bucer identified the 

idolatry, associated with a scandalous life, as the real cause of the Lord’s anger poured out 

over the Christian people of the city who made compromises. Only true repentance and 

earnest supplication would give them a chance to escape (Wright, 1994:25).  

Von Zinzendorf identified the problem as the dissention at Herrnhut due to the melting pot of 

denominations such as Calvinists, disciples of Schwenkfeld, Lutherans and the Brethren from 

Moravia. Each group attempted to establish its own doctrinal viewpoint as the right one. Von 

Zinzendorf reacted by establishing strict regulations in Herrnhut which kept the community 

from division and debates. 

Wesley described his model of community in a letter to the Brethren in Fetter-Lane (June 

1739), by whom he was accused of preaching, singing and praying with believers of several 

parishes. He defended his ministry by a threefold answer: to instruct the ignorant, reform the 

wicked and confirm the virtuous (Wesley, 1829:201). In the Methodist societies, Wesley 

tolerated doctrinal divergences but did not hesitate to exclude members whose lives did not 

adhere to the Gospel patterns. Those who cursed, lied, sold liquor, broke the Sabbath, were 

drunk, spanked a wife, or even those who led a careless life, were excluded, in order to 

preserve the testimony of the Christian faith (Snyder, 1996:92).  

It was clear for these leaders that a revitalisation of the Christian Church could not be 

dissociated from spiritual growth and holy lifestyles among believers. Evidently Christian 

discipline was the Biblical instrument to reach this aim and the best context to apply it was 

within the ecclesiola.  
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 Practise the living faith  

Therefore, the question was not only a matter of believing in the right theology, it was a matter 

of living faith in Christ. A vivid Christianity begins when a person believes in the Word of God, 

the mind is illuminated by the truth and the misconceptions or mistakes of the spiritual realities 

are removed. However, after the confession, the believer has to pursue a heartfelt relationship 

with God and fellow Christians. Without love for Christ, doctrine becomes an “intellectual 

hobby” (Lloyd-Jones, 1965:57). This was a crucial dimension of the character formation for 

Christians for Spener, Francke and Von Zinzendorf, who emphasised the assurance of faith, 

not as an intellectual dogma, but as a personal experience  

 The holistic balance  

To live an active faith was the motivation for Luther’s imposition to raise funds in the evangelical 

communities to relieve the poor. This approach also applied to the schools for poor children 

built by August Francke in Halle; and the offering of goods in the Methodists societies of 

Wesley. Accordingly, the Christian faith could be understood under the trinomial of head, heart 

and hands. The head for doctrine; heart for the love of the Lord and the neighbour; and hands 

to serve the world. Doctrine provides the principles on which to judge, devotion provides the 

holy motivation and deeds are the genuine response to such a life-changing salvation. The 

balance of these three weights was the principal challenge for the ecclesiola of the 16th and 

17th centuries, and also for the 21st century.  

The ecclesiola in Strasbourg focused on the purity of doctrine but was challenged to deepen 

the personal relationship with the Lord. The Moravians valued the experience and the feelings 

of the heart as a sign of a genuine Christianity. However, they encountered problems when 

certain communities degenerated into doctrinal heresies and demonstrated reprovable 

behaviour. The classes of Wesley seemingly emphasised deeds when the participation of the 

member in the class meetings, offerings and general services granted the ticket to participate 

in the communion.  

To reach the balance was not an easy task at that time. Presently, the challenge is to join the 

head of the Reformed, the heart of the Pentecostals, the hand of the Catholics. Jesus stressed: 

“You should have practiced the latter without leaving the former undone” (Lk 11:42; NIV). The 

history of the Reformed exponents and Pietists appeals to the 21st century church’s holistic 

view – mind the gap, keep the truth, share the love, live to serve. 

 Integrated church life in Brazil 

A final challenge, and the most difficult one, is how to integrate ecclesiola within ecclesia. The 

Wesleyan societies, classes and bands eventually formed the Methodist Church, although 
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Wesley did not admit that he and his followers originated from the Church of England. From 

his side, the ecclesiola that Bucer established in Strasburg was conceived as a complement 

for the whole church, not a substitute. However, the Gemeinschaften came to be considered 

as threat to the State ecclesia when members of the Strasburg parishes (esp. members of the 

Senate-and-XXI) were excommunicated (following Mathew 18). Bucer wanted to avoid the 

association of his Christlichen Gemeinschaften with the Anabaptists to whom no connection 

with the reformed churches was admitted. He viewed the Christian houses as the ideal place 

for a domestic church, not ecclesiola versus ecclesia, but ecclesiola in ecclesia.  

Only ecclesia: In Brazil, in certain churches, small groups have become independent and 

autonomous. The reason is partially that pastors have no concern about who is ministering or 

what is being taught. Thus, not surprisingly, these groups tend to develop into another ecclesia, 

not ecclesiola in ecclesia.  

Only ecclesiola: On the other hand, in certain Presbyterian churches small groups already 

are functioning successfully, aided by sound formation of the leadership and care for the 

teaching content. However, in certain churches, the tendency is to over-emphasise friendship 

and communion within the group. This causes the group to become self-centred and ingrown, 

forgetting its missional call. Thus, nobody wished to reach out, and nobody is invited to be part. 

By studying the various models of ecclesiola in ecclesia it also became clear that the training 

of small group leaders is vital. Especially the model of Bucer in Strasbourg and training of class 

leaders of John Wesley contributed to sound ecclesiola and the integration of ecclesiola within 

the larger ecclesia.  

To conclude: the sovereignty of God the Holy Spirit must be acknowledged in these historical 

developments. God was building his kingdom in a marvellous way through the work of Luther, 

Bucer, Spener, Francke, Von Zinzendorf and Wesley. This took place in spite of their 

weaknesses and numerous personal differences, different theological viewpoints, and peculiar 

ways to work their ministries.  

Scholars of church history and missiology should learn humbly from the models discussed in 

this chapter. This will help them develop new designs based on sound biblical and 

ecclesiological principles, relevant for the time and context in which God has called them to 

minister. The present research attempts to contribute in this regard, in the following chapters. 
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CHAPTER 3 – Ecclesiological principles underlying the strategy of 

small groups ministry by Martin Bucer in Strasbourg 

 

3.1 The relevance of Bucer’s ministry for this study  

 

The focus of the present study was to answer the question about small group ministry’s 

corresponding relationship with reformed ecclesiology. Therefore, it is important to examine 

Martin Bucer’s strategy of establishing small communities in Strasbourg. 

 

In an in-depth study of the life and ministry of Martin Bucer, Thomas Schirrmacher remarked: 

“In numerous documents Bucer summarized the objections his opponents had against the 

communities and refuted them meticulously. The objections sound very modern and have in 

large part been repeated in later centuries by mainline churches with respect to Puritanism, 

Pietism and free Evangelical churches” (Schirrmacher, 2018:41). On a similar note, Comiskey 

writes about the importance of Bucer as the first real “forerunner of cell-based ministry 

because he desired to connect the gathered church with the scattered church” (Comiskey, 

2014:92-93).  

 

Due to the poor spiritual condition and moral behaviour of the Christian membership in 

Strasbourg, Bucer increasingly pursued the gathering of active believers and serious 

Christians to form special “Christian communities”, as he termed it, which were a core-church 

community organised into house churches. Through Bible study, prayer, pastoral care and 

simply being there for each other, community life was intended to turn into practice. These 

special communities helped foster the growth of the church community from within. 

 

According to Martin Bucer’s understanding of pastoral care in Strasbourg, every church 

member should exercise such care in the way the Good Shepherd did as a model for all His 

followers. Bucer pointed out from the biblical message (Eph 4:1-6, 15-16; Ro 12:4-6; 1 Co 

12:18-27; Acts 4:32-35) that pastoral care is the responsibility of all Christians: “…Christians 

are to look after one another most faithfully not only in spiritual but also in temporal matters, 

so that no one among them should lack any truly good thing;” (Bucer et al., 2009:59) 

 

To realise this notion, Bucer introduced a structure of small Christian communities or 

fellowship groups which in German were called Christliche Gemeinschaften (Wright, 

1994:130) 
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These fellowship groups Bucer described in his writing, On true pastoral care. He 

emphasised: “We have to decide once and for all whether we truly have the will to be 

Christians” (Bucer et al., 2009:238). Bucer understood that education and discipline could 

only become a reality where convinced Christians and vibrant church communities were 

involved. 

 

In his book on pastoral care (German: Der wahren Seelsorge) Bucer elaborates: 

 

Christians are to look after one another most faithfully not only in spiritual but also in temporal 

matters, so that no one among them should lack any truly good thing; and so God’s command 

remains which calls some to give and do good, others to receive and profit from the good deeds 

of others; in this way everyone is cared for in a brotherly manner according to his need (Bucer et 

al., 2009:24).  

 

From the quotation above, it can be deduced – only one beggar brings a whole city to shame. 

 

3.1.1 Theological principles of Martin Bucer in Strasbourg and the Anabaptists 

guiding the establishing of small group ministry in the 16th century 

 

The previous chapter (ch 2) briefly discussed the use of small groups by Martin Bucer in the 

16th century, the Pietist movement, and John Wesley in the 17th century. The purpose of this 

chapter is a comparative study of the theological principles that guided the Anabaptists and 

Bucer in Strasbourg to establish small groups during the 16th century. 

 

Lloyd-Jones’s challenge  

Lloyd-Jones wrote Ecclesiola in ecclesia (Lloyd-Jones, 1987a) to deal with the problem of 

nominal Christians. When evaluating this period of the Church’s history, he stated that the 

main concern of this ministry was not a doctrinal one but a concern about the spiritual 

lukewarm within the church, by which Christians were not mindful of the Gospel requirements. 

Lloyd-Jones was convinced that small groups emerged as the perception of failure to reform 

the church began forming the minds of the reformers. He focused his query on possible 

biblical or theological foundations to establish an ecclesiola in ecclesia. He examined the 

teachings of the New Testament: 

  

• Romans 15:14: … able also to admonish one another … (the Apostle Paul). 

• 1 Thessalonians 4:18: … comfort one another with these words … (the Apostle Paul). 

• Hebrews 10:24-25: … but exhorting one another …  
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• Mathew 18:20: “Where two or three are gathered together in my name, there am I in 

the midst” (Jesus Christ).  

 

Based on teachings such as those above, Lloyd-Jones concluded that these do not teach an 

ecclesiola shape for the Body of Christ. Such a notion actually contradicts the spirit of the 

New Testament (Lloyd-Jones, 1987b:174).  

 

Lloyd-Jones did not hesitate to claim the emphasis of the apostles was on the whole 

community, learning together. Therefore, the notion that a small group’s ministry is necessary 

to nurture the church is per se a deficient perspective. To establish an ecclesiola in ecclesia 

in order to revitalise the Body of Christ, in reality implies “a lack of faith in the power of the 

Holy Spirit” (Lloyd-Jones, 1987b:146). Finally, Lloyd-Jones poses the question: Where should 

the Reformers begin? Do they start off by examining the New Testament and reform the 

church to fit its biblical pattern? The other option would be to negate the entire structure, their 

historical, ecclesiastic and theological inheritance, and begin de novo: a completely new 

church according to New Testament principles.  

 

The above-mentioned questions drove the debate during the 16th century between Martin 

Bucer, Calvin, Luther and Zwingli on the one side and the Anabaptists on the other. Therefore, 

this notion and queries will be the focus of this chapter. This raises a further question: Is 

ecclesiola in ecclesia only a matter of a practical Christian lifestyle or does it involve a doctrinal 

concept? Further questions emerge: Did the Anabaptists produce their own ecclesiology or 

did their interest lie only in maintaining a strong stand against immoral behaviour? Does the 

small group ministry, as instrument to the revitalise Reformed and Presbyterian churches, 

imply a lack of faith in the work of the Holy Spirit?  

 

3.1.2 The issues with the Anabaptists in Strasbourg 

During the 16th century, Martin Bucer implemented small group ministry in Strasbourg based 

on his ecclesiology. Previously, he challenged the Roman Catholic traditions by applying the 

teaching of the New Testament.  

 

Images: He began by removing the images, paintings, sculptures and works of art that could 

be venerated. His position was not overly radical but could be considered a moderate 

approach. To him possession of the images per se was not the issue; he rejected any form of 

worship involving these items. In this regard, Bucer’s view was contrary to that of Zurich, 

where all images were banished during January 1523 (Eells, 1931b:37). 
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In October 1524, the magistrates authorised the removal of images in the cathedral of 

Strasbourg. In the following years, all statues and pictures were removed (Eells, 1931b:37-

39). The final strike against the Roman tradition occurred after the dispute in Bern,1528. On 

that occasion Bucer and Capito defended the Reformation against the advocates of the 

Roman Catholic Church, namely Conrad Treger and Thomas Murner. On 26 January 1528, 

the Council of Bern decreed: “All masses, altars, statues, and whatever was a source of 

superstition contrary to the Word of God must be abolished at once in the city of Bern and all 

the large district subject to it …” (Eells, 1931b:52). The mentioned victory removed an 

important distraction that diverted believers from the biblical teaching.  

 

To improve the communication of the Word of God, Bucer reformed the service in the 

churches of Strasbourg by using German instead of Latin to teach the Gospel to all members. 

He also served bread and wine in the Lord’s Supper according to the prescription in the 

Scriptures, thereby removing the altars and retaining only a table. Thereafter he removed the 

images, the bones of Sta Aurelia to prevent pilgrimages and took possession of the gold which 

decorated the candlesticks and water vessels, and used it to support the poor (Eells, 

1931b:45-46).  

 

Education: A further challenge was to reform the education system. Bucer had in mind that 

every child should be trained to be a responsible citizen acting as a committed Christian. On 

23 January 1525, he helped establish 12 grammar schools for boys and girls in Strasbourg; 

classes of Hebrew, Greek, Latin and Philosophy were presented by Capito, Lambert and 

Bucer himself. The classes included Mathematics, Poetry, Law and History in the Chapter of 

Saint Thomas (Eells, 1931b:47-49). 

 

Through these actions, Bucer changed the perception about the images by identifying the 

preaching of the Word as the main instrument to nurture the Christian faith. The services that 

were celebrated were more useful and accessible for peasants and poor people than a 

centennial liturgy in Latin, which only the clergy could understand. Bucer’s motivation was 

that the Reformation should continue even after the death of the reformers, through a new 

generation. The movement should be raised and forged under the erudition and devotion of 

the best Christian education. 

 

Separatists: However, the images were not the only threat to the Reformation in Strasbourg. 

Bucer and his followers also had to deal with the presence of the Separatists. During the revolt 

of the Peasants in 1525, the monastery of Altdorf was invaded by a mob. Bucer and Capito 

was strongly opposed to this movement. Strasbourg became the arena of strife between two 

evangelical groups: those who defended the establishment, namely the church and state 
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combined under the authority of the Word of God, and those who sought a division between 

the two institutions, the Separatists. At the time, Strasbourg attracted people from across the 

world due to its prosperous economy, a successful trade market, and the tolerance to diverse 

confessions of faith. Taking advantage of that peaceful environment, the Anabaptist 

movement was established and several leaders worked under relative tolerance. Among 

these were Clemens Ziegler, George Tucher, Hans Denck, Jacob Kautz, Michael Keller, 

Sebastian Franck, Melchior Hoffmann, Michael Servetus and Schwenckfeld.  

 

The Separatist movement was the most difficult obstacle for the Reformation in Strasbourg 

due to the diversity of the Anabaptists. In 1526, Hans Denck presented four of his doctrines: 

freedom of the will, universal salvation, the negative character of sin and the sinlessness of a 

true believer. After a dispute with Bucer, Denck was expelled from the city. Michael Sattler in 

1526 preached the salvation by good works and that a true church should be formed only by 

true believers accepted through baptism. Although he became a friend to Bucer and Capito, 

he also was sent out of Strasbourg for his doctrine was not accepted by the Reformers in 

1527 (Eells, 1931b:58-60). 

 

Infant baptism: One of the main obstacles leading to Bucer’s struggle with the Anabaptists 

in Strasbourg lay in the field of ecclesiology. The Seven Articles of Schleitheim Confession of 

Faith, written by the mentioned Michael Sattler, revealed the differences between the 

Anabaptists and Bucer (Baylor et al., 1991:172-180). For example, in the first article of the 

Confession, infant baptism was considered the highest abomination declared by the Pope. 

Therefore, baptism should only be administered to adults who demonstrated a genuine 

repentance of their sins, and fully accepted the sacrifice of Christ as the only way of salvation 

(Wogaman & Strong, 1996:142). From his side, Bucer defended infant baptism as the way to 

introduce the child into the Christian community: “Concerning the baptizing of the infants of 

believers, the Word of the Lord is sufficient: ‘I will be your God, and of your seed’ (Ge 17:7), 

and ‘Your children are holy’ (I Cor. 7:14)” (Pauck, 1969:236).  

 

Church and State: Sattler defended a stark separation of church and state, affirming that a 

government-established church was against the Scripture message: 

 

A separation shall be made from the evil… to withdraw from Babylon and earthly Egypt…By this 

is meant all Catholic and Protestant works and church services, meetings and church attendance, 

drinking houses, civic affairs, the oaths sworn in unbelief and other things of that kind… From all 

these things we shall be separated and have no part with them for they are nothing but an 

abomination...” (Wogaman & Strong, 1996:142) 
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Bucer, in his De Regno Christi, underlined that the princes and kings had the obligation to 

protect the church: “The kings of this world ought also to be ready to undergo any dangers, 

exile, and even death itself. For from God on high they have received all power over his people 

and the sheep of his fold, ‘for the building’ of their faith and salvation, ‘not for destruction’, II 

Cor. 10:8 and 13:10” (Pauck, 1969:180). Not only this, there is a cooperation between the 

earthly and heavenly kingdoms:  

 

Further, as the Kingdom of Christ subjects itself to the kingdom and powers of the world, so in 

turn every true kingdom of the world (I say kingdom, not tyranny) subjects itself to the Kingdom 

of Christ, and the kings themselves are among the first to do this, for they are eager to develop 

piety not for themselves alone, but they also seek to lead their subjects to it. (Pauck, 1969:186-

187) 

 

It is clear the contrast Bucer did against the Sattler’s position. The king and princes 

accomplish their role, not only exercising their power in providing a righteous realm for the 

increase of the kingdom of God but also removing from the community the wicked and the 

impenitent that could hinder the expansion of the Gospel (Pauck, 1969:181). 

 

Swearing vows: The seventh article of Sattler’s Confession stated that according to Mathew 

5:33-37, all swearing is forbidden by Jesus, therefore the Anabaptists disagreed with any form 

of vow, even in a confession of faith (Baylor et al., 1991:178). This caused problems while 

living in Strasbourg since annually every citizen had to vow their faithful allegiance to the city. 

Bucer did not cease defending his doctrine and the final debate with the Anabaptists took 

place during the Strasbourg Synod in June 1533. Bucer presented a confession of faith known 

as the Sixteen Articles, which harmonised the Tetrapolitana and Augsburg Confession (Eells, 

1931b:146-147). 

 

Finally, on 3 March 1534, the Council of Strasbourg declared that they adopt as law for the 

city the doctrine of the Synod and stressed: “No teaching which is contrary to our Augsburg 

Confession shall in the future be permitted in our city” (Eells, 1931b:153). The Council was 

determined to maintain their declaration. This was done to such an extent that they decided 

to banish or imprison foreign Anabaptists; those as citizens were allowed to remain if they 

acceded to obey the Confession, otherwise they would be expelled with their wives and 

children. After the Synod of Strasbourg, Bucer improved the organisation of the church by 

establishing the Kirchenkonvent. This meeting took place every Thursday and consisted of 

the pastor and three wardens. Its purpose was to maintain introducing children into baptism, 

provide a simple instruction for children and oversee the observation of the Sabbath (Eells, 

1931b:154-155) 
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3.2 The theology underlying Bucer’s communities in Strasbourg 

 

After the Schmalkaldic War (1546-1547), when the Protestant League composed by 

Lutherans princes, Philip of Hesse, Elector John Frederick of Saxonia and several protestant 

cities such as Strasbourg, Ulm, Magdeburg and Bremen, was defeated by Charles V, emperor 

of the Holy Roman Empire, the Augsburg Interim was decreed by the emperor, re-establishing 

the Roman Catholicism in Germany (Holder, 2009:216-217).   

 

Bucer realised the church was taken over by “lukewarmness, sectarianism and lack of 

discipline.” (Eells, 1931b:387). The Reformer experienced that he was fighting on two fronts 

– contra the traditionalism of the Old church and contra the separatism of the Anabaptists. 

Bucer spent years attempting to maintain church unity urging the Council and civil authorities 

to take action against all threat of division. No opponent was able to defeat the Reformer in a 

public debate and his books, letters and confessions ended the contestations. In the main, 

his ability to expose Scripture truths, and all his argumentation was sufficient to move 

believers to a deep assurance in the Cristian faith.  

 

However, despite all his efforts, Bucer was honest to admit a lack of true steadfastness among 

the members of his church. He admired the Anabaptists’ commitment to the Gospel and their 

discipline, which was enforced by the small groups that met outside the city in the forest close 

to Strasbourg (Kreider, 1955:109). Against this background, Bucer realised he had to improve 

a dimension of his ecclesiology by organising a true Christian community (“wahre christliche 

Gemeinschaft”). It was a simple idea – those who wanted to grow in faith would come 

voluntarily to meet in a home, under the supervision of the pastor, church wardens and lay 

people elected from each parish, to pray and to apply the Scripture to their lives. In his own 

words - "…all those who want to be true Christians can finally commit themselves to true 

church obedience, openly and voluntarily confessing what they think of the Gospel that we 

have been preaching to them for such a long time by die grace of Christ." (Greschat, 

2004:217). 

  

He maintained that an effective ecclesiology produces a health community; a biblical doctrine 

produces a true practice. Accordingly, the Reformer decided to establish conventicles in 

Strasbourg. His aim was not merely to counter the Anabaptists; also, to follow the New 

Testament teaching on such a community.  
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3.2.1 The priesthood of all believers 

The ecclesiology of Bucer is based on the principle of the priesthood of all believers. He 

viewed the church as follows:  

 

The church of Christ is the assembly and fellowship of those who are gathered from the world 

and united in Christ our Lord through his Spirit and word, to be a body and members of one 

another, each having his office and work for the general good of the whole body and all its 

members (Bucer et al., 2009:43).  

 

Bucer understood that fellowship had to be present in the assembly, for it is possible to bring 

together a large crowd in the cathedrals without members experiencing true fellowship and 

real communion. The real Church of Christ requires both aspects: a congregation living in 

communion. The question is how such a community comes into existence. Bucer, exposing 

Ephesians 4, comments since the Christians are one body, partaking the same Spirit, and 

have one Lord, one faith and one baptism, “they must indeed share together a godly (and 

therefore the most perfect, kindest and most faithful) brotherhood, fellowship and unity.” 

Therefore, the Christian fellowship “is not only the closest and most united, but also the truest 

and keenest…” (Bucer et al., 2009:57). 

 

In order to facilitate spiritual edification, Bucer reformed the service in the churches of 

Strasbourg thoroughly, involving the Lord’s Supper, using German instead of Latin, removing 

the altars and retaining the table and removing the images in the churches – as indicated 

previously (Eells, 1931b:45-46). 

 

3.2.2 Establishing the Gemeinschaften 

The matter of the small communities is first mentioned in a minute of 21 February 1547, which 

reads: “The preachers of [the parishes of] St Thomas and Young St Peter’s are convening 

('beschicken') the people in special meetings and assuming the right of excommunication” 

(Wright, 1994:138) . Bucer established a process to install his Gemeinschaft which aimed, 

firstly, to instruct the pastors on preaching boldly about the need for a holy daily living and a 

Christian faith committed to God’s Commandments. Secondly, during a home visit, the pastor 

explains the implications of being a member of the group.  

 

Leadership and purpose: In these Gemeinschaften the leadership consisted of the pastor 

and a member of the city council (Kirchenpfleger), thus maintaining the connection between 

the official church and the small community. Furthermore, the leadership comprised one or 

two representatives of the assembled people, who agreed to maintain true zeal in doctrine 
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and conduct. However, nobody was admitted into the small group without fully accepting the 

doctrine and sacraments as well as being committed to a sound witness and exemplary 

behaviour. Only after such commitment, a believer was registered as a member of the 

Christliche Gemeinschaft (Wright, 1994:140). The established small groups that gathered 

weekly had to be reunited at the temple on Sunday to partake in the Communion to express 

the unity of the church. In this sense, the conventicles had the purpose of unifying the whole 

church, to prevent a division between first- and second-class Christians (Wright, 1994:141).  

 

Duty of members: A further dimension of the small groups in Strasbourg was the duty of the 

members to present a compelling testimony to the world. This was also in response to a 

common accusation by the Anabaptists that the Reformed church did not produce behaviour 

that showed a real difference to the conduct of non-Christians.  

 

The agenda of the small community entailed Bible studies, administration of the sacraments, 

confession of sins and absolution. This included temporary and voluntary excommunication, 

on the occasion, decided solely by the city council (Wright, 1994:142). In this regard, Bucer 

answered the Anabaptists that the Christliche Gemeinschaft did exercise the power of the Keys, 

by their established ecclesiastic authority, according to Mathew 18. Unfortunately, for the same 

reason, Bucer faced the opposition of the city council and even from certain preachers within 

Strasbourg. They accused Bucer’s community of eventually becoming a reformed church’s 

papacy, in the sense that they excommunicated members only on the authority of the Gospel, 

and not the temporal authority.  

 

Apostolic link: Furthermore, Bucer focused on the connection with apostolic times and 

apostolic churches. He aimed to preserve this continuity by exercising the Christian discipline 

and an authentic godly living, which were cultivated in the small communities. Within the 

houses, the best ecclesial places to practice the true doctrine, the believer could obey the 

basic demands of the Gospel. These demands included observing the Ten Commandments, 

sharing goods, and exercising Christian love in practice (Wright, 1994:140-142). Bucer had a 

broad perspective based on the principle of living in community, which covered the various 

areas of daily life as he explains:  

 

Christians are to look after one another most faithfully not only in spiritual but also in temporal 

matters, so that no one among them should lack any truly good thing; and so God’s command 

remains which calls some to give and do good, others to receive and profit from the good deeds 

of others; in this way everyone is cared for in a brotherly manner according to his need (Bucer et 

al., 2009:45-46).  
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In a local church or congregation, the entire life of Christians was intertwined, not only 

regarding spiritual matters but also material goods. As a result, no private prosperity, or 

private poverty should exist in the community. In the streets of Strasbourg, begging was 

forbidden. To address this problem, the Senate approved the “Poor Laws” on 29 September 

1523, according to which any form of mendicancy in the streets of Strasbourg was forbidden. 

The community as a whole had to support the basic needs of the inhabitants. From their side, 

the poor were not allowed to frequent the streets or visit homes to beg or to possess a dog. 

Eventually, a “poorhouse” was provided and maintained by the church (Eells, 1931b:39). 

 

In conclusion, it is possible to view the Christliche Gemeinschaft as the practical realisation 

of Bucer’s ecclesiology, which he summarises as follows:  

 

Christ our Lord and Head, by his constant teaching and discipline, builds up [the members of his 

body], strengthens and advances them throughout their lives in his faith, trust, hope, love and 

holiness, until they come to a perfect faith and to his stature … knitting them together and joining 

them to himself as members of one body by the various articulations of his calling, and by gifts 

which enable them to impart to each other the power and the works of their Head … He urges 

them to come together in person whenever possible, to teach, guide, comfort and admonish one 

another with one mind, by means of the word of God and the holy sacraments, and by prayer and 

the discipline of the Lord (Wright, 1994:143). 

 

3.2.3  Bucer contra the Anabaptists  

Within their context, the Anabaptists in Strasbourg used small group ministry, not only as an 

instrument to nurture the Christian faith, but as the only way to exist as community since they 

were forbidden to have a place to worship: “To avoid trouble they held their meetings in the 

neighboring forest and so gained the name of the Waldkirch” (Eells, 1931b:60). Moreover, 

they considered the small groups as the means to restore the true church. For them the 

strategy of small groups provides an indispensable ministry to help believers overcome 

temptations and grow in maturity and good deeds. According to Davis, “the Anabaptists' holy 

church of voluntarily baptized believers was understood to be also a redemptive community 

(i.e., it was holy in the sense of being outwardly obedient but not perfect” (Davis, 1982:43-

44). 

 

The ecclesiology of the Anabaptists seemingly is anchored in two main principles: radical 

discipleship and a sacrificial brotherhood (Bender, 1944:14). According to their perspective, 

moral behaviour and ethical principles were lacking, not only in the traditional church; also, in 

the Reformed congregations. The Anabaptists argued as follows: Due to the doctrine of 

justification by faith alone, people felt they were not obliged to perform good works. 
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Furthermore, the doctrine of predestination seemingly dispelled the concern about high 

standards of a moral attitude. Regarding infant baptism, they protested that the Reformed and 

Roman Catholic church provide a false of security of salvation (Bainton, 1941:126). The 

reason is that every citizen was considered a Christian after receiving baptism since 

childhood. Thus, baptism became merely an external ceremony that left the community 

unaware of any commitment based on the exigencies of the Gospel.  

 

According to the Anabaptists, the best way to become salt of earth and light of the world (Mat 

5:13-16) should be a life completely separated, not only from the world, from the society, from 

the state, but from the established estate-church itself. For that reason, the Anabaptists were 

known as separatists (Bainton, 1941:126-127). This movement considered following Christ 

as more important than professing a correct creed; to obey Christ they deemed more 

profitable than following the ecclesiastic calendar, attending feasts and keeping holy holidays. 

Furthermore, to imitate Christ was better than to be considered orthodox (Bainton, 1941:128-

129). The true Christian faith had to produce a visible witnessing, an accountable lifestyle and 

an ethical conduct in personal relationships, the trade market, the neighbourhood but mainly 

in the church community. 

 

Exemplary conduct: This seems to be a remarkable characteristic of the Anabaptists as 

attested to by their contemporaries, even by those who considered followers to this movement 

as heretics. Bender (1944), in his article on the Anabaptist vision, strings together statements 

that commend their exemplary reputation in this regard.  

 

Bulllinger, while criticising the Swiss Brethren in 1527, provides perspective on their conduct:  

 

Those who unite with them will by their ministers be received into their church by rebaptism and 

repentance and newness of life. They henceforth lead their lives under a semblance of a quite 

spiritual conduct. They denounce covetousness, pride, profanity, the lewd conversation and 

immorality of the world, drinking and gluttony. In short, their hypocrisy is great and manifold 

(Bender, 1944:15).  

 

Capito from Strasbourg in 1527 remarks on their zeal:  

 

I frankly confess that in most [Anabaptists] there is in evidence consecration and indeed a zeal 

which is beyond any suspicion of insincerity. For what earthly advantage could they hope to win 

by enduring exile, torture, and unspeakable punishment of the flesh. I testify be that I cannot say 

that on account of a lack of wisdom they are somewhat indifferent toward earthly things, but rather 

from divines motives (Bender, 1944:16).  
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Zwingli another Reformer commends them on their presentation:  

 

The Catabaptists speak in round tones of God, truth, the Word, light, spirit, holiness, flesh, 

falsehood, impiety, desire, demon, hell and all that kind of things, not only beautifully, but even 

grandly and finely, if only hypocrisy were more surely absent. If also you should investigate their 

life, at the first contact it seems innocent, divine, democratic, popular, nay, supermundane, for it 

is thought more noble than human even by those who think not illiberally of themselves.” (Zwingli 

& Jackson, 1901:127).  

 

Franz Agricola, a Roman Catholic theologian, denouncing their errors, in 1582, must admit:  

 

Among the existing heretical sects there is none which in appearance leads a more modest or 

pious life than the Anabaptist. As concerns their outward public life they are irreproachable. No 

lying, deception, swearing, strife, harsh language, no intemperate eating and drinking, no outward 

personal display, is found among them. but humility, patience, uprightness, neatness, honesty, 

temperance, straightforwardness, in such measure that one would suppose that they have the 

Holy Spirit of God (Bender, 1944:16).  

 

Sebastian Franck, one of their opponents, made a remarkable statement in 1531:  

 

The Anabaptists…soon gained a large following … drawing sincere souls who had a zeal for God, 

for they taught nothing but faith, and the cross. They showed themselves humble, patient under 

suffering; they break bread with one another as an evidence of unit love. They helped each other 

faithfully and called each other brother. They died as martyrs, patiently and humbly enduring all 

persecution (Bender, 1944:17).  

 

The statements above opens a window on the Anabaptists’ opponents. They include Roman 

Catholics, Lutherans, Calvinists, Zwinglians and other contemporaries such as Schwenckfeld, 

who felt himself slandered when called an Anabaptist due to his pious Christian life (Bender, 

1944:17). It is clear that although these opponents disagreed with the Anabaptist theological 

principles, in a certain sense they recognised the reputation of a godly expression of their 

faith. 

 

3.2.4 Anabaptist ecclesiology 

The essential theological principle according to which the Anabaptists were recognised as 

radical disciples of Christ, was the inner experience of a new birth that should be evidenced 

by a moral behaviour. The gift of the Holy Spirit was essentially conferred to produce a godly 

life and also grant a spiritual knowledge (Bainton, 1941:129). Salvation, offered to all men by 

the Gospels, is only granted to those enlightened by their knowledge of the Word of God, and 
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who are moved in their hearts by the voice of God to a radical obedience to Chris. These 

followers decided to leave this world and all its benefits to follow Jesus, day by day, at any 

cost. This process had to begin with the new-born experience. According to this principle, 

there is no entrance into the kingdom of God without spiritual rebirth, which is an inner 

transformation of mind and heart through the agency of the Holy Spirit.  

 

Dietrich Phillips’ Enchiridion provides an Anabaptist definition of the new-born experience:  

 

It is thus in the heart that man loves this same almighty and living God, fears, honours, and 

believes in him, trusts in his promise, which cannot take place without the power of the Holy Spirit, 

who must inflame the heart with divine power which must also give faith, fear with love, hope, and 

all good virtues of God (Williams & M., 1957:234).  

 

There is no human agency, no flesh nor blood but a penitent heart searching for the grace of 

God. The role of the Law, the commandments and judgements, is to produce a deep-set fear 

of God, which leads to a sincere repentance and furthers a faith in Jesus Christ. Phillips 

elaborates that through the spiritual rebirth from God’s Word, believers receive the “lost image 

of the knowledge of God, of his will, and that image of the divine righteousness whereby we 

are able to stand before God through Christ” Accordingly, the inner experience with the Holy 

Spirit produces a “new man, a new heart, mind and feeling (Ghemoet), a child of God…” 

(Williams & M., 1957:237). 

 

Exclusive community: Those who had this experience and joined the Anabaptists, formed 

a new community called the true church of Christ, as believers with new affections, presenting 

a new behaviour and radical obedience to Jesus at all costs.  

 

Phillips, describing the false Christian church, stated the aspects lacking in such a community 

– a spiritual birth resulting in a true repent, a true knowledge of God that produces obedience 

to the commandments, faith with fruits, separation from the wicked and genuine brotherly love 

(Williams & M., 1957:254).  

 

To preserve the integrity of this alleged true Christian community, Anabaptists established the 

ban, declared in the 2nd Article of the Schleitheim Confession. This ban was practised over 

those who had fallen in error and committed sin. They were openly disciplined and prohibited 

from the Communion Table, until a visible and verifiable repent. Menno Simmons, writing to 

the Swiss Brethren in 1550, considered this ban as a commandment according to  

1 Corinthians 5:7. He detailed the extension of the ban: Firstly, it was forbidden to maintain 

contact or trade with a banned person, which included salutation, eating and receiving at 
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home. Secondly, the ban reached into the family life. Husbands and wives, parents and 

children had to stay separated as a proof of the love of Christ (Williams & M., 1957:265).  

 

Even if an apostate bid someone a “good morning”, the true Christian must keep silent, 

according to 2 John 10. Furthermore, the ban included directives to avoid selling or buying 

from an apostate or even eat with him/her in table of a tavern. Finally, Simons exhorts the 

true Christians communities to ban anyone who committed fornication, covetousness, 

idolatry, corruption, heresy, drunkenness, theft, violence, extortion, perjury and any shameful 

carnal behavior until evidence of a sincere repent is shown (Williams & M., 1957:263-271). 

 

Radical position opposed: As was expected, the radical position of the Anabaptists caused 

rejection, opposition and severe persecution in several places. Their response to these 

actions was to form a sacrificial brotherhood by sharing goods to support one another. In 

1537, Ulrich Stadler remarks in his teaching on the unity of the church:  

 

There is one communion (Gmein) of all the faithful in Christ and one community (Gmeinschaft) of 

the holy children called of God. They have one Father in heaven, one Lord Christ; all are baptized 

and sealed in their hearts with one Spirit. They have one mind, opinion, heart, and soul as having 

all drunk from the same Fountain, and alike await one and the same struggle, cross, trial, and, at 

length, one and the same hope in glory. But it, that is, such a community (Gmein) must move 

about in this world, poor, miserable, small, and rejected of the world, of whom, however, the world 

is not worthy. Whoever strives for the lofty things [of this world] does not belong. Thus, in this 

community everything must proceed equally, all things be one and communal, alike in the bodily 

gifts of their Father in heaven, which he daily gives to be used by his own according to his will 

(Williams & M., 1957:277).  

 

According to Stadler’s conception, earthly goods or gifts belong to the Father and should be 

shared with the poor and needy, otherwise the Body of Christ will disintegrate. Members who 

withhold treasure, property or any other form of goods for their own interests, “has no Father 

in heaven” (Williams & M., 1957:278), and will be considered a thief of the blessings which 

are provided to all the members. Stadler continues by establishing the Deacons of Welfare, 

men with a recognised reputation, to guarantee that all members of the community have 

sufficient resources to live humbly yet with dignity, in such a way that the welfare of one could 

relieve the need of another.  

 

This community of the ‘true believers’ was expelled from almost every place on earth, by the 

“Babylonian whore who sits on the dragon with seven heads”, namely the Roman Church. 

Therefore, the only way to preserve this holy assembly was to remain in one place, in one 

land, together, as the bride of the Lamb, sharing food, clothes, shoes, anything necessary for 
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the benefit of the whole body of Christ. Furthermore, if necessary, the Deacon of Welfare, 

was to supervise faithfully that neither side of the family had more supplies, but both receive 

equally what was necessary (Williams & M., 1957:274-284).  

 

3.2.5 Differences and similarities regarding the small group ministries 

Against this background in Strasbourg in the 16th century, it is possible to point out similarities 

and differences between the small group ministry developed by Bucer and the Anabaptists.  

 

Revival of the church: Firstly, both aim for a deep commitment with the Lord Jesus and the 

Christian faith. Both seek revival of the New Testament’s apostolic times, with that courage 

and faith to face any threat, giving a sound testimony before the world. Even Luther, in his 

preface to The German Mass, where he began to develop a small group ministry, advocated 

a significant embracing of the Christian faith:  

 

Those, however, who are desirous of being Christians in earnest, and are ready to profess the 

Gospel with hand and mouth, should register their names and assemble by themselves in some 

house to pray, to read, to baptize and to receive the sacrament and practise other Christian works 

(Kidd, 2004:193-202).  

 

However, Bucer and the Anabaptists differ about whom should participate in the small groups.  

• The Anabaptists accepted in their community only the new-born believers (Williams & 

M., 1957:229), whereas Bucer invited those who were eagerly yearning for a deep-set 

knowledge of the Scriptures and wish to grow in faith (Greschat, 2004:217). 

 

• Bucer used his Christliche Gemeinschaft to transform nominal Christians into 

committed believers and true witnesses to the Gospel of the kingdom. The Anabaptists 

used their ‘forest groups’ or house groups to assemble those who experienced the 

spiritual rebirth as a result of their preaching. 

  

• Bucer, in a certain sense, gave an inclusive character to his groups, the Anabaptists 

an exclusive character.  

 

Whole church: Secondly, Bucer understood the Christliche Gemeinschaft as an ecclesiola 

in ecclesia, since the small groups were formed by members of the whole church. Therefore, 

the same people who met weekly at home, gathered on Sunday at the temple to hear the 

preaching of the Word (Wright, 1994:141). 
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• The Anabaptists encourage separation, not only from worldly society; also from the 

Reformed and Roman Catholic Churches as such (Williams & M., 1957:22). Through 

this mentality, they divided the Christendom in the city, resulting not in an ecclesiola 

in ecclesia but in a new ecclesia, a new brand of Christian community.  

 

• For Bucer, small groups complemented the preaching and doctrine presented from 

the pulpit, and those who freely joined to the ‘Gemeinschaft’ were encouraged to 

attend Sunday services, partake the communion, bring their children to be baptized, 

agree to be exhorted by one another, even to accept excommunication according to 

Mathew 18 (Wright, 1994:142), while for the Anabaptists, small groups should be the 

visible redemptive community . They considered themselves an indispensable 

instrument by which believers can grow in faith and overcome their sinfulness (Davis, 

1982:44). Furthermore, holiness was considered a communal matter, not a private 

one. True Christians reach maturity in faith only by the brotherhood of believers could. 

For the Anabaptists, community was essential to the believer’s salvation, but only the 

true gathering as they view the holy community of new-born believers exclusively.  

 

The similarities are, however, also significant. In a certain sense, the Anabaptists, who 

accepted no congregation of God outside the mentioned holy community, resonated the belief 

the Roman Catholic Church affirmed in its catechism:  

 

The Church is the place where humanity must rediscover its unity and salvation … She is that 

bark … ‘Outside the Church there is no salvation’… Basing itself on Scripture and Tradition, the 

Council teaches that the Church, a pilgrim now on earth, is necessary for salvation … he is present 

to us in his body which is the Church…which men enter through Baptism as through a door … 

Hence they could not be saved who, knowing that the Catholic Church was founded as necessary 

by God through Christ, would refuse either to enter it or to remain in it (Art. 845-846).  

 

For the Roman Catholics, church was equal to tradition, magister and dogma, while for the 

Anabaptists, experience of rebirth and baptism by free will was equal to true church.  

 

Discipline and pastoral care: Thirdly, for the Anabaptists, this aspect was one of the true 

marks of the Church of Christ. This principle of discipline also ensured the holiness of the 

community of believers: through the voluntary baptism, administered after the spiritual rebirth, 

the believer was accepted. However, those who professed their faith in Christ and a radical 

discipleship but was still caught in a sinful behaviour, had to be banned. During 1537, Ulrich 

Stadler wrote instructions to the Hutterit congregation in Austerlitz, about the exclusion of a 

believer (Williams & M., 1957:274-277). He explained that despite God’s mercy, grace and 

perseverance, God also hides Him from those who have become blind and hardened to the 
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point where they no longer obey any authority within the church of Christ. Therefore, God is 

a consuming fire to those in rebellion – although cleansed by the blood of Christ, they should 

be banned from the Christian community.  

 

In the Hutterit congregation, this ministry was carried out by two classes of deacons. The first 

class were those responsible for the welfare, rendering to the needs of the poor. The second 

class were the deacons of the Word, who took care of the preaching and the spiritual 

supervising of the membership. The latter class was expected to show no compromising 

attitude or tolerance for the sinfulness of anyone in the community. Stadler explicates:  

 

The deacons should exercise the power in the house of the Lord and with severity punish all who 

are disorderly, disobedient, and obstinate and not put up with them in the house of the Lord, ban 

them also from the house of the Lord with the consent of the whole people of God, yea, all sinners 

who work unrighteousness (Williams & M., 1957:276).  

 

The purpose of the deacons was essentially to exercise authority. In this regard they were 

expected to be severe and zealous, thereby banning those members who sinned openly or 

in secret. Accordingly, it was also expected that these deacons should be recognized as 

worthy by the whole community, exercising the gifts of the Spirit, with a blameless life, to avoid 

suspicion against the church. 

 

As mentioned previously, the Anabaptists considered exercising discipline as one of the 

marks of the true church, besides the baptism of the believer through free will. After 

experiencing spiritual rebirth, the believer was baptised and spontaneously submitted to the 

authority of the pastors and deacons, who could ban anyone considered deviated in moral 

behaviour. From their beginning, discipline in the Anabaptists circles, were an ecclesiastic 

office. Hubmaier did not hesitate to state that even adult baptism would be “no better than 

infant baptism had been if fraternal admonition and excommunication did not go along with it" 

(Davis, 1982:47). Known as the Rule of Christ, according to Mathew 18, the Anabaptists such 

as Michael Sattler (1526) and Pilgram Marpeck (1531), criticised the Reformed Church in 

Strasbourg for their membership’s poor moral behaviour and their lack of discipline. In this 

regard, Bucer emphasised more compassion and tolerance, seeking a true repentance of the 

sinner instead of a radical exclusion from the Table. Thus, due to the countless debates with 

the Anabaptists in Strasbourg, Bucer was motivated to address the deficiencies and improve 

his ecclesiology on this subject. 
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3.3 Bucer’s concept of discipline 

 

Bucer developed a twofold perspective of discipline – what he termed Christian and Church 

discipline.  

• Church discipline was applied to correct sinful deeds of a member with the penance 

previously ascribed – as exhortation, temporary ban or final exclusion from the 

membership.  

• Christian discipline essentially involved the care of an another – the allelon according 

to the New Testament (Bucer et al., 2009:23). The Apostle Paul encouraged the 

stronger members to care for the weak, the experienced should teach the immature: 

Carry each other’s burdens, and in this way you will fulfil the law of Christ (Ga 6:2).  

 

Bucer refined his ecclesiology by understanding Christian discipline as the commitment of 

each member within the body of Christ. They should embrace Christian brotherhood with the 

love of God and build up one another through the gifts of the Spirit, through prayers, by 

applying the Word, and offering a sincere accountability of their spiritual life (Bucer et al., 

2009:24). It could be asserted that, for him, the Christian discipline was the ministry of the 

whole body of Christ, and the church discipline for pastors and presbyters.  

 

Bucer developed a discipline process for his church, summarised in four concepts: formation, 

confirmation, admonition and exclusion – whether temporary or lasting. This was a formation 

to prepare for a conscious profession of faith and included a systematic and fraternal 

admonition to avoid the final step of the discipline – excommunication. Bucer developed a 

process for admission, maintenance and demission that became a reference for the Reformed 

Church in the future.  

 

The first part of the process was a careful admission to the Christian community, which began 

with the preparation to profess the faith before God and his church. Instruction should come 

first, which was done publicly through catechism classes, and privately through pastoral 

visitation aimed at confession. Catechism basically taught the Ten Commandments, the 

Apostles’ Creed, the Lord’s Prayer and a reformed perspective of the sacraments. Every man 

living in the parish had to take part, of his own will, with his wife and children and also his 

servants to receive the best instruction on the content of the Gospel. Thereby they grew in 

knowledge of the doctrine and biblical principles to accept the requirements of the Christian 

faith and publicly profess this faith.  

 

Once believers confirmed their willingness to submit them to the authority of God’s Word, 

pastors and elders, the following step was to keep the membership in sound spiritual health. 
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This was done by ministering private confessions, not absolution as the Lutherans did. The 

latter required of believers to visit the pastor, confess their weakness and faults in the moral 

life and being absolved to partake the Communion. Bucer, however, considered this private 

moment as the heart of the pastoral ministry. The aim was not only to understand the flock’s 

weaknesses, temptations and struggles. This also provided an opportunity to teach, instruct 

and encourage men, women, young people and children to be faithful to Christ, their Lord 

(Burnett, 1995:440-445).  

 

The care of souls was described in his own words:  

 

First: to lead to Christ our Lord and into his communion those who are still estranged from him, 

whether through carnal excess or false worship. Secondly: to restore those who had once been 

brought to Christ and into his church but have been drawn away again through the affairs of the 

flesh or false doctrine. Thirdly: to assist in the true reformation of those who while remaining in 

the church of Christ have grievously fallen and sinned. Fourthly: to re-establish in true Christian 

strength and health those who, while persevering in the fellowship of Christ and not doing anything 

particularly or grossly wrong, have become somewhat feeble and sick in the Christian life. Fifthly: 

to protect from all offence and falling away and continually encourage in all good things those 

who stay with the flock and in Christ’s sheep-pen without grievously sinning or becoming weak 

and sick in their Christian walk (Bucer et al., 2009:136).  

 

Bucer understood pastoral guidance as the “care of souls” (Bucer et al., 2009:40). This care 

essentially took place within the homes and in the small groups in the city, practised in a truly 

fraternal context. This meant the members took care of each other by practicing the 

priesthood of all believers. The fraternal admonition was the first step of discipline, and 

nothing should be reported to elders or pastors until this part of the process was fully 

exhausted. Bucer explains:  

 

For Christ, our master and governor, lives and acts in each Christian. In each, therefore, and 

through the ministry of each he seeks and saves the lost…those who are warned and corrected 

by their brethren according to the Lord's precept should acknowledge and accept in them the 

authority and magisterium of Christ himself and gratefully and earnestly receive and follow this 

kind of admonition and correction as becomes good disciples of Christ (Pauck, 1969:241).  

 

It is clear that Bucer was moved by the interest to restore the believers as soon as possible, 

before it was too late. However, where there was hardness of heart, elders and pastors should 

endeavour to win the sinner at all costs. If that sinner did not hear, he should be expelled. The 

question would be: What type of attitude justified a more drastic discipline? Bucer elucidates:  
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... open and notorious sins and abuses, such as abandoning their confession of Christ, denying 

the truth of Christ, and in other ways blaspheming against God, his holy word and all the things 

of God; disobedience and sin against superiors; any harm done to their neighbours’ property, 

person or honour by word or by deed; all immorality and intemperance (Bucer et al., 2009:171-

172)  

 

In his final work, Bucer became conscious of the responsibility to preserve the whole 

community from the insidious and rebellious disturbances:  

 

The discipline of penance properly pertains to those who have fallen into more serious sins. For 

as has been said above, the faithful ministers of Christ should not tolerate in the company of the 

Church, nor admit to the sacraments of Christ, those whom they cannot and should not 

acknowledge by their fruits, according to the precepts of the Lord, to be his true disciples and 

followers (Pauck, 1969:242).  

 

Nevertheless, Bucer admitted a possible restoration. However, the sinners should not only 

recognise, deplore and deeply regret their iniquity. They also had to demonstrate their 

reformed life by laying off of all wrongdoing, turn to fasting and sincere prayers, and participate 

faithfully in the services. Bucer elaborates on this issue:  

 

The sinner has not been won back until he has been moved and brought to the point of saying: ‘I 

have sinned, I desire grace, I want to reform’, and is really struck down and humiliated because 

of his sin; but also comforted again in Christ and has become entirely eager and passionate about 

putting everything right. Then the damage suffered by the hurt limb in his inner being has been 

truly bound up and healed (Bucer et al., 2009:144-145).  

 

The Christian community and its leadership should react to this attitude with compassion and 

prudence. They should reach out to the penitent member with love, words of encouragement. 

This means offering a public restoration before the whole church in order to dismiss the shame 

and unjust accusation, as Bucer concludes:  

 

Only when all this had been done, the elders pardoned them on behalf of the church, publicly 

reconciled them to Christ the Lord and his church, loosed them from the bands of God’s wrath, 

forgave them their sins in the Lord’s name, and then admitted and accepted them once again to 

the Lord’s table and all the fellowship of the church (Bucer et al., 2009:149). 

 

It is noticeable that the whole discipline process was exercised through the ministry of the 

Christliche Gemeinschaft. Furthermore, in the final instance the discipline was undertaken 

carefully by elders and pastors. However, not unexpectedly, the ecclesiastic discipline was 
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interpreted as interference in the Senate’s authority. This caused the termination of the 

ecclesiola in ecclesia in Strasbourg, and eventually, the expulsion of Bucer from the city. 

 

3.4 Conclusion 

  

3.4.1 Lloyd-Jones’ question: where do you start?  

Lloyd-Jones posed a pertinent question in his Ecclesiola in ecclesia: “Where do you start?” 

Undoubtedly the Anabaptists and Reformers provided opposite solutions to the same 

question. The Anabaptists, in spite of the several divergences among them, could see no 

chance to restore the church from what they had at that instance. This was partly due to their 

resistance to hear from the other side, and partly caused by the intolerance from certain 

reformed leaders such as Luther, Zwingli and Calvin (Davis, 1982:51-56) in addressing the 

intransigence of the Anabaptists.  

 

However, from his side, Bucer was prepared to discuss, debate, learn and dialogue in search 

of the truth. He was open to rethink his initial affirmations on the voluntary decision to be 

baptised; a matter scarcely complained by the Anabaptists while developing the ritual of 

confirmation in his church. Bucer did alter his position on private confession, not in the sense 

of the priest’s absolution, but according to the rationale of pastoral instruction and consolation. 

 

3.4.2 Anabaptists wanted a new start 

 

In a certain sense, the Anabaptists did not develop a small group ministry as an ecclesiola in 

ecclesia. The reason was that their interest was not to reform the church, rather to create a 

new ecclesia. They met in small groups, not as intentional strategy, but because they were 

not allowed to use a chapel or a public place for their services. They were oppressed severely 

and lived under restless persecution. In the beginning (1527), Strasbourg citizens were 

forbidden to give them aid such as shelter or food, then they met in the forest near Strasbourg 

(Kreider, 1955:109). In the following years, the Anabaptists faced extremely cruel intimidation. 

In 1533 the Synod approved the Sixteen Articles rejecting their theology; non-citizens who 

adopted their doctrine were to be expelled from the city.  

 

In 1538, the Council of Strasbourg issued a fourfold mandate:  

 

1. All Anabaptists were to be banished. 2. In case one of those exiled returned, he was to be 

imprisoned for four weeks, with only bread and water, and then again exiled. 3. If an Anabaptist 
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returned a second time, he would be punished by having his fingers cut off or by placing him in 

neck irons and branding his cheek. 4. If he returned a third time, he would be executed by 

drowning (Kreider, 1955:109).  

 

In 1540 they were forced to take a vow on behalf of the city and its religious requirements or 

were sentenced to death. Several lost their properties and in Austria, according to Sebastian 

Franck, 600 Anabaptists were executed in Ensisheim around 1530 (Kreider, 1955:112). As a 

result of such extreme measures, the movement declined but did not disappear completely. 

Their contribution to the Reformation was essentially the love for Christ and for one’s 

neighbour, preferring life instead of light; faithfulness instead of accuracy. Their witness was 

carried on to the 17th century and influenced the Pietism in Germany, and the theology of 

Spener, Franck and Von Zinzendorf.  

 

In essence, the only intentional small group ministry created to revitalise the church was 

established by Bucer, his Christliche Gemeinschaft. To these groups he gave a purpose, he 

provided instructions on participating, the liturgy of the meeting, and most importantly, how 

they should be connected to the whole community on Sunday, a real ecclesiola in ecclesia. 

In an accurate research on Bucer’s literature, Schirrmacher explains: “Via Bible study, prayer, 

pastoral case and simply being there for each other, community life was intended to become 

practical. These special communities were to foster the growth of the church community from 

within and function as a role model” (Schirrmacher, 2018:39).  

 

The mentioned “special communities” was Bucer’s response to the accusation of Anabaptists, 

that the Reformed church was concerned only with the right dogma, not a true Christian 

lifestyle. Schirrmacher also revealed the importance Bucer gave to unity by truth without 

compromising biblical principles and doctrines:  

 

Bucer apparently hoped to thereby prevent large communities and small groups from breaking 

apart … Virtually all church-related work, then, had to do with getting people affiliated with these 

communities as well as consequently achieving a situation where remaining Christians, who did 

not ‘want to commit themselves to right, true obedience to the church’ were drawn back in 

(Schirrmacher, 2018:39).  

 

Bucer truly believed in ecclesiola in ecclesia, not as a separated body, but as a single body 

of believers, small parts working together for the benefit of the whole community.  
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3.4.3 The missional focus of Bucer’s Christian communities  

 

In the preamble of the Missional Manifesto, it is written – “God’s mission has a church” (Stetzer 

et al., 2012:31). If one agrees that Missio-Dei is the Triune God’s activity to glorify Himself, 

and this glory is revealed by the fulfilment of his redemptive plan, rescuing the whole creation 

through the sacrifice of Christ Jesus, then the Christian church finds its purpose as an agent 

of evangelisation, an embassy of the kingdom, a redeemed community to proclaim the Gospel 

of hope and salvation. 

 

As it is said in the Manifesto – “Moving from God, through the church, to the world, God’s 

redemptive work results in people of every tribe, tongue, and nation responding in lifelong 

worship of God.” (Stetzer et al., 2012:34). God sends his people as an agent to reveal his 

redemptive activities in history, therefore, the church is called to embrace the transformation 

of the social, cultural and spiritual realm. In this sense, Bucer had a missional ministry in 

Strasbourg. 

 

Firstly, he was missional when he worked exhaustively and systematically to reach the unity 

of the church in Strasbourg through a sound teaching (Tit 2:1). Indeed, Bucer lived as a 

peacemaker during all his ministry, trying to unite Reformed and Anabaptists (Engelsma, 

1988:33-35), Lutherans and Zwinglians (Engelsma, 1988:36-37), Catholics and Protestants 

(Engelsma, 1988:38-41). He travel to several cities and countries, wrote confessions, 

published books and pamphlets, attend public debates, private meetings, sent letters to 

authorities, pastors, friends and as the Apostle Paul, he became “all things to all people”  

(1 Co 9:22) to reach the precious gift of the unity of the Christian church. Bucer says:”… Christ 

suffered and taught for no other purpose but that we should be one and embrace each other 

with the same love with which he embraced us…” (Engelsma, 1988:42). The best way to 

proclaim salvation to the world, is to live in community, loving one another for ‘By this all 

people will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another” (Joh 13:35 ESV). 

Unity proclaim the transforming power of the Holy Spirit among his church. Bucer afflicted 

himself with divisions and disagreements in secondary causes among the Christianity and 

was ever looking for the unity in the essential. Even Luther criticized this attitude, by saying 

that anyone who discord of him was considered a “lack of love” (Engelsma, 1988:43). 

 

Secondly, Bucer was missional when he saw Strasbourg as a stage where the world could 

see the values of the kingdom of God. Eells says – “He was not the “Reformer of Strasbourg” 

alone, he was rather the Reformer of Central Europe.” (Eells, 1931b:51). Bucer fought against 

the idolatry banning images and relics in the parishes of the city that could hinder the truth to 

the people (Eells, 1931b:32). God is not “God of the dead, but of the living, for all live to him.” 



 90 

(Lu 20:38 ESV). The Roman Catholic church kept the Christianity under captivity of 

superstitions and dread, therefore, by the preaching of the Word, sola gratia, sola fides, solo 

Christus, sola Scriptura, people could be free of such spiritual strong hold (Eells, 1931b:50).  

 

He also placed himself against the poverty in Strasbourg using his influence in the City Council 

to decree the Poor Laws of September 29, 1523, by which the government became 

responsible to visit, and provide all the basic needs of the poor people (Eells, 1931b:39). Not 

only the State handled the responsibility, but the Churches were involved to support the 

impoverished people, and with that, no begging was allowed in the streets of Strasbourg. 

Bucer had a wider vision of the kingdom which was not confined to the pews of his church, 

he had a vision for his city, for his country, for the world. What the benefit in nurturing the 

Christian community, with a sound doctrine, on Sunday morning in the Cathedral, and after 

the service, meet the streets of Strasbourg full of beggars? The whole city was his parish. 

When he was expelled from Strasbourg in 1549, he moved to England where continued to 

encourage the Reformation in that country. Not Strasbourg anymore but England was his 

parish. 

 

Thirdly, he was missional when invested in a system of Christian education for children in 

Strasbourg in a time when education was even valued as necessary. Eells says – “The 

Reformation was primarily an intellectual revolt.” (Eells, 1931b:46). In 1523, he began to 

lecture Latin, then the Old and New Testament, and in 1525 twelve grammar schools, directed 

by a board formed three councilmen and two pastors was established, and eventually the 

educational system offered Greek, Music, Theology, Mathematic, Poetry, Law and History. 

Once more, Bucer was missional by his vision that by education he could give committed 

citizens and responsible Christians to the world. In his last book, “De Regno Christi”, he did 

not hesitate, writing to the King of England, Edward VI, son of Henry VIII, to alert of the 

importance of education for the expansion of the kingdom of God: “For unless the foundation 

of the Church is firmly laid in early childhood through the catechism of Christ, its upbuilding 

will proceed very poorly from then on.” (Pauck, 1969:280). In summa, no education, no 

church, no knowledge, no transformation, it was essentially necessary to prepare the minds 

of the children that the will of God and his blessing be experimented in the nation.  

 

Fourthly, Bucer was missional when established the small groups ministry in Strasbourg, 

even under a severe criticism, from the government and from some pastors.  

The missional manifesto says:  

 

“…the mission of the church continues in multiplying and maturing the followers of Christ 

(discipleship), increasing the number of congregations (church planting) dedicated to God’s 
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kingdom (living under His lordship), extending God’s fame throughout the earth (worship), and 

doing good in the name of Christ (works of mercy). (Stetzer et al., 2012:34). 

 

This was essentially the purpose of the Christliche Gemeinschaft that Bucer formed in his city 

– to transform mere listeners and spectators in devoted disciples of Jesus. In his own words, 

small groups were created “to the increase of the grace of God” (Greschat, 2004:91). He 

wanted to revitalize the Christian faith “on a parish-by-parish basis” (ibden), in such a way 

that each street of the city could have its own small group to grow in faith. To reach this 

challenge, he proposed the election of “the most zealous and wisest in the Lord”, working 

together with elders and pastors to supervise, instruct and admonish the Christian community, 

in a clear and undoubtful application of the priesthood of all believers principle (Wright, 

1994:91). Luther wanted it but did not implement for he concluded – “I have not the requisite 

persons for it.” (Kidd, 2004:196). Bucer worked to develop these persons by teaching and 

applying the word of God in small groups in each street of Strasbourg.  

 

The message of Martin Bucer for the 21st century small groups ministry in the reformed 

churches is – be missional, by preaching the Word of life, spreading the truth, destroying the 

spiritual captivity, and proclaiming the freedom of kingdom of God; be missional by making 

disciples of Christ, beginning with the children and invest in education that you may see the 

earth “… be filled with the knowledge of the glory of the Lord as the waters cover the sea.” 

(Hab 2:14 ESV); be missional looking the world as your parish, looking the kingdom, not your 

denomination, looking the persons not as the pharisees watched the people, as proselytes, 

but full of compassion, see the crowds as sheep without a shepherd. Be missional being a 

priest to them, praying for them, sharing goods with them, building up them with the love of 

God. 

 

Ecclesiola in ecclesia then will meet its purpose – God’s mission has a church. 
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Chapter 4 – Biblical, theological foundations of small groups ministry 

and its missional responses. 

 

4.1 Introduction 

 

The purpose of this chapter is to summarise key biblical principles involving small groups 

ministry, to reflect on the theology derived from these principles, and highlight the missional 

implications that flow from it. 

 

The focus will be on how the various sections of this chapter underscore the importance of 

the intimate fellowship of believers with God and with one another.  

 

4.2 Gleanings from the Old Testament  

 

It is important to understand the unity and fellowship among the people of God based on 

testimony from the Old Testament. Therefore, a clear insight is necessary into the biblical 

basis of human’s creation in the image of the Triune God as well as in the structure and goals 

of the covenant between God and his people. 

 

God, as a Trinitarian Being, created man to live in community. Accordingly, the Christian 

community, reflecting the divine one, is the life sphere and context for a human being.  

 

4.2.1 The Trinity, the perfect Community 

 

In the beginning was God, a Triune God living in a perfect community in nature, purpose and 

deeds. The Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, One in eternity, One in glory and One in 

creating all things. In the creation record it is written: “Let us make man …” (Ge 1:26). The 

significant question in the Hebrew expression ה ֶׂ֥ ֲעש  ַֽ  is to whom was God speaking or נ 

consulting when He decided to create humankind according to his image and likeness?  

 

Firstly, ancient commentators such as Philo and scholars (Von Rad, 1973), (Kline, 1977), 

(Mettinger, 1974) interpreted the passage as God addressing to the angels’ court. This 

interpretation is rejected mainly since the lack of evidence that angles were present on that 

occasion. Others, (Driver, 1904), (Keil, 1965) understand this address as an example of the 

plural of majesty. John Calvin, in his commentary on the Book of Genesis (Calvin & King, 
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1996:40), boldly affirms that God consulted Himself, the divine community, Father, Son and 

Spirit, first. The Apostle Paul explains: the Lord has no need to learn from any of his creatures: 

“Who has known the mind of the Lord? Or who has been his counsellor?” (Ro 11:34); or the 

prophet Isaiah: “Who can fathom the Spirit of the Lord, or instruct the Lord as his counsellor? 

Whom did the Lord consult to enlighten him, and who taught him the right way? Who was it 

that taught him knowledge, or showed him the path of understanding?” (Isa 40:13-14).  

 

Secondly, the expression in itself “Let us make” can be considered as an invitation to create, 

which is one of the incommunicable divine attributes (Barnes, 1983). As indicated by the 

testimony of Isaiah, no creatures of God can create ex-nihilo, only the Lord Himself: “See now 

that I myself am he! There is no god besides me. I put to death and I bring to life, I have 

wounded and I will heal, and no one can deliver out of my hand” (De 32:39).  

 

Thirdly, God decided to create a being “… in our image, in our likeness …” (Ge 1:26). This 

statement means, a creature embodied with attributes to reflect the Creator. Throughout 

history there is an extensive debate about the meaning of the terms “image” and “likeness”. 

The question is whether these are different attributes or simple synonyms. For the purpose of 

the present study, Calvin’s interpretation will be followed, namely that this statement is a 

repetition, an explanation of the same idea with different words.  

 

The discussion about the meaning of “image” is still ongoing, however, the present study 

accepts Calvin’s interpretation that the first people were endowed with the virtues of 

righteousness and holiness, and intelligence to exercise dominion over the cosmos as vice-

gerents in such a way that mind and body, senses and reason, emotions and logic, passions 

and judgement are completely in harmony (Calvin & King, 1996:41). 

 

Thus, it can be inferred that humans were created according to the image and likeness of 

God, not only to express who God is, but also how He lives.  

• To reflect who God is, the human race was endowed with certain attributes of God 

such as knowledge, goodness, righteousness, spirituality, holiness.  

• To express the lifestyle of the Triune God, humankind was designed to live in 

community.  

 

The mystery of the Trinity was graciously described by Calvin in as follows:  

 

... there is a Trinity of Persons in one Divine essence ... By person, then, I mean a subsistence in 

the Divine essence, — a subsistence which, while related to the other two, is distinguished from 

them by incommunicable properties. By subsistence we wish something else to be understood 



 94 

than essence… Again, whatever is proper to each I affirm to be incommunicable, because nothing 

can apply or be transferred to the Son which is attributed to the Father as a mark of distinction 

(Calvin & Beveridge, 1989:85).  

 

From the exposition above, it is clear that God is a perfect Unity in diversity and diversity in 

unity, a simple Being in essence and a complex One in the subsistence. In Hebrew language 

there is a unique way to express this aspect of diversity in unity from the same root ד  For .ָיח 

example, to express a solitaire unity, it is used: Yachid ( ִחידָי); and another for a communitarian 

unity: Yachad ( ִחידָי) from the same root. When God commanded Abraham to take Isaac and 

offer him in as a sacrifice, Isaac was referred to as Abraham’s only son – Yachid. However, 

when Moses referred to God in Deuteronomy 6:4, it is written: “Hear, O Israel: The Lord our 

God, the Lord is one (Echad).” Isaac was the only (Yachid) son of Abraham, a solitary unity, 

but God as Diversity is One (Yachad), a communitarian unity.  

 

This same word above is used to express the unity of man and woman in Genesis: “That is 

why a man leaves his father and mother and is united to his wife, and they become one (echad) 

flesh” (Ge 2:24). Man and woman, although their differences were formed as a communitarian 

unity, one flesh, as a likeness of the Triune God. This unity was the primeval community in the 

Garden of Eden when Adam, Eve and God lived in a blissful community.  

 

That relationship can be considered as a type of ecclesiola in ecclesia, a small community 

within the whole cosmos, of which the Psalmist says – “and in his temple all cry, “Glory!” (29:6 

ESV). The question arises: In what sense was this first community a type of ecclesiola in 

ecclesia? If eternity reveals who God is, and Trinity explains how He lives, this raises the 

question on the particular nature of the relationship between the Lord and the first people in 

the perfect beginning.  

 

4.2.2 The creation mandates, privileges and responsibilities 

The main purpose of the whole creation is the glory of the Creator, and this glory has to be 

recognised and expressed by all creatures. The expression of this revealed glory is given, 

intentionally, by the human race that speaks on behalf of all creatures. This spokesmanship 

takes place through a covenantal relationship between God and humankind. 

 

As a working definition for the present study, covenant is considered as a love-life bond 

between God and human race, sovereignly established and maintained by Him, based on a 

divine promise, in which humankind is invited to be in relationship with God. In this relationship, 
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humans obey given stipulations that deliver blessings in the case of obedience, and sanctions 

in case of disobedience. Such benefits of the covenantal relationship are granted by a mediator 

and inaugurated by a sign (Groningen, 1990:103-105).  

 

Based on the covenantal relationship explained above, the primeval community of Eden, was 

connected to the Creator God by his goodness, who expressed satisfaction through the words: 

“God saw all that he had made, and it was (ֹוב ְוִהנֵּה־֖ט) very good” (Ge 1:31 NIV). This 

relationship is the love-life bond established by the Lord with all his creatures, by which he was 

satisfied not only with the wise works of his hands, but God also enjoyed revealing his 

goodness to humans. God was the first Being Adam saw, not on his throne in heavenly 

splendour but as the divine Gardener, on his Garden-throne: “Paradise was a sanctuary, a 

temple-garden” (Kline, 2006:48).  

 

The promise that maintained this primeval relationship was the blessing of the seventh day: 

“Then God blessed the seventh day and made it holy, because on it he rested from all the work 

of creating that he had done” (Ge 2:3 NIV). God blessed every one of his creatures by saying 

– it was good, maintaining the life on earth and providing the necessary food ( הְל  .for them (ָאְכָלָ֑

The Lord revealed his goodness in the cosmos creating the required conditions to maintain life 

on earth. This was done through a highly sophisticated and complex system of biodiversity – 

the sunlight to nurture the vegetables, the seas and rivers for fishes, the forests and herbs for 

the animals, the sky for the birds, the separation of earth and oceans, the stars in space to 

mark the day and night, the years, the seasons, the animals according to their kinds and finally 

humankind to reign over all of creation as God’s regent.  

 

The cosmos was the whole community created to manifest the glory of the Creator God, and 

human race to recognise it and praise the works of his hands. Clear responses and 

commitments were expected from the first people as part of the covenantal relationship. For 

the purpose of the present study, the term ‘mandate’ refers to the commitments and 

stipulations of the covenant of Creation.  

 

4.2.3 The cultural mandate 

The first task of humankind was to act as regent over the cosmos: “Then God said, “Let us 

make mankind in our image, in our likeness, so that they may rule over the fish in the sea and 

the birds in the sky, over the livestock and all the wild animals, and over all the creatures that 

move along the ground.” (Ge 1:26 NIV). According to the cultural mandate, the human race 

had to administrate and rule the world as a privilege for being made in the image and likeness 
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of God. This reign or regency has to be intelligent, responsible, humbly and accountable. The 

reason is that God appointed the first humans as vicegerents1, which means, to govern under 

the authority of the Creator King (Groningen, 1996:65). The first activity of Adam had was to 

name the wild animals and birds brought before him by God. The Creator did not command it, 

but gave him an opportunity to interact with the creatures of the Garden: 

 

… we are not to regard as the mere results of reflection, or of abstraction from merely outward 

peculiarities which affected the senses ; but as a deep and direct mental insight into the nature of 

the animals, which penetrated far deeper than such knowledge as is the simple result of reflecting 

and abstracting thought (Keil & Delitzsch, 1986:88) 

 

Adam, after interpreting the animals’ nature, habits and their main characteristics, named each 

creature: “… and whatever the man called each living creature, that was its name” (Ge 2:20 

NIV). This action proves the high level of intelligence with which Adam was created and his 

complete capacity to accomplish the task. Speaking as a prophet on behalf of creation, Adam 

himself identified the creatures brought before him; those names were not altered by the Lord. 

Adam was permitted to enjoy any fruits of the Garden, as the animals, wild beasts, birds and 

reptiles were allowed to eat every green plant (Ge 1:29-30). However, as a way to be thankful 

for all those benefits, Adam was commissioned to work in the Garden of Eden, as an assistant 

gardener: “The Lord God took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to work it ( ּה  (ְלָעְבָד֖

and take care of it ( ּה   .(Ge 2:15 NIV) ”( ּוְלָשְמָרַֽ

 

Adam and Eve resided in a royal palace, the Garden of Eden, but God had a special place in 

that Garden, according to the Scripture testimony, He “planted a garden in the east, in Eden” 

(Ge 2:8 NIV). The Hebrew ( ן ד  ֖  .suggests the idea that the whole place was a garden-forest (ְבעֵּ

In the centre of this Eden was a garden planted by the Lord God. God did not say, “Let there 

be a garden,” he planted ( ע ו  which invokes the idea of a personal piece of art. In that ,(ִיט ַּ֞

sphere, the Lord placed Adam to keep and cultivate on his behalf. This was the foundation of 

the human commitment to preserve and maintain the life on the planet. Humans were not 

placed in this position as royal robbers, predators or an irresponsible takers of the riches of the 

earth according to their own pleasure and greed.  

 

1 Van Groningen (1996:77), in his book "From Creation to Consummation", explains why he prefers the 

terminology vicegerents to viceregents about Adam and Eve. A viceregent rules "in place of a king", 

such as Belshazzar who put himself as king when his father (Nabonidus) was absent of Babylonia (Dan 

5.1). A vicegerent ruled under a king, as Joseph ruled over the land of Egypt under the authority of the 

Pharaoh (Gen 41.41-43). 
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4.2.4 The social mandate 

Furthermore, there was the social mandate by which man and woman were designed to be a 

unity, although with difference in their bodies, emotional characteristics and functions. As such 

a unit they would be, through marriage, one flesh, to reign over the cosmos due to the gift of 

the multiplication. The Hebrew text (Ge 1:28) provides a sequence of words in this regard: 

• be fruitful (ּוְּפ   ;the power of fecundity ,(רֶׂ֥

• and multiply ( ּוְר֛בּו ), the order to grow in numbers;  

• and fill (ּוּו  the earth, the instruction to spread all over the planet exploring (ִמְלאֶׂ֥

its regions;  

• to accomplish the purpose of subduing (  ָה ָ֑  the environment; and ( ְוִכְבש 

• to exercise full dominion (  ָה ָ֑   .( ְוִכְבש 

 

Human beings were created to be dependent on each other. According to the creation 

narrative, the woman was not formed from the dust of the earth, but was taken from the man’s 

rib. When Adam saw Eve (Ge 2:23) he stated, “This one is bone of my bones, flesh of my 

flesh,” and named her ishshah ( ה יש ) for she was taken from iysh ( ִאָשָּׁ֔ ִא֖  Both sexes were .( מֵּ

blessed, responsible, and dependent of each other. Int this regard, they formed a perfect unity 

in diversity, in a perfect communion. According to the narrative, they became one flesh and 

were both naked but felt no shame.  

 

The purpose of the social mandate was to provide unity, companionship and transparency. In 

that sense it was a true and holy relationship between man and woman, establishing a 

covenantal lifestyle for their descendants. This love-life bond between Adam and Eve was 

inaugurated formally by the expression –   ך  ֹאָתם   ֱאֹלִהים ר  ְיָבָ֣  Blessed them God”, a word“ – ו 

of affirmation, approval and delight in this relationship in the way the Creator had planned.  

 

4.2.5 The Spiritual mandate 

The spiritual mandate established a love-life communion between the human race and the 

Creator God. The covenantal relationship demanded an obedient love and a loving obedience. 

The basis for this response was the commandment in Genesis 2:17: “… but you must not eat 

from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat from it you will certainly die.” 

This is the only restriction the Creator placed for Adam and Eve. They were permitted to eat 
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the fruits of any tree of the Garden of Eden, included the Tree of Life, Thus, they had no other 

obligation to access these sources; everything was given freely to them, except the Tree of the 

Knowledge of Good and Evil. It could be argued that, being created to the image and likeness 

of God, that Adam was perfectly capable to discern good and evil, however, the judgment of 

the true nature of evil came from God. The Apostle Paul affirmed “Adam was not the one 

deceived” (1 Ti 2:14). From this statement it can be inferred that humans were fully capable to 

distinguish good from evil. Adam and Eve knew that, to eat from the only forbidden tree would 

cause death, seeing that God had commanded and warned them. Accordingly, the first people 

understood they had to place full trust in this judgement, through obedience they would be 

granted all the privileges already given: 

 

They were free, having been created in God's image - they were free to live and act according to 

the nature and characteristics God had given them… They had nothing to gain; they had all the 

rights, privileges, and blessings of God's royal family. They were made to be sons and daughters 

of the sovereign King; they were to carry out their royal tasks for which they were equipped. Thus, 

there was nothing to merit. There was everything to uphold and to keep (Groningen, 1996:68). 

 

A further aspect of the covenantal relationship was the Sabbath, as indicated by the Scripture 

testimony:  

 

“By the seventh day God had finished the work he had been doing; so on the seventh day he 

rested from all his work. Then God blessed the seventh day and made it holy, because on it he 

rested from all the work of creating that he had done” (Ge 2:1-2 NIV).  

 

Sabbath can be viewed as the established covenantal time for fellowship with the Creator God, 

as was confirmed by the Lord Jesus: “The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the 

Sabbath” (Mk 2:27). The Seventh day was created intentionally for two main reasons.  

 

Rest and regeneration: Firstly, for rest of the labour routine, which means, after six days of 

work, one day of rest was determined. God would provide in humans’ needs for a whole week, 

thereafter, giving off a day from work (toil), totalising 52 days a year. Furthermore, the rest is 

comprehensive: meant for the human race, for animals, even the earth, as was emphasised in 

Leviticus 25:4-5: “But in the seventh year the land is to have a year of sabbath rest, a sabbath 

to the Lord. Do not sow your fields or prune your vineyards …The land is to have a year of 

rest.” Work should be an activity of blessings, not become a slavery to mankind and arduous 

for the earth.  

 

The Sabbath is not only a day to end the week, or a year to rest after six years of sowing and 

reaping. The command also reaches after seven periods of seven annual sabbaths, after 49 
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years. At that time there was the Year of the Jubilee, when all the property of the family should 

return to the clan (Le 25:10). God rested from his work, not due to exhaustion, since the Creator 

“will not grow tired or weary” (Is 40:28). The Creator rested to consider his creatures, they were 

not limitless, and needed a caesura to rest and remember the Source of all blessings – the 

gracious providence of God.  

 

Sanctification and celebration: The second purpose of the Sabbath is sanctification and 

rejoicing. This a special day set aside for communion with God, for praise, for gratitude and 

adoration – based on the fact that the Creator “celebrated” ( ָש  ׁ ת    on that occasion. As a (ב 

priest on behalf of all creatures, Adam had the mission to glorify God for his works, thereby 

accomplishing the purpose of God’s creation.  

  

Summoning, the primeval community in the Garden of Eden, as a type of ecclesiola in ecclesia, 

embraced the various dimensions of life, namely: love and obedience towards God, love and 

respect for each other, love and a responsible dominion over all creatures. The small 

community reflected the character of the Creator by their “true knowledge, righteousness, 

holiness, intellectual powers, moral freedom, and elements such as spirituality and immortality” 

(Groningen, 1996:61). They reflected the providence and sovereignty of God as royal 

appointed gardeners, caring and working in Eden. Furthermore, they reflected the unity in 

diversity of the Trinity, by being one flesh, one in purpose, one in nature and in responsibility. 

All the earth, the creatures enjoying the perfect conditions to live in the royal Garden of Eden, 

had a single main purpose – fellowship with God and with one another.  

 

According to the creation narrative, three persons walking daily in Eden: Adam, Eve and the 

Triune God. The perfect Community, the Trinity, shared with the human race the blessing of 

living together. The original community of the Garden of Eden, is a paradigm for the Christian 

small groups in the present time. The reason is that Eden presents the essential elements of 

a covenantal relationship:  

• company based on confidence;  

• care for each other as a result of interdependency; 

• work in the cosmos based on responsible dominion; 

• worship based on a loving obedience and an obedient love, and the mission to be vice-

gerents of the sovereign Creator-King, a priesthood on behalf of all creation. 

 

4.2.6 The redemptive plan to rescue God’s creation 

The perfect communion established in the Garden of Eden, between God and the first couple, 

was destroyed when they disobeyed the prohibition against eating from the Tree of Knowledge 
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of Good and Evil. According to the narrative, Satan entered into human history with a presumed 

promise to set free the human race from the bondage of ignorance: “You will not surely die. 

For God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, 

knowing good and evil’” (Ge 3:4-5 ESV). Eve, being deceived, ἐξαπατηθεῖσα (1 Ti 2:14), 

believed this false promise and, desiring also to know good and evil, ate the fruit and gave to 

Adam, who was not deceived, οὐκ ἠπατήθη – and both committed sin.  

 

Thereafter, God appeared, as customary, “… walking in the garden in the cool of the day …” 

(Ge 3:8), as He possibly did since the beginning of the covenantal relationship. He found them 

hidden from Him, ashamed of their nudity. When they admitted they had sinned against the 

Lord, they were cast from the Garden of Eden.  

 

The narrative emphasises the consequences derived from this Fall:  

• The woman would endure pain in giving birth to her children; she would be governed 

by the desire of her husband. 

• The man, now had to wrestle with a cursed soil, soil and reap against thorns and 

thistles, working hard for his daily sustenance.  

• However, the worst consequence was to be expelled from the Garden. God forbid them 

to return and eat from the Tree of Life, placing cherubim with flaming swords to guard 

the entrance to the Garden (Ge 3:17-19).  

 

4.2.7 The covenant of grace  

However, to deal with the sin of the first parents, God revealed his redemptive plan to bring 

back humankind to The Tree of Life. The proto-euangelion is the very first good news to the 

world: “I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your offspring and her 

offspring; he shall bruise your head, and you shall bruise his heel.” (Ge 3:15 ESV).  

 

God established enmity between Satan and the human race, according to which Satan would 

be intent to destroy God’s creation. This antagonism would continue from then on through the 

generations, until a final confrontation where the Devil’s influence is ended and the serpent’s 

head crushed. This very first promise is the cornerstone of the whole redemptive plan to rescue 

God’s creation. This promise explains why God did not end the world through the Great Flood, 

but called Noah and made a covenant with him, saving his family and the animals in the ark 

(Ge 6:18-22).  

 

This promise explains why God, after dispersing the human race from Babel to all corners of 

the earth, by confusing their language (Ge 11:1-9), called Abram and made a covenant with 



 101 

him (Ge 12:1-3) promising to be his God and that of Abraham’s offspring (Ge 15:7). Since 

Satan had to be smashed by the “Descendent of Eve” (Ge 3:10), God commanded Moses to 

set free the children of Israel from the bondage of Egypt. God called them “my ( ִ֤ל ְסג ָלה   י ) 

treasured possession” (Ex 19:5) and gave the Ten Commandments that they may live in his 

presence as a kingdom of priests (Ex 19:6) within the world.  

 

The proto-evangelion is the reason God has chosen the house of David and made a covenant 

with him: “And your house and your kingdom shall be made sure forever before me. Your 

throne shall be established forever.’” (2Sa 7:16 ESV). However, Israel failed in this mission to 

be a “kingdom of priests and a holy nation” (Ex 19:6), by violating (רָּפ  the love-life bond with (ר 

God (Jer 31:32). Therefore, God made a new covenant (Jer 31:31-34) by which the law would 

be written in their hearts and all their sins washed away and forgotten forever.  

 

The vanguard of this plan is Jesus, the Mediator of the new covenant, offering his life in 

sacrifice to redeem and reconcile humankind and the whole of creation with God. The proto-

evangelion was finally revealed in its wholeness, as the Apostle Paul attests:  

 

Now to him who is able to strengthen you according to my gospel and the preaching of Jesus 

Christ, according to the revelation of the mystery that was kept secret for long ages but has now 

been disclosed and through the prophetic writings has been made known to all nations, according 

to the command of the eternal God, to bring about the obedience of faith— to the only wise God 

be glory forevermore through Jesus Christ! Amen (Ro 16:25-27 ESV). 

 

The whole redemptive plan, kept in secret for centuries, was finally revealed with the coming 

of the Lord Jesus Christ. His life, teaching, death and resurrection, reported by the apostles in 

the Gospels, are offered to all nations, as the Apostle Paul confirms, creating a new people, 

not by race, but by faith in Christ.  

 

4.3 The church of Christ 

 

The Christian community can be considered as the restoration and progression of the Edenic 

fellowship. This is a people called from exile, the outsiders of the garden-temple, but 

redeemed by Christ. This fellowship is gathered to live as the kingdom covenantal family, and 

sent back to the world to help fulfil the mission of God – to bring humankind to the Tent of the 

Lamb, as depicted by the Apostle John: And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, 

“Look! God’s dwelling place is now among the people, and he will dwell with them. They will 

be his people, and God himself will be with them and be their God” (Re 21:3).  
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The church is a new creation, according to the statement of Jesus: “I will build my church” (Mt 

16:18). Vos (1992) deduces four principles from this declaration:  

 

Firstly, “I will build” (οἰκοδομήσω) – this refers to the future. The church will be a new creation, 

a new community born from the blood of the Lamb of God, that was shed during Calvary. God 

had a people, the children of Israel, although they had broken the old covenant, but Jesus, 

Himself, will have his church after his own sacrifice, death and resurrection.  

 

Secondly, the Lord said: “ … I will build my church …,” implying that the failure of Israel as a 

kingdom of priests, should make way for the church of Christ, born not from genetic inheritance, 

or a state institution, but from the water and the Spirit. In other words, they are spiritually born, 

a new generation of believers according to his Gospel and promises. This community 

underscores his authority, divinity and messianic character. 

 

Thirdly, Jesus gave the assurance: “The gates of hell shall not prevail against it.” This refers 

to the strongest forces of death and hell, which until that day had found no challenger or rival, 

for no human has defied it. Finally, these forces will come to an end, and never overcome the 

power of the risen Saviour.  

 

Fourthly, the keys of the kingdom of God will be given to the church by the King Himself, to 

open and close the gates of heaven by the preaching of the Gospel and apply discipline in the 

church (Vos, 1992:399-402). The kerygma is also the mark par excellence of the Christian 

church: “The true church really has only one mark: the Word of God, which is variously 

administered and confessed in preaching, instruction, confession, sacrament, and life.” 

(Bavinck et al., 2008:312).  

 

What distinguishes the Christian church of any other religion of the world is its message, the 

Living Christ, who is the only access to God, and the hope of eternal life. Christ is testified as 

the Messiah, true God, true human. With this in mind, it can be stated that the church of Christ 

is not only the restoration of the paradise communion but its improvement, based on the perfect 

justice of Christ. 

 

4.3.1 The new covenantal community 

As a working definition, the Christian church can be viewed as the body of Christ (1 Co 12:27; 

Eph 4:12). This entails the following characteristics: 
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• Born of the Holy Spirit (1 Co 12:13; Joh 3:6, 8), through the preaching of the Gospel 

(Ro 10:17; Ga 3:2, 5).  

• Nurtured, guided and shepherded by appointed leadership (Eph 4:11-12; Acts 16:4; 1 

Tit 5:17, 1:5).  

• Skilled through spiritual gifts and abilities (1 Co 1:7; 12:28).  

• Directed to reach maturity in faith (Eph 4:13); (Klooster2).  

 

The church is sent by God to the world, as the central agency of the kingdom of God, as a 

partner-witness of the risen Christ, to participate in the missio Dei. 

 

Building on the above-mentioned perspective, the purpose of the small groups ministry is to 

live as the new covenantal temple-garden of God. The mandate is to live in communion, grow 

in faith and deeds and participate in the missio Dei.  

 

The question, however, remains: In what sense does the small group restore and improve the 

purposes of the Garden’s community? 

 

4.3.2 Eden privileges restored and expanded 

The first privilege is the communion with God, in the Garden of Eden. This communion was 

granted through the goodness and grace of God. This communion was maintained through a 

loving obedience to the Word of God, where the first humans were forbidden to taste from of 

the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil:  

 

They had nothing to gain; they had all the rights, privileges, and blessings of God's royal family... 

They had nothing to merit. No reward was given. God did not say, "If you obey, you earn the..."… If 

that command were kept, man and woman would merit the privilege of full citizenship in God's 

cosmic kingdom forever (Groningen, 1996:68-69). 

 

From the beginning the first humans had free access to all the trees in the Garden, which 

makes the obedience to God’s command not to feed from the probation tree, a loving 

submission. Only in case of disobedience, would this privilege be withdrawn. In the new 

 

2 Fred H. Klooster: “The church of Jesus Christ is the central New Testament kingdom agency 

established by the risen/ascended Lord through the Sprit’s Pentecostal power as the body of Christ 

in which the baptized covenanted people of God are gathered under the headship of Christ and 

ordered by Christ’s appointed officers...assembled for worship, nurture and mission, that is, for the 

proclamation of the word of the kingdom, for the administration of the sacraments of the covenant, 

and for the opening and closing role of the keys of the kingdom” (Hall, 1982 #1082@93). 
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dispensation, the new covenant, the mentioned communion is still granted by the grace of 

God. However, this communion is maintained through the perfect obedience of Christ, which 

is imputed to the believers by faith, as the author to Hebrews explains: “Although he was a 

son, he learned obedience through what he suffered. And being made perfect, he became 

the source of eternal salvation to all who obey him …” (Heb 6:8-9 ESV). This does not mean 

Jesus had difficulty to submit Himself to the Father, but that his suffering and death were the 

climax of a whole obedient life, for He did not need to obey neither die for Himself, only for 

humankind: 

 

His ministry was completed in the giving of his life as a ransom for many (Mt 20:28). Even Paul, 

who powerfully emphasizes the cross of Christ, regards his death, not as the whole, but as the 

consummation of his obedience (Bavinck et al., 2006:378) 

 

Christ fulfilled all the requirements of the Law, obeying all the commandments, in such a way 

that nothing was left out of his perfect obedience. Thus, Christ’s justice was graciously 

imputed to those who believe in Him, as the Apostle Paul confirms: “… so that righteousness 

would be counted to them as well …” and “It will be counted to us who believe in him …” 

Finally, “… since we have been justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord 

Jesus Christ” (Ro 4:11, 24; 5:1 ESV). The new covenantal community has access to the True 

Vine (Joh 15:1) by the blood of the Christ, the Lamb of God: “… since we have confidence to 

enter the holy places by the blood of Jesus, by the new and living way that he opened for us 

…” (Heb 10:19, 20 ESV), and in this way, an eternal access is granted. 

 

The Sabbath was the rejoicing time for the Garden-community. This creational principle 

continues in the new covenant, however, with a new perspective. The Sabbath in Genesis 

was created for rest and celebration of the whole created work of God. However, the new 

Sabbath, the resurrection day, the first day of the week, is for rejoicing and celebration. The 

community celebrates the restoration and consummation of the work of Christ on the cross. 

In the small group, the Presence of the risen Christ, is accessible any day, any time, since He 

is in their midst. Since Christ is Lord of Sabbath, he is the truer Rest for the human soul. Christ 

in the midst of his people in a small group is the true rest for those “… who labour and are 

heavy laden …” (Mt 11:28). 

 

The second privilege lies in the new covenant, the communion with each other, which is based 

on the unity of the Spirit. In the Garden of Eden, Adam and Eve became one flesh through 

marital intercourse, however, in the new covenant, the church is the body of Christ as the 

Head: “… so we, though many, are one body in Christ, and individually members one of 

another” (Ro 12:5). In the church of Christ, people of any race, tribe, nation, social, political 

and economic conditions, can be united by faith in Christ. In this way they form a nation-
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family, born from the blood of Jesus and ruled by the Gospel of the kingdom. They live in any 

place on earth, as an agency of the kingdom to proclaim the freedom of sin and darkness. In 

the Garden, Adam and Eve became one flesh; in the church, believers become the body of 

Christ and one body in Christ, despite gender, genetic inheritance, tradition, culture or any 

other difference that may emerge. The body of believers are united in Christ for he is the 

Head. They are also united to each other, as members of the same body. Not only the 

physical, emotional and intellectual differences are negated. The nature of this unity reaches 

far beyond the marital fellowship of the primeval community.  

 

The above-mentioned union is a spiritual and mystical on and encompasses fellowship. In his 

study of the Apostle Paul’s theology on the unity, Banks indicates that the unity in the Spirit 

transcends natural propensities: 

  

• Nationalities and citizenship: “For in one Spirit were we all baptized into one body, 

whether Jews or Greeks, whether bond or free; and were all made to drink of one 

Spirit” (1 Co 12:13 ESV). 

• Classes: Lords and slaves are united in Christ: “For he that was called in the Lord 

being a bondservant, is the Lord’s freedman: likewise he that was called being free, is 

Christ’s bondservant.” (1 Co 7:22 ESV).  

• Intellectual and nobility background: “For behold your calling, brethren, that not many 

wise after the flesh, not many mighty, not many noble, are called…that no flesh should 

glory before God. But of him are ye in Christ Jesus …”(1 Co 1:26, 29, 30 ESV). 

• Gender differences: are fully despised in Christ: “There can be neither Jew nor Greek, 

there can be neither bond nor free, there can be no male and female; for ye all are 

one man in Christ Jesus” (Ga 3:28 ESV).  

• Religious issues: background, rituals and ceremonies: “Therefore remember that at 

one time you Gentiles in the flesh, called “the uncircumcision” by what is called the 

circumcision … have been brought near by the blood of Christ. For he himself is our 

peace, who has made us both one and has broken down in his flesh the dividing wall 

of hostility …” (Eph 2:11, 13-14 ESV).  

 

Finally, the unity that flows from the Spirit has an all-encompassed nature: “There is one body 

and one Spirit – just as you were called to the one hope that belongs to your call – one Lord, 

one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all .” 

(Eph 4:4-6). Therefore, only one ‘variable’ which can prevent this unity – sinful behaviour: 

 

 “God gave them up unto a reprobate mind, to do those things which are not fitting; being filled 

with all unrighteousness, wickedness, covetousness, maliciousness; full of envy, murder, strife, 
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deceit, malignity; whisperers, backbiters, hateful to God, insolent, haughty, boastful, inventors of 

evil things, disobedient to parents, without understanding, covenant-breakers, without natural 

affection, unmerciful: who, knowing the ordinance of God, that they that practise such things are 

worthy of death, not only do the same, but also consent with them that practise them.(Ro 1:28-32 

ESV). 

 

No other community enjoyed this kind of acceptance in ancient times. Thus, this nature makes 

the Christian communion unique (Banks, 1994:111-112).  

 

On the other hand, the Apostle Paul emphasises the diversity of the body by stating “… so 

we, though many” (Ro 12:5; 1 Co 10:17). This means people known as gentiles, Greeks, 

Romans, barbarians, wise and foolish (Ro 1:14), may become one body in Christ, reconciled 

through the cross and establishing a community of peace (Col 3:15).  

 

The apostle’s creed states: “I believe in the Holy Spirit, the holy catholic Church, the 

communion of saints …” This is a simple affirmation of the nature of the Christian church. In 

other words, the focus is not the place, the institution, or the hierarchy. This nature entails the 

fellowship of the believers. This takes place anywhere, anytime, even with two or three 

gathered in the name of Jesus, which the essence of being church. The Apostle Paul revealed 

the foundation of this communion: “… eager to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of 

peace. There is one body and one Spirit – just as you were called to the one hope that belongs 

to your call – one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all, who is over all and 

through all and in all” (Eph 4:3-6 ESV). Only the body of Christ is the temple of the Spirit of 

God, and the Holy Spirit abides in only one body, the Triune God is the source of this unity. 

 

Furthermore, the same Spirit who unites the body, also maintains and nurtures its diversity 

through the gifts of the Spirit. The manifestation of the Spirit, who is the distributor of the gifts, 

is the main factor of the diversity in the body:  

 

For to one is given through the Spirit the utterance of wisdom, and to another the utterance of 

knowledge according to the same Spirit, to another faith by the same Spirit, to another gifts of 

healing by the one Spirit, to another the working of miracles, to another prophecy, to another the 

ability to distinguish between spirits, to another various kinds of tongues, to another the 

interpretation of tongues. All these are empowered by one and the same Spirit, who apportions 

to each one individually as he wills (Ro 12:8-11 ESV). 

 

The gifts of the Spirit keep members of the body of Christ interdependent. The reason is that 

for no singly member has all the abilities and powers. Therefore, one needs another to be 

fulfilled. The New Testament’s formula “one another” (allelon / ἀλλήλων) entails a functional 
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unity in diversity that explains the system of complicity, nutrition, care and encouragement 

God created for his people.  

 

4.3.3 Unity, diversity and the missio Dei 

In the church of Christ, the diversity of the gifts is used to maintain the unity and to fulfil the 

missio Dei. Paul explains the distribution: to one wisdom is given, to another knowledge and 

so on, in such a way that one member needs another and builds another. The Reformer Bucer 

was clear about the complexity of the pastoral care and the need of diverse abilities:  

 

Because so much is involved in the pastoral office, with teaching, exhortation, warning and 

discipline, comfort and pardon… and since the whole of this so varied ministry has to be carried 

out in such a way as to help any and every one of the elect… various kinds of exalted gifts and 

skills are needed...because the people who are to be won for the Lord, preserved and built up in 

him, are not all of one sort and have many and various weaknesses…therefore the Lord also 

gives to each one his own gifts and task, not all the gifts to one or two, but will rather that always 

one should need and make use of the help of another (Bucer et al., 2009:98). 

 

In this regard, Bucer emphasises that the diversity of the people requires diverse skills. God 

does not give all gifts to one believer only; the Lord enjoys spreading the gifts through the 

members of Christ’s body. Bucer goes as far as to say: God gives a believer the gift of 

teaching but not the exhortation, and that one who exhorts splendidly is not able to teach. 

Thus, God endows one member with the ability to recover the wounded but leaves that 

member ineffective in other areas, in order to encourage the interdependency of the body 

(Bucer et al., 2009:99). Therefore, in the kingdom of God, there will be diversity of abilities to 

reach different people and unity to avoid any divergence and division. 

 

One of the first effects of the broken relationship in the Garden of Eden, was the mutual 

respect and honour paid to another. Adam, who was not deceived (1 Ti 2:14), whether or not 

he was close to Eve when Satan talked to her, did not hesitate to accuse God himself as 

being responsible of the situation by reproaching: “The woman whom you gave to be with me, 

she gave me fruit of the tree, and I ate” (Ge 3:12). Adam openly accused God and Eve for the 

situation, expressing ingratitude to God and disrespect to Eve to avoid his duties.  

 

4.3.4 The one-another principle 

The “one-another” principle, is revealed through restored emotions according to the Scripture. 

Bob Kellemen in his article “What does the bible teach about our emotions”, provides his 

perspective on the way emotions are expressed. Every situation in someone’s external world 
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provokes a personal response. These stimuli meet the beliefs and religious principles in the 

heart and mind and drive toward a reaction, an emotional response to the external world. 

Kellemen explains: “The key to our emotional reaction is our belief or perception about the 

meaning behind the event” (Kellemen, 2018:6). As a result, the same event will produce 

different reactions and emotions according to the subject’s spiritual understanding. For 

example, certain people may interpret surviving a car accident as an unlucky event or a 

financial loss; however, for a Christian believer this is a gracious deliverance of God’s 

providence. The Christian community is the source of new beliefs and creeds, as God’s 

people ruled by the Gospel of peace (Acts 10:36; Eph 6:15). Thus, when someone becomes 

a member of Christ’s body, through new birth, such a person’s passions and desires are 

crucified and the restored emotions are expressed, as the Apostle Paul states: “But the fruit 

of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-

control; against such things there is no law” (Ga 5:22-23, ESV). The love of God keeps under 

control the arrogance, envy, resentment, wrongdoing and dishonesty. In contrast God’s love 

emphasises patience, confidence, hope and endurance – the rationale of a new type of 

communitarian relationship. 

 

Love generated: The above-mentioned relationship is nurtured by true love, answer to God’s 

command: “Love one another” (Joh 13:34, 15:12, 17; Ro 13:8; 1 Th 3:12, 4:9; 1 Pe 1:22; 1 Jo 

3:11, 4:7, 11; 2 Jo 5). This is the law of the kingdom of God, and this commandment provides 

a unique identity to the members of the Christian church, as Jesus confirmed: “By this all 

people will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another” (Joh 13:35, ESV). 

Through love the members are able to experience a true community by serving one another 

(Ga 5:13), greeting one another with a loving and respectful kiss (1 Pe 5:14), giving preference 

and honour to each other in a devoted relationship (Ro 12:10). 

 

The members of the body of Christ can, although not perfectly but in a distinguished way, 

express an attitude totally contrary to human nature, such as:  

 

• Accept one another – without prejudice due to racial, historical, intellectual and social-

background differences one another (Ro 15:7).  

• Be of the same mind with one another (Ro 12:16; 15:5).  

• Forgive those who sinned (Col 3:13);  

• Also confess their own sins to one another (Jas 5:16);  

• Live in peace with one another (Mr 9:50); 

• See the wellbeing of one another (1 Th 5:15). 
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4.4 The missional response 

 

A remarkable aspect of the Christian community is the missional response to the world in 

crisis. Such a community it offers an ambience where broken and sinful people can 

experience the love of God without being accused or judged: “Therefore, let us not pass 

judgment on one another any longer, but rather decide never to put a stumbling block or 

hindrance in the way of a brother” (Ro 14:13 ESV). Everyone wants to be accepted and loved, 

and in a world where a person is measured by property, belongings, social and economic 

position, Christian community receives anyone as brothers and sisters, despite any previous 

conditions.  

• The oppressed are regenerated (Mt 11:28). 

• The exhausted one’s have the burden taken from them (Ga 6:2). 

• the homeless finds a shell in the hospitality of God’s family (1 Pe 4:9).  

• the depressed are rebuilt by the encouragement of the community (1 Th 5:11). 

• and the neophytes may commit mistakes in the process of maturity (Ga 6:1)  

 

An insightful poem is attributed to William J. Crockett, an autistic student, where he expresses 

the importance of being accepted by a group. The poem is titled “A People Place”, which 

could properly be associated with a Christian small group: 

  

If this is not a place where tears are understood, where do I go to cry? 

If this is not a place where my spirits can take wing, where do I go to fly? 

If this is not a place where my questions can be asked, where do I go to seek? 

If this is not a place where my feelings can be heard, where do I go to speak? 

If this is not a place where you’ll accept me as I am, where can I go to be? 

If this is not a place where I can try to learn and grow, where can I be just me? (Arcaro, 1995:44-

45) 

 

Christian community is able, not only to encourage the right emotional response according to 

the values of the Word of God, but to share emotions with one another in different moments 

of life as the Apostle Paul exclaims: “Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who 

weep” (Ro 12:15). A small group, as the body of Christ, is the right place for the work of the 

Holy Spirit in his mission to apply the redemptive plan of God.  

 

The five-fold ministry of a small group 

Ralph W. Neighbour Jr. is one of the pioneers of the cell-church movement in the second half 

of the 20th century. In his book, Christ’s basic bodies – embracing God’s presence, power 

and purpose in true biblical community (Neighbour Jr, 2008:position 583-606), he describes 
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five main services the small group can perform in its surroundings. The five services are 

expounded below.   

 

4.4.1 Edification 

Firstly, a small group is the appropriate place to edify one another: “What then, brothers? 

When you come together, each one has a hymn, a lesson, a revelation, a tongue, or an 

interpretation. Let all things be done for building up” (1 Co 14:26 ESV). The Apostle Paul 

introduced a special meaning of ekklesia in his letters, against the common understanding of 

any form of assembly to decide a matter, such as the ‘ekklesia’ of Macedonia, when Demetrius 

and the silversmiths conspired to stop the effects of the preaching of Gaius and Aristarchus, 

companions of the Apostle Paul (Acts 19:21-41). In that meeting there was no religious 

intention, on the contrary, they wanted to expel the missionaries violently from their city.  

 

In contrast, Paul introduces a new concept of ekklesia which is the assembly of the Christian 

community before God. It is the purpose for the gathering and the people who assemble that 

constitutes the church. Therefore, this ekklesia refers to the “churches of God” who assemble 

“in God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.” (2 Th 2:1, 4). Remembering the past, Paul 

considered himself unworthy to be called an apostle. Paul confessed that he persecuted, not 

the saints, but the church of God as an indication that they were together when arrested and 

imprisoned (1 Co 15:9). The purpose to assemble as ekklesia was the edification of the 

community. For that aim, the diversity of gifts was essential: hymns for worshipping, doctrine 

to grow mature in faith, and a special message for the group or for a believer, which opened 

opportunities for all members to participate in the edification of the ekklesia (Banks, 1994:28-

31). 

 

4.4.2 Compassion 

Secondly, small group is the place where the burdens are carried: “Bear one another's 

burdens, and so fulfil the law of Christ” (Ga 6:2 ESV). The law of Christ was provided in his 

words: “And if anyone forces you to go one mile, go with him two miles” (Mt 5:41 ESV). The 

carrying of burdens began with the Persians mail carriers who demanded of a Persian citizen 

to help them by carrying their package for one mile. The Romans espoused this rule and 

imposed the same law on any citizen in the empire: to carry the pack of a soldier for a mile. 

The Jews despised this law, for they had to cease their tasks to serve as carriers for the 

Romans. Therefore, the Jews under duress decided to obey this rule according to the strict 

letter of the law – one mile, a thousand steps. They counted every step and stopped exactly 

where the last step was given and lay down the pack. Jesus gives a new commandment: 
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Proceed another thousand steps, the first mile for Caesar, the rest for generosity, through the 

love of the kingdom (Nicoll, 2018). Therefore, ekklesia is, in the words of Buys “the chariot 

that carries those in need to the feet of the living Christ” (Buys, 2019). 

 

A remarkable expression of the law of Christ is the teaching of Paul to the Corinthians: “… 

that there may be no division in the body, but that the members may have the same care for 

one another. If one member suffers, all suffer together; if one member is honoured, all rejoice 

together” (1 Co 12:25-26 ESV). This is a thorough paradigm shift, for it is totally contrary to 

human nature.  

 

In his research on the rise of Christianity, Stark (Stark, 1996) states that the Christian faith is 

the only answer to meet the requirements of humankind in times of a crisis. He studied the 

epidemic of the 2nd century known as the “Plague of Galen”, when the Roman Empire was 

under the rule of Marcus Aurelius (165-169). The Plague killed at least, one third of the whole 

population, according to Stark (Stark, 1996:76).  

 

Stark (1996) reports further that another plague in the 3rd century (A.D 251) struck the Roman 

empire, killing approximately 5 000 people daily in Rome and almost two thirds of Alexandria’s 

population. Stark points out that in time of disasters and calamities, there is also a crisis of 

the current faith. The reason is, since religion firstly fails to answer the why of the tragedies 

and, secondly, how to face the catastrophe and the accompanying mortality. The Christians, 

known as ‘Galileans’, who did not fear death during the plagues, did not only remained in the 

cities to support one another, but were the only ones to care for the non-Christian people. 

During the plague of the 2nd century, even Galen, a highly important Roman physician, flew 

did flee from Rome to a safer place in Asia Minor, afraid to be infected – as was the general 

reaction of the population (Stark, 1996:74-82). Starks quotes a dramatic report by Thucydides 

in his History of the Peloponnesian War (2.47-55) where depicts the panic of the people who 

was afraid even to visit an ill person, during the plague of 431 in Athens: 

 

They died with no one to look after them; indeed, there were many houses in which all the 

inhabitants perished through lack of any attention … The bodies of the dying were heaped one 

on top of the other, and half dead creatures could be seen staggering about in the streets or 

flocking around the fountains in their desire for water. The temples in which they took up their 

quarters were full of the dead bodies of people who had died inside them. For the catastrophe 

was so overwhelming that men, not knowing what would happen next to them, became indifferent 

to every rule of religion or of law ... (Stark, 1996:85) 
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In contrast with the non-Christian reaction, the church of Christ expressed love beyond the 

fear of death. These are the words of Dionysius (A.D. 260), the Bishop of Alexandria, who 

consider those times of crisis as an opportunity of joy and to test the Christian faith:  

 

Most of our brother Christians showed unbounded love and loyalty, never sparing themselves 

and thinking only of one another. Heedless of danger, they took charge of the sick, attending to 

their every need and ministering to them in Christ, and with them departed this life serenely happy; 

for they were infected by others with the disease, drawing on themselves the sickness of their 

neighbours and cheerfully accepting their pains. Many, in nursing and curing others, transferred 

their death to themselves and died in their stead … The best of our brothers lost their lives in this 

manner, a number of presbyters, deacons, and laymen winning high commendation that death in 

this form, the result of great piety and strong faith, seems in every way e equal of martyrdom 

(Stark, 1996:82). 

 

It is therefore not surprising that the Christian faith grew in those times since it was the only 

acceptable answer for times of crisis. Even the Roman emperor Julian, in the 4th century, in 

an attempt to restrain the expansion of the Christianism, was forced to recognise the character 

of the Christians. He attested: “I think that when the poor happened to be neglected and 

overlooked by the priests, the impious Galileans observed this and devoted themselves to 

benevolence … The impious Galileans support not only their poor, but ours as well, every 

one can see that our people lack aid from us" (Stark, 1996:84). The answer to such afflictions 

is the commitment to love one another and carry the afflicted to the feet of the Living Christ 

(Buys, 2019). 

 

4.4.3 Maturation  

Thirdly, small groups are the place to develop maturity in Christ: “Work out your own salvation 

with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you, both to will and to work for his good 

pleasure” (Php 2:2-13 ESV). Maturity is not only a matter of personal commitment, according 

to the Apostle Peter’s exhortation it means to “grow in grace and knowledge” in Jesus Christ 

(2 Pe 3:18). However, maturity also entails a communal ministry, according to the teaching of 

the Apostle Paul: “For none of us lives to himself, and none of us dies to himself…We who 

are strong have an obligation to bear with the failings of the weak, and not to please ourselves. 

Let each of us please his neighbour for his good, to build him up” (Ro 14:7; 15:1-2 ESV).  

 

To become mature in faith is not only an obligation which the mature believer has to support 

the neophyte; the building up (edification) is the way to exist as the body of Christ. When the 

members of the community, by exercising the gifts of the Spirit, build up one another, they 

become and work as a body in that context. In this task, nobody is despised, on the contrary, 
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everyone is needed. The Apostle Paul alerts in the letter to Corinthians to the danger of a 

superiority complex: The eye cannot say to the hand, “I have no need of you,” nor again the 

head to the feet, “I have no need of you” (1 Co 12:1 ESV). Such humble interdependence is 

a challenge to the mentality of the 21st century, which is often dominated by virtual reality.  

 

Virtual reality: The Oxford English dictionary defines virtual as “such in essence, potentiality, 

or effect, although not in form or actuality … supposed, imagined …”, in other words, it can 

be seen, but is not there; reality is “something that is real; a real fact or state of things; (also) 

the real nature of something” (Stevenson, 2010). Virtual reality is an imaginary world that only 

exist through a medium, to where a person is immersed to interact in a realm where anything 

is possible, there is no law, no gravity, no space, no time or any other hindrance to live an 

alternate reality (Sherman et al., 2003:34-37). Virtual reality is yet being developed but it is 

already used and applied in numerous ways. Examples are entertainment in movies, games, 

medical treatment, to train pilots, or meetings away from offices. Furthermore, virtual reality 

is used the know museums, the galaxies in the space and the bottom of the sea. Within a 

virtual reality, an individual can see, hear, feel and touch a person or object which in reality is 

not there. Thus, for these moments a person suspends all the disbeliefs and takes the content 

of this virtual world as a real world.  

 

Spiritual reality: The spiritual reality of the body of Christ, implies that Christ cannot be seen, 

but He is real. In this sense, a believer can hear Him, can feel Him, can be touched by Him. 

Those who believe can be healed by Him, and finally love and worship Him, as the Apostle 

Peter explains: “Though you have not seen him, you love him. Though you do not now see 

him, you believe in him and rejoice with joy that is inexpressible and filled with glory, obtaining 

the outcome of your faith, the salvation of your souls” (1 Pe 1:8-0 ESV). This is striking 

evidence of the spiritual reality, invisible for the natural eyes but real for the rest of the human 

being. The Christians of the 1st century were dispersed into several regions such as Pontus, 

Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia and Bithynia. In these societies they faced persecution. Therefore, 

Peter encouraged them to persevere and be still to obtain salvation through faith in Him who 

they loved, although they did not see the Saviour physically. However, the question remains: 

How does maturity impacts the body?  

 

Take care, brothers, lest there be in any of you an evil, unbelieving heart, leading you to fall away 

from the living God. But exhort one another every day, as long as it is called “today,” that none of 

you may be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin (Heb 3:12-13). 

 

In the community, the body of Christ exercises its role in maturity – the believer is protected 

from deviation and apostasy by daily exhortation of the community. Sanctification is the result 

when believers submit themselves in love and spontaneously, to the care of the brethren. A 
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hardened heart can be healed by caring for one another. It should be remembered, in certain 

cases, there are weakness in a believer which are invisible and not perceivable to him or her. 

In such a case, the body comes to the member’s aid by cautioning: “Look brother, there is a 

log in your eyes, don’t you see it?” (Lu 6:42). Often members can see a speck in the eyes of 

a brother but miss the log in their own eyes. Thus, it is evident that maturity and sanctification 

are the ministry of the body of Christ. 

 

4.4.4 Confession 

Fourthly, small groups are the right place to confess failures: “Therefore, confess your sins to 

one another and pray for one another, that you may be healed” (Jas 5:16 ESV). A further 

ministry of small groups is to help believers to fight against a sinful nature. The Apostle James 

did not teach confession in order to be forgiven, but to be healed. The Greek meaning is 

“iaomai”, which means to make whole, and the believer become strong after a fall and sinful 

behaviour. The confession is viewed by the Roman Catholic Church as an obligation to be 

forgiven, as it is stated in the Catholic catechism:  

 

 (1456) Confession to a priest is an essential part of the sacrament of Penance …; (1461) Since 

Christ entrusted to his apostles the ministry of reconciliation, bishops who are their successors, 

and priests, the bishops’ collaborators, continue to exercise this ministry. Indeed, bishops and 

priests, by virtue of the sacrament of Holy Orders, have the power to forgive all sins "in the name 

of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit (Boren & Egli, 2014:365,367). 

 

The biblical foundation for this dogma, according to the Roman Church, is the ministry of 

reconciliation written in 1 Corinthians 6:18 and given to the church of Christ. However, the 

Apostle Paul is teaching here the message of reconciliation, the Gospel of Christ, not the 

power to forgive sins. In this regard, the Apostle Paul explains: “For there is one God, and 

there is one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus …” (1 Ti 2:5 ESV). What 

was given to the Apostles and the church was the keys of the kingdom: “I will give you the 

keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, 

and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven” (Mt 16:19 ESV). This power was 

interpreted by the Council of Trent, in its cannons and decrees (Session 14, chapter V) as the 

magisterial authority to forgive sins that were confessed to a priest in secret: 

 

... our Lord Jesus Christ, when about to ascend from earth to heaven, left priests His own vicars, 

as presidents and judges, unto whom all the mortal crimes, into which the faithful of Christ may 

have fallen, should be carried, in order that, in accordance with the power of the keys, they may 

pronounce the sentence of forgiveness or retention of sins (Waterworth, 1848:367). 
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The Roman priest, in order to apply the appropriate penance according to the committed sin, 

has to know exactly what the offense was to impose the penance. The use of the keys of the 

kingdom was very clear for Calvin and Martin Bucer. The keys belong to the leadership of the 

church as well as the whole community, not for use of the clergy only. In Genève, Calvin, in 

his Ecclesiastical Ordinances (1541), established the Consistory, which was composed of 

Elders (two of the Littles Council, four of the Council of Sixty, six of the Council of Two 

Hundred). This Council had have “oversight of the life of everyone, to admonish amicable 

those whom they see to be erring or to be living disordered life … to enjoin fraternal 

corrections themselves and along with others … These should be so elected that there be 

some in every quarter of the city, to keep an eye on everybody” (Reid, 2000:63-64).  

 

Bucer, in Strasbourg (1531), introduced the Kirchenpfleger, composed of three wardens (one 

from the magistrates, one from the 300 aldermen, one from the local parish). The wardens 

responsibility was to supervise the pastoral work, preaching and behaviour, but also, to 

ensure all church members “attend worship, the sermon and the sacraments regularly and 

that they lead a Christian life … seek them out, ask them why they distance themselves from 

the church community, and lovingly try to change their minds” (Wright, 1994:123). In Hesse, 

the Ziegenhain ordinance, established that elders, clergymen and superintendents were 

responsible for the ecclesiastical discipline, including excommunication if necessary 

(Stalnaker, 1976:632). Bucer expressed his understanding of the role of the Christian 

community in the spiritual care of one another: “For however numerous Christians may be, 

they are still one body, and that the Body of Christ; this means that everyone in Christ is 

always affected by the feeling of the other, by a genuine Christian feeling, which must be of 

the heartiest and most active character” (Bucer et al., 2009:44).  

 

Transparency, honesty, and humbleness is the emphasis the Apostle James places by 

teaching the practice of the confession to be healed – sharing in the weakness of each other, 

that they may pray, resist, and fight together against the same enemy: “Whoever conceals his 

transgressions will not prosper, but he who confesses and forsakes them will obtain mercy” 

(Pr 28:13 ESV). This confidence to share faults and limitations with one another is reached 

more readily in the context of a small group that meets on a weekly basis, developing a strong 

bond and interdependency between the members.  

 

4.4.5 Mission 

Fifthly, a small group is the appropriate place to witness the presence, power and the 

proclamation of the Living Christ among his Church: “But if all prophesy, and an unbeliever 

or outsider enters, he is convicted by all, he is called to account by all, the secrets of his heart 
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are disclosed, and so, falling on his face, he will worship God and declare that God is really 

among you” (1 Co 14:24-25 ESV). The small group, as Buys rightly depicts, is the chariot that 

carries the lost, the ones in need, those with broken heart, the desperate, the unbelievers, the 

solitary, the sinner to the feet of the Living Christ to be healed (Buys, 2019). 

 

The Apostle Paul taught his church in Corinth by exercising the gift of the prophecy, which is 

the preaching of the Gospel message. When an outsider enters a Christian small group, that 

person initially comes as a spectator, sitting in a chair as an observer, judging what he/she 

sees and hears. Suddenly, the word shared by the members of the group, edifying one 

another, enters into this ‘observer’s’ heart in an unexpected way causing a deep impact. Such 

a person’s reaction will be, “Indeed God is in this place, among you, I didn’t know, but now I 

see Him.” This conclusion may come through a song sang ‘a capella’, a prayer for the ill or 

afflicted person, or a testimony of a brother or sister who is facing a life struggle. It may be an 

exposition of the Word of God, where the present spiritual condition of the seeker is openly 

revealed, which lead him or her, to recognise: “God is among you.”  

 

In addition, God’s power may be testified to by outsiders.  

 

• Apostles Peter and John were sent to Samaria, for the Samaritans were receiving the 

Word.  

• Simon saw the Apostles bringing the Holy Spirit to the Samaritans, and desired to 

have the same authority, even paying for it, but he was severely rebuked by them: 

May your silver perish with you, because you thought you could obtain the gift of God 

with money!... Repent, therefore, of this wickedness of yours … For I see that you are 

in the gall of bitterness and in the bond of iniquity” (Acts 8:20-23 ESV).  

• The Apostle Peter prayed for the resurrection of Dorcas in the upper room, and “… it 

became known throughout all Joppa, and many believed in the Lord” (Acts 9:42 ESV).  

• When the Apostle Peter went to the house of Cornelius, who had assembled “his 

relatives and close friends”, and began to preach the Gospel, the Holy Spirit came 

over them. Thereafter, they praised God and were baptised by Peter. He was 

accompanied by those who were circumcised, and they “were amazed, because the 

gift of the Holy Spirit was poured out even on the Gentiles” (Acts 10:44 ESV).  

• Apostle Paul was preaching in Troas in the upper room, an extended sermon when a 

young man Eutychus, who was sitting in a window, was overcome by sleep, fell from 

the third floor and was died. Paul went down and raised him from the dead, “and were 

not a little comforted” (Acts 20:7-12 ESV).  
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The examples above are a few instances where the promise is fulfilled that Jesus made to his 

disciples: “For where two or three are gathered in my name, there am I among them” (Mt 

18:20).  

 

Finally, it should be noted that these five activities do not exhaust the possibilities of the small 

groups’ ministry. It must be emphasised that God is busy with mission in the city, and God’s 

mission has a small group as partner.  

 

• When Israel was elected to be light to the nations, people had to be attracted to the 

centre. The outsiders had to move to Jerusalem, to the Israelite community and to the 

temple. There in the Holy of Holiest, was the ark of the covenant.  

 

• The queen of Sheba came to Jerusalem to hear of the wisdom of Salomon and visit 

the temple he built. Thereafter, she considered the wives and servants of the king as 

lucky for the privilege of hearing the king’s wisdom: “Blessed be the Lord your God, 

who has delighted in you and set you on his throne as king for the Lord your God! 

Because your God loved Israel and would establish them forever, he has made you 

king over them, that you may execute justice and righteousness” (2Ch 9:8 ESV).  

 

• Naaman, commander of the king of Syria had to come to the Jordan river, to be healed 

from his leprosy. He did not return to his home before he recognised: “Behold, I know 

that there is no God in all the earth but in Israel” (2Ki 5:15 ESV).  

 

During the Old Covenant from the temple, the Israelites lived as a priest’s nation and the 

sacrifices formed the centre of the blessings distributed to the families of the earth. The 

movement were from the periphery to the centre. Jesus Christ, the Mediator of the New 

Covenant changed the movement. He is the true Centre. The New Testament testimony 

depicts Him as the way the door, the life, the light. He is testified as is the abundant life, eternal 

life.  

 

In the new dispensation, the nations will be reached where they are, for the Centre is being 

carried to them all by the church. When a small group meets together in the name of Christ, 

they carry the Centre, or the Centre carries them. The only task of the body of Christ is to live 

as community and turn the audience into followers of Jesus.  

 

This takes place wherever a small group meets. The communion can take place in an office, 

house, apartment, garden, restaurant, or a hospital room. It may even be under a simple tree, 

as numerous Africans churches currently has the custom to gather. During these meetings 
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the King is proclaimed, the kingdom is made present and the Gospel is preached. In other 

words, the Centre is at hand, all present can be in relationship with the Saviour. 

 

In this regard, a few questions remain:  

• How is the ecclesiola nurtured to become a confessing and missional community?  

 

• How can the small group unite participation of the whole community through sound 

teaching? How do they gather both quantity and quality? 

 

• What type of leadership requires a community which is one body but many members, 

formed by people of different backgrounds, cultures, races, languages but united in 

Christ? 

 

4.5 The royal priesthood of God’s people 

 

4.5.1 The Priesthood of Israel, privileges and failure 

During the Old Covenant, God called a nation to act as mediator on behalf of all families on 

the earth, establishing Israel in such a role: “… and you shall be to me a kingdom of priests 

and a holy nation” (Ex 19:6 ESV). Israel, as the delivered people of God, his own possession 

from all nations, was called to be a priesthood community. Several privileges were given to 

them to fulfil the mediatorial ministry to the nations, as the Apostle Paul wrote in his letter to 

the Romans: “They are Israelites, and to them belong the adoption, the glory, the covenants, 

the giving of the law, the worship, and the promises. To them belong the patriarchs, and from 

their race, according to the flesh, is the Christ, who is God over all, blessed forever. Amen.” 

(Ro 9:4-5 ESV).  

 

Chosen to be a kingdom of priests, they were witnesses of the miraculous deeds of God 

during in the history with his people – the plagues in Egypt, the red sea drying up, the manna, 

the pillar of fire, the Jordan crossing, the sun and the moon standing still, the destruction of 

Jericho, earthquakes, fire from heaven … Those were some instances of the wonderful deeds 

of the Lord in Israel. However, the people of Israel were the only guardians of the Word of 

God – “thus says the Lord” and also the only nation to have direct access to the Living God, 

in the Holiest of Holies in the tabernacle. They had a system of expiation which was 

established by God (Le 1:4), through which people could come to God, to pray and to worship. 

Even the gentiles had their place to come in the temple.  
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The Psalmist reveals the purpose of these concessions and benefits: “May God be gracious 

to us and bless us and make his face to shine upon us, that your way may be known on earth, 

your saving power among all nations” (Ps 67:1-2 ESV). The way and the saving power of 

Yahweh had to be spread among all the nations, so that all the people on earth praise the 

covenantal God.  

 

From the exposition above, it is clear that Israel had great privileges to accomplish a noble 

task, as a kingdom of priests, however, they failed in the mission imposed on them. The 

priesthood belong to all people, however, God had chosen the tribe of Levi to serve the 

brethren in specific duties: “At that time the Lord set apart the tribe of Levi to carry the ark of 

the covenant of the Lord to stand before the Lord to minister to him and to bless in his name, 

to this day” (De 10:8 ESV). Later on, these initial services were expanded in the following 

ways:  

• keeping the offerings (1 Ch 9:26-29);  

• preparing the shewbread (1 Ch 23:28-29);  

• teaching the Law (De 33:10);  

• singing and making music during the worshipping (1 Ch 15:22);  

• serving as scribes (2Ch 24:6); and  

• serving before the Lord Himself, in the Holiest of Holies (Ex 28:1).  

 

Jethro’s model of justice distribution  

Justice is one of the distinctive marks of the Israelite people, and all people had to have 

access to it. Moses tried to offer justice to all of these people by waiting in front of his tent, 

listening to the quarrels of each family against the other. This became an exhausting task for 

Moses and an impatient wait for the people from morning to evening. Jethro, Moses’ father- 

in-law came, observed the situation and urged: “You are not able to do it alone” (Ex 18:18 

ESV). He continued: “… look for able men from all the people, men who fear God, who are 

trustworthy and hate a bribe, and place such men over the people as chiefs of thousands, of 

hundreds, of fifties, and of tens” (v.21).  

 

The best way to have a righteous distribution of justice is to make it accessible to the all the 

people. This should be done by appointed leaders, with a proven character, to judge 

according the law taught by Moses. The accessibility and promptness to justice was grant by 

a simple division of multiple groups of five:  

 

• the leader of tens was probably the head of a house;  

• on the next level was the leader responsible to judge five houses of ten, the fifties;  

• the leader of hundreds would be responsible for the justice of five groups of fifties; and  
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• the judge of thousands was the last court before the cause goes to Moses to 

adjudicate.  

 

Jesus himself organized the thousands who came to hear him, to receive the bread “in groups 

of about fifty each” (Lu 9:14). Whether the distribution of justice or bread, the principle is that 

the small groups structure is the best way to meet the needs of a multitude.  

 

However, Israel broke the covenantal stipulations, and were finally invaded and taken as 

slaves to Babylonia, where they remained in excite for 70 years. The world had to wait for 400 

years to have a new Mediator to fulfil the promise of the proto-euangelion, “and in you all the 

families of the earth shall be blessed” (Ge 12:3 ESV)  

 

4.5.2 The Priesthood of Christ’s church 

In the New Testament, Jesus Christ established his church as the new kingdom of priests by 

proclaiming – “I will build my church … I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and 

whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall 

be loosed in heaven” (Mt 16:18-19 ESV). The Apostle Peter, interpreting the teaching of Jesus 

and writing to the elected people dispersed in Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia and Bithynia 

affirmed: “But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for his own 

possession, that you may proclaim the excellencies of him who called you out of darkness 

into his marvellous light” (1 Pe 2:9 ESV). Peter is declaring that not only they, the Apostles, 

but all the believers in Christ are the new Israel, a nation of priests: “… you yourselves like 

living stones are being built up as a spiritual house, to be a holy priesthood, to offer spiritual 

sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ” (1 Pe 2:5 ESV). Accordingly, all the 

privileges of the old Israel, are rightfully and legally transferred to the Christ’s church. The 

Apostle Paul do not hesitate to affirm: “Do you not know that you are God's temple and that 

God's Spirit dwells in you? If anyone destroys God's temple, God will destroy him. For God's 

temple is holy, and you are that temple” (1 Co 3:16-17).  

 

As Christ’s church, Christians are the house of God (Heb 4:17); the body of Christ (Eph 1:22-

23); city of the Living God, Zion and heavenly Jerusalem (Heb 12:22); Israel of God (Gal 6:16); 

God’s family (Eph 3:15); the Lamb’s Bride (Rev 22:17); and spiritual house (1 Pe 2:5). 

Therefore, the priesthood of all believers was very clear at the time of the Apostles. This was 

the case until the end of the 1st century, when a new understanding of the priesthood took 

shape.  
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4.5.3 The danger of the “heavenly hierarchy” in the Christian church 

The ancient Church Father, Clement of Rome, made, in his 1st epistle to the Christian church 

at Corinth (ca 80 – 140 AD), one of the first mentions of the class distinction among the 

brethren – the clergy, in which a function became status. Clement refers to the ministry of the 

Levites in Jerusalem who perform by supreme will of God: “The layman is bound by the 

layman’s code” (Richardson, 1953:62). Clement instructs the daughter-community of Rome, 

that there is a right place, right time and appointed officers to serve at the altar: “Thus Christ 

is from God and the apostles from Christ … They preached in country and city, and appointed 

their first converts, after testing them by the Spirit, to be the bishops and deacons of future 

believers … For this is what Scripture says somewhere: ‘I will appoint their bishops in 

righteousness and their deacons in faith.’” (Richardson, 1953:62-63). The idea of succession 

was already present in the writings of this ancient Father, and was developed and improved 

as a ‘heavenly hierarchy’ in the Summa Theologica of Thomas Aquinas, Q37:  

 

… while ordinary perfection, such as the perfection of Penance, Baptism, and so forth is the work 

of the priest; excellent perfection, such as the consecration of priests and virgins, is the work of 

the bishop; while the most excellent perfection is the work of the Sovereign Pontiff in whom 

resides the fulness of authority… then it is the Order of priests; hence when they are ordained, 

they receive the chalice with wine, and the paten with the bread, because they are receiving the 

power to consecrate the body and blood of Christ (Aquinas, 1947:6064) 

 

The Roman Catholic Church thus, established a hierarchy in the priesthood, in such a way 

that, what originally was a function – bishops, presbyters and deacons – became status and 

class distinction. This led to a deplorable distinction of clergy and laity. In final analysis, the 

system could be summarised as follows: the Roman Church is a repository of the divine grace 

which is dispensed only through divines offices. In this regard, the priests are the mediators, 

not only to offer the blessings but also to exercise the power of the kingdom’s key – to forgive 

the penitent members or punish the evil doers. In accordance, the Roman priesthood 

becomes a holy order, which retained the exclusive power and authority to celebrate the Mass 

and dispense sacraments to the people. Such a configuration reinforced the division between 

clergy and laity. Through the ordination, a man is transferred from the temporal state, where 

nobility, tradesman, farmers, the realm of the laity, to the spiritual state, as bishop or priest. 

In this state the person has to act as representative of God and the church, mediating the 

divine blessings to the congregation (Ogden, 2003:83-85)  
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4.5.4 The priesthood of all believers recovered in the Reformation 

The priesthood of all believers was one of the key biblical principles recovered by the 

Reformation of the 16th century.  

 

Melanchthon (1497-1560), explained this state as follows:  

 

We Christians are all priests because we offer a sacrifice, namely, our body … The thought of 

Peter is relevant here: "You are . . . a royal priesthood, a holy nation" (I Peter 2:9) ... We are 

priests because we offer ourselves to God and because we importune forgiveness for our sins 

(Pauck, 1969:146-147).  

 

The above is a dominant view among the Reformers contrasting with the Roman Catholic 

distinction of clergy and laity.  

 

Martin Bucer in his work, Concerning the true care of souls, affirmed:  

 

For however numerous Christians may be, they are still one body, and that the Body of Christ; 

this means that everyone in Christ is always affected by the feeling of the other… there is no-one 

who is idle, no-one who is not constantly active for the good of others and also needing the others 

for his own good … They have various gifts according to the grace which is given them … and 

this is because each member has his calling which is linked to the other members, through the 

joints of this divine order and calling (Bucer et al., 2009:58). 

 

This interpretation stands totally in opposition to that of hierarchy, for Bucer consider that all 

Christians are called to use their gifts for the benefit of each other.  

 

In his “Address to the Christian Nobility of the German Nation” (1520), Martin Luther wrote a 

courageous statement: “Besides that, we are all priests, as I have said, and have all one faith, 

one Gospel, one Sacrament ; how then should we not have the power of discerning and 

judging what is right or wrong in matters of faith?” (Luther & Jacobs, 1520:75-76). In his other 

treatise, “The Babylonian captive of the Church” (1520), Luther states: “For thus it is written 

in I Pet. 2:9: “You are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, and a priestly royalty.” Therefore, we 

are all priests, as many of us as are Christians” (Janz, 2019:229). Function, not status is the 

legitimate biblical teaching. There is no difference in the work of a priest, who consecrate his 

time to study and preach the word of God and that of a peasant: “To serve God is for everyone 

to remain in his vocation and calling, be it ever so mean and simple.” and “… but when in the 

church a place is void, and thou sayest: I will willingly supply it, if ye please to make use of 

me; then thou art received, it is a true vocation and calling.”(Luther, 1848:304, 162). According 
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to Luther, God calls and provides people the abilities to serve, whether in the religious realm 

or in commerce, anyone is a priest, worshiping God and serving the community.  

 

Levi P. Quir, in his article “Priesthood of all believers” citing Gordon Rupp (Weber & Neill, 

1963:139), lists four major affirmations from Luther’s in his concept of the priesthood of all 

believers: 

1. Before God all Christians have the same standing, a priesthood in which they enter 

through baptism. 

2. As a brother of Christ, each Christian is a priest and needs no mediator except 

Christ. Each Christian also has access to the Word. 

3. Each Christian is a priest and has an office of sacrifice, not a Mass, but the 

dedication of himself to the praise and obedience of God, and to bear the Lord’s 

cross. 

4. Each Christian has the duty to hand on the Gospel that he/she has received (Pquir, 

2016) 

 

To summarise, the believers receive faith in order to come to Christ; then they are baptised, 

united by the Spirit to Christ’s body and becomes a priest among the priesthood. In this 

community they offer themselves to God and serve one another in the church.  

 

John Calvin, in his comment on 1 Peter 2:9 regarding the expression, royal priesthood, 

explains as follows: 

 

… but now ye are royal priests, and, indeed, in a more excellent way, because ye are, each of 

you, consecrated in Christ, that ye may be the associates of his kingdom, and partakers of his 

priesthood… we are now gathered from every nation, and the Lord bestows these high titles on 

all whom he makes his people (Calvin, 1551:53). 

 

Calvin, comparing the privileges of Israel as a priesthood kingdom, states that the believers 

are in Christ, all of them being made his children by the grace of God. Therefore, without 

exception, they became participants in his priesthood. Calvin’s concept of the priesthood of 

all believers is evident in his commentary on 1 Peter 2:5: “…you yourselves like living stones 

are being built up as a spiritual house, to be a holy priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices 

acceptable to God through Jesus Christ” (ESV). Calvin explains his view: 

 

Peter no doubt meant to exhort the faithful to consecrate themselves as a spiritual temple to God; 

… he constructs one house from the whole number of the faithful. For though every one of us is 

said to be the temple of God, yet all are united together in one, and must be joined together by 

mutual love, so that one temple may be made of us all. Then, as it is true that each one is a temple 
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in which God dwells by his Spirit, so all ought to be so fitted together, that they may form one 

universal temple (Calvin, 1551:53). 

 

In this citation, the Reformer affirms that the royal priesthood of God, formed by faithful people, 

who live in a community of love in one house where the Spirit abides, becomes “one universal 

temple”. Calvin has a wider perspective of the priesthood, according to which the people of 

God, redeemed by grace and saved by faith, is his body of priests anywhere in the world, 

without distinction or hierarchy. Calvin continues: 

 

A holy priesthood it is a singular honour, that God should not only consecrate us as a temple to 

himself, in which he dwells and is worshipped, but that he should also make us priests… for we 

can offer nothing, until we offer to him ourselves as a sacrifice; which is done by denying 

ourselves. Then, afterwards follow prayers, thanksgiving, alms, deeds, and all the duties of 

religion (Calvin, 1551:53). 

 

As the Scriptures testify, the perfect sacrifice was offered to God by Jesus Christ on the cross. 

Therefore currently, the only sacrifice acceptable to God, that Christians as priests can offer 

is a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is spiritual worship (Ro 12:1).  

 

4.5.5 A challenge to be accomplished 

However, this important biblical principle restored by the Reformation, had a deep impact on 

the systematic theology of the Reformed church, but a limited effect on its ecclesiology. Thus, 

the present challenge is that the people of God view themselves and act as participants of a 

royal priesthood, acknowledging that is the Holy Spirit who send them, not the institution. The 

unfinished task is to open the way that the community may view itself as a priesthood to the 

brethren and to the world. Ogden, citing Alston gives this exposition: 

 

The priesthood of all believers, therefore, does not only mean that each person is his or her priest 

… it means that the minister is your priest and that you are the minister’s priest; that you are my 

priest and I am your priest; that we are God’s representatives to each other, and that we are each 

other’s representatives before God. It means that we are to speak to each other about God, calling 

each other to repentance and faith. It means that we are to speak to God about each other, 

interceding before God for each other, and seeking God’s guidance and blessing (Ogden, 

2003:19) 

 

In the time of the Reformation, the challenge was to face the Roman “‘heavenly hierarchy”; 

currently, the task is to accept the ministry of the laity, in the sense of a non-theological 

formation, to serve as priests in all the activities of the church. The Roman Catholic hierarchy 
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established higher and lower positions in the clergy. The Protestant Church does not have 

such a hierarchy, seeing that presbyters and deacons have the same dignity and honour.  

 

These offices do not constitute an order, they are servants of the priesthood. However, the 

challenge for the 21st century is to view the priesthood as Calvin and Luther understood it – 

a calling and vocation for all, not only for preachers. Such a view requires a humble 

confession, to admit that in certain ways, historical denominations have tolerated and even 

encouraged the perception of an ordinated preacher from a higher degree. For the majority 

of the membership, the pastors’ prayers, visits, or counselling, is more effective than that of a 

mere believer, without mentioning that in certain denominations, only the ordinated pastor can 

celebrate the Lord’s Table.  

 

The challenge is to guide the laity to a “self-perception” of the privileges and responsibilities. 

This understanding is that if they do not serve with gifts and abilities one another, they are not 

the body of Christ, only an analogy (Ogden, 2003:20-21). By exercising the ministry, 

Christians are transformed into a royal priesthood, the real body of Christ, not only members 

of a local church. When Apostle Paul wrote to the Corinthians, he stated explicitly: “If the 

whole body were an eye, where would be the sense of hearing? If the whole body were an 

ear, where would be the sense of smell?” (1 Co 12:17 ESV). Thereafter, he concludes: “The 

members may have the same care for one another. If one member suffers, all suffer together; 

if one member is honoured, all rejoice together” (v. 25-26). The Body of Christ exists when 

members are serving one another as well as the world. This takes place when they share 

feelings, weaknesses, and care for one another by the feet of the Living Christ (Buys, 2019). 

Thus, the question could be posed: If this is the case, what is the role of the Christian 

leadership in a priesthood kingdom? 

 

4.6 Equippers of the Body of Christ 

 

The Apostle Paul has a strong exhortation directed to the leaders: 

 

And he gave the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the shepherds and teachers, to equip 

the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ, until we all attain to the unity 

of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to mature manhood, to the measure of the 

stature of the fullness of Christ …” (Eph 4:11-13 ESV) 

  

In this case Paul teaches who equips, whom is equipped, to what they are equipped and 

when the task is finished. Priesthood must be trained. Paul uses the term καταρτισμὸν 

(katartismon, Strong Gr 2677), which means “made perfect, complete furnishing”. From the 
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Holy Spirit, comes the calling, the vocation, the authority and the place to exercise the 

leadership in preparation of the saints. God provides the gifts and leadership provides the 

training that teaches members to use the given abilities correctly and fruitfully; thus, as saints 

to serve as the priesthood of all believers.  

 

According to Paul, God provided the equippers – apostles, prophets, evangelists, shepherds 

and teachers.  

 

Apostles and prophets were given to establish the foundations of the Christian faith, as the 

Paul explains: “built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus himself 

being the cornerstone …” Calvin understood these as the Twelve to whom Paul was added 

eventually, commissioned to “to spread the doctrine of the gospel throughout the whole world, 

to plant churches, and to erect the kingdom of Christ” (Calvin, 1548:233).  

The Apostles are described as follows in the New Testament testimony: 

 

• called and trained by Jesus Himself (Mr 3:14);  

• eyewitnesses of the incarnated Word, receiving the Gospel from Christ in Person (1 

Joh 1:1-2);  

• performing signs and wonders as a way to confirm their authority (Mt 10:1; Acts 5:12; 

1 Co 2:4), even Paul (Ga 1:12); 

• from them the New Testament is transferred as foundational doctrine for Christ’s 

church (Joh 20:31; 1 Jo 1:4).  

 

For this reason they were considered Fathers of the Church (1 Co 4:15) and became the final 

authority of the Word of God revealed to them. Their responsibility was to teach the doctrine 

of God to Christ’s church. This teaching eventually became one of the marks of the true 

Church (Bavinck et al., 2008:298-299).  

 

Prophets (Ro 12:6; 1 Co 12:28-29; Eph 4:11), mentioned second, have the gift to predict the 

future such as Agabus (Acts 11:28; 21:10.). However, they also were distinguished 

interpreters of the prophecies applying the message to the right people and the right occasion 

(Calvin, 1548:234). They were important in the beginning of the Christian church (Acts 13:1), 

being frequently mentioned together with the apostles in the establishment of the first 

communities (Ro 12:6; 1 Co 12:28; Eph 2:20; 3:5; 4:11). It is worth mentioning that the 

daughters of Philip, one of the seven chosen in Acts 6, had a prophetical ministry in Caesarea 

(Acts 21:9). This fact indicates that the Holy Spirit used men and women in this ministry from 

the beginning (Bavinck et al., 2008:297-298). Jesus called the apostles; the Spirit called the 

prophets to prophesise and edify the body of Christ (1 Co 14:3).  
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The Evangelists were the closest helpers of the apostles, as Philip, elected as Deacon in 

Acts 6, Timothy (2Ti 4:5) and Titus (Tit 1:4). They called by the Spirit and sent to preach the 

Gospel over the world, with the same authority as the apostles had, included the authority to 

appoint presbyters (Tit 1:5), except to write the Scriptures. They appeared as “fellow workers” 

(1Ts 3:2), “fellow servants” (Col 1:7) and “fellow soldiers” (Php 2:25), working at times under 

the supervision of the apostles, other times alone under the Holy Spirit’s supervision. The 

office of the evangelists became obsolete in the postapostolic time. Thus, from the ancient 

Fathers onwards (Tertullian, Origen and Eusebius), evangelists became the title of the 

authors of the four Gospels (Bavinck et al., 2008:297). 

 

Pastors and teachers were the final equippers appointed by Paul, with distinguished abilities. 

They were directly responsible for preparing the saints to exercise the priesthood of all 

believers. As Calvin understood, the first offices such as apostles, prophets, evangelists, were 

temporary, but the poimen and didaskalos were to be continuous; although every pastor 

should be able to teach, not every teacher is able to preach (Calvin, 1548:234).  

 

4.7 The ministry of the Equippers  

 

Pastors and teachers are the key factor to equip the saints, however, here is another 

challenge to the 21st century, to rediscover the original meaning of this ministry.  

 

The reformed marks of a true Christian church entail: the right proclamation of the Word, the 

correct administration of the sacraments and the proper application of discipline. If faith comes 

through hearing the preaching, a sound doctrine should come from the pulpit. Accordingly, 

there must be a vigorous, thorough preparation for the office of preaching and teaching. Only 

the ordinated preachers were allowed to administer the sacraments, Lord’s Supper and 

Baptism, as well as the consecration of the elements of the Supper. They were considered 

the legitimate guardians of the true marks of Christ’s church, which once more made the 

priesthood dependent from the priest. In its endeavour to prevent the errors of the Roman 

Church, the Reformed church was entrapped in an institutional mind-set – the ordinated clergy 

became the anointed ones. Currently, a wrong understanding of the role of pastors spread 

through the evangelical churches. Pastors, once ordained to preach, teach and celebrate the 

sacraments, were entrapped in the ‘omnicompetence’ syndrome. Ogden summarised this 

condition with practical examples.  

 

Firstly, if a pastor is to be respected as a good minister, he must be knowledgeable about all 

the activities from the community. He must be a skilled scholar and theologian, weekly 
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producing a treatise on any biblical subject. It takes time to answer this expectation of the 

membership, however, it does not matter whether pastors have only this issue to occupy their 

time.  

 

Secondly, the pastor must be the best counsellor, psychotherapist and psychoanalyst, to meet 

the needs of divorcing couples, deal with addicted young people, workaholics, intrigues 

among the members of the staff, dissention in some groups, or various forms of dissatisfaction 

with the music, liturgy and the church’s activities.  

 

Thirdly, according to the size of the church, there often are countless committee meetings 

where the pastors are expected to attend, since the last word comes from him/her. In addition, 

there is the general committee, to which the pastor has to present the vision, a strategic 

planning for the following five years, and how to raise funds for new acquisitions and 

properties. As a consequence, instead of equipping the leadership, the pastor feels 

responsible to perform all the tasks in the church. The church members, used to watch the 

pastor work, consider this the custom: “That’s all right, he is paid to do it.”  

 

According to this syndrome, pastors take control of all activities and occasions in the church: 

the preaching, the teaching, the celebration of the Sacraments, counselling, administration, 

church planting and denominational committees. This attitude is based on the following motto: 

If you want something done well, do it yourself. Furthermore, many pastors who have a full-

time ministry, suffers the syndrome of the lazy-time perception. This implies that for some 

reason, members have the view: because the pastor do not have a 9-to-5 schedule, as the 

majority of the members have, that the pastor is idle between the Sunday services. Therefore, 

pastors have a tendency to appear busy any time for their congregation. Frequently they hear 

the expression: “Pastor, I know you are a very busy person, but is it possible you teach us 

how to visit people in terminal conditions?” In the end, the pastor becomes an ecclesiastical 

“fireman”, only attending urgencies and not working on what is important (Ogden, 2003:116-

121). 

 

Pareto’s principles seem to apply to such a situation. Vilfredo Pareto (1848-1923), was an 

Italian economist who studied at the Polytechnic University of Turin. He observed that 80% of 

the wealth and land of Italy was owned by only 20% of the population, and this ratio was found 

in several other countries. His theory was improved by Joseph M. Juran (1904-2008), a 

specialist in quality management, who applied Pareto’s principle to quality issues – 80% of 

the problem is caused by 20% of the causes. Juran’s 80-20 law, known as “the vital few and 

trivial many”, was expanded to different areas such as 80% of profits are gained from 20% of 

products, or 80% of work is done by 20% of the employees (Delers, 2015:6-10). Applying the 
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80-20 rule to the pastoral management of time, it is possible to have the following result – 

80% of the results of the ministry comes from 20% of the membership, which are the leaders 

equipped to guide the saints in their priesthood towards the world.  

 

This is the ‘vital few’ for pastors – to invest their time in preparing the leadership, who guide 

the whole congregation to find their vocation. In a sense, this was the wise advice of Jethro 

to Moses when he realised that the great leader had to stand all day long, alone, to judge the 

whole congregation: “You shall represent the people before God and bring their cases to God, 

and you shall warn them about the statutes and the laws, and make them know the way in 

which they must walk and what they must do” (Ex 18:19-20 ESV). Jethro’s message was: 

Moses’s time and ministry should be focused on the main issues – to pray for God’s people, 

teach them the Law of God, and “make them know the way”, which is another way to say: 

equip the priesthood to serve the world. As model Jethro suggested the first small groups, the 

first administration in the history of humankind. Moses responded by establishing capable and 

worthy men to serve as “chiefs of thousands, of hundreds, of fifties, and of tens” (v. 26).  

 

The purpose of God was not that pastors had perform all tasks as omnicompetent leaders, 

but to have, as Ogden called it, a multigifted community. The question would be: What can 

pastors can do to unleash unlock this blessed potential body of priests?  

 

Firstly, to help them to find their passion for the kingdom of God and prepare them to hone 

their given gifts in order to cooperate in the mission Dei. The Oxford English Dictionary defines 

passion as “an intense desire or enthusiasm for something; the zealous pursuit of an aim” 

(Stevenson, 2010). 

 

David, the psalmist exclaims that he was “wonderfully made” (âpplâ) (Ps 139:14), which 

means distinguished, with a singular destiny. Therefore, every believer was created to reach 

a special purpose given by God. The way God drive his children to pursue this target, is 

through a passion, a type of digital impression for each person. Passion drives the believer to 

find his/her place and task in this world, as Marchus Bach specifies “… at the place in life 

where your talents meets the needs of the world, that is where God wants you to be” (Bach, 

1971:124). Passion for a cause, people, or a task, explains the gifts and talents of a person, 

and God’s purpose explains a passion. Pastors can help members to find this passion, and 

once it is defined, improve the training and the practice of gifts. Pastors can inspire, challenge, 

and instigate people to try and experiment a new ministry. This does not only mean teaching 

the believers about the gifts of the Spirit and how it must be used; but opening the opportunity 

where they can practice their passion for the kingdom of God. 
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Secondly, through the priesthood of all believers, the mystery of the divine community must 

be shared with all the families on the earth. Therefore, the believers have to be equipped to 

express, through their life in community, the presence, power and purpose of God to the 

world. The mission of God has a church, which is the body and temple of the Holy Spirit, as 

a cloud of witness, spreading throughout the city. In this church, priesthood finds its vocation 

– to present God to the world. Only through community, the divine communion can be 

communicated properly.  

 

• In the wilderness, God walked among his people represented by the Ark of the 

Covenant, which was kept inside the Tabernacle: “And let them make me a sanctuary, 

that I may dwell in their midst.”(Ex 25:8 ESV).  

• During the times of monarchy of David and Solomon, the tabernacle was replaced by 

a temple in Jerusalem until its destruction by the Babylonians. For four centuries God 

prepared the world for the coming of the Christ.  

• When Jesus came, he was Immanuel, God with us, in Whom “the whole fullness of 

deity dwells bodily” (Cl 2:9 ESV). In this new dispensation, all the shadows of the old 

covenant were replaced by the incarnated Living God. 

 

Jesus used a human body, with its natural limitations to proclaim the coming of the kingdom 

of God (Mt 12:28). He became the Lamb of God, offering Himself as sacrifice to God on behalf 

of humans, and to fulfil the promise made to Abraham: “In you all the families of the earth 

shall be blessed” (Ge 12:3 ESV).  

 

However, for this part of the mission, Jesus used his spiritual body, where he presently abides 

– his church: “Now you are the body of Christ and individually members of it (1 Co 12:27 

ESV). Every time the Christian community gets together in the Name of Jesus, He is present 

among them, and the divine community comes to abide with humankind – Eden is replaced 

by the church, heaven and earth are joined again, redemption is done. The role of the pastor 

is to equip the priesthood, with the variety of gifts, services and activities (1 Co 12:4-6) to 

represent God on behalf of the whole world. 

 

Thirdly, pastors can use the small groups ministry as a training ministry structure and mission 

field. The believers’ passion, given by God, explain the gifts, services and activities of the 

body. The received abilities need to be developed and exercised in a specific place, and the 

proper sphere is the small groups.  

 

The final question for this chapter would be: Why a small groups ministry? A brief list of 

benefits may include:  
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This provides a place to exercise spiritual gifts, without fear to make mistakes, since 

everybody is growing in faith.  

 

• New leaders can be encouraged and trained to shepherd a new group. 

• Nurtures the fellowship and communion of the body of Christ.  

• Provides a friendly space to attract non-Christian people, for they have no objection 

to be in a house, instead of having to enter an evangelical temple;  

• This is a simple and movable structure – 10 to 15 persons can meet in a house, a 

restaurant, a plaza, a park, or under a tree; anywhere people can be joined, they can 

bring the presence of Christ anywhere in the city;  

• Any person can get in, there is no precondition, no application, no interview or 

examination to be accepted, even in the condition of observer, only to see and analyse 

how the family of God relates to him.  

• This is the practical way to witness the Christian faith – love to God, serve one another, 

and give compassion to the needy. 

 

4.8 Conclusion 

 

A communitarian God, Father, Son and Spirit (Trinity) created a communitarian human race. 

Community express not only who God is but how he lives. God created a perfect community 

in Eden, where spiritual, social and cultural mandates kept the benefits freely given by God 

in the Garden. Adam and Eve, the first people, sinned against the word of God, and were 

expelled from the Garden.  

 

However, then God revealed his redemptive plan to rescue his children. In the Old Covenant, 

a kingdom of priests was formed to bring all nations to the knowledge of the Lord, but Israel 

failed in the mission given to them. Then Jesus, the mediator of the New Covenant 

condescended to build his church. Christ’s church is the new creation, a new people 

redeemed and called to be a royal priesthood ministering to all families of earth. Unity and 

diversity are the marks of this redeemed community. As the Body of Christ, the Christian 

church move out to all the world to present the presence, power and purpose of God. Small 

groups ministry, is the new Garden of Eden, where the living Christ can be seen, worshipped 

and served: “For where two or three are gathered in my name, there am I among them.” (Mt 

18:20 ESV). 
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CHAPTER 5 – Ecclesiola in ecclesia in Brazil from a missio Dei 

perspective: An autoethnographic case study of four Presbyterian 

churches in Brazil 

 

 

Abstract 

 

This study represents an unconventional qualitative research genre, autoethnography, which 

is not commonly found in qualitative research circles, and is rarely used by researchers in 

South African and Brazilian social science. The main question behind this research is: Why 

were some Presbyterian churches in Brazil challenged by a significant loss of members while 

others were experiencing ‘times of refreshing’ (Acts 3:20)? There are even statistics of 

extraordinary increase in the participation, interest in and outreach to their communities of 

some churches. The question why some churches belonging to the same denomination, in the 

same city and presbytery and with some liturgical likeness, for some reason, were growing 

while others were shrinking, became a driving question leading to this research. Four growing 

Presbyterian churches were chosen because they were all four using small group ministries. 

They were situated in four different cities, one in the northern part of Brazil, one in the 

southwest, two in the south, and they were using the same method, with their own adaptations. 

Each of them experienced gracious growth within their own context. Through their ministries, 

ordinary people were doing ordinary things with extraordinary results of radiating the universal 

priesthood of all believers, exercising a missional witness and reaching out to a world in need. 

This article aims to consider their motivation, the challenges they experienced during the 

implementation of small group ministries, the positive and negative aspects of the process, the 

lessons learnt and possible application for the revitalisation of Igreja Presbiteriana do Brasil 

(IPB) today. 

 

5.1 Introduction 

 

In line with the A-rules, point 5.4.2 of North-West University– (Submission of PhD thesis for 

examination & possibility of thesis in article format).docx> this chapter has been published 

in In die Skriflig 53(1), a2378. https://doi.org/ 10.4102/ids.v53i1.2378  Luci Verbis accredited 

journal. 
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5.1.1 A brief definition of autoethnography 

This article was written partly according to autoethnography qualitative research methodology. 

According to Elis and Bochner (Ellis & Bochner, 2000:733), autoethnography is a way to 

understand a certain culture or a group of people through the eyes and perspective of a 

researcher who is personally involved with the objects of the research. The article is partly 

based on personal experience, observation and reflection and partly on the responses of the 

senior pastors of four Presbyterian churches, on a questionnaire sent to them, of which the 

answers, sent back by email, are in my possession. I (Edilson B. Nogueira – further referred 

to as EBN) was personally deeply involved with one of the churches as its pastor for several 

years and thus gained many insights on the issues that are addressed in this research. I also 

had personal talks with the senior pastors of the other churches on several occasions to which 

I refer in this article. The purpose of the article is to identify, through the practices of those 

churches, their values and principles that support their beliefs (Ellis et al., 2011:275-276) and 

the theological fundamentals for church growth as it was experienced by the four churches 

referred to in this article. Some personal stories are told to demonstrate that real persons were 

changed by a life in fellowship in small group ministry that was introduced in their churches. 

 

5.1.2 Background: General challenges of Christianity in Brazil 

Since the beginning of the 21st century, the relevance of the church and its message have 

been under scrutiny in many places around the world, also in Brazil. Tim Keller (Keller, 

2012:11-13) in his Center Church, considers three basic perspectives that are generally seen 

as aspects of relevant churches: success, faithfulness and fruitfulness. He points out that many 

people measure success by a large audience, a charismatic preacher, a huge building, a 

contemporaneous music style, and the extensive use of the media. Faithfulness refers to a 

church that maintains its tradition and doctrinal roots, orthodox preaching and liturgy. 

Fruitfulness is a local church’s effectiveness in their ministry and service to the community in 

its context. A church can be orthodox in its message and liturgy but may be irrelevant, with 

little or no influence in the city where it is situated or can be lacking the fruit of reaching 

unbelievers and outsiders, despite her doctrinal purity. A church can also be successful in 

bringing large crowds to the services, using all kinds of modern marketing strategies, but be 

compromising the biblical truth and congregational ministry structures that are conducive for 

new believers to grow in grace and knowledge of the Lord Jesus Christ (2Pe 3:18) and no real 

discipling of new believers is happening.  

Besides that, there is an emergence of a non-religious population in Brazil (more than 15 

million according to the Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics – IBGE Census 2010), 
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a growing generation not interested in church or disappointed with religion, which can partially 

explain the decline in membership and influence of the historical denominations. The Roman 

Catholic Church, according to the census of 2010, lost 1.7 million of its members, a decline of 

12.2%; the Evangelical Lutheran Church declined from 1 062 144 to 999 498 (−5.9%); the 

Evangelical Congregational Church from 148 840 to 109 591. In his analysis of the census, 

Mariano (Mariano, 2013) concludes that although the historical protestant churches (mission 

churches) grew 10.8%, it is far less than the figure of 58.1% which occurred in the previous 

decade. The Pentecostals grew only 44%, which is not even half of their numerical growth 

during the previous two decades as they were 8.8 million in 1991 (111.7% increase) and 17.7 

million in 2000 (+115.4%) (Mariano, 2013:124) How should reformed churches face this 

complex scenario and provide answers? How can they become relevant in a context of 

indifference to religion and at the same time, preach to people overexposed to a Gospel culture 

as in the television shows of the neo-pentecostal churches? 

 

5.1.3 Seemingly decline of Igreja Presbiteriana do Brasil churches 

The IPB is facing her hardest challenge in history: stagnation and decline in membership. The 

Census of 2000 by the Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics (IBGE, 2010) indicated 

a membership of 981 064 Presbyterians, but the census of 2010 indicates that only 921 209 

people identified themselves as Presbyterians, revealing a decline in the region of 60 000 

members in 10 years’ time. In a 2016 research, based on the available data at the General 

Office of the IPB, it is estimated that there are around 820 000 members, although this number 

may not reflect reality because of a lack of information from some congregations. There are 

4 650 pastors, 1 450 missionaries, 820 evangelists, 83 synods, 335 presbyteries and 6 373 

communities (churches and congregations). The Centro Presbiteriano de Pós-Graduação 

Andrew Jumper (CPAJ) now offers a postgraduate qualification in the ‘Revitalization and 

Multiplication of Churches’, and some reasons why this study program is offered can be found 

on the website of CPAJ:  

… secularization, loss of excellence in preaching and organic life, the absence of new believers 

(new converts) and the loss of relevance to respond to genuine questions of our time through the 

Scriptures, are signs of an illness of a church location or a region and also of pastoral ministries 

(CPAJ, 2016).  

 

This statement reveals that the IPB is not immune to the decline that is now happening in 

several denominations in Brazil. 
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5.1.4 Need for general revitalisation and strengthening of missional outreach 

5.1.4.1 A working definition of revitalisation 

The Oxford Dictionary explains the word revitalisation as to re-energise, to renew, to restore, 

to revive, to refresh, to breathe a new life into, reawaken, to resuscitate, giving the idea of a 

new beginning (Stevenson, 2010). The Lord Jesus said: ‘I have come that they may have life, 

and have it to the full’ (Joh 10:10). The church ought to be a place of life, abundant life, eternal 

life, meaningful life, and this is the reason why the revitalisation of the church is deeply 

necessary – it is a matter of essence, of nature, of purpose. The church is an assembly of 

sinners, forgiven by the blood of Jesus, but yet fighting against a sinful nature which indwells 

in the believers. Therefore, the battle for sanctification is sometimes lost, and then stagnation 

and corruption takes the body of Christ 

Buys (Buys, 2012) lists the following signs of stagnation of churches: firstly, a lack of biblically 

based assurance of salvation, when believers say they are Christians but have no assurance 

of salvation in their hearts as it is written in Romans 8:16; secondly, sacramentalism and 

formalism are when the church members think that by being baptised and to participate in the 

holy supper monthly, may entitle them to be confident. As Martin (1980) formulated: “If I am 

only in the right place, at the right time, doing the right thing, in the right way, in the presence 

of the right man, then I must be right with God.” (quoted by Buys, 2012). 

Thirdly, a lack of evangelistic zeal and missional power, which is a clear sign of the 

lukewarmness of the church, when nobody cares for the unreached; fourthly, the lack of 

discipline in the church, when believers show no difference in their moral lives with the 

unbelievers, practicing all kinds of deviation without any sense of guilt, turning the witness of 

the church needless; fifthly, ineffectual preaching, when the exposition of the Scripture is 

changed to mere motivational speeches, philosophical discourses and merely a goal to make 

the audience feel good. All these signs can be found in many Reformed and Presbyterian 

churches in Brazil, as well as in South Africa. Revitalisation is the ministry of the Holy Spirit. 

As iniquity and corruption in the church grieves the Holy Spirit, humility and repentance brings 

renewal, but only through the agency of the Lord – ‘for it is God who works in you to will and 

to act in order to fulfil his good purpose’ (Php 2:13). This operation of the Holy Spirit is explained 

in the Canons of Dordt, in the fifth chapter, article 7: 

… by his Word and Spirit He certainly and effectively renews them to repentance so that they 

have a heartfelt and godly sorrow for the sins they have committed; seek and obtain, through faith 

and with a contrite heart, forgiveness in the blood of the Mediator; experience again the grace of 

a reconciled God; through faith adore his mercies; and from then on more eagerly work out their 

own salvation with fear and trembling (Brannan, 1998:276). 
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God restores his church from lukewarmness to a fervent Christian faith, through genuine 

repentance, deep sadness and contrition, that moves the believer to run to the throne of grace. 

Van ’t Spijker quoted Calvin (as quoted and translated from Dutch by Buys 2012) by saying:  

When the church doesn’t shine as a light, we oftentimes think that it has been quenched 

completely and has perished. But in this way (by successive resurrections) God preserves his 

church from the world… the church does not live without resurrection, yes not even without many 

resurrections, so to speak 

 

Accordingly, through these successive resurrections, the church of Christ not only survives but 

also becomes missional and active in the world. As Buys (2012) concludes: 

… revitalization is a combination of Holy Spirit lead reformation and revival that constitutes 

renewal of heart, mind and will of church leaders and church members and invigorate them with 

new vision and passion to worship the Triune God, proclaim his grace and judgment and be his 

instruments of true compassion in the world. 

  

As a living organism, the members of the church who have been revitalised in heart, mind and 

will, become living witnesses, true worshippers, and servants to reach the nations of the world 

as well as the lost and backslided Christians in their nearby context. 

 

5.2 Information asked from four Presbyterian churches 

 

Amazingly, some local Presbyterian churches in Brazil in different parts of the country seem 

to have overcome this challenge, experiencing effective revitalisation of their church and 

ministry, experience significant numerical growth, a notable Christian impact in the city, 

effective outreach to non-believers and unchurched people and embracing a missional practice 

of planting several new daughter churches, resulting from the work of the Holy Spirit. Clear 

examples are the Presbyterian church of Manaus in the State of Amazon, in the northwest part 

of Brazil, the First Independent Presbyterian church of Londrina, the Independent Presbyterian 

church of Maringá, both in the State of Paraná, and the Presbyterian church of Macaé, in the 

State of Rio de Janeiro, where I (EBN) was the pastor from 2008 to 2015. How should the 

revitalisation of these churches be understood, explained and assessed? How did these 

churches reverse the declining trend? What have I experienced and what insights have I 

gained as pastor of the church of Macaé? What do these churches have in common, though 

they are in different regions of Brazil? Have they remained faithful to biblical standards of the 

reformed ecclesiology?  
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This article was guided by Smith’s (Smith, 2016) perspective of a descriptive research as a 

useful ministry tool to reveal a truthful reality where the researcher can understand the 

challenges and the possible answers to the problems. The qualitative data comes from 

responses on questionnaires sent to the current pastors of four Presbyterian churches, and 

my personal observations and experiences, to come to a final analysis of the scenario. 

The questionnaires are sent to the senior pastor of each one of these churches, who agreed 

to answer to help me in writing this article, and that they could be an inspiration to other 

Presbyterian communities in Brazil and around the world, had the following questions: 

(1) How many members do you have in your church? 

(2) What factors were decisive for the implementation of small group ministry in your 

church?  

(3) What problems and challenges convinced you to consider the implementation of 

Small Group ministry in your church? 

(4) When did you start to implement small group ministry in your church? 

(5) What was the purpose of your church to develop the implementation of small group 

ministry in your church? 

(6) What role do the senior pastor and elders play in the small group ministry in your 

church? 

(7) What are the difficulties you faced during the implementation of small group ministry 

in your church? 

(8) What results (positive and negative) did your church experience from the 

implementation of small group ministry? 

(9) What lessons have you learnt from applying small group ministry in your church 

today? 

All the questions were carefully answered by these pastors and their opinions were very 

respected to compose this article, each one giving an honest view of their communities, not 

hiding the failures and difficulties during the process to establish small groups ministry.  

 

5.3 Profile of four churches 

 

Four Presbyterian churches were analysed for this study: Macaé, Maringá, Londrina and 

Manaus. In the four cities, these churches were the first Presbyterian churches planted in each 

city, which give them an important role as mother churches. 
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5.3.1 Presbyterian Church of Macaé, State of Rio de Janeiro 

This church was planted in the first half of the 20th century by some Presbyterian ministers 

who lived in the mountainous region of Rio de Janeiro, in the city of Friburgo. They used to go 

down the hills to the seaside to hold services in small houses in the city of Macaé. Years later 

in 1957, the small congregation became an organised church. The city of Macaé, is located at 

the coast of the State of Rio de Janeiro, circa 170 km from the capital, and is known as the 

‘national oil capital’, for the general office of Petrobras, the state company of oil, is located 

there. Macaé has more than 240 000 inhabitants (IBGE), and before the crisis of 2016 when 

a scheme of corruption was uncovered by the federal police, around 500 companies from 50 

different countries were located there, working for Petrobras. With the crash of Petrobras, 

thousands of jobs were lost, people left the city, stores were closed, the commerce was 

severely affected and all churches of the region suffered a decline in their budget. The 

Presbyterian Church of Macaé, where I was the pastor from 2008 to 2015, has grown to 637 

members with 34 small groups by the end of 2015.  

 

5.3.2 The First Independent Presbyterian Church of Maringá, State of Paraná 

The First Independent Presbyterian Church of Maringá, according to Waldemar de Souza, the 

senior pastor, was founded in 1949, only 2 years after the founding of the city of Maringá. The 

city is located in the State of Paraná, with more than 400 000 inhabitants, and the church 

belongs to the Independent Presbyterian Church of Brazil (IPIB). This denomination was 

founded in 1903 by the Rev. Eduardo Carlos Pereira, after a disagreement about the 

incompatibility between Masonry and the Gospel, during a meeting of the Presbyterian Synod 

on 31 July 1903 (Lessa, 1938). Today, after a decision taken in the General Assembly of IPB 

in 2010 (resolution LXXVII, SC/IPB 2010) in both churches, IPB and IPIB, Masonry is 

considered not compatible with the evangelical profession. The 1st IPI of Maringá has 2 328 

members and adopted small groups ministry in 1997, after a careful study of the method 

proposed by Ralph Neighbour Jr., founder of Touch Outreach Ministries-USA. 

 

5.3.3 The First Independent Presbyterian Church of Londrina, State of Paraná  

The First Independent Presbyterian Church of Londrina, began in the first half of the 20th 

century when some migrant families of farmers came from the inland of the State of São Paulo, 

having the first services in a very rustic house. They were instituted as a church in 1938 with 

120 members. Today the 1st IPI of Londrina has 5 275 members, two places of worship and 
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has 246 small groups meeting weekly around the city. Londrina has more than 550 000 

inhabitants. 

 

5.3.4 Presbyterian church of Manaus, State of Amazonas 

The Presbyterian church of Manaus founded in 1904, and the oldest of the four churches, is 

today the largest Brazilian Presbyterian church with an estimated membership of 9 000 in the 

city and nearby congregations. I spent my boyhood in this church, when my father was the 

pastor from 1960 to 1972, and I feel a special gratification to write about this community. 

According to José João Mesquita, the current senior pastor, the church council decided in 1998 

that the IPM should become a cell church and it also adopted the model created by Ralph 

Neighbour Jr. Today there are 428 small groups meeting weekly in the city of Manaus and in 

smaller communities on the banks of the Rio Negro and Rio Amazonas. 

 

5.4. Motives for implementing a small groups ministry 

 

At the end of 1997 Dr Ralph Neighbour Jr. (Neighbour 1992; 2000; 2008) came to Curitiba, 

capital of the State of Paraná, to share his cell church vision as a second reformation in the 

reformed church through the principle of the practice of the priesthood of all believers. I was 

there together with the pastors of the churches of Manaus, Londrina and Maringa, aiming to 

learn more about this ministry of small groups. In our hearts, we all wanted to do better pastoral 

ministry and see the church growing to expand the kingdom of God in the cities where God 

had placed us. It was a surprise to learn from Ralph Neighbour, revitalisation was not just about 

what we could do, but also how to teach church members to do ministry. He focused on the 

laity – the principle of the priesthood of all believers.  

 

The church of Macaé already had small groups meetings every week, but not all the members 

of the church were attending and there was no connection between the ecclesia and ecclesiola. 

My motivation was to bring the majority members to a deeper experience of fellowship within 

the body of Christ. This seemed to be a major issue for all four churches: to strengthen the 

unity of the Spirit living in the church.  

 

For the 1st IPI of Maringá, there was a perception that all the events and special programs were 

not meeting the spiritual needs of their members. Members admitted a lack of passion for 
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evangelism – a kind of accommodation to the situation. The 1st IPI of Londrina was striving to 

assimilate new members into a deeper communion with all members in the church, in the light 

of the danger of loneliness in the huge multitude of people in the church. The church of Manaus 

wanted a biblical and theological system that allowed them to nurture and disciple the members 

in the city, as well as the dozens of small congregations of ‘ribeirinhos’ (those who live on the 

banks of Negro river and Amazonas river). In summary, we all longed for a revitalisation of the 

relevance of the church in all dimensions of biblical ecclesiology.  

 

5.5 Methods followed to implement a system of small group ministry 

 

The four churches decided to use Ralph Neighbour Jr.’s method, the Cell Church Ministry, but 

contextualise it to fit into the Brazilian and Presbyterian context. Basically, the senior pastor, 

after attending four modules of training, began a prototype cell with key leaders. The goal was 

to provide opportunities for them to experience all the processes and practices that an ordinary 

small group had to go through, including means to apply the Word, pray for each other, 

evangelise, disciple new converts, and at the same time prepare a leader for a new cell. After 

a while with these lay people, the small groups were opened for all the members to attend 

under the supervision of the pastor. Each small group had a leader and two interns who would 

be trained to be the leaders of the next generation of the cells. The agenda of the meeting was 

the following: a welcome to the participants, an introduction to each other, a brief icebreaking, 

a praising time, a prayer time, application of the Word (generally about the principles outlined 

in the previous Sunday’s sermon), a time to pray for each other, and finally together as the 

group, pray for their relatives and friends to come to Christ. During the existence of the small 

group, there were some training meetings for evangelism, inner healing and discipleship, 

among others, to nurture the Christian faith and maturity of the members. 

 

There were several other methods of small group ministry in Brazil. The best known are the 

Apostolic Discipleship Model – (Modelo de Discipulado Apóstólico – MDA) founded by Abe 

Huber of Igreja da Paz in Santarém, state of Pará (Huber, 2012a), (Huber, 2012b), (Huber, 

2016) and the G12 model founded by Cesar Castellanos (Castellanos, 2002), (Castellanos, 

2013), (Castellanos, 2015), pastor of Misión Carismática Internacional, in Colombia.  

 

Reformed and Presbyterian churches did not find these to be in line with reformed ecclesiology. 

In the majority Pentecostal and charismatic churches, any lay leader may administer the 
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sacraments of baptism and holy communion, while in the Reformed and Presbyterian churches 

this is an exclusive pastoral office. In these models some traditional structures are easily and 

quickly discarded. This is the reason why it is so important for Presbyterian churches to 

establish clear principles to guide the local congregations in small group ministries. 

 

5.6 Challenges faced in implementation and solutions applied 

 

The four churches faced different challenges while they were implementing small group 

ministries. 

The 1st IPI of Londrina, for example had to work carefully to establish a new mentality – from 

the centrality of the pastoral ministry to a lay ministry. This church had great preachers and 

blessed ministers in her history and one can imagine that it was not an easy task to change 

the way of thinking from the pastor doing everything to the ‘we are responsible for the mission’ 

mentality. 

The 1st IPI of Maringá also struggled with a change of mentality as the council and the pastor 

taught the principle of the priesthood of all believers, but also faced resistance from a part of 

the membership to be members of small groups. 

The IPB of Manaus faced a peculiar difficulty – a concern of a relevant part of the membership 

that the small group ministry would not end the traditional structures and departments of the 

IPB such as SAF (Sociedade Auxiliadora Feminina, women society) and UPH (União 

Presbiteriana de Homens, men society). In a very wise strategy the council of the church of 

Manaus kept the structure, but implanted a missional mentality, and now it is the largest 

Presbyterian church in Brazil. 

 

In the case of IPB of Macaé, where I worked from 2008 to 2015, the small group ministry was 

already initiated by a colleague, Rev. Elson Moraes, who was the senior pastor for 21 years. 

When I came in 2008 we decided to call all the leaders of the existent groups, who at the time 

were the elders of the church, to spend some months learning the principles of the new 

methodology. In this church there were no problems with the implementation of the cell church 

methodology, since they already had a culture of functioning in small groups. The first problems 

began when some persons offered resistance to move to another group with new members, 

as necessitated by growth. We handled this challenge by teaching the one another principle. 

Yes, one of the benefits of living together in community in a small group, is the sense of 

belonging to a family. The feeling of familiarity and intimacy grows as the time goes by, and it 
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is not normal to expect members ardently to loose it. But, an argument used to open their mind 

and raise compassion for unbelievers came from the four leprosies in 2 Kings 7:9:  

Then they said to each other, ‘What we’re doing is not right. This is a day of good news and we 

are keeping it to ourselves. If we wait until daylight, punishment will overtake us. Let’s go at once 

and report this to the royal palace.’ (ESV) 

 

Staying together is likeable, enjoyable, but could diminished the extension of the Tent, and the 

missional moto of the church of Macaé was – ‘preaching until the last one of the earth be 

reached’. After a while teaching this, we had no more resistance for they understand it was 

necessary for the benefit of the unreached. When members develop a missional vision and 

passion for the local church they become willing to accept changes and make sacrifices for the 

sake of reaching non-believers and assimilate them into the church when they are new 

believers. 

The different challenges that the four churches faced, indicated the need for revitalisation and 

the application of the priesthood of all believer principle in our communities and a deeper 

missional commitment. 

 

5.7 Positive and negative results 

 

After 17 years persevering with the small group ministry, these churches reviewed the results 

of the method. 

At the IPI of Londrina, according to Rev. Mathias Quintela the former senior pastor who still 

works in the church, small groups became the basic ministry structure of the church, providing 

fellowship, evangelisation, accountability, discipleship, prayer, and mainly the capacity of the 

members to serve with their spiritual gifts in the context of the cell. As a consequence, they 

created a support system for the small groups by offering courses and seminars to improve 

the Christian education, musical formation through a school, children’s ministry, teenager 

ministry, youth ministry, couple’s ministry, women and businessmen ministry.  

According to Rev. Valdemar de Souza, senior pastor, a positive result was an increase in the 

membership of the 1st IPI of Maringa, as it grew from 400 members in 2000 to 2 328 in 2017 – 

an increase of almost 500%. They observed a growing interest of the members to attend the 

small groups, and to become leaders. As a result, this church established a special ministry 
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for training and preparation for new leadership, namely the Christian Formation Academy, 

which offers several courses to equip the members of the church involved with the cells. 

The IPB of Manaus, through their senior pastor, the Rev. J. J. Mesquita, admitted they had 

problems during the implementation of the program, due to their inexperience with small group 

ministry, and eventually several cells had to be closed. But they overcame this challenge, by 

improving the training and formation of leaders. Today, after 22 years of persevering with this 

ministry, the church has become the largest Presbyterian church in the country, growing from 

1 000 members in 1995 to circa 9 000 in 2016. This church has a vision to reach the 

‘ribeirinhos’, people who live on the banks of the Amazonas river and Negro river, and to build 

Medical Boats to visit the communities of the inner Amazonas, bringing medical aid and the 

preaching of the Gospel. 

In the IPB of Macaé, the smallest of the four churches, two goals were achieved in the weekly 

meetings of the small groups: the spiritual nourishment of the body of Christ and the training 

of new leaders, since some parts of the meeting were conducted by them under the supervision 

of a more experienced leader. Once a month, each small group had a special meeting to which 

they invited their friends from work, relatives and neighbours to join them. Pizzas, hamburgers 

or barbeque were served, and before they finished a member of the group would give a 

testimony of how he or she had met Jesus as the Lord and Saviour. Visitors were invited to 

come and participate in the next cell meeting. Many of those friends began to show interest in 

the Gospel after these meetings, and after a while they confessed Christ as their Saviour and 

joined the community. Every second month, each group was also challenged to pray for a need 

in its region – which was called the activity ‘Taking the hand of Christ to the streets’. The hand 

of Christ is a prayer time in the weekly meeting when the group intercedes for the need of 

those who are present. The purpose was to meet a need in the neighbourhood and share the 

love of Christ. Some groups got up early in the morning, took hot coffee and chocolate to offer 

to those who were waiting in line to see the doctor in a public clinic. While they were drinking 

the coffee, a member of the group asked why they were there and then prayed for their needs 

of that day. Some visited nursing homes, some went to squares and prayed for the needs of 

the passers-by, some went to hospitals to pray for the sick, some took toys and organised a 

playroom for hospital children. One group had the idea of getting some doctors together and 

going to a poor community of the city, inviting the parents to bring the children to be treated by 

a doctor, after which they talked and prayed for them. During the last 8 years, the Presbyterian 

Church of Macaé added more than 480 people to her membership through the small group 

ministry. They had 34 groups, each group with a leader and one in training. We also had 

several kinds of groups – groups for newly wedded couples, youth, teenagers and the elderly 

members. 
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Therefore, with this ministry we could achieve three objectives: nourishing the Christian faith 

and strengthening the fellowship of the church members in the weekly meetings, training new 

leaders on Sundays, and evangelising the neighbours, friends and family of those who were 

part of the cell group. 

 

5.8 Lessons learnt 

 

Considering that the four churches began at almost the same time with the implementation of 

small group ministries, with the same method but contextualising it according to their own 

environment, there is consensus among us about the value of this ministry.  

 

Firstly, the four churches were moved toward small group ministry by the same motivation, 

namely, how to deepen the relationship of the community and provide pastoral care. There is 

no doubt that the biblical principle of koinonia and the church as a body of Christ in all its 

richness can be effectively achieved in a small group ministry. People with different 

backgrounds, different values, different senses of humour, different viewpoints, different 

personalities, come to the small group meetings, but under the cross, under the unity of the 

Spirit, and under the grace of God, they can enrich each other’s lives supporting each other. 

Of course, there are discussions, disagreements, and sometimes broken relationships; 

however, as members of the body of Christ, there is an opportunity to open the hearts to forgive 

and try again to live in harmony. Because of this, the pastoral care becomes a communal 

ministry. As in a natural family, the oldest brothers take care of the younger ones. My personal 

experience was that, most of the ordinary problems can be solved by dedication of time to hear 

a compassionate prayer, a phone call, or even the gift of the presence – simple things that the 

members of a small group can offer each other. In this way, the pastoral ministry can be freed 

to attend to more serious problems of the community. It has happened often when visiting 

someone in the hospital to hear the patient say: ‘Pastor, how good it is to see you, but the 

people of my group already came to see me …’. 

Another positive aspect of the experience of the four churches is the restoration of the value 

of friendship as a bridge to reach relatives, neighbours and friends who are not Christians or 

members of churches, with the message of the Gospel. The number one complaint of non-

Christians about their new-Christian friends is: ‘They don’t care for us anymore’. An incident 

that confirms the need for friendship evangelism that occurred in the Presbyterian church in 

Campinas, state of São Paulo, Shalom church. We decided to spend a Sunday morning and 
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evening once a month with our friends and neighbours. We temporary suspended the Sunday 

school, moving the classes to Saturdays. One of our elders told us the following: He left his 

house with his two little boys wearing a short and a t-shirt, for a walk around the block. As soon 

as they got out of the house, one of his neighbours, surprised to see him not in his suit and tie 

as usual, and driving to the church, cried: “Marcelo, my dear friend, what are you doing here? 

You didn’t go to the church today? Hey, why don’t you come to my house, let’s have a 

‘churrasco’ (barbecue), we can have all day long together.” 

Marcelo and his neighbour spent the whole day talking and developed a friendship relationship. 

This experience, temporarily of course, gave to our members an opportunity to appreciate and 

realise the importance of making friends, and through this, to lead such friends to Christ.  

 

5.9 Reflection 

 

5.9.1 How are the ministry models of the four churches in line with Bucer and 

Pietist tradition and does it divert from the basic reformational ecclesiology? 

 

During the 16th and 17th centuries some attempts to use small group ministry as an instrument 

to revitalise the church were done by the leaders of the Reformation in the 16th century and in 

Post-Reformation by Zinzendorf at the Herrnhut and John Wesley with the Methodist societies. 

Luther, in the preface of his German Mass, proposed the formation of conventicles, small 

groups meeting in a house ‘to pray, to read, to baptize and to receive the sacrament and 

practice other Christian works’. And he concludes:  

Here there would not be need of much fine singing. Here we could have baptism and the 

sacrament in short and simple fashion: and direct everything towards the Word and prayer and 

love. Here we should have a good short Catechism about the Creed, the Ten Commandments, 

and the Lord’s Prayer. (Kidd, 2004:196)  

 

Unfortunately, Luther could never fully implement his intent because he said:  

… if we only had people who longed to be Christians in earnest. … But I cannot and would not 

order or arrange such a community or congregation at present. I have not the requisite persons 

for it, nor do I see many who are urgent for it. (p. 196) 
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Martin Bucer, a contemporary of Luther, realised that justification received by faith, needed to 

be lived out through sanctification. Small groups were a pragmatic way to work out 

sanctification. This was written in 1538 when Martin Bucer was at the height of his leadership 

in the Reformation of Strasbourg. Bucer’s main book, Concerning the true care of souls, offered 

biblical insight into the pastoral work of leadership, shepherding, and discipline in the church. 

Bucer clearly had a deep pastoral motivation in his practical implementation of small groups 

ministries (Barr, 2016:103). 

Bucer (Bucer et al., 2009:112-113) believed in a fivefold dimension of the pastoral ministry: 

firstly, to call to the church communion those who are outside of it due to sin or false doctrine; 

secondly, to restore the faith of those who became deviant of the Christian faith; thirdly, to call 

to repent those Christians who were having a sinful life; fourthly, to strengthen the weak in 

faith; fifthly, to instruct the believer that he may not fall in false teachings. But how does one 

reach these dimensions in a practical way? For Bucer the New Testament church’s lifestyle 

was both inspiration and prescription, and his favourite passage was Acts 2:46 where the 

agenda of the community was stablished:  

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 …(ESV) 

 

For this purpose, he found ecclesiola in ecclesia: small groups meeting at homes under a 

doctrinal covenant and Scriptural submission. 

J. Comiskey summarises:  

Bucer was the first true forerunner of cell-based ministry because he desired to connect the 

gathered church with the scattered church. It was not a matter of deciding to support the inclusive 

state church or the church gathered in homes. Rather, he felt the need for both. (Comiskey, 

2014:p1084-1085). 

 

Bucer became increasingly drawn to the model of the primitive church which emphasised both 

large and small groups.  

Researchers who have done intensive studies of the ministry structures in the Early Church 

provided clear evidence that the Early Church in the first three centuries AD functioned through 

small gatherings, mostly in the houses of believers. In an in-depth study with a floodgate of 

references to prove his findings, Vogler (Vogler, 1982:786-794) stated: ‘… dürfte unbestritten 
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sein, dass diese Gemeinden Hausgemeinden waren. Denn zu dieser Zeit gab es noch keine 

kirchlichen Räume oder Gebäude’. 

It is indeed true that there is no evidence of any church buildings before AD 300 (Banks, 

1994:35). Vogler refers to the research of Schlatter and Stuhlmacher who pointed out that 

religious gatherings in houses of believers actually became a widespread practice since the 

exile of Israel and that there were many ‘house synagogues’ in the times of the New 

Testament. 

Bucer established small groups in Strasbourg in order to revitalise the unity, purity, catholicity 

and apostolicity of the church. He implemented a system of ‘Gemeinshaften’. First of all, 

pastors should preach about the biblical principle of community and how they ought to live in 

community. Then the pastor should meet at the home of a certain parishioner emphasising the 

nature and characteristics of a true Christian community, and make sure that they fully 

understand the principles. After this, the group had to elect one or two leaders who would work 

together with the pastor and the Kirchenpfleger (ward) and constitute a board of the group. 

Every part of the Gemeinshaften had responsibilities: the pastor should maintain the purity of 

the doctrine; the elders should live in integrity and be faithful to the doctrine; the membership 

should live a godly life, expressing a sincere repentance, and the full understanding of the 

sacraments, only to be administered to people after they have been registered in the 

Christliche Gemainshaft. In summary, Bucer worked with a simple formula: unity brings 

strength in the temple and in the home, established godly lives for authentic witness, and solid 

doctrine made apostolicity real (Wright, 1994:129-143). 

However, because of the conviction that only the Senate-and-XXI, a civil council, could 

discipline a church member, ecclesiastical discipline administered by small groups was fiercely 

questioned by city counsellors and taken as an abuse of the authorities of the city. It was 

considered an innovation to the church order (Kirchenordnung), which was strictly forbidden 

since 1534, and eventually, the small groups died in Strasbourg after Bucer was spelled from 

the city in April 1549.  

Bucer boldly admonished the city council of Strasbourg in 1549 when they agreed to sign the 

Augsburg Interim (15 May 1548) after the Schmalkaldic War (1546–1547), of the risk to 

provoke the wrath of God which could bring the destruction of the whole city. In the Methodist 

societies, Wesley tolerated doctrinal divergences, but he did not hesitate to exclude members 

whose lives did not fit the Gospel patterns. Those who cursed, lied, sold liquor, broke the 

Sabbath, were drunk, spanked a wife, or even those who lived a careless life, were excluded 

to preserve the testimony of the Christian faith (Snyder, 2014:92). In the 21st century, 

especially in Brazil due to a worldly mentality of some Christian members of the church, the 

practicing of church discipline has become difficult. In Strasbourg it was also not an easy task 
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to apply church discipline. Some members of the city council became so upset with the practice 

of church discipline that they expelled Bucer from Strasburg.  

This raises the question to what extent Christian discipline can function in small group ministry 

in current day Presbyterian churches. In the 21st century, especially in Brazil due to a worldly 

mentality of some Christian members of the church, the practicing of church discipline became 

difficult. 

Buys (2013), in his lecture at Mukhanyo Theological College says:  

According to the teaching of Christ, in Mathew 18:15, where does church discipline start? Jesus 

says it starts with one believer that has become acquainted with the sins of a fellow believer and 

who goes and talks to him alone in love and wins him over to Christ and the paths of 

righteousness. It is important to remember that this believer does not go with an arrogant or 

aggressive attitude and a purpose of grinding the sinner and punishing him. No not at all! He must 

go with the purpose to win him over as it is also said in Galatians 6:1, 2: Brothers, if someone is 

caught in a sin, you who are spiritual, should restore him gently. But watch yourself, or you also 

may be tempted. Carry each others burdens, and you will fulfil the law of Christ. But then if you 

do go and talk and plead with this wandering brother or sister, but they do not listen and do not 

repent, you should take one or two fellow believers along and then together, try to restore the 

wandering believer. If he still does not listen and does not repent, the whole issue should be taken 

to the elders as the representatives of the church. If the elders have looked into the matter 

carefully and admonished the sinner and prayed for him but he still does not repent, he must be 

excluded from partaking in the sacraments. This is done in order that the covenant of God is not 

profaned and his wrath kindled against the whole congregation. By ministering the keys of the 

kingdom in such a way the church proclaims that the sacraments are only ministered to believers. 

When someone does not behave himself as a believer, he is not allowed to share in the 

ministering of the sacraments.  

 

The principle of the priesthood of all believers was strongly pursued by the Pietists of the Post 

Reformation (Spener, 1964). 

Perhaps one of the most deliberate and successful uses of the small group principle in church 

history is the band system of Count Zinzendorf in the middle of the 18th century. The micro 

communities of Herrnhut combined the aspects of fellowship and sharing, mutual correction 

and confession, prayer and an urgent sense of mission to send the Gospel to the world and 

bring renewal to Christians. Zinzendorf practiced church renewal through small groups and 

then send those groups to do worldwide church planting (Comiskey, 2014:142). 
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Although the division of the Moravian Christians at Herrnhut into smaller groups referred to as 

‘bands’ and eventually ‘choirs’ began in July 1727, the United Brethren practiced these small 

group meetings even before arriving at Herrnhut. The bands grew rapidly, and in 1732 there 

were 77 bands, and by 1734 there were 100. 

To implement the principle of the priesthood of all believers, Zinzendorf established choirs (for 

married men, married women, single ladies, single men, girls, boys and babies) who essentially 

were lay people pastoring the congregation, men pastoring men, women pastoring women 

(Hutton, 2016:269).  

The dynamic connection between small groups and missions is the lasting legacy of the 

Moravians. The emphasis on missions helped the groups adapt to culture and different 

circumstances.  

John Wesley not only made it clear that Moravian missionaries were instrumental to his 

conversion experience, but his implementation of the Methodist societies was also an 

adaptation of the band and choir system he later learned during his visit to Zinzendorf at 

Herrnhut. 

The Methodist societies, according to Wesley, met “in order to pray together, to receive the 

word of exhortation, and to watch over one another in love, that they might help each other to 

work out their salvation.” (Snyder, 2014:63) 

In the small group ministry, there is tremendous encouragement to apply instructions like 1 

Peter 4:8–11 

Above all, keep loving one another earnestly, since love covers a multitude of sins. 9 Show 

hospitality to one another without grumbling. 10 As each has received a gift, use it to serve one 

another, as good stewards of God’s varied grace: 11 whoever speaks, as one who speaks oracles 

of God; whoever serves, as one who serves by the strength that God supplies — in order that in 

everything God may be glorified through Jesus Christ. To him belong glory and dominion forever 

and ever. Amen.  

 

With our experience with the implementation of small group ministry in Brazil, we realised that 

the variety of gifts and talents can best be stimulated in small group ministry, facilitate spiritual 

growth of individuals and facilitate the emerging of new leaders. 

Finally, small group ministry offers the opportunity for a missional response to the world. When 

Wesley created the Methodist societies, there were three major commitments for a member: 

to avoid sinfulness by all means, to regularly attend the ordinances, and as much as possible 

offer compassion to the poor and those in need. For the last purpose, all members of the 
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classes were stimulated to contribute ‘a penny a week and shilling a quarter’ (Snyder, 

2014:90). This led the Methodist societies to see the city as their parish and they rushed 

towards the poor, the orphans, the widows and prisoners. Wesley belonged to the high class 

of his time but was driven by compassion which for him was the heart of the Gospel. He used 

to say, Christianism without compassion is only formality, a dry religion, like a rope of sand 

(Stuart, 2013:170). 

The same principle of compassion started to spontaneously emerge through the small group 

ministry of the four churches in Brazil. In the Presbyterian church of Macaé, the small groups 

were challenged to look at the city as their field. One of our groups invited some doctors to 

give a whole day of free consultations in a poor region of the city. To be sure that everybody 

would know of the doctors, they took a car with a loudspeaker and went to the streets of the 

favela and shouted the following message: ‘The hands of Christ is in your place today, take 

your children, your grandfathers and go to the central square, the doctors will help you today’. 

Hundreds of children and old men and women went for free consultation, while the members 

of the small groups prayed and shared the Gospel with those who came – ordinary people, 

doing ordinary things with extraordinary results. 

A remarkable missional response was given by the Presbyterian church of Manaus. In 1990 

they began to evangelise the ‘ribeirinhos’ with a boat, which I personally came to know on one 

occasion. In doing this, the church came to realise the huge needs the ‘ribeirinhos’ had: 

medical assistance, orthodontical assistance, basic sanitation, basic nutrition, child education 

and many others. Challenged by this, with a partnership with the World Vision in 1992, they 

built a 20-metre boat equipped with ambulatory rooms, to bring doctors, dentists, and social 

assistants to attend to the needs of the ‘ribeirinhos’ in several rivers of Amazonia. Today, they 

have 10 boats, 2 of them are hospital boats, travelling 30 times a year, attending to 10 000 

persons per year. Another boat was prepared specially to bring missionaries from all over the 

world for short evangelisation projects, helping around 10 000 persons per year. Dozens of 

churches have been planted resulting from the missional response of the Presbyterian church 

of Manaus, as an incontestable proof that compassion must come together with the preaching 

of the Gospel. 

 

5.9.2 Possible role of small group ministry of the revitalisation of Igreja 

Presbiteriana do Brasil congregations to strengthen their missional outreach 

Can small group ministry be an instrument to revitalise the IPB? The Presbyterian church of 

Manaus is the largest in Brazil, and they consider the small group ministry as the main strategy 

for their growth. Only during the last year, more the 350 new members were added to the 
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central church in Manaus. Unfortunately, up to today the IPB as denomination has not realised 

the tremendous opportunity that small group ministry offers to our congregations. For many 

years, IPB has taken resolutions in the general assembly forbidding several existing models 

of small group ministries in Brazil to be adopted by our congregations. We all agree that no 

model is perfect, and any model has its virtues and limitations, however the challenge remains 

– IPB must find a way to present to our communities an acceptable model that can inspire 

each local church to establish small group ministries.  

In general, a very common concern of pastors and presbyters in IPB is whether this structure 

could become a threat to the traditional societies: SAF, UPH, UMP, UPA (women, men, youth 

and teenagers). In practice none of the four churches that implemented small group ministries 

experienced such threats. There is nothing in the small group ministry that could become a 

barrier for any other ministry or society in IPB. In truth, it could improve the participation or 

even give new directions to these old structures.  

 

 5.9.3 Suggestions to the Igreja Presbiteriana do Brasil and other 

denominations 

After 21 of years working with the small groups I came to the conclusion, that it is possible to 

offer a very simple model that fits in Reformed and Presbyterian traditions and ecclesiology. 

Firstly, there should be no rush – it begins with the change of vision, not structures. Life in 

community is not a matter of a programme, but it is a relationship; it is not a matter of what to 

do or not to do, but a matter of being, a matter of loving one another.  

I would suggest beginning with a core group, with the key leadership of the church; if possible 

one with elders and deacons who could be the first generation of small group leaders. The 

pastor must become the pattern, the living model, in such a way that he could say like the 

apostle Paul: ‘Follow my example, as I follow the example of Christ’ (NIV 1 Cor 11:1). He must 

be a living model of sanctification, a living model of a true witness, a living model of a Bible 

reader, of an intercessor, a living model of a friend, a living model of a disciple of Christ, of a 

soul winner, a living model of the compassion of Christ for the lost, for the poor, for the children, 

for the prisoners, for the hungry, a living model of a balanced and healthy family, a humble 

sinner to confess his own limitations and weakness, a sincere imitator of Christ.  

God does not use programmes, but people. The agenda of the small group could be very 

simple: a warm welcome to the visitors, a praise time that could be in a simple way, even a 

Capella, a prayer time for one another, a time to apply the Word and a final time to pray for 

friends and neighbours. It is very important that all teaching must come from the pastor to 
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prevent wrong doctrines being spread. The formation and training of new leaders cannot be 

despised in any way. It is the pastor’s responsibility to prepare them for the task.  

Supervision is the key factor that keeps the whole system working. The pastor will be the 

supervisor of elders and deacons, or even of the first generation of leaders, because they 

again will be the supervisors of the next generation of leaders. Two things must not be forgotten 

and constantly be emphasised: the discipleship of the newcomers and the missional response 

of the group. The discipleship grants the nutrition and maturity of those who have come to 

Christ by the evangelisation of the group. But each group must be challenged to find its mission 

field. God has a purpose for each small group and they could make a covenant to find their 

missional vocation and do what is possible to accomplish the task: to bring the love of Christ 

to the people. I think in terms of major instructions and giving liberty for each church to create 

her own arrangements. 

 

5.10 Final conclusions 

 

The history of the church growth of four Presbyterian churches, in four different places, with a 

common concern, how to revitalise the church, can be summarised as follows: The pastors of 

these churches had no idea of all that could come to their communities with the small group 

ministry. However, those pastors and their councils had no fear to fail, to begin again, but in 

fact, although we made some mistakes, we had some failures, we faced criticism from every 

side, we followed the vision: to see our communities in a deep commitment to the kingdom of 

God. The four churches had the same feeling – we were thankful for what God had done for 

us, but it was not good enough, there were many others to bring to Christ, many others to help, 

to serve, many others to whom compassion and love must be offered. There was no need to 

leave the denomination, our councils, our confession of faith, our ecclesiology, our precious 

tradition. We could be Presbyterian churches as any other in our region, but with a new spirit, 

a new vision, a new challenge, a missional vocation. These four churches may be an 

inspiration for IPB and other reformed churches, not as a model, but inspiration to search a 

new way to be relevant to our time and place.   
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Chapter 6 – A proposed model for an IPB’s small groups ministry 

 

This chapter is an attempt to suggest a simple, easily applicable model of small groups 

ministry. Such a model could be implemented across congregations, even those with small 

numbers. However, the criterium is that they are performing their ministry according to 

reformed principles of ecclesiology. These ministries should thus consider the Reformed 

tradition, the constitution of the Presbyterian Church and the need of a revitalisation. By its 

nature, a suggestion can be modified and adapted to a particular context. 

 

However, before proposing such a model, certain operational questions must be answered. 

These questions are presented and discussed below. 

 

6.1 Why should a Presbyterian church implant small groups ministry as instrument of 

revitalisation? 

The answer to the question above is in the form of several statements. 

 

6.1.1 It is based on biblical principles 

 

The Christian church is the result of the restored relationship between God and the human 

race. Since Adam and Eve (the first people) were expelled from the Garden of Eden, God 

revealed his redemptive plan to rescue the original fellowship with humankind. 

 

In the Garden, there was an intimacy, a partnership, and through the act of love man and 

woman become one flesh (Ge 2:25). These first people enjoyed transparency before each 

other, sincerity before God, bone of bones, flesh of flesh, and a daily walk with the Creator 

after their daily work in the Garden (Ge 3:8). According to the creation narrative, this was the 

nature of the primaeval community in the Garden of Eden. The New Testament testimony 

depicts the church as united to Christ and one another by the Holy Spirit, in such a way that it 

has “one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all, who is over all and through 

all and in all” (Eph 4:5-6). This unity is expressed fully through the fellowship among spiritual 

brethren, namely the Body of Christ. 

 

In light of the message above, the purpose of Jesus’ priestly sacrifice was to break down “the 

wall of hostility” and bring to light the “household of God” (Eph 2:14). The people of God are 
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unified by a life-love bond through which they experience a healthy relationship nurtured in 

love. When Adam sinned, he accused his wife and the Creator of the transgression that 

transpired happened. In the New Covenant, restored relationships have a new ethos, namely 

the ‘one another’ principle. This means members love one another (Joh 13:34); live at peace 

with one another (Mr 9:50); accept (Rm 15:7), bear and forgive (Col 3:13); confess their sins 

(Jas 5:16); tolerate in love (Eph 4:2); serve (Ga 5:13); pray for one another (Jas 5:13); as well 

as encourage and edify one another (1 Ts 5:11).  

 

By its nature, such fellowship forms the core of the Christian witness. In this form of fellowship 

lies the authority of its preaching and the attractiveness of its message. Before the temples, 

cathedrals and sanctuaries were built, the Christian community congregated in ordinary homes 

and households. Typical examples from the New Testament are: 

• Prisca and Aquila (1 Co 16:19) offered their home to the believers of Ephesus.  

• Apphia and Archippus hosted a church at his house (Phm 1:2).  

• Nympha, received a church at her home (Col 4:15).  

• The Apostle Peter preached and baptised believers in the house of Cornelius (Acts 

10:48).  

• Gaius received the Apostle Paul and “the whole church” in his home (Ro 16:23).  

 

Furthermore, an interesting record is the final greeting of Paul in Romans 16, where he 

mentions: “the household of Aristobolus … household of Narcisus”, as well as the brothers and 

sisters who are with Asyncritus, Phlegon, Hermes, Patrobas, Hermas (16:10-11; 14-16) 

(Banks, 1994:32-33).  

 

The New Testament seems to confirm the gathering in small groups was the typical structure 

of the church at that time. The reason is that theology begets ecclesiology, and ecclesiology 

begets a correlated structure. According to the New Testament message: 

• Theology: The Christian church is the redeemed people of God, “obtained with his own 

blood” (Acts 20:28).  

• Ecclesiology: This fellowship is designed to be the body of Christ (1 Co 12:27); the 

royal priesthood (1 Pe 2:9); to live a restored love-life relationship (Joh 13:35)  

• Missiology: The members were sent by the Spirit to reach every corner of the city (Acts 

18:19).  
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In light of the aspects from the New Testament message above, it is proposed that ecclesiola 

in ecclesia is the appropriated structure to accomplish the missiological aim.  

 

6.1.2 It is a Presbyterian historical reclaim  

 

Another reason to embrace a small groups ministry based on the model of a Presbyterian local 

church, is the historical acknowledgement of the Presbyterian mother-church, the Church of 

Scotland. In 1647 this church adopted instructions for the private worship, which means: the 

use of ecclesiola in ecclesia (Westminster, 1843:155-157). The General Assembly of August 

24, 1647, approved instructions about the family-worship. The Directions were written in 14 

articles and had a threefold purpose: cultivate the piety; maintain the unity; and avoid division. 

The leaders of this church were convinced that they could overcome the schisms and nurture 

the fellowship by practicing spiritual discipline among the families of the parishes. 

 

According to the 1st article of the Directions, the “head of every family” was expected to take 

care of himself and the members of the family, by praying, reading and applying the Scriptures. 

In the 3rd article, any sin, judgment or duty was mentioned during the Bible reading. In such a 

case, every family member had to meditate deeply on the teaching to obey it. In the 8th article, 

there is a special instruction for the Lord’s day. The master of the family was responsible that 

the family as a whole attend the public worshipping. When the service was finished, the head 

of the family should do the following: 

 

… take an account what they have heard; and thereafter, to spend the rest of the time which 

they may spare in catechising, and in spiritual conferences upon the word of God: or else (going 

apart) they ought to apply themselves to reading, meditation, and secret prayer, that they may 

confirm and increase their communion with God (Westminster, 1843:156). 

 

Notable from this 8th article, is the integration of house and temple, ecclesiola in ecclesia, 

pastor and priesthood of all believers. The pastor revealed the Scripture and the head of the 

family applied the message to the members of his family. The expression “take an account of 

what they have heard”, directed the members to return home and confirm what they have 

understood and how this passage changed their lives. Such actions implies merely the 

application of the Word by the head of the family. Finally, in the introduction of the mentioned 

Act, it is decreed that such instructions are not optional, rather an obligation to the whole 
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community. To keep the unity of the body of Christ, severe measures were taken in case of 

negligence of the family-worship: 

 

… and if any such family be found, the head of the family is to be first admonished privately to amend 

his fault; and, in case of his continuing therein, he is to be gravely and sadly reproved by the session; 

after which reproof, if he be found still to neglect Family-worship, let him be, for his obstinacy in such 

an offence, suspended and debarred from the Lord’s supper, as being justly esteemed unworthy to 

communicate therein, till he amend (Westminster, 1843:154). 

 

These words can be considered a clear statement of the serious concern the Church of 

Scotland has about unity and the increase in faith of the Reformed Church during the 17th 

century. The Westminster Assembly encouraged the priesthood of all believers by instructing 

the head of each family to take care of the spiritual discipline. If, for any reason, the head was 

unable, another among the brethren would be appointed leader of the family-worship. This 

arrangement had to be done in any case; if not, sanctions had to be taken. The Reformer 

Martin Bucer would have been elated after seeing the efforts of the Reformed Presbyterian 

church, two hundred years after his attempt to revitalise the Strasbourg Church. 

 

The above-mentioned Presbyterian historical reclaim holds a challenge for numerous believers 

of the 21st century within Reformed congregations. The historical pattern is established: the 

Christian life in viewed in terms of a fourfold category: temple, clergy, Sunday, service (Kivitz, 

2008:39). The temple is the holy place; the clergy the holy person; Sunday the holy day; and 

the service is the holy activity. These fourfold elements translate to one day, one place, one 

person, one practice. If believer attend a morning service, in the sanctuary, on Sunday to hear 

the pastor preaching, the process is completed. Thereafter they may return home without any 

concerns weighing on their conscience.  

 

During the 17th century, the Presbyterians were concerned to turn back to their roots: “… 

attending the temple together and breaking bread in their homes …” (Ac 2:46). Therefore, this 

makes the case for being traditional church, then this would be the best tradition to retain – the 

house and the temple. 

 

 

 



 157 

6.1.3 It is a basic structure to improve the life in community 

The small groups ministry is not only derived from a biblical and theological principle. As was 

demonstrated already in the preceding chapters, this structure was a practical way to revitalise 

the local Presbyterian churches at that time. As a basic structure to cultivate the life in 

community, small groups ministry provides clear advantages that must be considered.  

 

6.1.4 Flexibility 

The small group implies a flexibility that allows this method to be applied in any place, anytime, 

any frequency, and can be easily be rearranged or demobilised. In Brazil, the traditional 

method to plant a new congregation begins with the known ‘preaching point’, namely a house 

provided for services, monthly or twice a month. One or two houses can be used as a such 

preaching point. After a while, a larger room would be rented, or the mother-church would 

purchase land to build a sanctuary in the long run. As a further phase in the process, the 

preaching point evolves to form a congregation.  

 

Furthermore, the flexibility of small groups ministry delivers mobility. A small group can meet 

in a home, an office, a restaurant, on any day of the week, any time of the day at the 

convenience of its members. If the purpose of a small groups ministry is to cultivate healthy 

relationships, it is essential to facilitate the meeting of its members. In certain Brazilian cities 

such as Rio de Janeiro, São Paulo, or Belo Horizonte, members have to cover long distances 

from the city margins to reach the temple. The reason is not only convenience; due to security, 

it is not prudent to travel in the evening to the central region of those cities, where the majority 

of the temples are located. It would be more tenable for the congregation as a whole to gather 

on Sundays, for a communitarian worship in the temple, then meet at places of their choice 

during the week in a small group (Snyder, 1975:167). 

 

6.1.5 Adaptability 

The small groups ministry can be adapted according to the reformed Presbyterian tradition, to 

become an instrument of revitalisation. Such adaptation will not imply constitutional, 

confessional or denominational challenges since this ministry adds to existing structures. 

Furthermore, the small groups do not threaten the denominational ministries such as the 

Presbyterian Men Union (UPH), or Women Society (SAF), seeing that these ministries are not 

competitors or concurrents; rather complements those structures. The choice is not either/or, 

in other words, choosing between small groups or the traditional modus-operandi. From their 
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side, internal Presbyterian societies or local ministries, need healthy believers able to work in 

different areas. Thus, small groups ministry can contribute by providing committed Christian to 

such traditional ministries (Snyder, 1975:169). 

 

6.1.6 Viability  

The small groups ministry requires low-level financial investment, if any (Snyder, 1975:169). 

Such ministry does not require a professional minister in each group since it is by nature the 

practice of the priesthood of all believers. Furthermore, the groups do not need a paid (or 

rented) room for its meetings, sound system and operators, electronic devices, multimedia 

projectors or any other infra-structure that entails expenses.  

 

From the side of the traditional church, one of the most common challenges in most 

Presbyterian congregations is to manage with a low budget. The most recent census, 

published in 2017 (IPB/CE-2017 – DOC. LXXXI), reported 507 933 professing members within 

the 5 068 local churches and congregations, resulting in an average of 105 members for each 

community. Every local church, according to article 88-J of the Constitution of IPB, is required 

to send 10% of its budget to the General Office, and approximately 5% to the Presbytery. 

Therefore, the local congregations have to cover all expenses (pastor, temple maintenance, 

educational material, daughter-congregation) with 85% of its budget. It is, therefore, 

encouraging to know that the small groups ministry does not imply an additional expense. 

There are no costs involved since all aspects are covered by donations – the house, snack-

lunches and leadership’s remuneration. 

 

6.1.7 Inclusiveness 

From the exposition in the previous chapters, small groups evidently entail an inclusive and 

participative ministry (Snyder, 1975:167). Any person can be invited to attend a small group 

meeting, without prior application or condition. Whereas there are usually objections and 

excuses when a person is invited to participate in temple service, such an individual is more 

open and willing to visit a small group. Friendship is the key factor for this reaction: There will 

be no resistance against visiting a friend’s house. Not only the non-Christians feel comfortable 

in a small group meeting, the church’s membership also finds a place where they can 

participate by sharing their gifts and abilities. Dozens of believers who are sitting in the temple 

pews on Sunday, can become leaders, greeters, intercessors, song players, chefs, children 

teachers, counsellors and helpers in a small group. 
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6.1.8 Multiplicity  

The small groups ministry can multiply indefinitely (Snyder, 2017:167). In recent years, the 

efficacy of multiplication by division has been queried. In the system proposed by Ralph 

Neighbour Jr., multiplication is not only expected but also required: 

 

Long years of experience with groups has verified that they stagnate after a certain period. People 

draw from one another for the first six months; after that, they tend to “coast” along together. For 

that reason, each Shepherd Group will be expected to multiply naturally after six months or be 

restructured (Neighbour Jr, 1992:113). 

 

According to Neighbours’ system, the leader of a small group, while ministering his group, 

simultaneously trains one or two assistants during the semester. After this period, the small 

group is divided in two, namely the new group led by the trained intern. A research published 

in 2011 by J. Comiskey, investigated the average time certain churches in Latin America took 

to multiply their small groups. For example, International Charismatic Mission, in Bogotá, 

Colombia, took 18 weeks to effect multiplication; Elim Church, San Salvador, El Salvador, took 

22 weeks for this process (Comiskey, 2011:134). 

 

A further perspective of small groups multiplication is taken from Steve Gladen, who 

questioned the cultural exportation of methodology instead of principles: 

 

Start a group and then after a certain amount of time, divide the groups and multiply into new 

ones. In essence, the books all advocated building community for a short period of time and 

then disrupting community to create more groups, and thus evangelism could happen … “We 

have found two things to be true: (1) It is far easier to start a new group than to get an existing 

group to multiply. I learned to avoid division by stopping talk of multiplication. (2) It is easier to 

empower a new person to start a new group with a couple of friends than to place the individual 

in an existing group of people he or she might not know (or like).” (Gladen, 2011:124-126) 

 

In the Saddleback Church, the modus operandi is: do not divide a group and avoid disbanding 

a group to form a new one. This church allows 20 to 30 members as part of the same group, 

however, they form subgroups of eight members for the discussion and application. 
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Evidently, multiplication and growth are signs of a healthy Christian community. Furthermore, 

God’s purpose for his church is to proclaim the Gospel until all people on earth hears the Good 

News. This missiological focus may easily invoke criticism against the passion for numerical 

increase in certain denominations, which to a certain extent, tend to overemphasise their 

methodology as the only possibility. However, it is just as convenient to remain in a comfort 

zone merely accepting that God must let grow (1 Co 3:6) while not exerting them for the 

expansion of the kingdom of God. The balance is to plant the seed by sharing the Gospel. This 

means: Go to the city, and pray that God may germinate the seed, open the heart of the people 

and transform their lives. 

 

6.1.9 Extendible    

The small groups model is the natural way to plant a new church in a distant area. When a 

local church decides to plant a daughter church, certain questions are raised: How will it be 

planned? Who will be sent? How expensive will it be? By whom will the new church be driven? 

It is common in the Presbyterian tradition that certain congregations continue in this condition 

(i.e. non-emancipated) for an extended period. Generally, the reasons for a congregation 

delaying their organisation into small groups is a lack of leadership, low budget and small 

number of members. The small groups ministry can help overcome such challenges. For 

example, a house is needed for the first meetings, which is not such a challenge. Furthermore, 

a presbyter with two or three couples from the mother-church can be invited to lead the group.  

 

In a small group the main aim is applying the Word to people’s every-day lives. Therefore, the 

pressure on ‘who will preach today’ is released. This opens the opportunity for new leaders to 

be called and developed, without the tension that they must be trained to preach. In another 

phase a pastor or an evangelist can be sent to organise the new congregation. In such a case, 

the people already joined in the group, have established a large room for their activities, without 

having to disband the original group. 

 

Certain IPB churches experienced revitalisation and growth by implementing small groups 

ministry. The First Independent Presbyterian Church of Londrina began its small groups 

ministry in 1997, at the time, the church comprised approximately 2 000 members. In 2016, 

when the questionnaire was answered by Rev Quintela the senior pastor, the church had 

grown to 5 275 members (including the baptised children),3 indicating a growth rate of more 

 

3 This data is taken from the questionnaire sent by 1st IPI of Londrina, retained in the researcher’s 

archive. 
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than 260% in 20 years of work. The Presbyterian Church of Manaus had 1 000 members in 

1995 and grew to 9 000 in 2016 (Buys & Nogueira, 2019). The Presbyterian Church of Macaé, 

the smallest one, added more than 400 members from 2008 to 2015 through the small groups 

ministry. Naturally, those churches did not implant small groups focusing on mere numerical 

growth. The latter can be considered as a side-effect, a natural consequence when ordinary 

people, performing ordinary services, are moved by their love of God and their neighbours, to 

present extraordinary results. 

 

 

6.2 How can the small groups ministry contribute to revitalising a Presbyterian 

community?  

 

Since the year of 2000, the Presbyterian Church of Brazil, during its General Assembly, 

accepted resolutions regarding small groups ministry of other denominations, although to date 

no specific system was approved for their congregations. The three major systems, largely 

used by the cell- church movement in Brazil, were categorically rejected by IPB. These 

systems were: G12 of the International Charismatic Mission, Bogotá, founded by Cesar 

Castellanos; Cell Church Ministry (TOUCH-USA) founded Dr Ralph Neighbour Jr.; and MDA 

(Apostolic Discipleship Movement) from Pr. Abe Huber, founder of Igreja da Paz in Santarém, 

Brazil. The IPB General Assembly therefore decided against the G12 Movement (CE-2000 

DOC XCIX), the Cell Church Ministry (CE-2012 DOC CLXI) and MDA (SC/IPB-2018 - DOC. 

CLXX).  

 

It is worth noting: In the final report of the committee, designed to consider the theology and 

ecclesiology of the MDA movement, there was a suggestion that IPB form a special committee 

to offer “principles for the establishment of small groups according to IPB structure and a 

reformed biblical-theological perspective”, which was subsequently rejected (SC/IPB-2018 - 

DOC. CLXX). However, in the same document CLXX-2018, IPB recognised small groups as a 

legitimate instrument for spiritual growth, discipleship, teaching, communion and prayer life for 

the local Presbyterian communities. Nevertheless, the system to be adopted should be 

determined by each local council. The paradox in the final statement of this decision is that the 

enquiries about G12, Cell Church and MDA, were directed exactly from local councils through 

their Presbyteries and Synods to the General Assembly. 

 

Against this background, the present study aims to offer a humble contribution to future 

discussions on the topic of small groups ministry. The researcher presents a threefold-
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dimension of the proposed small groups ministry model for IPB. This is suggested as a 

supplemental structure, which will reach its maximum potential, when integrated with the 

ordinary activities of a Presbyterian congregation. 

 

The essential dimensions of the small groups ministry are presented below as the result of the 

research and findings. This framework is a proposed application of the creation covenantal 

mandates – spiritual, social and cultural. As the primaeval community in Eden was 

characterised by a responsible relationship with God, the cosmos and each other, the Christian 

redeemed community, through the small groups ministry, should focus on developing three 

areas – koinonia, diakonia and kerygma. 

 

6.2.1 Koinonia  

The first essential dimension of the small groups ministry is the restored relationship with one 

another. According to the creation narrative, the social mandate established the role of Adam 

and Eve in the Garden of Eden, as was explained previously (see ch 4 of this study). The first 

humans were one flesh, although being different; were transparent to one another by being 

nude but not ashamed. However, they were equal before God, served one another with their 

natural abilities, and were mutual partners. This responsible relationship was restored fully and 

amplified in the New Covenant. The book of Acts reveals the ethos of the church of Jerusalem 

after members experienced the coming of the Holy Spirit:  

 

They devoted themselves to the apostles' teaching and the fellowship, to the breaking of bread 

and the prayers. And awe came upon every soul, and many wonders and signs were being done 

through the apostles. And all who believed were together and had all things in common. And they 

were selling their possessions and belongings and distributing the proceeds to all, as any had 

need. And day by day, attending the temple together and breaking bread in their homes, they 

received their food with glad and generous hearts, praising God and having favor with all the 

people. And the Lord added to their number day by day those who were being saved (Acts 2:42-

47 ESV). 

 

As the case was in the 1st century, the hallmark of the small groups ministry in the Presbyterian 

churches proceeded to encourage and cultivate the life in the community. The Christians in 

Jerusalem “devoted themselves … to the fellowship”. Koinonia, the Greek word, expresses 

partnership, communion and sharing of goods (Thayer, 1977:353). This term denotes the 

realm where the redeemed life will take place in its various dimensions. The members 
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intentionally live together in all possible ways, meeting one another in the temple and their 

houses.  

 

According to the ordinary routine of the Brazilian Presbyterian churches, on Sunday, in the 

temple, believers will be hearing the pastor, a presbyter or a layman, preaching or instructing; 

or will be serving in a specific ministry during the services, as children teacher or deacon. As 

contradictory as it may sound, it is possible to be among a large crowd and feel alone, or even, 

to sit side by side with a brother or sister who is undergoing difficult times in their private life, 

without fellow-members realising their plight. Being in a temple, participating in corporate 

worship does not guarantee fellowship.  

 

Measured against the above-mentioned ecclesiastical setting, the small groups ministry will 

meet one of the deepest human needs – company (or belonging). It is not impossible, but 

extremely difficult to be lonely among ten or fifteen people. This is the case, simply because 

of proximity, intimacy and interdependency that an individual can experience in a small group. 

Emotional conditions are easily identified, and the group will forthwith meet the need of a 

believer by praying, counselling or providing practical advice.  

 

In 2008, a research among 1 273 Presbyterian churches, indicated that 90% of those 

communities were located in an urban context 

(http://www.executivaipb.com.br/site/censo/1_etapa_censo.pdf - p.7). In such an urban 

environment, the membership is ‘scattered’ during the week. They may be in several places – 

in the office, at school, shopping, at cinema, visiting at a hospital, and the. Urban churches 

have lost the type of life in community which is common in the rural areas. For urban 

communities, true fellowship has to be reconstructed. The small group is the appropriate place 

to develop the New Testament allēlōn – here Christians can get to know each another 

truly, care for one another, serve, greet, encourage, comfort, admonish, bear burdens and pray 

for one another. 

 

The life in community of the first church included “the breaking of bread and the prayers.” In 

this way, the Christians of Jerusalem were obeying the words of the Lord Jesus in the institution 

of the Communion Table: “This is my body, which is given for you. Do this in remembrance of 

me” (Lu 22:19 ESV). The main purpose of being together was to remember the Person and 

ministry of the Lord Jesus and his words of life transferred by the Apostles. In the Presbyterian 

tradition, Holy Communion is exclusively the minister’s prerogative. Thus, a small group had 

to invite the pastor to celebrate the Lord’s supper. However, this is not an insurmountable 

http://www.executivaipb.com.br/site/censo/1_etapa_censo.pdf%20-%20p.7
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obstacle and may open the opportunity that the local pastor may visit his church’s small group 

gatherings.  

 

Furthermore, prayer and praises were the Christian church’s response to the redemption in 

Christ Jesus. The Holy Spirit was present not only by operating signs and wonders through the 

Apostles, but also providing prayers to members in the midst of the community. One of these 

community prayers was reported in Acts 4, when the Apostles Peter and John were released 

from jail, after boldly proclaiming the resurrection of Jesus before the Synedrium: And when 

they heard it, they lifted their voices together to God and said, “Sovereign Lord ...” (Acts 4:24 

ESV). Another instance was when the Apostle Peter was imprisoned by Herod as reported in 

Acts 12. In that case, the Christian community reacted immediately: “… but earnest prayer for 

him was made to God by the church” (Acts 12:5 ESV). Prayer was a lifestyle for the church in 

Jerusalem, accompanied by a communitarian fear of the Lord (2:43) as a result of this practice. 

 

Small groups ministry, in its simplicity, proximity and intimacy, opens the door to exercise 

fervent prayer (Jas 5:16 KJV) in their meetings. Members are able to pray together with the 

whole group, or in pairs. Thereby they give the opportunity for those who are learning to pray, 

to do it without feeling ashamed. A small group can develop a prayer ministry, by visit ing 

hospitals, jails, asylums, schools, universities, offices. During these excursions the members 

can continue sharing the grace of Jesus, through the simple exercise of prayer.  

 

An answered prayer provides comfort to the believer and is a personal presentation of a 

compassionate and all-powerful God to the unbeliever. As the pastor of the Presbyterian 

Church of Macaé, in Rio de Janeiro State, this researcher was attending a small group 

meeting, as part of the supervision activity. The reunion was already finished – the group sang, 

prayed for one to another, the word was applied, and they ended pleading for the salvation of 

their friends and relatives. At that moment, one of the members realised that Silvia Stutz (not 

her real name) was feeling unwell. Silvia was a middle-aged woman, member of that church 

since her infancy. Her father had been a Presbyter in the church, and she was highly active in 

the community. Silvia suffered a headache all day long for at least three months. She had 

consulted several doctors – general practitioners and neurologists who used tomography and 

magnetic resonances – but were unable to diagnose any illness.  

 

The group decided to ask the Lord if He wanted to do something for Silvia. Thereafter, while 

she was seated in a chair, the group came closer and lay their hands on her as a sign of 

sympathy and love for her. A brother prayed a simple petition: “Lord Jesus, you have all 
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authority in earth and heavens, please help Silvia to find a treatment for his headache, or if 

you want, heal her now, in Christ name, thank you, amen.” Thus, the service closed; the host 

served chips and a cake as was usual in the small group meetings. Approximately fifteen 

minutes later, someone cried out and everybody stopped to see what was happening. Silvia, 

with a large smile on her face and tears in her eyes, were saying: “Guys, it has gone away! 

God healed me!” This was a remarkable day for that small group in particular, they were 

encouraged deeply from then on, that they may always bring to God, in the first place, any of 

their needs. They were confident that God would answer their prayers according to his will.  

 

Together with the prayer life, the first church cultivated thankfulness by praising the Lord in 

community. Apostle Paul, when instructing the church of Corinthians about the edification 

liturgy, remarked: “What then, brothers? When you come together, each one has a hymn … Let 

all things be done for building up” (Acts 14:26 ESV). Praise was one of the key factors for 

communitarian edification. When Paul wrote to the church of Colossus, he repeats the 

teaching: “Let the message of Christ dwell among you richly as you teach and admonish one 

another with all wisdom through psalms, hymns, and songs from the Spirit, singing to God with 

gratitude in your hearts” (Col 3:16 ESV). The Holy Spirit not only provide prayers to his church 

but also hymns through which they could express their thankfulness to the Lord. 

 

In the small groups ministry, where possibly, there will be no choir, music group, pianist, or 

even a guitar player. In such a situation, an ancient tradition can be restored in a house – to 

sing a Cappella. In the 21st century, on the edge of technological and digital culture, to sing a 

Capella can present the harmony of the heart, the power of prayer in one voice. This is a 

common occurrence: When a small group is being formed, the question is raised: Who will 

play the guitar? However, in the Presbyterian communities, the lack of musical instruments 

and performers may open the opportunity to recover congregational-style songs, in which there 

is no instrument solo, or a singer performance, only the voice of the community raised towards 

their Lord. 

 

During the first years of the small groups ministry in the First Independent Presbyterian Church 

of Campinas, State of São Paulo (1998-2000), the present researcher witnessed the power of 

the presence of the Spirit through the communitarian praise. This event took place during the 

small group meeting, when the leader arrived without his guitar, which he forgot at home. There 

was no time to return with a guitar. Therefore, it was decided to sing ‘a Capella’ that nigh. 

Furthermore, in in that meeting, two non-believer old ladies, relatives of a group member, were 

invited to attend the meeting. After a prayer, the members began praising the Lord. They were 
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singing about the grace, the love and care of God. These were simple songs, sang by 15 

people, without instrument. Suddenly the two guests, touched by the presence of the Spirit, 

began to cry. After the songs, the group began to pray, simple phrases in adoration, expressing 

the beauty of the Lord, his attributes and deeds. During the Bible study session, one of the 

guest ladies exclaimed: “We feel as if God was near.”  

 

At this stage, it would be appropriate to remember the advice of Scott Boren, a consultant and 

equipper for groups leadership: “Small group worship can take on many different forms, singing 

being only one” (2010:81). He quotes Dave Earley’s biblical research on different forms of 

worship: 

  

• Being silent in awe (Is 6).  

• Kneeling or lying face down in absolute surrender (Rev 4).  

• Confessing sin (2 Sam 12; Ps 51).  

• Shouting in thanksgiving (Pss. 42:4; 66:1-2; 71:23; 98:4; 100:1).  

• Trembling in reverence (Re 5:8).  

• Resolving to obey (Ge 22).  

• Praising in the midst of difficulties (Job 1). 

• Giving God offerings out of gratitude (2 Sam 24; 1 Kgs 8; 2 Chr 5-6).  

• Yielding your will (Jonah 2).  

• Dancing (2 Sam 6; Ps 149:3).  

• Singing for joy (Ex 15; Pss 21:13; 63:45; 71:22).  

• Playing musical instruments (Pss 43:4; 71:22; 98:4-6).  

• Clapping your hands (Ps 47:1).  

• Lifting your hands (Pss 63:4; 134:2). (Earley, 2007:50) 

  

As a musician, the researcher has observed diverse abilities in the small groups during worship 

time: from a skilled singing group to those completely out of tune. It will be a challenge to the 

leader to find a way for the group to experience the presence of Jesus in their midst, despite 

the possible musical limitations. Possible options are: Members listen in silence as a song is 

played, or are given the opportunity to read a bible passage, or even present short prayers in 

adoration and thanksgiving. The key is that these members are allowed the opportunity to 

express their love and submission to the Lord (Boren, 2010:81). 
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A further aspect of the koinonia of the first congregation, was the refreshing time that 

Jerusalem’s church devoted themselves. They ate together, sang together, laughed together 

and shared their problems with one another (Actos 2:46-47). As a result of this ethos, they 

attracted the attention of the city and were admired. This is also God’s people who in the Old 

Dispensation were asked: “Sing us one of the songs of Zion!” (Ps 137:3), but answered: 

Babylonia is not the right place, you are not a holy nation, you are sinners and despicable 

people, “How shall we sing the Lord's song in a foreign land?” (v. 4). In the New Dispensation, 

the appropriated answer is given by the Christian church. The most appropriate song they 

could sing was the loving relationship for one another. As a result, all the city was attentive. 

Small groups ministry will encourage members to spend time together, celebrate 

anniversaries, recoveries from illness, weddings, or childbirths. Such meetings become 

opportunities where non-Christian people may be attentive and observe the abundant life in 

Christ. 

 

An interesting insight from Snyder’s is his response on the question about fellowship versus 

evangelism: 

 

Jess Moody said, “We will win the world when we realize that fellowship, not evangelism, must 

be our primary emphasis. When we demonstrate the Big Miracle of Love, it won’t be necessary 

for us to go out – they will come in.” I would say rather, our emphasis should be evangelism 

through fellowship, and especially through small koinonia groups (Snyder, 2017:169). 

 

To conclude, evangelism and fellowship are two legs of a body that moves the church towards 

the world, helping to carry non-Christian persons to the feet of the Living Christ. When the 

Gospel is proclaimed, people may decide to follow Christ. However, if the new-born in faith do 

not find a community where they can be received, accepted and instructed, the most 

impressive preaching will not suffice. Fellowship not only identifies the nature of the Christian 

community, but revitalises, authenticates and legitimates this core aspect.  

 

 

6.2.2 Diakonia 

The following essential dimension of the small groups ministry is the service to one another 

and to the world. If fellowship is the heart of the body of Christ, diakonia is the hand. If 

communion expresses God’s love for humanity, diakonia expresses compassion and empathy 

for those in need. In Acts, the Apostle Luke reports: “And all who believed were together and 
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had all things in common. And they were selling their possessions and belongings and 

distributing the proceeds to all, as any had need” (Ac 2:44-45 ESV).  

 

The Christian community in Jerusalem, moved by the Holy Spirit, understood fellowship not as 

merely an hour of praising, a time to hear the Word, or to pray fervently. For them this 

concerned the brethren’s whole life. In Martin Bucer’s ecclesiology, mercy ministry was a 

cardinal element in the definition of the Christian church: 

 

Christians are to look after one another most faithfully not only in spiritual but also in temporal 

matters, so that no one among them should lack any truly good thing; and so God’s command 

remains which calls some to give and do good, others to receive and profit from the good deeds 

of others (Bucer et al., 2009:59). 

 

In this regard, Bucer is clear: The Christian faith cannot be defined only in terms of a correct 

doctrine, but in objective loving attitudes. The spiritual and temporal dimensions are two sides 

of the same reality. The Apostle John exhorts: “Little children, let us not love in word or talk but 

in deed and in truth” (1 Jo 3:18 ESV). In the 10th article of the World Reformed Fellowship 

statement of faith, the importance of the compassion for the poor is reaffirmed: 

 

The church as the community of Christ, is God’s instrument of evangelism, which is the preaching 

and sharing of the gospel of Jesus Christ, through both words and deeds…We affirm the great 

need for Christians to be clothed with compassion in the name of Christ, in the midst of poverty, 

disease, injustice and all forms of human misery (Logan Jr.:548). 

 

The statement above from the WRF, reflects the church in the 1st as well as 16th century. In 

concurrence, the reformed faith in the 21st century is proclaiming the same message of the 

community of Jerusalem. This message is: Christian faith is word and deeds, heart and hands, 

confession and compassion – such a commitment will attract the attention of the world. 

 

In Jerusalem there was ordinary needs and the extraordinary ones. For the ordinary needs, 

the members used what they had “in common” – the bread and wine for the hungry, the clothes 

for the poor, a shelter for the traveller. The extraordinary needs required another measure of 

sacrifice, where they sold “their possessions and belongings and distributing the proceeds to 

all, as any had need.” The members thus offered their gifts to the brethren and to the world; 

the criterium was to serve where they were needed the most. 
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In the 21st century, Christ’s church will present itself dressed as royal servants, clothed with 

the garments of love and compassion, walking among the impoverished not as heroes, but as 

heralds of the Redeemer King. The small group is the Church in its humble garments, coming 

with no building, no properties, no strategy plan, no TV channel or radio broadcast, no choir or 

skilled musicians and singers, but only ten or fifteen persons willing to serve.  

 

The diakonia ministry from a small group has essentially two directions: internal (to the 

brethren) and external (to the neighbourhood).  

 

Internally: Small groups are committed to serving one another with the gifts of the Spirit in the 

process of edification. The Apostle Paul teaches in 1 Corinthians 14:12 that the believer must 

develop the use of the spiritual gifts since it was given for edification. In Ephesian 4, apostles, 

prophets, evangelists, pastors and teachers were provided to equip the saints, helping them 

to perform their ministry, namely edification – building the body of Christ. 

 

Edification is the result when believers, using the gifts of the Spirit given once to all the 

priesthood, serve one another in their needs: “What then, brothers? When you come together, 

each one has a hymn, a lesson, a revelation, a tongue, or an interpretation. Let all things be 

done for building up.” (1 Co 14:26 ESV). 

 

In a certain sense, small groups ministry is a ‘service fair’ where a variety of abilities are offered: 

 

Having gifts that differ according to the grace given to us, let us use them: if prophecy, in 

proportion to our faith; if service, in our serving; the one who teaches, in his teaching; the one 

who exhorts, in his exhortation; the one who contributes, in generosity; the one who leads, with 

zeal; the one who does acts of mercy, with cheerfulness (Rom 12:6-8 ESV). 

 

As the passages above indicate, edification is an essential component of communitarian 

ministry. Furthermore, small groups are the best place to learn and practice the use of spiritual 

gifts. This will open the opportunity to reveal among the members and develop them: 

preachers, teachers, counsellors, financial sponsors, and servants to the poor. 
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Externally: In the four Presbyterians churches researched in the previous chapter, what 

became evident was the natural inclination for a diaconal driven small groups ministry. In the 

Presbyterian Church of Macaé, the members had the following routine:  

• waking up early in the morning, around 5 am, going to visit and handing out hot coffee 

or chocolate, and praying for those who were waiting for free medical consultation;  

• going to gas stations asking the clients’ permission to pray for the peace in their homes;  

• visiting hospitals, elderly shelters and asylums; and 

• entering the favelas, bringing doctors and health professionals that could attend to the 

population. This takes place while the members of the small groups prayed for these 

people, sharing the reason for their serving actions (see 5.7).  

 

The Presbyterian Church of Manaus currently has ten boats traversing the Amazon River, 

carrying a floating hospital, with doctors, dentists and social workers. Their focus is to meet 

the social, health and spiritual needs of the ‘ribeirinhos’ (Amazonian people living on the 

riverbanks). However, they began their ministry with a tiny boat, through which the small 

groups bring clothes, medicine, sanitarian orientation and preaching the Gospel for the small 

villages in the Amazon forest (see 5.7). These are the garments of compassion the church 

dresses to serve the world. 

 

Craig Higgins, in his article “Word and deed in missional worship ministry”, mentions the Park 

Slop Presbyterian Church of Brooklyn. Their pastor, Rev. Matt Brown, did not initiate their 

worship services until all their small groups were committed to a form of service to the broader 

community. After a while, a Park Slop community leader meeting a church member remarked: 

“Oh, you’re the church that cleans the park on Saturdays …” (Logan, 2013:587). Naturally, 

Christ’s church is not called merely to clean parks around the world or build and equip boats 

to cross the rivers bringing mobile hospital services to forest villages in Amazonia. In essence 

being church, is a way to express God’s grace, love and compassion, and capture the attention 

of the world on the Gospel message. 

 

The reason why diakonia is crucial for small groups ministry is that such a compassionate 

service provides purpose and expectation of God using these actions for his glory. Jesus 

defined his mission in terms of service: “The Son of Man came not to be served but to serve 

…” (Mt 20:28 ESV). Therefore, without diakonia, small groups stagnate, lose interest and drift 

to a dead-end. The best way to encourage the small groups to celebrate diakonia as part of 

their existence, is to begin with simple actions as explained previously (see 5.7), when a group 
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visit a poor family, then realise that they can deliver food and clothes as well as repair the 

house, or even re-build it. In these ways, small beginnings paves the way for greater actions. 

 

According to the narrative in Genesis 2, Adam and Eve were commissioned to “work it and 

keep” the Garden, as royal garden managers. In the 21st century, the church of Christ is being 

challenged to meet the needs of those who are at hand. The small groups are not able to 

change the whole world. However, they can offer themselves as instruments in God’s hands. 

Their actions can focus on days of small things (Zec 4:10), meeting the needs of a family in a 

house, a street in the borough, a bed in a hospital, a village in the forest, dressing the garments 

of compassion, offering the world the kingdom’s diakonia. 

 

6.2.3 Kerygma 

The third dimension of the small groups ministry, according to the Scripture, attending to the 

spiritual mandate, is preaching the Word and its missional application: And they devoted 

themselves to the apostles' teaching…And the Lord added to their number day by day those 

who were being saved (Ac 2:42,47 ESV). Pulpit presents illumination, community develops 

application. The kerygma begins with the preacher’s exposition of the Scriptures, but continues 

in the transformation of moral behaviour within the small groups. When kerygma principles are 

applied to the people of God through mutual encouragement, new attitudes are taken and 

members reach maturity. 

 

From the New Testament testimony, it is clear that koinonia and diakonia were effects of the 

Gospel preached by the Apostles in Jerusalem. Preaching was the first act after the outpouring 

of the Holy Spirit, as depicted in the second chapter of Acts, when the Apostle Peter “standing 

with the eleven, lifted up his voice and addressed them …”(v. 14). The preaching of the Gospel 

was the primary task of the Apostles, and after a while, it was concluded they had to devote 

themselves to this ministry: “It is not right that we should give up preaching the word of God to 

serve tables…we will devote ourselves to prayer and to the ministry of the word” (Acts 2:4 

ESV). Therefore, the Apostles were simply obeying the order of the Lord’s Great Commission, 

“teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you” (Mt 2:20 ESV). 

 

If koinonia is the heart of the church and diakonia the hand, kerygma is the mind of the body. 

The Gospel message explains the core aspects of the Christian faith – the passion, motivation, 

attitudes, values, priorities and activities of the Christian community. The question remains as 

to the content of the kerygma. Jesus, appearing to his disciples explained: “… that the Christ 
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should suffer and on the third day rise from the dead, and that repentance for the forgiveness 

of sins should be proclaimed in his name to all nations, beginning from Jerusalem. You are 

witnesses of these things” (Lu 24:46-48 ESV). According to Jesus, death and resurrection, 

conversion and evangelism were the basic content of the kerygma. The Missional Manifesto, 

a statement approved by a group of missiologists led by Ed Stetzer and Alan Hirsch, 

summarises the essence of the Gospel in this affirmation: 

 

God … sent Jesus into history to establish His Kingdom and reconcile people and the world to 

Himself. Jesus … gave His life as a substitutionary death on the cross and was physically 

resurrected thereby propitiating the wrath of God. Through the grace of God, when a person 

repents of their sin, confesses the Messiah as Lord, and believes in His resurrection, they gain 

what the Bible defines as new and eternal life. All believers are then joined together into the 

church, a covenant community working as “agents of reconciliation” to proclaim and live out the 

gospel (Stetzer et al., 2012:33). 

 

With this abridged content in mind, the small groups are sent into the world. In this process, 

they function as light, flexible, adaptable and courageous band of brothers, ready to spread 

the Gospel within the city where the group is located. This raises a further question: “How will 

the small groups incorporate kerygma in its ministry?”  

 

In the small groups ministry, the focus is on practical applications aiming at life-changing 

experiences for its membership. If shepherds and teachers were given to equip the saints (Eph 

4.12) for their service, it follows that small groups will be a complementary structure of the 

corporate activities to apply the Word. Pastors expose the Scripture from their pulpit, according 

to the historical, grammatical and redemptive-historical principles. However, this leaves the 

task half-done, seeing that they are also responsible, not only to teach all the counsel of God 

but to apply the Word. In this regard, John Calvin remarks: “… if we leave it to men’s choice to 

follow what is taught them, they will never move one foot” (Doriani, 1996:128).  

 

In September 2019, the Presbyterian Church of Brazil expressed its concern over the need to 

apply of the Word in practice. The church invited all their pastors to attend the 5th National 

Conference of Christian Education, where the main speaker was Daniel Doriani. The theme of 

the conference was “The truth in practice”, and the objective was to encourage the participants 

to engage in the difficult work of applying this truth. Doriani brings to the fore certain principles 

of his book, Getting the message: a plan for interpreting and applying the Bible (1996). One of 

his remarkable statements are as follows: 
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Application is indeed the work of God. Still, we must work at application. First, we must do 

something to stop the common perception that the Bible is irrelevant in modern times. Even 

Christians fail to see what the Bible has to do with their financial struggles and emotional decay 

at home, or with the temptations and the pressures to compromise at work (Doriani, 1996:127). 

 

The challenge of applying the Word is to build a bridge from there then to here now. However, 

certain pastors view this as a responsibility of each believer, in other words, a personal matter. 

Others are of the opinion: Let God do it, otherwise application will lead to legalism. However, 

such an attitude in reality shows an unconcerned concept of application, “creating bridges that 

end in mid-air” (Doriani, 1996:126). The author concludes, “Application is both a necessary 

and a difficult phase of teaching, one that cannot simply be “left to God” (Doriani, 1996:130).  

 

Tim Keller, in his article, “God’s global urban mission?” points out the challenge: 

 

Traditional evangelical ministries tend to give believers relatively little help in understanding how 

they can maintain their Christian practice outside the walls of the church while still participating in 

the world of the arts and theatre, business and finance, scholarship and learning, and government 

and public policy (Logan, 2013:154-155). 

 

The implication of the exposition above, is that pastoral work is not completed when the Word 

is exposed in the pulpit. The message should be inculcated in and activate the believers to be 

certain that they understand how to apply it to their own life. The Word has to make sense in 

their familiar and professional setting. In the Old Testament, the reason why the people 

repented, was that the Word was explained and applied to their lives: “They read from the 

book, from the Law of God, clearly, and they gave the sense, so that the people understood 

the reading” (Ne 8:8 ESV). When Paul and Silas went to Berea, they found interested Jews 

who wanted to receive the Word but only after a careful anakrinō – examination of the 

Scriptures, “to see if these things were so” (Acts 17:10 ESV). Therefore, the application of 

Scripture is the main purpose of a small groups ministry. The reason is that this biblical 

foundation forms the basis from where all other processes and actions proceed – fellowship, 

worship and service. In the four Presbyterian churches that were investigated, Sunday’s 

sermon was carried over as theme of the Bible study in the small groups. After preaching, the 

pastor or a delegated member, prepared a simple application, in the form of questions: 

 

• What called your attention in the message?  
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• What is the principle the passage is teaching? 

• How can this principle be applied in your daily life? 

• How can we help each other to really apply and live out what God said to us 

through the preacher? 

 

In a small groups meeting, it is important to encourage all members to participate, to share 

what they are feeling, thinking and learning. Furthermore, is crucial that members are inspired 

to ask questions about aspects they did not understand. If someone has a life experience 

related to the principle which is being discussed, this can be shared as well. After the opening 

discussion, the leader may resume the lessons that were learnt. The Apostle Paul rightly 

remarked: “The word of God is not bound!” (2 Ti 2:9 ESV); there is no limit to its power. Paul 

teaches the Colossians about the power of kerygma when he explicated the gift of prophecy: 

 

But if all prophesy, and an unbeliever or outsider enters, he is convicted by all, he is called to 

account by all, the secrets of his heart are disclosed, and so, falling on his face, he will worship 

God and declare that God is really among you (1 Co 14:24-25 ESV). 

 

In the message above, there is evidence of the presence of the Holy Spirit, “God is really 

among you.” The unbelievers used to enter a small group’s meeting as a spectator, to observe, 

judge, or conclude by what they observe. However, suddenly the transforming power of the 

Word of God is revealed. People’s mind and heart are touched by the Spirit and the visitor will 

exclaim: “God is here, among you.” This is in line with what the Canon of Dordt predicts, 

according to Article 11, Chapter 3: 

 

He not only causes the gospel to be externally preached to them, and powerfully illuminates their 

minds by His Holy Spirit, that they may rightly understand and discern the things of the Spirit of 

God … He opens the closed and softens the hardened heart, and circumcises that which was 

uncircumcised; infuses new qualities into the will, which, though heretofore dead, He quickens; 

from being evil, disobedient, and refractory, He renders it good, obedient, and pliable (Brannan, 

1998:252). 

 

In the small groups ministry, this wonderful miracle of the illumination of an unbeliever’s mind 

and heart can happen in a truly simple and powerful way. Kevin Vanhoozer states: “Mission is 

simply the initiative of Word and Spirit to incorporate people into the life of the triune God” 

(Logan, 2013:576).  
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When members study the Word of God in small groups, the kerygma shows an amazing effect 

– the multiplicity of application of the same principle. The Scripture is the living Word of God, 

once it is sent by the Spirit, this Word does not return to the Lord empty, but “it shall accomplish 

that which I purpose, and shall succeed in the thing for which I sent it” (Jer 55:11 ESV). During 

Bible study sessions, the members are asked how they would apply a certain biblical principle 

in their lives. Frequently even the preacher, if he is present, will begin considering numerous 

perspectives on the same text which he spent hours struggling to explain. After a while, even 

the preacher surprisingly would ask himself: “Did I say that?”  

 

During the 22 years of experience with small groups ministry, the researcher has witnessed, a 

mysterious occurrence: The living Word preached and apprehended by individuals from the 

most diverse religious backgrounds as well as professional and familiar settings. When these 

people are asked what they understood, the Spirit has already applied the message to their 

particular situation. In this regard, the living Word has indeed “many different practical 

applications and significances” (WRF, 2011:Art. XVII, 8)). This is the amazing and gracious 

dynamic of the kerygma, accomplishing God’s purpose for his sent Word.  

 

A further important aspect of kerygma is discipleship. Leaders and members of a small group 

can be equipped and trained to share the Christian faith’s fundamentals to the new-born in 

Christ. The question, however, remains: Why should a small group make disciples as part of 

its ordinary ministry? One essential dimension of Jesus’ ministry was discipleship. As the 

Evangelist Mark reported, Jesus appointed twelve “so that they might be with him and he might 

send them out to preach …” (Mr 3:14 ESV). The heart of discipleship is ‘to be with’, in other 

words, relationship. Therefore, relationship may precede the preaching. Jesus appointed 12 

men, but in certain occasions, he chose three of them for special moments: Peter, James and 

John, for example, for the transfiguration (Mr 9:2) and the garden of Gethsemane (Mr 14:33). 

It is thus, no wonder these close disciples became imitators of their Master.  

 

When the rulers, elders, scribes, and Annas and Caiaphas inquired the apostles, they were 

amazed by the boldness of Peter and John and “recognized that they had been with Jesus” 

(Acts 4:13 ESV). To disciple a person entails the exercise of fellowship – not only light, but life 

on life. The Apostle Paul exhorts the congregation members: “Be imitators of me, as I am of 

Christ” (1 Co 11:1 ESV). An imitator of Jesus thinks, talks, acts and reacts like the Lord. The 

words of life are learnt by the mystery of connection to one another. First one observes the 

effect, thereafter the cause. The faith of the Evangelist Timothy was the result of the teachings 

of the Apostle Paul. However, before the doctrine, there were Lois and Eunice, Timothy’s 
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grandmother and mother, who shared with him a living faith that prepared him as disciple of 

Paul. The following is a noteworthy statement of Crabb on the power of the relationship: 

 

The power to meaningfully change lives depends not on advice, though counsel and rebuke play 

a part; not on insight, though self-awareness that disrupts complacency and points toward new 

understanding is important; but on connecting, on bringing two people into an experience of 

shared life (Crabb, 2005:58). 

 

Connection precedes modification, life before light. This is a powerful dimension of the 

kerygma that can be developed in the small groups ministry. The fellowship paves the way for 

the knowledge.  

 

The last instruction of Jesus to his church is clear and comprehensive: “Go therefore and make 

disciples of all nations …” (Mt 28:19 ESV). Thus, to disciple is not an option, it is a 

commandment. The Evangelist Philip was taken to the desert by the Spirit to meet an Ethiopian 

returning to his country, but reading the Prophet Isaiah on his way. Philip asked, “Do you 

understand what you are reading?” And he replied, “How can I, unless someone guides me?” 

(Acts 8:30-31 ESV). The ministry of discipleship is to make the Gospel understood and obeyed 

by the new converts. The Apostle Paul met a number of disciples from John the Baptist in 

Ephesus, asking them a basic question: “Did you receive the Holy Spirit when you believed?” 

(Acts 19:2 ESV). These disciples admitted that they did not even know of the existence of the 

Spirit. Paul remained with them for three months speaking, reasoning and persuading them 

about the kingdom of God. 

 

In this regard Crabb explains the power: “Ordinary people have the power to change other 

people’s lives” (2005:58) The reason is the priesthood of all believers through which they can 

serve one another with their life, friendship and gifts of the Spirit. To be a discipler, i t is not 

necessary to be perfect, or to know everything. In his article, “The role of a discipler”, Tim 

Christoson explains: “The discipler must possess: a genuine love for and interest in the life of 

his or her disciple, a desire to reach and train people for Christ, loyalty to the pastor and church, 

and the spiritual gifts of teaching and exhortation” (Christoson, 2009). The Apostle Paul 

asserted: “My heart's desire and prayer to God for them is that they may be saved” (Rom 10:1 

ESV). Discipleship begins in the heart, then moves to the head. Thus considering the 

exposition above, the agenda of a discipler within a small groups setup could have the following 

features (adapted from the website, ministry127.com): 
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1. A weekly meeting with the disciple would be recommended. 

2. A prayer time after sharing what happened since the last meeting. This is an opportunity 

to cultivate transparency and confidence one another: “… confess your sins to one 

another and pray for one another, that you may be healed.” (Jas 5:16 ESV). When a 

weakness is disclosed to a brother, from now on, two will fight that vulnerability.  

3. The bible study properly, which may be book by book, or a doctrinal theme, or a book 

about spirituality. 

4. As part of the routine of discipler/disciple would be a refreshing time, for this will show 

the discipler not in a room with the bible, but in the real life.  

 

In this regard, discipleship concerns the spiritual discipline where the priesthood of all believers 

can be observed and appreciated in its purest shape. This priesthood is described strikingly in 

the memorable words of Bonhoeffer: 

 

But God has put this Word into the mouth of men in order that it may be communicated to other 

men. When one person is struck by the Word, he speaks it to others. God has willed that we 

should seek him and find his living Word in the witness of a brother, in the mouth of a man. 

Therefore, a Christian needs another Christian who speaks God’s Word to him. He needs him 

again and again when he becomes uncertain and discouraged, for by himself he cannot help 

himself without belying the truth. He needs his brother man as a bearer and proclaimer of the 

divine word of salvation. He needs his brother solely because of Jesus Christ (Bonhoeffer & 

Wells, 2015:15). 

 

Not only the teaching of the Word but the kerygma (testifying) is also a demonstration of the 

presence and power of God. The Apostle Paul remarked: “… and my speech and my message 

were not in plausible words of wisdom, but in demonstration of the Spirit and of power, so that 

your faith might not rest in the wisdom of men but in the power of God” (1 Co 2:4 ESV). In the 

community of the disciples in Jerusalem, the Apostles’ teaching was accompanied by “many 

wonders and signs were being done through the apostles” (v. 43). When John the Baptist sent 

messengers to the Lord Jesus asking: “Are you the one who is to come, or shall we look for 

another?” (Mt 11:3 ESV), the Master’s answer was: “… the blind receive their sight and the 

lame walk, lepers are cleansed and the deaf hear, and the dead are raised up, and the poor 

have good news preached to them.” (v. 5) The small groups ministry has the opportunity to 

witness the presence of the glorious Christ, by praying together for the felt needs shared by 

the participants, during the meeting.  
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During the pastorate in the Presbyterian Church of Macaé, the researcher witnessed a 

gracious wonder of God, when a communitarian prayer was answered for a lady, who was 

diagnosed with pancreatic cancer. Mrs Isabel Berbat (not her real name), a middle-aged 

woman, mother of two sons, member of the church, was devasted when a tomography 

revealed the tumour in her pancreas. One of the doctors from the church was called to follow 

the case. However after examining her tests and discussing her condition with his colleagues, 

he concluded it could be extremely difficult for her to survive the operation, seeing that she 

had a fragile physical structure.  

 

During a Sunday, the whole community was called to pray for her health. During the service, 

she came to the front, all the presbyters surrounded her and laid their hands on her head. The 

whole surrounded the elders for an intercession. The prayer requested two things: first, God 

willing, wisdom should be given to the doctors to treat her with success, and that she could 

survive the treatment; or, if it pleased the Lord, that he healed her miraculously for his own 

glory. Due to the gravity of her case, the following days she was transferred to a cancer referral 

hospital in the State of São Paulo, in the city of Barretos. There, the medical team decide to 

rerun the necessary examinations for surgery. However, due to the preparations that were 

needed, the process took two more weeks. When the results of the examinations were ready, 

the medical team called her and asked why she came to that hospital? She responded that 

she was diagnosed with pancreatic cancer. However, they explained: “We did every possible 

examination, and nothing was found; there is no sign of cancer on your body.”  

 

The following Sunday an elated community was celebrating the great deeds of the Lord and 

mercy shown to his people. This event was a source of encouragement for all small groups of 

that church. The evening service was the occasion when the cells gather in church. Thus what 

occurred during service, had an immediate impact on the attitude of the small groups’ 

members. This specific case, touched the heart of the community deeply – they were eye-

witnesses to the power of the God who will intervene in the midst of two or three people 

gathered in his Name. 

 

In conclusion, the small groups ministry is able to cooperate in the revitalisation of Presbyterian 

churches. The reason is that such groups may provide the opportunity to koinonia, diakonia 

and kerygma, not as an independent, para-church structure, but as a complementary one. This 

would be two wings that can make the eagle soar. 
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6.3 What would the agenda of a small group meeting entail? 

 

The question above is an honest investigation and is far from being a novelty in the small 

groups scenario. The key is the flexibility of the small groups ministry. There are countless 

possibilities, and each local Presbyterian church will decide on the best format for the liturgy 

of its small groups meeting. Therefore, it is being suggested in the present study, based on 

Acts 2:42, that the agenda should contain at least four moments: gratitude, praise, sharing, 

application and evangelism. 

 

6.3.1 Greetings and gratitude (koinonia) 

Acts reports about the first congregation, “… having favour with all the people ” (v. 47). The 

first consideration for the small group since the session commences, is to make the guests 

feel welcome. It is crucial to gain the favour of those who are visiting the group. In this regard, 

a form of icebreaker can be used at this moment, in order to balance the emotional 

atmosphere. However, a certain action can amplify the preparation for the meeting: the 

gratitude. The Psalmist exclaims: “Enter his gates with thanksgiving, and his courts with praise! 

Give thanks to him; bless his name!” (Ps 10:4 ESV). At the start of the session, participants 

may be asked to share ‘something good’ that God did as an expression of his love and 

providence. The joy and thankfulness of the small group is an opportunity to gain the kindness 

and empathy of the guests. Thereafter, an initial prayer may mention all the blessings and 

eventually the members can share their experiences in this regard.  

 

6.3.2 Praise and prayer (koinonia) 

The following element for the small groups liturgy may be a time of praise and prayer, based 

on Acts 2:47. As was mentioned previously, to have a musician in a small group is a privilege, 

but reality shows that there are not enough players for all groups. Certain groups used to bring 

along a recorded song or playback, however such input requires a measure of practice to sing 

according to the rhythm. Singing a Capella is a modality that can be improved and experienced 

in a new way in a hyper-technological world. After two or three songs, time could be made 

available for worshipping prayers, through which the believers can express their love and 

thankfulness to the Lord. These worshipping prayers also provides an important witness of the 

presence of the Lord among his children and the nature of the loving relationship between 

Christ and his church.  
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After a period of worshipping, time is made to share the burdens. This sharing is crucial for the 

koinonia of the small group, and opens the opportunity to carry, in community, people’s 

problems to the feet of the living Christ. This can be done in groups of two or three members, 

cultivating confidence and enhancing mutual care in the group. 

 

6.3.3 Sharing burdens  

The practice of sharing burdens is derived from Galatians 6:2: “Bear one another's burdens, 

and so fulfil the law of Christ.” There is no koinonia without sharing problems, weakness and 

temptations. The group could form doubles and threes, men and women separated, asking 

one to another: “How can I pray for you today?” In certain cases, the whole group could pray 

for a member who is facing a very difficult situation, according to James 5:16: “And the prayer 

of faith will save the one who is sick, and the Lord will raise him up.” Transparency and 

confidence will appear after a number of weeks when meeting the same persons and following 

up on their struggles and hurt. 

 

6.3.4 Application of the Word (kerygma)  

The small groups session is the time for the kerygma, the application of the Word when the 

members will act in response to principles exposed by the pastor in the last service. The aim 

is to help them to identify what areas of their daily life must be changed by biblical teaching. 

These applications are prepared by the pastor, or an appointed member, and distributed 

among the small groups’ leaders, at least three days before the meeting. These Bible studies 

can be based on the Sunday sermon which is expected to be the time when the community as 

a whole assembles. Such applications may be an advantageous strategy helping the church 

maintain the same theme across the small groups. Another option could be the study of a book 

or even a syllabus prepared by the pastor. The most important aspect, despite the material to 

be used, is to ensure that the purpose of the application is reached: leading believers into self-

reflection, asking themselves how this principle will change their lives? 

 

6.3.5 Evangelism and service  

It is suggested that the final phase of the small groups meeting could be to encourage the 

members to evangelising and service. The members can share with one another about their 

friends and relatives who are being contacted or invited to know the group. There may be 

intersession on behalf of them, praying that they come to the knowledge of Christ as saviour. 
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Thereafter, the group can discuss who, how and where they can serve with their gifts and 

abilities as a way to ‘wear the clothes of compassion’. 

 

6.3.6 Small groups and ministries 

Finally, regarding an agenda for small group meetings. This concerns the ministry-oriented 

groups, which is highly common in certain churches. The question arises: What could be the 

role of strategic or task-driven groups in collaboration with the ordinary small groups ministry? 

The experience of the Saddleback Church, shared by Steve Gladen (2018) may serve as 

inspiration to this Presbyterian model. Rick Warren (1995) in his book, The purpose driven 

church, provides his perspective of a small group. He explained: “We don’t expect each small 

group to do the same things; we allow them to specialize.” At that time, Saddleback 

membership was encouraged to belong to a specialty group, or interest groups, with the 

ministry of evangelism, counselling, visiting and several others.  

 

However, after a period, members participating in these interest groups, realised they focused 

so strongly on the concentrated ministry that they forgot to strive for spiritual health and 

personal maturity in the faith (Gladen:34). Currently, the Saddleback Church emphasises the 

so-called ‘balanced small groups’, which aim to develop the five main purposes of a Christian 

community according to Mathew: fellowship (28:20), discipleship (28:20), ministry (22:39), 

evangelism (28:19) and worship (22:37), according to Gladen (2018:30). This church continues 

to have such specialty groups; however, members attending this type of groups are also 

encouraged to participate in a balanced small group. 

 

It can also be queried whether there is a place for specialty-driven groups in a church together 

with communion-driven small groups. The answer is clear: These groups can work side by side 

in the same church. Ogden (2003) presents his perspective of need-driven groups based on 

the exegesis of katartismos in Ephesians 4:12. Ogden explains his view: “The church is to be 

a therapeutic community. It is a place where broken, struggling people can become well and 

whole” (2003:139). A small group can thus be equipped to pray for the healing of physical, 

emotional and spiritual wounds; another group may have a therapist or counsellor as leader to 

train its members to hear and encourage a change of attitude of an afflicted soul. Certain 

members, who have received the gift of evangelism, compassion, discernment of spirits, may 

feel extremely comfortable participating in radical activities where they can observe the power 

of God in action. There are endless possibilities for need-driven groups; communities may 

identify and support those groups who are called to meet a determined need. 
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However, the experience of the Saddleback Church should be kept in consideration. Specialty 

groups tend to make its members overly focused in their ministry and forgo a balanced 

spirituality. Therefore, a way to avoid a lacking integral perspective of the Christian life, should 

be that the members of a need-driven group belong to a communion-driven group as well. This 

should be done in such a way that they could serve in one group according to their passion 

and gifts, and be build up in another group by the brethren. 

 

6.4 Who will lead the small groups ministry as instrument for the church’s 

revitalisation? 

 

When a small groups ministry is established in a Presbyterian church to facilitate its 

revitalisation, the senior pastor develops a key role – equipper of the leadership. The main 

occupations of the pastor in establishing this ministry is explained below.   

 

6.4.1 Equip the community 

To equip the priesthood is the core of the pastoral calling: “…he gave the apostles, the 

prophets, the evangelists, the shepherds and teachers, to equip the saints for the work of 

ministry …” (Eph 4:11-12). A pastor can easily be entrapped in countless administrative 

activities. The reason is that, in IPB the pastor, according to the Constitution of the 

denomination, is also the council president, and represents the church on behalf the civil 

authorities of the city. As president, he has to sign together with the treasurer the checks or 

financial transfers from the church’s banking account. Furthermore, the pastor is a member of 

the Presbytery and/or Synod, or the General Assembly, having to attend the ordinary and 

extraordinary assemblies.  

 

The pastor preaches on Sundays and mid-week services as well as visits the sick and old 

people. In addition, he serves the communion, handles weddings, funerals and baptisms. 

Simultaneously the pastor is expected to participate in all the church’s ministry meetings, and 

still be a father and husband to his family. Thus, it is understandable that it requires extra effort 

to perform his calling – equip the leadership. Elton Trueblood, cited by Ogden, summarises 

the role of an equipper: “The ministry is for all who are called to share in Christ’s life, the 

pastorate is for those who possess the peculiar gift of being able to help other men and women 

to practice any ministry to which they are called” (Ogden, 2003:133). There is no substitute for 

the pastor’s equipping ministry – this is his vocation. It requires a passion for being an equipper 
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of small groups leaders. This is the type of passion that lets the pastor give priority to the 

forming of new shepherds to the flock. 

 

6.4.2 Serve as a model 

Equipping the saints for their service means to teach, train, send, and supervise them. This 

requires of the pastor to be a model to leadership. This is a challenge for the pastor is expected 

to do anything, firstly before them and with them; let them do it with him; and finally, they do it 

before him. To be a model, a typos as in 1 Peter 5:3, entails the exercise of showing how to 

do things, by doing it oneself. In other words, this is not talking about evangelism but 

evangelise together with them; it is not about teaching who to visit as sick or old person but to 

visit these with them. In other words, being a model is not about dropping hints how to be a 

disciple, but be a discipler to them. The Apostle Paul taught his followers in the epistle to 

Philippians by being a personal example: “… in the same conflict that you saw I had …” and 

“… What you have learned and received and heard and seen in me – practice these things …” 

(Php 1:30; 4:9 ESV). However, the task is not only to teach others by being a role-model, or to 

send the leaders to care for people in the small groups. The aim is also to supply and supervise 

these members in the ministry. Paul consolidated the Christians of Syria and Cilicia (Acts 

15:41) as well as Galatia and Phrygia by “strengthening all the disciples” (18:23 ESV). 

 

6.4.3 Maintain a relationship with the leadership  

To model the leadership, the pastor will need more than a classroom, a computer and a 

projector. He will need to develop a deep-set relationship with their leaders. There is no room 

for a CEO pastor or a ‘Cabinet Chief’. The pastor needs to leave his office and enter into the 

lives of their disciples. This is the way to nurture them, pray with them and support their 

weakness. This means correcting their mistakes and encouraging them not to give up. In Acts, 

the Apostle Paul (after his conversion) was hiding in Tarsus, seeing that a group of Hellenists 

wanted to kill him in Jerusalem (9:30). Thus, Paul was forgotten in Tarsus. When Barnabas 

was preaching in Antioch, he remembered about Paul: “So Barnabas went to Tarsus to look 

for Saul, and when he had found him, he brought him to Antioch” (Ac 11:25-26 ESV). Barnabas 

went do find Paul where he hid in Tarsus and brought him to Antioch, which changed the whole 

history of the New Testament church from that day onwards. Barnabas and Paul stayed in 

Antioch for a whole year (11:26), teaching the church there. From this point, the Apostle Paul 

became the most influential church planter of the 1st century. The relationship is the key to 

successful discipleship; imitation is a process that takes time, and it requires that the leader is 

being looked up to and observed as a model. 
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6.4.4 Facilitate the community to serve 

The pastor for a small groups ministry is not merely the lone omnicompetent, but the leader 

who must inspire the priesthood to find their place in the missio Dei in the world. Jesus 

exclaimed: “The harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are few. Therefore, pray earnestly to the 

Lord of the harvest to send out laborers into his harvest” (Lk 10:2 ESV). The Holy Spirit is the 

divine Labourer sent to convict “concerning sin and righteousness and judgment” (Jo 16:8); 

yet also to empower the labourers to reap what they did not sow (Jo 4:38). God empowers his 

royal priesthood through the variety of the gifts, services and activities given by the Spirit. This 

sharing of abilities is so generous, detailed and inclusive that the Apostle Paul remarked, “you 

are not lacking in any gift” (1 Co 1:7 ESV). However, even if the harvest is plentiful and gifted 

labourers are sent by the Spirit, nothing will be gathered if the royal priesthood does not 

understand its place and function in the mission field. The increase and edification of Christ’s 

church depend on every joint to be equipped and each part of the body to be functioning 

properly (Eph 4:16). Accordingly, the duty of the pastors is to help them find their ministry in 

the world.  

 

The challenge for a Presbyterian pastor is how to strip off the cloak of omnicompetence, 

according to which he is expected to perform in all aspects: preach a great sermon on Sunday, 

be the president of the church’s council, Presbyter and Synod, be the chairman of church’s 

school or seminary, the budget administrator, familiar counsellor, evangelist, church planter, 

responsible for the building maintenance, and member of a municipal committee. Snyder terms 

such profiling as ‘superstar pastor’, who has among the membership, a deacon with the ability 

to preach, members of several committees with the gift to listen, encourage and heal emotional 

wounds; or a church treasurer who became a “self-taught Bible scholar”. However, 

unfortunately, these members are unable to exercise their calling in the church of such an 

omnicompetent pastor, for they simply are not needed: “If the pastor is a superstar, then the 

church is an audience, not a body” (Snyder, 1996:99-101). 

 

In reality there are no superstar pastors for all the churches; some of these who attempt to be 

an omnicompetent pastor is failing and giving up. Recent research revealed a worrying 

pastoral situation in certain evangelical denominations in Brazil (Santos, 2019): 

• 2011: In only a month, 70 pastors of the Four Square Gospel Church, left the pastorate. 

• in 2009, 10% of the pastors of Presbyterian Independent Church (IPIB), gave up the 

pastoral ministry. 
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• 2001: As many as 75% of the pastors belonging to the São Paulo Baptist Church Order, 

were facing a type of ministerial crisis. 

• 2011: The Francis Schaeffer Institute, published a research where 1.5 thousand 

pastors resigned due to moral deviation, spiritual depression or ecclesiastical conflicts. 

(Buhr, 2018:26-27). 

• November 2018 to January 2019: At least six pastors committed suicide in Brazil  

 

The small groups ministry in a Presbyterian church require a multi-gifted community not a 

superstar pastor, as Ogden comments:  

 

No individual was ever meant to demonstrate the fullness of Christ to the world. We are meant to 

do that through redeemed communities…We don’t have it all together, but together we have it 

all… If we want to see Jesus manifest on earth, it will be corporately, through a community of 

people who lay down their lives for each other and build each other up through the gifts variously 

distributed throughout the body (Ogden, 2003:99). 

 

The main role of the pastor who is implanting the small groups ministry in his church, is to 

develop an atmosphere where every believer may get to know God’s given abilities and gifts. 

They should also know the place and the persons that should be served, and be taught the 

right motivation: the glory of God, the expansion of his kingdom. If the priesthood belongs to 

all believers, then pastors must return the people to God that He may send them to the mission 

field according to his will, as Ogden emphasises: “The head can communicate to the parts 

without going through the pastors and governing body. “The head does not tell the hand to tell 

the foot what to do” (Ogden, 2003:100). 

 

Finally, the way to implement this environment is to communicate, through sermons, bulletin 

meditations and banners, encouraging the believers to speak of their passions, dreams and 

callings. The community could have special prayer meetings to ask God’s direction for a new 

challenge in the city. In addition, a simple procedure could be adopted, guiding the membership 

to begin a new ministry or service. For example, a form could be printed and distributed, in 

which an individual could share what, to whom and where a new service could be developed. 

The pastor could invite this person for an interview to ascertain whether two or three more 

people could be challenged to participate in the new ministry. They could work for a time, 

thereafter they evaluated the first victories and challenges of the service together. In that 

sense, they determine whether new improvements are delivering the right things, in the right 

places, for a higher calling. 
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6.4.5 Form a strategic equipping team together with the Elders  

In the Presbyterian denominational structure, the presbyters, together with the pastor, exercise 

the main role as leaders, authority and shepherds of the membership. According to the 

Constitution of IPB in the Article 51, the presbyters have the following contributions: 

 

(a) to report to the Council on faults which it cannot correct by private admonitions;  

b) to assist the pastor in the work of visits;  

c) to instruct the neophytes, to comfort the afflicted and to take care of childhood and youth;  

d) to pray with and for the believers;  

e) to inform the pastor of cases of illness and affliction;  

f) to distribute the elements of the Holy Supper;  

g) to take part in the ordination of ministers and officers;  

h) to represent the Council in the Presbytery, this in the Synod and the Supreme Council. 

 

In such a job description, there are administrative duties (g, h), sharing of situations (a, e) and 

as assistants of the minister visit, teach, comfort, pray and distribute elements in the Holy 

Supper. As Council, the Presbyters have the following responsibilities in a local church: govern 

spiritually and administratively, admit, transfer, discipline and dismiss members. Furthermore 

they have to impose penances, supervise the Christian education, organise the membership 

roll, be judges in case of doctrinal conflict, and control the internal societies (men, women, 

youth, children, deacons). This occupation includes planting new churches, representing the 

church in the superior councils, and observe whether the children are presented to be baptised; 

finally, to invite and elect the pastor in (IPB, 2018:Art. 83). 

 

Against this background, it should be evident that, except for the liturgy, no further actions is 

possible in a Presbyterian church without the presbyters; seemingly all aspects and actions 

resort under the authority of the council. With such an almost omnicompetence in the church’s 

government, it is no wonder that certain elders begin viewing themselves as managers of a 

company. One of the most common motives for pastors to resign the ministry is the conflicting 

relationship with the presbyters. The Rev. Santos, in a recent article about the increase of 

pastors’ suicide, cautions: 

 

There are local church leaders (elders, deacons, and other workers) who treat their pastors in a 

totally anti-Christian way … acting as the "bosses" and "commanders" of their shepherds. In doing 
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so, they disregard the sacred principle of treating with double honor those who engage in 

preaching and teaching (cf. 1 Ti 5:17) … Some leaders act as though they have been given the 

divine mission to keep their pastors humble and therefore treat them miserably! This treatment 

may involve low salary … verbal offenses, emotional abuse, disregarding relationship and 

professional devaluation (Santos, 2019). 

 

However, in a Presbyterian church, this is the state of affairs – pastors and presbyters are the 

elected team to shepherd the people of God. As a Presbyterian minister, this research may 

attest that the majority of the elders is formed by committed Christians who consider 

themselves as guardians of the doctrine and traditions of the IPB. Therefore, if a minister is 

determined to be an equipper according to the Apostle Paul’s designation in Ephesian 4:12, 

he will start with his closest partners, the presbyters, sharing with them his vision to restore the 

priesthood of all believers. 

  

In reality, the Council is aware of what is expected from the members as a denominational 

board, according to the Article 83 of the IPB Constitution. The first challenge of a pastor, 

seeking to implement small groups ministry in his church, is to share with the Presbyters this 

new perspective of his ministry.  

 

6.4.6 Presbyters will minister according to their passion, gifts and abilities 

The first task of the pastor is to transform the mindset, from an administrative to a kingdom-

driven focus. A common problem in the most Presbyterian churches in Brazil is to find men, 

among the membership, to fulfil the requirements of an official – presbyter or deacon. In a 

small community, the tendency is to elect those who seem to be more capable of managing 

the budget or acting as Sunday class teacher, or someone who seemingly belongs in that 

place since the first meetings. The challenge for the pastor is to take these men, elected and 

spurred on by diverse motives, and form a prototype team, a band of brothers, generating their 

own passion, gifts and abilities. Together, as a council, they are the governors of the local 

church, but as individual believers, each one has a specific calling. Such a calling can be 

impeded due to an overload of administrative responsibilities. The challenging words of 

Snyder, cited by Ogden is worrying to read, but necessary: 

 

Kingdom people seek first the Kingdom of God and its justice; church people often put the church 

work above concerns of justice, mercy and truth. Church people think about how to get people 

into the church; Kingdom people think about how to get the church into the world. Church people 
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worry that the world might change the church; Kingdom people work to see the church change 

the world (Boren, 2010:161). 

 

The Apostle Paul, in his letter to Romans exhorts, “but be transformed by the renewal of your 

mind…” (12:1). Such a new mindset will help the presbyters understand that the church is not 

the kingdom, but that the kingdom has a church. The kingdom-driven mind, the mind of Christ, 

transform such a denominational structure into an equipping team for the benefit of the 

priesthood. 

 

6.4.7 They will clothe the garments of servants of servants 

The second task of the pastor is to resist a mentality of position, and introduce a servant 

mentality. Aiming to be loyal to the system, elders tend to defend the denomination more than 

they do the kingdom of God. As a result of this attitude, despite good intentions, this leads 

them to view themselves as guardians and a type of ‘sheriffs’ of the community. Consequently, 

they think in terms of position – who is ‘the boss’ in that place? Jesus had to deal with such an 

attitude problem among his disciples.  

In Mark chapter 9, the Lord Jesus asked his disciples what they had discussed on the way, but 

no answered for they were in dispute “with one another about who was the greatest”  

(v. 34). In his response the Lord “… sat down and called the twelve. And he said to them, “If 

anyone would be first, he must be last of all and servant of all.” Jesus “sat down” – this is the 

attitude of a father to his children, a master to his pupils. In this way, Jesus focus their attention 

on a higher motive, from the position mind to a servanthood mind. Such a mindset brings total 

transformation. If the purpose is to serve, not to command, then, God-given gifts and abilities 

are in charge. God’s calling is the priority, there are no superstars, all needs all for, “What God 

has not given to you, he has given to others” (Ogden, 2003:168).  

 

6.4.8 They will ‘hunt’ new laborers for the kingdom harvest 

When a council is transformed into a kingdom-driven-mind team, then each member is driven 

by a God-given passion and exercising God-given gifts. The result is a joyful leadership, who 

inspire those around them, with a ‘contagious’ faith, to establish a place in the world, where 

God is served, worshiped and represented by his Christian priesthood. The council have 

become a team of ‘servant-hunters’, in the sense of explorers. Their occupation is to find the 

right person, and place that one in the right ministry, for the right reason: a calling from the 

Spirit. 
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In a Presbyterian church, the first small group to be formed should be the pastor and his 

presbyters. This is the prototype group, which will be the model for the community as a whole. 

After a changing the mentality of the Council, the community is the next challenge. In the 

community it is necessary to transform a spectator into a priest, a passive audience into a 

community of priests, and fans into players. This is no easy task, and do not provide a 

comfortable change. Therefore, the process has to be taken in slow steps and planned actions, 

to bring the whole community together. The small groups ministry is a key structure for this 

change of direction. Such a group provided the space where the new labourers can come to 

the fore: evangelists, counsellors, musicians, financial supporters, teachers, emotional healers 

and carers of souls. As Ogden states: “No individual was ever meant to demonstrate the 

fullness of Christ to the world. We are meant to do that through redeemed communities. “We 

don’t have it all together, but together we have it all” (Ogden, 2003:99). 

 

In summary, the role of pastors and presbyters is to identify new leaders, equip and send them 

to supervise the ministry of the small group leaders. As an equipping team, pastors, elders and 

deacons serve as model, inspiration and teachers. For them the best reward is to observe the 

royal priesthood worshipping God, serving the world, and building up the brethren.  

 

6.5 How can a Presbyterian small groups ministry become missional? 

 

 “… and having favor with all the people. And the Lord added to their number day by day those 

who were being saved” (Ac 2:47 ESV). 

 

The main proposition of this chapter is based on Acts 2. The three essential components of 

the small groups ministry are koinonia, diakonia and kerygma. The third dimension was 

intentionally named last, seeing that kerygma gives sense and reason to the discussion above, 

which is the missional calling of the small groups. The mission does not make sense where 

there is no koinonia and no diakonia. 

 

Acts chapter 2 reports that the Christians in Jerusalem daily increased in number, without 

infallible methods, clever strategies, impressive conferences with famous preachers or musical 

celebrities. The author of Acts recorded their secret with impressive simplicity and singularity: 

they attracted the favour of the city and God daily “added to their number” the saved ones. The 

Greek word for favour or sympathy is charis (Strong 5845), which in this context means to be 
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seen with sympathy, with joy, acceptance and thankfulness by the inhabitants of Jerusalem. 

That attitude was the community’s response to the church’s actions which they were observing.  

 

The question is: What was the city observing? They witnessed the koinonia of the Christian 

community, were blessed by the diakonia of believers, and were impacted by the kerygma of 

the Apostles. At the time, Jerusalem was under the control of the Roman Empire, and soldiers 

were there to maintain control and avoid possible rebellion. The presence of Rome in 

Jerusalem was visible all around, in the army (centurion), in the city administration (Pilates), in 

the economic system (denarius), in the religious system (Annas and Caiaphas) and the 

penalties of the condemned (crucifixion). Although Caesar allowed the Judeans to practise 

their religion, Roman was an alien dominator power submitting them to paying taxes. The 

Christian community was also present in Jerusalem, but they had the favour of the people. The 

questions is raised: Why were the Christians received differently? 

 

The Christians offered themselves to be observed by the people. They could be seen in the 

temple, the houses, in the streets, or at the market place. Christians were crying with those 

who lost their loved ones, or celebrating weddings – they were all-over witnessing their faith in 

Christ. The Christians were present in the life of Jerusalem to bring hope, joy, and love to those 

in need. People knew their praising songs, witnessed the signs and wonders of the Apostles, 

and saw the happiness they expressed when sharing the bread in their houses. In a nutshell: 

The Christians were not hidden inside walls, they just were there available to the city.  

 

The prophet Zechariah exclaimed: In those days ten men from the nations of every tongue 

shall take hold of the robe of a Jew, saying, ‘Let us go with you, for we have heard that God is 

with you.’” (8:23 ESV). This prophecy was fulfilled in the days of the Pentecost when “devout 

men from every nation under heaven” (Acts 2:5) who were in Jerusalem, “amazed and 

perplexed” (v.7) by seeing the apostles preaching about the mighty works of God in their own 

native languages, asked: “What does this mean?” (v. 12). 

 

After the sermon by Peter, those present asked: “Brothers, what shall we do?” And Peter 

answered: “Repent and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the 

forgiveness of your sins, and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit” (v. 38). The message 

was: God is with you! This was the conclusion reached by those people from all over the world, 

not only ten persons, thousands followed the apostles to be baptised. 
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During his ministry, Jesus allowed a desperate woman to touch his robe (Mr 6:56; Mr 5:28) 

and in the process, healed many with his power. The church of the Apostles became the robe 

to which the people could take hold and guided to the presence of the living Christ.  

 

Firstly: the first principle is that small groups ministry becomes missional when it brings 

a redemptive presence in the city. This is the practice of going out to its neighbourhood, to 

identify the need around them and transform the reality by bringing redemption to a specific 

place (Boren, 2010:159). From the testimony in Acts, it seems as if the Christian community in 

Jerusalem was feeding the hungry, satisfying the thirsty, hosting the stranger, clothing the 

naked, treating the sick and visiting the prisoners (Mt 25:36-36). They also knew where to meet 

these needs, going around the neighbourhood clothed with the garments of compassion. God’s 

redemptive presence has been introduced to a place – a street, a school, a house, a hospital, 

a penitentiary, an elderly shelter, a “favela” (slum). Those making God present, thus ask: “Lord, 

what do you want to do here? How can we cooperate? How can this place be transformed to 

reflect your glory and righteousness?” In truth, a small group has its natural limitations, but 

small beginnings suit these units the best. God is limitless, all-powerful, and enjoy performing 

miracles through small instruments. 

 

Secondly, small groups ministry becomes missional when it brings the peace of Christ to a 

world in conflict. When Jesus sent his 72 disciples to visit the places where he would go, he 

emphasised: “Whatever house you enter, first say, ‘Peace be to this house!’ And if a son of 

peace is there, your peace will rest upon him. But if not, it will return to you” (Lu 10:5-6 ESV). 

Peace (eirēnē Strong 1515) in this sense, denotes quietness, rest, tranquillity, which is an 

essential condition for listening to the Gospel message. 

 

Peace is a sign of the kingdom. The Apostle Paul sketches the kingdom of God as, 

“righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit” (Ro 14:17 ESV). As ambassadors in the 

Name of Christ (2 Co 5:2), Christians enter into a city, or a house as representatives of the 

Prince of peace (Isa 9:6) with authority to proclaim peace to its inhabitants. Jesus was clear: 

“first say: peace” (πρῶτον λέγω), as the Word of God that goes out of his mouth and never 

returns empty “but it shall accomplish that which I purpose, and shall succeed in the thing for 

which I sent it.” (Isa 55:11 ESV), so it will be with the proclaimer of peace. In this way, the 

peace of Christ once prophesised to a family, will find the ‘son of peace’, the one whom the 

Holy Spirit prepared to receive the God of Peace who walks with his royal priesthood (Php 

4:9). 
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God is in mission, therefore, small groups becomes missional when they recognize their 

secondary role. The members come in peace, to bring peace and live in peace with those who 

are waiting for peace. Boren explains this mission:  

 

But we are not the builders of God’s kingdom. That is God’s job. We are not the savior of 

someone’s soul. God is. We do not bring justice to injustice. God does…If God is at work in a 

neighborhood before we enter it, then if we presume we know what is needed, we could 

actually be working against God instead of with him. We must get over the savior complex that 

pervades the church. We must be willing to admit that we don’t have all of the answers … (Boren, 

2010:167). 

 

God is working all the time. Jesus sent his disciples to reap results for which they did not 

labour. It is clear that the actual labour is from God, the Spirit. A missional ministry entails the 

attitude to come in peace, pray for the peace, and work in peace with the neighbours. This 

means, coming not as champions, as warriors to win a battle, but as servants who ask: “How 

can I help you? How can I serve you that you may know the Lord of Peace?” Malcolm Duncan, 

cited by Boren, suggests simple questions to those wanting to know how to serve (Boren, 

2010:170): 

 

• What do you think is our community’s greatest asset?  

• What do you think is our community’s greatest need?  

• If you could change one thing about our community, what would it be?  

• What do you think is the best thing about living or working here? 

 

In the complexity of the Brazilian context, where the needs are boundless, other questions 

could be raised such as endemic corruption, narcotic smugglers and dealers, violence, 

unemployment, the public health system in crisis and the perception that criminals enjoy 

impunity. These challenges open unlimited possibilities to bring peace to a world in conflict, by 

listening to those in need, and bringing hope to those whom God wants to save: 

 

We simply need to establish the goal of being a people who have something to offer that is 

contrary to what is found in the world. We don’t need to win. We don’t need to convince. We 

simply aim to be a people of peace in the midst of cultures that are ruled by violence (Boren, 

2010:165). 
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Thirdly, small groups ministry becomes missional when the Word of Life is heard, believed 

and received by those whom God loves. As mentioned previously, when John the Baptist sent 

disciples to Jesus to confirm if He was the Messiah, the answer was:  

 

“Go and tell John what you hear and see: the blind receive their sight and the lame walk, lepers 

are cleansed and the deaf hear, and the dead are raised up, and the poor have good news 

preached to them” (Mathew 11:4-5 ESV). 

 

The statement above of Jesus establishes the third missional dimension for the small groups 

ministry – the Gospel for the poor. The poor are placed together with the miraculous healing 

of those who are blind, lame, lepers, deaf and dead. Jesus is comforting John by asserting He 

has the authority to perform the miracles of which John have heard, however, this is his sign: 

He preaches the good news to the poor. The question could be raised: Why is this class of 

people that important to be mentioned when Jesus authenticate his ministry? 

 

The main reason is that poverty and death were the first visible evidence of the Fall of 

humankind after Adam and Eve have sinned against God in the Garden of Eden. Adam 

confessed: “… because I was naked, and I hid myself” (Ge 3:10 ESV). Adam from nature was 

naked before God, but he never realised it. As a sinner, Adam was expelled from the place 

where he had all he needed and wanted. The vice-gerent of God, who was appointed to enjoy 

dominion over all creatures, became a poor peasant, fighting with “thorns and thistles” (v.18), 

sweeping to gain his daily bread. Poverty enters human history as a consequence of the 

disobedience of the first people. Poverty is an enemy of God, for it destroys the dignity of his 

children: 

 

• and poverty will come upon you like a robber, and want like an armed man ( Pr 6:11). 

• the poverty of the poor is their ruin (Pr 10:15). 

• Poverty and disgrace come to him who ignores instruction… (Pr 13:18). 

• for the drunkard and the glutton will come to poverty, and slumber will clothe them with rags (Pr 

23:21). 

 

Poverty is also caused by the sinfulness of human nature and increase the suffering of the 

poor: poor crops (Ne 5:1-3), ruler’s oppression (Isa 5:8), usury (Ne 5:1-5) and indolence (Pr 

28:19). God decided to fight against poverty in his world, and gave clear commandments to 

his people: 
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If among you, one of your brothers should become poor, in any of your towns within your land 

that the Lord your God is giving you, you shall not harden your heart or shut your hand against 

your poor brother, but you shall open your hand to him and lend him sufficient for his need, 

whatever it may be. Take care lest there be an unworthy thought in your heart and you say, ‘The 

seventh year, the year of release is near,’ and your eye look grudgingly on your poor brother, and 

you give him nothing, and he cry to the Lord against you, and you be guilty of sin (De 15:7-9 

ESV). 

 

In Israel, poverty was allowed to test the generosity of God’s people. Furthermore, it was a 

reminder that they all once were poor in Egypt when God sent Moses to set them free and lead 

them to a promised land. Jesus came to defeat two major enemies in God’s creation: poverty 

and death. The former he won by bringing the Gospel to the poor; and the latter by his 

resurrection on the third day. 

The missional small groups preach to the poor as a priority in its ministry, seeing that poverty 

is the enemy that must be faced in this world. However, this reality requires a transformed mind 

in the Presbyterian churches. Bruce Kendrick alerts the church on neglecting the poor: 

 

Instead of seeking the lost sheep — whether black or white or speckled — [Protestants] sought 

out those who thought as they thought, and dressed as they dressed, and talked as they 

talked…the Protestant church was cutting itself off from them and neglecting the fact that the sign 

of the Kingdom is that the poor have the gospel preached to them (Kendrick, 1966:31). 

 

For the Brazilian Presbyterian churches, surrounded by “favelas” and impoverished districts, it 

is not difficult to find the poor and destitute. The Gospel preached to the poor will change the 

nation for the simple reason that its message changes people from the inside out. In Brazil 

there were countless governmental initiatives to meet the needs of the poor population. In 

several capitals, the State Government built apartment buildings to move the slum population 

into houses with electricity and cleaning water. However, six months later, the lights were 

broken, the apartments were filled with garbage, the ambience was dirty and foul-smelling. 

The reason is that these people carried the slum’s poverty spirit to the apartment where they 

were moved. 

 

The preaching of the Gospel changes the mind of the poor as well, restoring the sense of 

dignity and introducing far-reaching changes. Numerous Christians are living in “favelas”, 

especially in Rio de Janeiro. The difference between a Christian house and a non-Christian 

one often is the cleanness and organisation. Christ battles poverty with his Gospel and expels 

it from the heart of the humans. The Apostle Paul explains the strategy: “For you know the 
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grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sake he became poor, so 

that you by his poverty might become rich” (2 Co 8:9).  

 

The spiritual cause of poverty was finally defeated when Jesus became poor, and in that 

condition, shares his richness with all those who believe in Him. The small groups ministry may 

become the chariot to bring the poor to the feet of the Living Christ, where they will be clothed 

with royal garments to participate in the Kings’ banquet. 

 

To me, though I am the very least of all the saints, this grace was given, to preach to the Gentiles 

the unsearchable riches of Christ, and to bring to light for everyone what is the plan of the mystery 

hidden for ages in God, who created all things, so that through the church the manifold wisdom 

of God might now be made known to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly places (Eph 3:8-

10). 

 

 

6.6 Conclusion 

 

Revitalisation is not an option; this is God’s commandment: “In the midst of the years revive it; 

in the midst of the years make it known; in wrath remember mercy” (Heb 3:2 ESV). God wants 

his church alive, his people spreading a ‘contagious’ faith, as living witness of his works and 

deeds.  

  

Small groups have a biblical theology and foundation as well as restore and reinvent historical 

decisions. The group system entails a flexible, adaptable, viable, inclusive, multiplying and 

extendible structure. The function is not as a substitute or para-church entity but as a 

complementary ministry to the church.  

  

As an ecclesiola in ecclesia, the small groups ministry presents a threefold-dimension based 

on Acts 2:42: koinonia, diakonia and kerygma. This ‘three-dimensional’ ministry will help 

cultivate a deep-felt relationship, joyful service and biblical preaching in its daily activities as 

part of a Presbyterian church.  

  

To implant this ministry, the group needs a pastor for whom there are certain requirements: 

one that understands his ministry as an equipper of the community, servant to the brethren, 

relational-driven person and an inspirer of callings in the community. This person must work 
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with a team moved by passions, abilities and gifts, clothed in servant garments encouraging 

others to seek their place in the kingdom. 

  

The final challenge is to make small groups operational from a missional perspective. This can 

be achieved by a threefold attitude: a redemptive presence that transforms people and their 

places, bringing the peace of Christ into a world of conflict, and preaching to the poor as a sign 

of the kingdom. 
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CHAPTER 7 – Summary, conclusions and recommendations 

 

7.1 Summary of the chapters 

 

7.1.1 Chapter 1 – Background and problem statement 

After 160 years since its foundation, when A. G. Simonton arrived from North-America on  

12 August 1859, the Presbyterian Church of Brazil has reached a point where it needs 

revitalisation. One of the reasons is a decrease in its membership. From 2010 until 2019, 

approximately 270 000 members (a loss of 30%) left the church, according to the most recent 

national census (IBGE, 2010). The decrease of membership was also confirmed by the same 

census in other denominations: Roman Catholic Church – 2.2 million; Lutherans – 62 646; 

Congregational Church – 39 249; and the Universal Church of the kingdom of God – 228 644 

(Mariano, 2013:119). Considering the decreasing influence of the historical protestant 

denominations, these numeric declines also translates into more extensive losses. Examples 

are: the loss in biblically-based preaching, the lack of effective evangelisation; the widespread 

influence of the neo-Pentecostalism movement (largely through communication media such 

as the radio and TV); and the growing non-religious population (IBGE, 2010). The question is: 

Could these elements combined explain the current indifference and apathy of the Brazilian 

population about religious concerns?  

Against the above-mentioned background, certain Presbyterian churches moved in the 

opposite direction to overcome the lack of vitality and stagnation. These churches emphasised 

their different approach, through which they gave a new direction to the same reformed 

tradition. Research undertaken among four Presbyterian churches (Buys & Nogueira, 2019) 

concluded that one of the key factors common to all of these considerations was the 

establishing of small groups ministry. The general lack of progress and the possibility of 

improvement in certain communities informed the problem statement of this study: 

• How could the implementation of small groups ministry, based on sound biblical and 

reformed ecclesiology, form a vital part of church revitalisation for Igreja Presbiteriana 

do Brasil (IPB) congregations, particularly in light of the experience of certain churches, 

which have implemented this process successfully to enhance their ministry? 

• Is this small groups ministry a completely novel innovation aiming to transform the 

reformed tradition, or did it already function during the period of the Reformation? 

Furthermore, if this ministry is not a new phenomenon, could this former experience 

help inspire the small groups ministry in the 21st century? What could be learnt about 
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the motives and principles the Reformers applied at that time to implement the notion 

of ecclesiola in ecclesia? 

• Is the small groups ministry based on biblical and theological foundations, or is it a 

mere sociological phenomenon? 

• In light of the historical precedents and biblical and theological foundations, can a small 

groups ministry model be recommended for the IPB? 

Considering the research questions above, the present study was launched based on the 

following premise: The implementation of small groups ministry, which is well-founded on 

biblical principles and reformed ecclesiology and missiology, may contribute significantly to the 

revitalisation of the ministry in churches within Brazil. 

 

7.1.2 Chapter 2 – Practices of the ‘conventicles’ from the time of the 

Reformation until the rise of Pietism 

Parmenides, a pre-Socratic Greek philosopher of the 6th century BC remarked: “Nothing 

comes from nothing” (Roecklein, 2010:37). Chapter 2 of the present study shed light on the 

monasticism’s contribution to the use of small groups in the 16th century. From the 3rd century 

until the Middle Ages, monasticism attracted men and woman who wanted to escape a sinful 

and vain life, seeking to attain salvation through their efforts. They set out to desert regions, 

abandoning belongings, property and wealthy conditions. In the desert, they devoted 

themselves to a life of contemplating God, prayer and meditating the Scriptures. From the 

desert, these seeking believers moved to monasteries. In this environment, the monks, 

isolated from the world in small cells, could practice their search for salvation within safe 

structures.  

The Reformation was a response to the movement of monasticism. The latter emphasised the 

total depravity of human nature, however, attempted to overcome this existential dilemma by 

afflicting self-punishment. Reformers posited the sola gratia (by grace only) as biblically based 

answer to overcome the total depravity of humankind. Monks imposed on themselves social 

isolation, self-harm, all types of restraint against bodily pleasure-seeking. Their aim was to 

purge themselves from sinful thoughts and the desires temptations of the ordinary life. 

Furthermore, Reformers responded with the notion of sola fide (by faith only) in perfect 

obedience to Christ, as the only way of providing rest to a human soul battling a sinful nature. 

Monks were exalted as saviours of the ordinary people, by being paid as intercessors on behalf 

of the sinners. The Reformers proclaimed the solo Christus (trough Christ only) as the only 

true Mediator between God and humankind. Monasticism encouraged the reverence of mortal 

remains and the relics of the saints, whereas the Reformers in response affirmed soli Deo 
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gloria (the glory to God only). Finally, the monks were governed in monasteries by the Rules 

of the Masters (Peters, 2015:80). In response, the Reformers emphasised that sola Scriptura 

(the Scriptures only) is above any human tradition or rule. 

The priesthood of all believers was a biblical principle restored during the period of the 

Reformation, however, there were no appropriate structures to implement this notion. The 

small groups ministry, which could encourage the practice of such a royal priesthood among 

all the members, captured only the attention of Martin Bucer (1491-1551) in Strasbourg for two 

years (1548-1549) during turbulent times. Martin Luther (1483-1546) according to his German 

Mass (Kidd, 2004:196) seemingly believed in ecclesiola in ecclesia and provide instructions 

on how to make it work. However, in the end, this practice was not implemented, and in 

hindsight, he regretted having written about this notion of ecclesiola (White, 1983:273-282). 

Neither Calvin (1509-1564), nor Zwingli (1484-1531) showed concern for this topic and did not 

consider using small groups on their communities. 

The small groups ministry developed by Bucer in Strasbourg had a five-fold purpose: 

• Preserve the unity of the reformed community against the separatist ideal of the 

Anabaptist movement (Haude, 2000:34). 

• Restore the role of the Christian home and household as the most appropriate place to 

cultivate a healthy doctrine and a godly life, complementary to the ministry of the church 

as a whole (Wright, 1994:131-133).  

• Cultivate a high standard of a moral life, by striving to revitalise the Christian faith 

through sanctification (Wright, 1994:135-136). 

• Teach sola Scriptura as method to retain the apostolicity and maintain the authority of 

the church (Wright, 1994:136-138). 

• Establish church discipline according to Mathew 18:18, through which the brethren 

(pastor and elders) are able to excommunicate penitent believers temporarily, and 

restore them to the communion after they demonstrated sincere repentance (Wright, 

1994:89-90). 

 

According to Bucer, these five elements – unity, community, purity, apostolicity and discipline 

– should align the Strasbourg Reformed Church with the New Testament’s apostolic catholic 

church.  

The Pietist movement used small groups ministry as a complementary yet essential structure 

to improve the life in community. The process began with Jakob Spener (1635-1705) and his 

Collegia Pietatis, which gathered to cultivate fellowship through Bible study, prayers and 

building up one another (Olson & Winn, 2015:72-73). Spener’s conventicles revitalised the 
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missionary vision and inspired numerous believers to commit themselves to evangelise 

Europe. Therefore, members were sent to Norway, Denmark, Sweden and several cities in 

Germany (Pierson, 2009:182-184). The Collegia Pietatis evolved, through the efforts of August 

H. Francke (1663-1727), into the collegium philobiblicum, which emphasised sound biblical 

exegesis. As a Greek professor at Halle University, Francke was convinced that combining 

knowledge and piety in studies would produce kingdom-minded children (Shantz & Erb, 

2013:123). One of Francke’s students was Nicholaus Von Zinzendorf (1700-1760), founder of 

the Hernnhut community, who develop the small group structure into a particular structure. He 

assembled the community into choirs for single men, single women, married couples and 

children. The small groups ministry became a trademark of the Moravian church. Their 

remarkable contribution was the strategy of a self-supportive missionary team, which could be 

sent to any part of the world, as farmers, tradesman, “potters, carpenters, tailors, bakers and 

watchmakers” (Danker & Ginter, 2002:232).  

John Wesley (1703-1791) had to attend with a large number of converters as a result of his 

preaching. He organized a system to disciple and consolidate the faith of the new-born in 

Christ. The Anglican church already had “religious societies” whose members “visited the poor 

at their houses and relieved them, fixed some in a way of trade, set prisoners at liberty, 

furthered poor scholars at the University …” (Snyder, 2014:38). The Methodist societies 

assembled approximately 50 members, to whom precepts of methodism were shared through 

preaching, singing hymns and lectures (Henderson, 2016:71-72). There were no set conditions 

for attending a society. Even those who came out of curiosity or who were attracted by 

Wesley’s open-air services, where welcome.  

The Methodist system thus emerged. The society was structured into classes, where 10 or 12 

people came together weekly, close to their homes, “to inquire how their souls prosper; to 

advise, reprove, comfort, or exhort, as occasion may require,” but mainly to raise money for 

the poor (Henderson, 2016:84). The classes were divided into bands, a homogeneous unit 

grouped by genre, marital status and age, with the purpose to cultivate intimacy, transparency 

and confession of sins (Henderson, 2016:104-105). Wesley eventually formed a last group, 

called the “select society”. This group was designed for certain leaders wishing to pursue 

Christian perfection (inward and outward), according to Wesley’s theology (Henderson, 

2016:108). Through the mentioned, elaborate system, the Methodist church assembled more 

than a 100 000 members from around the country (Snyder, 1996:87).  

Despite diverse approaches and strategies in all the above-mentioned efforts of Luther, Bucer, 

the Pietists and Wesley, a single, common aim stands out – the revitalisation of the Christian 

community through the model of ecclesiola in ecclesia. All of them strived to live according to 

the practices of New Testament times with their brethren, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit. 
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To all of these exponents, the challenge was to strike a balance by supplementing the doctrine 

with heartfelt devotion. This entailed fervent affection with a servant spirit, in other words, 

servility endorsed by pure doctrine. 

 

7.1.3 Chapter 3 – Ecclesiological principles underlying the strategy of small 

group ministry by Martin Bucer in Strasbourg 

During the same period, in the same country, within the same city, Strasbourg, two different 

Christian traditions used small groups ministry: the reformed tradition represented by Bucer 

and Anabaptists. Chapter 3 identifies and discusses the different motives, forms of 

ecclesiology and strategies from these two trends. 

Both trends sought the revitalisation of the church, however, proposed different solutions:  

• The Anabaptists accepted only those considered as new-born believers, re-baptising 

them after they were prepared to engage in radical discipleship. Bucer wanted to 

transform nominal Christians into responsible members of the body of Christ. 

• For the Anabaptists, small groups required total separation from the state church, 

namely the Reformed Church of Strasbourg. Bucer understood small groups as a 

complementary structure, joining the house to the temple as the New Testament 

church, in an integrated unity. 

• The Anabaptists considered discipline as a distinctive mark of the Christian church, 

using the ban as a way to purge deviation from moral behaviour within their 

communities. Bucer developed a refined concept of this matter, namely Christian 

discipline, which practised taking care of one another – burdens are carried, brethren 

are build-up, and church discipline is maintained.  

 

As his own model, Bucer developed the process with a four-fold discipline:  

• Formation: a careful process of admission, by teaching the Catechism (Ten 

Commandments, Lord’s prayer, Apostle’s Creed and Sacraments). 

• Confirmation: the believer’s final decision, committing to a loving obedience to the 

Word of God.  

• Admonition: in case of lukewarm or moral deviation, firstly, the brethren were 

responsible to exhort the fallen one; after them, the elders and pastors came to win 

the impenitent for the Lord; exclusion, temporary or total, was the final step for those 

who rejected all the previous stages of discipline.  
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Bucer was ahead of his time when he introduced a missional dimension to his small groups 

ministry in Strasbourg. Four aspects formed this missional character regarding his philosophy 

of ministry: 

a) Unity and harmony: His tireless efforts stand out: by seeking the unity of the Christian 

church, unifying Lutherans, Zwinglians, Calvinists, Anabaptists and Catholics. Such an 

unbearable mission was a mark of his ministry leading to opposition, criticism and 

disdain. To Bucer, unity proclaims the authority of the Gospel to remove division and 

natural disagreement among humankind. 

b) Preference to the poor: His missional vision led him to strive for the eradication of 

poverty in Strasbourg. This was done through the Law of Poor, according to which the 

civil government and the church in collaboration had to ensure no beggar could be 

found in the streets of the city. 

c) Evangelic formation: The evangelisation of the city had to begin as soon as possible. 

Thereafter, a Christian educational system was established, which presented classical 

disciplines such as Latin, Greek, Mathematics, History, Poetry, Music, but also studies 

in the Old and New Testaments. As a result, a new type of citizen was formed to serve 

God according to his/her vocation. 

d) Kingdom-minded: He was missional and integral when conferred the task to the 

Christliche Gemeinschaft to transform nominal Christians in kingdom-driven believers. 

He planned to embrace the whole city, street by street, parish by parish, in such a way 

that no one would be excluded from the koinonia and church’s striving for revitalisation. 

Bucer’s model for small groups ministry was ground-breaking. He did not focus merely on his 

parish, his vision encompassed the whole city and all of Germany. For Bucer, God has a 

function, a plan designed for each citizen, and as early as possible, they must understand and 

learn to live God’s will for their lives. 

 

7.1.4 Chapter 4 – Biblical and theological foundations for small groups ministry 

This chapter presented the biblical evidence for a small groups ministry operating in a 

Presbyterian church. The theological foundation is Trinitarian: God is a communitarian Being, 

a trinitarian God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit Who created a communitarian race in His image 

and likeness. God established a covenantal relationship with Adam and Eve and all the 

creatures of Eden.  

• Creational mandate: established the boundaries, privileges and duties for the first 

humans in this perfect beginning.  
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• Spiritual mandate: regulated their obedience to the Creator God; the social mandate 

guided the intimacy and loving relationship with one another.  

• Cultural mandate: directed their responsibilities to the cosmos.  

After the Fall, Adam and Eve were expelled from Eden, and Triune God became a missionary 

God to rescue his creation from the curse of the sin. 

The Church of Christ is the restored community that resulted from God’s redemptive plan of 

salvation in Christ Jesus. As the forgiven people of God, they are able to live in communion 

with God due to the perfect obedience of Jesus on their behalf; but they are also united to one 

another through the Holy Spirit who dwells within them. Unity and diversity walk side by side 

in the body of Christ: a reciprocal unity. Through the work of the Spirit, the believers form a 

perfect unity, although not completed fully; through the gifts of the Spirit, they work together 

for mutual edification.  

In the small groups, the ‘one-another’ principle is exercised and practised. According to this 

model, five essential activities developed: 

• Edification: the body of Christ, through the diversity of gifts, services and activities, 

can edify one another when they join together (1 Co 14:26). As a royal priesthood, they 

care for one another, support, exhort, accept, tolerate, and comfort one another.  

• Compassion: in a small group set-up, burdens are shared (Gal 6:2) and the Christian 

community becomes the chariot that carries the oppressed and stressed to the feet of 

the living Christ (Buys, 2019). 

• Maturity: according to the Apostle Paul (Rom 14:7; 15:1-2), is not an individual matter, 

but entails a communitarian ministry. Maturity is the ability to deal with different 

opinions, concepts, perceptions and values, a way of life that can be achieved 

effectively in the context of a small group.  

• Confession: the Apostle James taught that confession makes the believer healthy, for 

when a weakness is confessed, two brothers or sisters will help the person resist such 

an error. 

• Mission: the small groups assembles, using the given spiritual gifts such as a prophecy 

(1 Co 14:24-25). This gives an unbeliever or outsider the opportunity to witness the all-

powerful presence of God, and remarking: “God is really among you” (1 Co 14:25). The 

mission is accomplished when the royal priesthood reflects the glory of God to the 

world. 

The small groups ministry finds its biblical and theological foundation in the priesthood of all 

believers, according to 1 Peter 2:9. The Reformers defended this doctrine against the 

“heavenly hierarchy” established by Thomas Aquinas in his Summa Theologica (Q37) 
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(Aquinas, 1947:6064). However, in the work of the Reformation, the notion, priesthood of all 

believers impacted the theology but left the ecclesiology still with future work to be done. 

In the 21st century, God’s mission in the world is still an unfinished task. To help complete this 

mission, it is necessary to view and consider the people of God as they are – a royal priesthood. 

God gave the church apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors and teachers to equip the saints, 

enabling them to ministry to world (Eph 4:11-13). As Equipper of the body of Christ, the pastor 

has to focus on three functions: 

• Passion: help the saints rediscover the God-given urge for the kingdom. Passion 

entails the interest, happiness and fulfilment that individuals experience when they are 

doing for which they were created. A believer’s passion incorporates the gifts received 

by the Spirit. Gifts and passion will lead the believer to discover the place and need to 

where God is calling him/her and meet seekers to the kingdom. Pastors have to 

become “vocational hunters” on behalf of the kingdom of God.  

• Prepare: the saints, the royal priesthood, must be capacitated, not only to bring the 

needs of the world to God through intercession, but to bring the Divine Community 

before the world. The small groups ministry can be the stage where the living Christ 

performs wonders so that the Lord may be seen and believed.  

• Perform: the small groups ministry can be used as structure for leadership training. 

There are resources to improve their abilities, allowing them the freedom to make 

mistakes without serious consequences, while are growing in the faith. 

The small groups ministry is an appropriated structure where the presence, the power and 

purposes of God can be witnessed by the world. 

 

7.1.5 Chapter 5 – Ecclesiola in ecclesia in Brazil from a missio Dei perspective: 

An autoethnographic case study of four Presbyterian churches in Brazil 

This chapter presented and discussed a study published by Buys and Nogueira (2019). In this 

research article, the responses to a questionnaire, sent to the senior pastors of four 

Presbyterian churches, were analysed carefully. The aim was to understand how the small 

groups ministry contributed to theses churches’ revitalisation. The four churches are the 

Presbyterian Church of Macaé-RJ, First Independent Presbyterian Church of Londrina-PR, 

First Independent Presbyterian Church of Maringá-PR and Presbyterian Church of Manaus-

AM. These communities used the system developed by Dr Ralph Neighbour Jr., founder of the 

Cell Church Movement, with the necessary adaptations to dove-tail the Presbyterian tradition 

and theology. The research presented the following results: 
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• The findings showed that the four churches are being revitalised, and an essential factor 

is the implementation of the small groups ministry. 

• The revitalisation is illustrated by the increase of the membership through baptism and 

professing of faith as well as the growing interest and participation of the community in the 

Christian disciplines: prayer meetings, evangelisation, Sunday school, conferences, 

mission and newly-formed congregations. 

• The turning point for those churches was when they applied the principle, the priesthood 

of all believers. As a result, they ‘unfettered’ the laity and liberated the people of God to 

seek their place in the kingdom according to their individual passion, gifts and abilities, by 

attending God’s call. New ministries were born, new congregations were planted and new 

missionaries sent and supported. The atmosphere of worshipping expressed the joy and 

gratitude of the community for the privilege to serve the Lord by witnessing his presence 

in their midst. Understandably, the revitalisation was not without problems and challenges. 

The community members showed resistance to attend a small group instead of a mid-week 

service. The church was afraid that that the denominational internal societies (SAF, UPH, 

UMP) for women, men and youth were influenced. Finally, members were dissatisfied with 

the idea of leaving a group to form a new one.   

• The missional response of the communities were prevalent. The members were equipped 

and encouraged to understand and underwrite the vision that the mission of small groups 

ministry is to be sent to the world. Each church examined its resources to ascertain where 

they could make a difference:  

o IPB of Manaus built boats to bring doctors, evangelists and social assistance to the 

ribeirinhos in the Amazon forest. 

o 1st IPI of Londrina developed several satellite’s ministries to serve the small groups 

through Christian education, music, children’s care, businessmen ministry, youth 

meetings and camps. 

o 1st IPI of Maringá installed the Christian Formation Academy to equip leadership of the 

newly-formed small groups in biblical and theological grounding.  

o IPB of Macaé visited hospitals, public health clinics, elderly shelters, ‘favelas’; or they 

built houses through joint projects, to meet the people’s needs and share the Gospel 

through integral mission – Word and deeds. 

 

These four Presbyterian churches do not profess to have the perfect ministry. They have 

particular challenges, and do not pretend to be the model for the Presbyterian Church of Brazil. 

The church leadership and members strived to develop into inspirational communities – 

serving God, the church and the world. 
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7.1.6 Chapter 6 – A proposed model for an IPB’s small groups ministry 

The final chapter focused on a small groups ministry that can be modelled in accordance with 

the Presbyterian tradition and reformed theological principles. In a sense, this chapter was also 

in response to certain questions regarding the official councils of the Presbyterian Church of 

Brazil, namely the council, presbyters and synods. 

• Why should a Presbyterian church undertake a small groups ministry aiming a 

revitalisation? The following reasons were posited and explained, namely that the 

model is:  

o Biblical: according to the New Testament testimony in Acts, the Christian 

communities used to gather in houses such as those of Prisca and Aquila (1 Co 

16:19), Apphia and Archippus (Phm 1:2); Nympha (Col 4:15); the church of 

Jerusalem met in the temple and at families’ homes (Acts 2:42);  

o Historical: the model restores the resolution of the Church of Scotland in 1647 in 

which instructions for “secret and private worship and mutual edification” were 

decreed (Westminster, 1843:155-157).  

o Instrumental: it is an appropriate instrument to cultivate life in community. The 

small groups model is flexible, adaptable, affordable financial investment, inclusive 

band, multiply itself indefinitely and is extendible to reach distant areas of the city. 

 

• In what areas this ministry could encourage revitalisation in a Presbyterian church? The 

small group model provides a complementary structure to nurture the koinonia, strengthen 

diakonia and maintain the authority of the kerygma, according to Acts 2:42-47.  

o Koinonia: Life in community needs to be nurtured by prayer, worship and 

communion. It has to be fed by the intimacy of the group. In this way, needs are 

revealed, spiritually and materially.  

o Diakonia: The communion and intimacy opens the door for true service, through 

which internal (members) and external (society) wants are met.  

o Kerygma: forms the foundation for koinonia and diakonia in the small groups. The 

Scripture message is applied and answered by an attitude of commitment 

encouraged that expresses obedience in the members’ daily lives. Discipleship is 

a natural offshoot of these dimensions of small group life, essentially since this is a 

command of Jesus (Mt 28:20), but also demonstrating the practice of the priesthood 

of all believers – enacting the ‘one-another’ operations of the New Testament 

church. 

 

• What could be the liturgy of a small groups meeting? In the proposed model, a simple 

agenda could be used. Such an agenda or framework is not a novelty in this regard, 
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but available to be executed even in the most humble congregations. The agenda may 

have the following elements:  

o Firstly, a time for greetings and gratitude, when the members of the group witness 

to each other about the goodness and providence of God in their lives; this is as a 

way to present and share the gracious care of the Lord for his children. 

o Secondly, a moment for praise and prayers by which the priesthood can express 

their love and devotion to the Lord; this also provides the opportunity for outsiders 

to observe the loving relationship between members and God. 

o Thirdly, the application of the Word, based on the exposition of the Scripture as 

preached by the pastor. Through this living message the believers are encouraged 

to accept responsibility and commit them to obey the biblical principles in the daily 

routine.  

o Fourthly, a time to reflect on and discuss the neighbourhood, and how the group 

can meet their needs and wants, in such a way, that service and evangelisation 

may walk together. 

 

• What is the role of the senior pastor and presbyters in the establishment of the small 

groups ministry? The model for reformed small groups ministry proposes the following 

role-expectations:  

o Firstly, discarding or guard against the ‘omnicompetent’ profile – small groups ministry 

requires an equipper to teach the priesthood how to improve their servantship.  

o Secondly, to equip the saints (Eph 4:12), the pastor must become a role-model to the 

brethren, a typos(1 Pe 5:3), teaching what, how, why, when and where the ministry has 

to take place and – send them to the mission field.  

o Thirdly, a relational style of leadership is crucial for the small groups ministry. Certain 

mistakes can be avoided or mitigated through close pastoral supervision; in such a way 

that the leaders feel supported while standing in the front lines.  

o Fourthly, the pastor must work as a facilitator to inspire and drive the priesthood to 

meet their calling, helping them exercise individual gifts and abilities, according to their 

passion.  

o Finally, the Presbyters together with the pastor, must form the Equipping Team of the 

priesthood. These elders will have to discover their abilities and gifts and how they can, 

as a team, help equip the royal priesthood of God in the community. Presbyters can 

still fulfil their ecclesiastic role of guardians of the doctrine and traditions. However, they 

must also become explorers of the ‘hidden-treasures’ among members in the 

community. They should devote themselves to encourage the members to seek their 

calling: “We don’t have it all together, but together we have it all” (Ogden, 2003:99). 
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• How can small groups ministry become missional? The strategy of transforming the 

group system into one of integral mission is three-fold: 

o Firstly, offering a redemptive presence in the city, by observing the people’s need and 

helping them change their and other’s situation.  

o Secondly, bringing the peace of Christ into the homes of the city; becoming available 

to talk, feel and understand and evoking the empathy of their neighbours.  

o Thirdly, by preaching the Gospel to the poor, they can extract the poverty from their 

heart, and sew the hope for a better future in their minds. 

 

 

 

7.2 Conclusion  

 

When the present research was launched, the problem statement was:  

What is the contribution of the small groups ministry for the revitalisation of the missional 

and communitarian dimensions of Presbyterian churches in Brazil? 

The researcher has 21 years of experience using a particular model of small groups ministry 

to help revitalise certain local Presbyterian Churches. During this period, the researcher 

became convinced that true koinonia and holistic sharing of life in a Christian community is a 

vital and practical way to develop and apply the principle of the priesthood of all believers. 

Furthermore, this approach helps provide an effective structure to enhance and nurture the 

communion and outreach of the church to unchurched people in communities. 

The central theoretical argument that guided this study proved to be valid, namely that small 

groups ministry based on biblical principles, dove-tailed with reformed theology and 

ecclesiology, is an appropriate instrument to help revitalise the Brazilian Presbyterian 

churches. Four Presbyterian communities, in different cities, different sizes, different contexts, 

overcame the lack of vitality, the low interest in evangelisation, the loss of membership and a 

superficial relationship, by implementing the small group philosophy that directs ministry.  

The research indicated, based on the responses of the senior pastors, that after a number of 

years these four churches showed an increase in their membership, not by movement between 

churches, but by baptism and the profession of faith. The life in community improved, people 

re-discovered ‘how good and pleasant’ the communion of saints’ is. They experienced 

edification of the royal priesthood driven by the one-another principle. Furthermore, the 

members experienced the amazing unity of the spirit removing racial, social, intellectual, 
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political, and cultural barriers. They enjoyed the splendour of the diversity of gifts, abilities, 

passions and callings of the body of Christ. The above-mentioned core elements of small 

groups ministry led the believers of these churches to experience a radiant faith, a fervent spirit 

and a compassionate heart for non-Christians. 

The establishing of the small groups ministry, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, combined 

three of the main virtues of the Christian faith: koinonia, diakonia and kerygma. Through the 

kerygma, the “foundation of the apostles and prophets” (Eph 2:20), the preaching of “whole 

counsel of God” (Actos 20:27) and the redemptive message of the Gospel of the grace will 

build up the faith of the community.  

The kerygma used by God as Spirit creates a new being in Christ, united to a spiritual body, 

the Christian church. This body lives in koinonia, enjoys restored relationships and expresses 

healed emotions. In the process, members build up one another until they reach “the measure 

of the stature of the fullness of Christ” (Eph 4:13). 

Accordingly, kerygma leads to koinonia, “and all who believed were together ...” (Acts 2:44 

ESV). The first effect of the sin in the Garden of Eden was a broken relationship between God 

and his children. The first effect of the redemption is communion with God and the brethren. 

Faith creates community, the community reveals the unity in the Spirit, and in unity diversity is 

shared and appreciated. In the four churches, the small groups became a cradle of new 

vocations: leaders, children’s teachers, musicians, evangelists, disciplers, or deacons. They 

are all encouraged by presbyters and pastors who act as models for the brethren. No lecture 

in a classroom leads them to the mission field, this was done by the imitation of those who 

shepherded them.  

Finally, as kerygma produces koinonia, koinonia paves the way for a missional diakonia. 

Without diakonia, the community loses its purpose. People lose sight of their neighbourhood, 

the needs of the poor are ignored. Members find no more reason to be concerned about 

matters outside the walls of the temple. Without diakonia there is no reason to use the gifts of 

the Spirit, no use for abilities or vocation. The ‘omnicompetent’ pastor will fulfil all the functions 

and the body of believers becomes an audience to applaud the ‘superstar’ on the stage. 

When examining the Christian church’ history, it is clear that, during the various periods, the 

believers sought to live in community. As was explained briefly in chapter 2, monasticism 

moved men and women to live in community within the monasteries, where they contemplated 

God and then went out to serve the world. At the time of the Reformation time, Martin Bucer’ 

Christian communities in Strasbourg provided the structure that promoted the unity of the 

church and diakonia to the poor. The Pietist movement, with the Moravian church of 

Zinzendorf, used small groups as self-supportive missionary teams, which were sent to several 
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countries to preach the Gospel. John Wesley, the influential strategist, created a simple yet 

effective system (classes, bands, select society) to make disciples and transform them into lay 

preachers, class leaders and missionaries.  

In conclusion, in light of biblical, theological, historical and missiological evidence, small groups 

ministry proves to be an instrument of revitalisation available to the Presbyterian Church of 

Brazil.  

 

7.3 Recommendation for further research  

 

Since its inception, the present research was guided by the aspiration to offer the Presbyterian 

Church of Brazil a small groups ministry that could dove-tail with its theology, ecclesiology, 

governing system and liturgical traditions. As was indicated and motivated, all the elements of 

the proposed model, adheres to these denominational requirements. The proposed 

operational model is complementary to the church ministry, not supplementary. 

Nevertheless, it should be noted that the four Presbyterian churches under investigation, are 

not models to be copied; rather an inspiration. The same qualification applies to the 

monasticism from the Middle Ages; Christian communities in Strasbourg during the 16th 

century; the Moravian community of the Hernnhut in Germany in the 17th century; or the 

Methodists classes and bands. These models provided time-specific solutions for those 

Christian generations to the challenges of their own time. 

Choosing to research four Presbyterian churches in the present study have two possible 

outcomes. Firstly, the study presents an openness and friendly disposition to examine the 

proposed model and its implications for the ordinary, contextual, life of a local church in a 

developing society. Secondly, there may be a limited scope of knowledge about the 

phenomenon, since only Presbyterian communities were called to share their experiences and 

contribute to this study. 

Therefore, there is considerable and variegated experiences in Christian communities of the 

different traditions in Brazil, which could also contribute as inspiration for the IPB. Future 

research may consider examining the following examples: 

 

• The Methodist Church, which was founded on a small group basis – how the leaders 

are applying the priesthood of all believers in its present ministry.  
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• The descendants of the Anabaptist Menon Simons (1496-1561), represented currently 

in Brazil by the Mennonite Brethren Church. In the 16th century, this group was called 

Waldkirche (forest church) since they were prohibited to have their services within the 

walls of Strasbourg. Future research may investigate how this group currently is 

developing their small groups ministry .  

• Several other systems of small groups ministry were founded by Brazilian pastors such 

as Pr. Paulo Mazoni of the Central Baptist Church of Belo Horizonte, State of Minas 

Gerais, and Pr. Carlos Alberto Bezerra, founder of Grace Community Church in São 

Paulo as well as State of São Paulo. These systems and applications could offer a 

different perspective through their vision for such a ministry.  

Research incorporating these evangelical denominations could result in rich contributions to 

initiate the formation of an official Presbyterian small groups ministry in Brazil, which could 

function as model for similar integral missional ministries from developing countries globally. 
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