Growing as Disciples 

Introduction

The course works its way through Paul’s letter to the Philippians. Most passages and theme will take two weeks to explore. Some weeks there are more questions than others, you don’t always need to cover every question - work with the knowledge you have of your group, some questions could be left for people to think about during the week.

The ‘application’ sections each week can be used as discussion points, just to give people a few moments to think about or referred to at the end of each week as something to think about before the next meeting

Although the course material is quite scripted please feel free to use your own, or other group members, experiences and illustrations. It is possible, with a little bit of work, to run each session along the lines of the 4 Ws which most people have been used to.

In any case it would be good to spend time at the end of each meeting to pray for one another, St Andrew’s, and listening to the Lord.

Depending upon the experience of your home group, you can split the sections up and encourage different member to take leadership roles.

In December there will be a group and individual response and evaluation sheet. This will enable groups, and members, to decide what level of Home Group they wish to progress to after Christmas - as well as what the group may wish to study next.

No group members will have to change groups - but may feel they wish to if the level of the majority of the group is different to where they are in their discipleship journey personally. 

Deborah Vine and Andy will help to sort out any issues there may be so that there can be a smooth transition to the new Home Group arrangements.

WEEK 1   Philippians 1: 1-6   Confident in Christ

INTRODUCTION

Jigsaw puzzles can be daunting. When you're staring at this pile of 1000 pieces poured out on the table in front of you, where do you start? Well, apparently what you have to do is find the corner pieces; then you find the pieces with straight edges; then you put them together, so that you have a square frame into which you know everything else fits. You probably still have 874 pieces to fit - but, however confusing it seems, you know they'll all fit into that square. The same is going to be true for the questions that we have as we start Discipleship Explored. Even if we have 874 questions we want to ask about God, there are some things that are already in place, as Paul makes clear here in chapter 1: we know that the Lord is sovereign and we know that God is working in us. 

OPENING

Read the Bible passage out loud

• Paul wrote this letter to the Christians ("saints in Christ Jesus") who lived at Philippi, which was the main city in Macedonia. This little group of believers were the first Europeans to respond to the good news about Jesus. Saints, holy ones or set apart ones, means God’s people - all Christians

• Paul went back to visit them several times after his first visit. But now he writes to them while under house arrest, probably in Rome, and he warns them about some serious dangers that could damage this community of young Christians. 

• The theme of Paul's letter to the Philippians is given away in his very first sentence: he describes himself and his colleague Timothy as "servants of Christ" (v1). Like the Philippians reading this letter for the first time 2000 years ago, we're going to be exploring for ourselves exactly what it means to be "servants of Christ". To be, in other words, a disciple. 

TRUE DISCIPLES HAVE THEIR CONFIDENCE IN GOO 

• When someone becomes a Christian, we sometimes say that they have made a decision for Christ, or that someone has committed their life to God. In other words, we think that becoming a Christian is something that we have done. 

• Paul sees it differently. The truth is that if you have made a response to God, it is because God has done something in you. 

• Paul was certain that God was working in the Philippians because of their "partnership in the gospel from the first day until now" (v5); because their lives have steadily demonstrated that the gospel has changed them. Their words, their actions, even their money  had consistently revealed their love for Jesus Christ. 

• And because he knew God was working in them, he could also be sure that God would complete the work he started in them (v6). 

APPLICATION

You may be feeling that since becoming a Christian you keep messing up and sometimes you may even wonder if you really are a Christian. The word "disciple" simply means "learner" - in other words, in the Christian life, we can never say that we have arrived - we will always be learning. Paul's words give us great confidence: he is saying that if God has begun a good work in you, he will finish it. 

Questions

Was there anything you didn’t understand, disagree with, or found particularly interesting?

What do we learn about how Paul felt about the Philippian Christians? Why does he feel like this about them?

What are Paul and the Philippians partners in – what do they share in common?

How do you think such a positive and worm relationship has developed between Paul and the Philippians?

What light does this shed on||: the cause of Paul’s joy; and Paul’s confidence?

APPLICATION

How will what you have heard or learnt this week make a difference to your life?

PRAYER

WEEK 2   Philippians 1: 3-11   Confident in Christ

INTRODUCTION

Does anyone have anything to share as a result of last week’s meeting?

OPENING

Read the Bible passage out loud 

TRUE DISCIPLES GROW IN THEIR UNDERSTANDING OF GOD 

• Paul tells the Philippian Christians that he is praying that they would (v9) have deeper knowledge and insight. 

• One of the effects of this growing knowledge of God (v10) is that "you may be able to discern what is best". In other words, that Christians will be increasingly wise about how to live - and be able to distinguish good from bad. 

• But knowledge and understanding are not an end in themselves. God does not want us to become merely experts in theology. 

• Knowledge of God is something which gives rise to genuine, intelligent love in a Christian's life: a love for God, for his people and for others. 

APPLICATION

Are we growing in our knowledge of God, so that we will be able to know what's best in our Christian lives? 

TRUE DISCIPLES ARE FRUITFUL 

• In verse 10, Paul prays that these young Christians would be "pure" and "blameless". 

• Paul is saying that a true understanding of God will make us pure through and through. 

• But where does this goodness come from? Again, it is not from ourselves. Verse 11 tells us that this "fruit of righteousness" comes from Jesus Christ, and that it brings glory and praise to God. 

APPLICATION

How "pure" are we? (Are we different on the inside than we are on the outside?) How "blameless" are we? (Do our lives make it easier or harder for other people to believe in Christ?) 

Questions

Was there anything you didn’t understand, disagree with, or found particularly interesting?

According to verse 6, what confidence should we have as Christians?

In the midst of daily life, why is verse 6 sometimes hard to believe?

What can we hold on to when we lack confidence in our salvation?

What difference should this confidence make to our lives?

What is the result of God’s “good work in you” and when will it be complete (see 6, 10, 11)

APPLICATION

How will what you have heard or learnt this week make a difference to your life?

CONCLUSION

Growing as a Christian - being a disciple - is something that comes from God, and for which God gets the glory. 

Our confidence as Christians comes from the certainty that God always finishes the work he starts. But we are not to just sit around waiting for it to happen to us. The sign that God is at work in us is that we actively take steps to be disciples - to grow in the knowledge of God. 

PRAYER

Using Paul's prayer in this passage as a guide, pray for the group. 

WEEK 3   Philippians 1 :12-26   Living in Christ (1)

AIM 

• To explain that everything in Paul's life serves one aim - to "advance the gospel". Nothing - not his circumstances, nor his reputation, nor his uncertain future - is allowed to interfere with that aim. In fact, all these things are used by God to fulfill that aim. 

INTRODUCTION

This true story from a newspaper. A car crashed into Gordon White's living room last week - exactly a year after the same car, driven by the same driver, crashed into the same room. Eric Williams, 60, is believed to have suffered a blackout both times, leaving the road at the same spot in Cleckheaton, West Yorkshire. It took White nine weeks to clear up the mess last time, and a full year to redecorate. "I've only just finished getting the house how I want it," he said. "If I'd known this would happen, I would have used cheaper wallpaper." 

If we know what is going to happen in the future, it changes the way we live in the present. 

OPENING

Read the Bible passage out loud 

• Paul is writing to the Philippians from prison. His circumstances look bad. 

• There are people who call themselves Christians, but who are deliberately trying to get him into trouble and ruin his reputation. 

• His future looks uncertain as he doesn't know whether he is going to live or die. 

• And yet Paul rejoices. Why? Because everything in Paul's life serves one aim - to "advance the gospel" - and nothing is allowed to interfere with that aim. 

HIS CIRCUMSTANCES ARE BAD, BUT THE GOSPEL IS ADVANCED 

• Many people who go through difficult times assume that God has abandoned them. 

• Paul sees that God has not abandoned him, but has placed him where he is so that the gospel may be advanced. What seems like a disaster is actually God at work, bringing the good news to others. 

• Even though Paul is in prison he makes use of his situation to advance the gospel. 

• Not only has Paul been able to talk about Christ to the palace guard (v13), but his example has encouraged others to be more courageous in the way they talk about Jesus (v14). 

APPLICATION

Share from your own experience how something that might seem tragic or painful has brought an opportunity to advance the gospel. 

When somebody in an office, a school staff room, or on a college campus says something about Jesus, it encourages other Christians to say something as well. That was the effect that Paul's imprisonment had on other Christians. 

· It would have been very easy for Paul to say, "I'll just wait until I get out of prison, then I'll be able to get on with my work for the Lord". But he doesn't do that. No matter what the circumstances, he is looking for opportunities to tell others about Jesus. It's very easy for us to think: "Well, I'll really be able to serve the Lord Jesus better when I've got the job right, when I've got my house sorted out, when my relationships are settled ... ". We don't wait for our lives to get just right. They never do. God will use you to advance the gospel, whatever circumstances you're in.

QUESTIONS

Was there anything you didn’t understand, disagree with, or found particularly interesting?

Paul’s greatest ambition was for the gospel to spread. What is your greatest ambition? (be honest!)

What pressures did Paul face that may have led him to put his own desires first? (see 13, 15-17, 23)

What was his attitude to these pressures and why?

How might our circumstances, reputation, or future plans affect our desire to tell others about Jesus?

APPLICATION

How will what you have heard or learnt this week make a difference to your life?

PRAYER

WEEK 4   Philippians 1 :12-26   Living in Christ (2)

INTRODUCTION

Does anyone have anything to share as a result of last week’s meeting?

OPENING

Read the Bible passage

HIS REPUTATION IS ATTACKED, BUT THE GOSPEL IS ADVANCED

• It's clear from verses 15-18 that Paul's imprisonment has provoked different reactions in the Christian community. Some understand that Paul has been put in prison "for the defence of the gospel" (v16), but others see it as an opportunity to "stir up trouble" for him (v17). 

• Verse 18 is important - Paul says: "what does it matter?" The gospel is being preached; Paul's reputation is secondary. 

APPLICATION

Following Christ may have a negative impact on your reputation. Some people may dismiss you as being "religious" or "holier-than-thou" or "narrow minded" or "weak". Can you say with Paul:  "What does it matter?" Is the gospel so important to you that your own reputation is unimportant? 

HIS FUTURE IS UNCERTAIN, BUT THE GOSPEL IS ADVANCED

• Paul doesn't know whether he is going to live or die. 

• Paul hopes that through the Philippians' prayers and with the help of the Spirit (v19) he will have enough courage (v20) to exalt Christ, whether he lives or dies. 

• Verse 21 sums up Paul's joyful attitude to life: "To live is Christ" because he will go on preaching Christ if he lives; and "to die is gain", because if he dies he will be with Jesus. 

• So whatever happens, Jesus is the object, motive, inspiration and goal of all that Paul does. 

APPLICATION

As Christians we need not fear death. For us, like Paul, death is "gain": we will be with Christ for eternity in the new heaven and the new earth. 

As Christians we need not fear life. Whatever happens to us, God is in control and we should make the most of the time we have to advance the gospel. 

QUESTIONS

Was there anything you didn’t understand, disagree with, or found particularly interesting?

How would you put Paul’s motto in verse 21, “To live is Christ and to die is gain”, into your own words?

How would your friends and colleagues finish this sentence: “for me to live is …”?

What about you? How would you finish that same sentence?

APPLICATION

How will what you have heard or learnt this week make a difference to your life?

PRAYER

