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DISCIPLESHIP AND SHARING STORIES 
 
 

This paper formed the basis of the teaching which was delivered to joint community groups by Andrew 
Sampson, Matt Leach and Ben Sewell on 5th February 2015. 

 
 

Aims 
 

 To explain why discipleship is central to community group life; 

 To explore how an emphasis on discipleship is expressed by people sharing stories of how God is at 
work in their lives; 

 To take steps towards the practice of sharing stories becoming more commonplace in Grace 
Church. 

 
 

God’s goal for our lives 
 
I’m going to address the question ‘What are our community groups for?’ by reflecting on what the Bible 
says about God’s goal for our lives in John 15: 

 
4 ‘Remain in me, and I will remain in you. No branch can bear fruit by itself; it must remain in the vine. 
Neither can you bear fruit unless you remain in me. 
 
5 ‘I am the vine; you are the branches. If a man remains in me and I in him, he will bear much fruit; apart 
from me you can do nothing. … 8 This is to my Father’s glory, that you bear much fruit, showing 
yourselves to be my disciples. 
 
9 ‘As the Father has loved me, so have I loved you. Now remain in my love. 10 If you obey my commands, 
you will remain in my love, just as I have obeyed my Father’s commands and remain in his love. 11 I have 
told you this so that my joy may be in you and that your joy may be complete. 12 My command is this: 
Love each other as I have loved you. 13 Greater love has no-one than this, that he lay down his life for his 
friends. 14 You are my friends if you do what I command. 15 I no longer call you servants, because a 
servant does not know his master’s business. Instead, I have called you friends, for everything that I 
learned from my Father I have made known to you. 16 You did not choose me, but I chose you and 
appointed you to go and bear fruit – fruit that will last. Then the Father will give you whatever you ask in 
my name. 17 This is my command: Love each other.’ 

 
Notice the following points: 
 

i) Jesus teaches that fruitfulness is of first importance: 
 

 This is what Jesus has appointed us for (v. 16); 

 This is what brings glory to the Father (v. 8). 
 

ii) We bear fruit in our lives as we ‘remain in Jesus’. The analogy of the vine shows that what Jesus 
has in mind is close, vital union. Just as the life of the vine sustains the life of the branches and 
enables them to bear fruit, so Christ is our life. Nothing is more important than our fellowship 
with Jesus. 
 

iii) Jesus singles out ‘love’ as the most important fruit that we can bear in our lives. This same truth 
is picked up Paul: ‘the only thing that counts is faith expressing itself through love’ (Galatians 
5:6; cf. 1 Corinthians 13; Galatians 5:14). 
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iv) Jesus draws his disciples’ attention to the fact that love he’s talking about is self-emptying and 
sacrificial. The highest expression of love is someone ‘laying down his life for his friends’ (v. 13). 
And, of course, this is precisely what Jesus is about to do. In this way, he is pointing to himself 
as the exemplar of love. In effect, he’s saying, ‘Do you want to know what genuine fruit looks 
like? Look at me and follow my example.’  

 
Here’s the crucial point: fruitfulness is Christ-likeness. Bearing fruit means becoming more like Jesus. 
 
Now notice how Paul also defines Christian maturity in terms of Christ-likeness: 
 

It was he [the ascended Christ] who gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be 
evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers, to prepare God’s people for works of service, so that 
the body of Christ may be built up until we all reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of 
God and become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ (Ephesians 4:11-13; cf. 
Romans 8:29). 

 
‘Attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ.’ Wow! What does that mean? Here are some 
thoughts: 
 
 

Bearing fruit1 
 

From To 

Our deepest joys or frustrations come from our 
circumstances. 

Our deepest joy comes from God and who He is. 

Our confidence is in our personal ability, gifts or 
talents, or we suffer anxiety due to our personal 
lack. 

Our confidence is in God which leads to peace 
within challenging situations. 

We are resentful or we lose our temper when 
things get tough. 

We can face ongoing challenges demonstrating 
patience. 

We are personally satisfied and blind to our true 
spiritual condition. 

We are aware of our spiritual bankruptcy and need 
for God’s grace. 

We are satisfied with the condition of the things of 
this world. 

We hunger and thirst for personal and cosmic 
renewal and are satisfied by God. 

We are envious of others or we do things to please 
people. 

We serve others through acts of kindness and are 
secure in our weaknesses and vulnerability. 

We perform differently before different people or 
we are less ‘real’ to impress people. 

We are consistent across our lives. 

We have a sense of superiority and self-absorption. We have a sense of humility and self-forgetfulness. 

We pursue ‘the urgent’ over ‘the important’ 
because our lives are out of balance. 

‘The important’ has priority in our lives as we have 
self-control. 

We hold sin against people and experience 
relational breakdown. 

We forgive the sins of other and seek relational 
reconciliation as much as possible in every area of 
life. 

Suffering produces bitterness or presses us to give 
up our faith. 

Suffering produces good character and purified 
and deepens our faith. 

Finally, and most importantly: 
 

We do not love people or we love people for our 
own benefit and agenda. 

We love people sacrificially, desiring their good 
over our own. 

 

                                                           
1 Adapted from an original by Stu Alred, Grace Church Exeter, 2014. 
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The process of moving from the left to the right is known as discipleship. It is the process of becoming 
more like Jesus. A disciple is someone who is growing in these various ways. 
 
Now we’re ready to address the question: 
 
 

What are our community groups for? 
 
Actually, they’re about three things: 
 

 Discipleship: growing as followers of Jesus and becoming more like him; 

 Community: building authentic community where we serve one another in love; 

 Mission: equipping one another to share the gospel with those who don’t know Jesus. 
 
We believe that, out of these three, discipleship is a sort of ‘first among equals.’  
 
It’s NOT that we believe in a hierarchy of values, like this: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Rather, we believe that health in all these areas is dependent on putting discipleship central: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Why is that? Because discipleship is the engine that sustains the other two.2 Our community will become 
little more than a social club unless our lives are orientated around Jesus. Similarly, missionary fervour will 
soon run out of puff unless it’s sustained by a close walk with Jesus. In the Christian life, being comes 
before doing. Who we are is more important to God than what we can do. Keeping discipleship central 
ensures that this remains our emphasis.3  
 
So, here’s the point: 
 
At Grace Church we want to organise our community groups around discipleship. In other words, when we 
gather together, our primary reason for coming together is to help one another to grow. 
 
 
 

                                                           
2 On a practical level, something has to be central. We need to be clear on our reason for gathering or something 
will end up taking centre stage by default. If discipleship is kept centre-stage, you get healthy community life and 
missional activism thrown in as well.  
3 ‘If we do not keep disciple-making at the centre of all we do, we will simply be sloganeering, and people will be 
motivated by not properly equipped or supported as they go out to their frontlines’ (Neil Hudson, Imagine 
Church, p. 39). 
 

Discipleship 

Community 

Mission 

Discipleship 

Community 

Mission 
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An aside: HOW DO WE GROW? 
A detailed exploration will need to wait until another time, but in a nutshell: 

 
THE FIVE CATALYSTS OF SPIRITUAL GROWTH  
(these are the main things that God uses to grow our 
faith):4 
 

 Practical teaching 

 Providential relationships 

 Private disciplines 

 Pivotal circumstances 

 Personal ministry 
 

 
THE TWO DISCIPLESHIP QUESTIONS 
 

 What is God saying? 

 What is my next step? 
 
A community group that has discipleship at its heart 
consists of people who are regularly asking these two 
questions of themselves and others. 

 
 

Measuring success 
 
Take another look at the ‘Bearing fruit’ section above. If moving from the left hand column to the right 
hand column is what constitutes true success in God’s eyes, how do we measure success in church life? To 
put it another way: how can we gauge that we’re on track with our aim of making disciples? 
 
Answer: the only way is by listening to the stories that people tell. 
 
Neil Hudson writes: 
 

[O]ne of the crucial signs of fruitfulness will be the stories that are shared. In a world that is driven by 
productivity targets, to rely on stories can seem inadequate. But we need to remember the work we are 
involved in. The goal of a church community is to glorify God. This is not measurable by size, perceived 
significance or national exposure. We glorify God as we bear fruit for him (John 15). And because most 
of us spend our lives in relatively small circles, this fruit will be borne there. 
 
So how we will measure whether our emphasis on whole-life discipleship has made any difference? We 
will know through the conversations that we have with Christians as we hear their increasing awareness 
of all that God has called them to be and to do. We will know because we will hear about people living 
out the good news of God intentionally so that others around them can be let in on it. We will know 
because we will hear of people who have committed their lives to following Jesus. We will know 
because we will hear of people who have enabled situations to change to reflect the values of the 
kingdom of God, encouraging justice, mercy and love (Imagine Church, p. 107). 

 
 

Imagine… 

 
Imagine a church in which we’re habitually sharing our stories with one another of what God’s doing in our 
lives. Imagine the encouragement we receive through hearing first-person accounts of how God is at work 
among us. Imagine people who are new to the fellowship being gripped by the fact that here is a group of 
people for whom faith in Jesus is an authentic thing, because it relates to the gritty realities of their 
everyday lives. Imagine how hearing stories of grace, deliverance, redemption and mercy will give us 
renewed impetus to praise God and adore Him together. Imagine how hearing stories of the lessons that 
other people have learned through their struggles will give us renewed confidence to trust God as we go 
through our own.  
 
Now, who wouldn’t want to be part of a church like that?! 

                                                           
4 See sermon series ‘A Faith that Grows’ (Grace Church, Autumn Term 2014) or the online teaching series ‘Five 
Things God uses to Grow Your Faith’ from North Point Community Church, USA - www.fivethingsgoduses.com/ 
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Stories and disciple-making culture 
 
What I’m saying is that discipleship and people’s stories of growth are inter-connected. Stories of growth 
are intrinsic to a disciple-making culture. In fact, we can see that stories are both a cause and an effect of a 
church’s emphasis on discipleship. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
It’s an effect (or fruit) of discipleship, because as we commit to growing as disciples and helping others 
grow, the numbers of stories we hear are multiplied.  
 
It’s a cause of (or impetus to) discipleship, because hearing stories helps create the kind of environment 
that’s conducive to growth. Faith rises. Expectancy increases. People think, ‘If God did that in that person’s 
life, then maybe he’ll do that in my life.’ 
 
 

What kinds of stories? 
 
 

i) Old and new 
 
Often, when people are asked to share their story or testimony, they go back to the time when they first 
committed their lives to Jesus. These stories are important and deeply encouraging. We need to hear more 
of them. 
 
But in addition to having a testimony of what God has done in the past, it’s important that each of us has a 
testimony of what he’s doing in our lives or saying to us in the present. If we’re being intentional about our 
growth in Christlikeness, then we should have an up-to-date testimony. We need to hear more of them. 
 
 

ii) Spectacular and (seemingly) unremarkable 
 
What stops many people from sharing their experience of God with others is they feel that they don’t have 
a story worth sharing. This isn’t because God hasn’t worked in their lives, but because they feel their story 
is unremarkable. 
 
It’s important to recognise that these kinds of stories are just as significant as spectacular accounts of God’s 
wonder-working abilities. In fact, these less spectacular stories are arguably more important, because far 
more people can relate to your story of learning to be faithful to God in a challenging work environment 
than they can to your mind-blowing, short-term mission trip to Africa. 
 
 

iii) Chapters that have closed and chapters that are still very much open 
 
Some of the stories that we have to tell have a clear beginning, middle and end. Someone shares how 
things were. Then God spoke or came through in some way – a lesson was learned, their heart was 
changed, a door was opened or a problem resolved – and the person came through the other side. 
 

GROWTH IN PEOPLE’S LIVES SHARING STORIES 



6 
 
But, more usually, we find ourselves somewhere in the middle of an unfolding story. We can testify to the 
fact that God is speaking or working in some way, but he isn’t finished with us yet. These stories are often 
the most powerful. 
 
Commitment to sharing these open-ended stories lies behind the current practice of the Grace Church 
staff. Each time we get together for our weekly meeting, someone shares on the theme: ‘This is what I’m 
living with at the moment.’ Sometimes what we’re sharing can feel like a bit of a ramble. We’re not relaying 
a story with a nice, neat shape. We’re still wrestling with some things. We’re not sure where the path we’re 
on is going to take us. But sharing these kinds of stories is extremely helpful, not least because we can hear 
and be helped by other people’s reflections on what God is teaching us. 
 
 

Gathering stories 
 
Neil Hudson one last time: 
 

Stories are going to be the main currency in a whole-life disciple-making church. Stories of the 
challenges and the fruitfulness of people’s lives will reveal the extent to which we are equipping people 
to live as missionary disciples. Therefore, there has to be a determined attempt to take the time to 
listen to people’s experiences. Leaders need to be among a number of story-gatherers. These story-
gatherers need to be able to listen for the significance of what people are experiencing, learn from their 
experiences and reflect together on what it means (Imagine Church, p. 95). 

 
We need to be sharing and hearing stories: 
 

 On a community group night; 

 On a Sunday morning; 

 When we gather as a whole-church; 

 When we gather in small groups or in twos and threes. 
 
And that means we need to be gathering stories so we can see the church encouraged and built up. 
 
We all have a role to play here: 
 

 Do you have something to share? Then share it with another member of the church, your 
community group leader or an elder. 

 Are you aware that someone in the church has got a story that’s worth sharing with the church? 
Talk to that person and encourage them to talk to a community group leader or elder. 

 
 

Next steps 
 

 What are you living with at the moment? What’s your story? 
 
In relation to the content of this paper as a whole: 
 

 What is God saying to you, and what are you going to do in response? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Andrew Sampson, February 2015 


