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ABSTRACT

A STUDY ON THE HEALTHY CHURCH GROWTH THROUGH THE REVITALIZATION OF
SMALL GROUP IN TRADITIONAL CHURCH

Min Yong Park

Liberty University School of Divinity, 2020

Mentor: Dr. Justin Yoojung Lee

The church is the body of Jesus Christ, which Christ has built and became the head of it. Therefore,
the church is not a building or a social organization, but a family community of the laity who saved through
Christ and united under him. Recently, however, the Korean church has lost its original nature planned by
God. They achieved significant external growth that made churches around the world focus. But lost the
true nature and obsessed with the outward buildings and numbers. As a result, the holy influence of the
church on the world diminished.

This paper defines the term ‘traditional church’ as a church complacent about the present outward
growth, losing its biblical essence. Also, the paper analyzes the problems and limitations of a stagnant
traditional church and study about the ‘vitalization of small group ministries' as a biblical alternative to
overcome it. To this end, this paper will present the biblical, theological, and church-historical basis for the
small groups, and analyze the merits and demerits of representative types of small group ministries that have
been introduced to contemporary churches, thus presenting a specific guideline to achieve ‘small group
vitalization’.

Through this paper, we hope that traditional Korean churches, including the one that the researcher

serves for, restore the communion of the church and grow into a healthy figure.

Abstract length: 220 words
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SUMMARY
CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

In the 20th century, Korean churches achieved a remarkable growth that had drawn attention
from the world churches. But in the 21st century, Korean churches stopped growing, and the number of
Christians began to decline. According to the South Korean government's statistics, the number of
Christians stood at 8.76 million in 1995, but it has decreased by about 1 million up to 2018.

There are many reasons for this phenomenon, such as economic development and income growth
and the decline of the next-generation population due to the low birthrate. But most of all, the most
important reason is that churches and Christians have lost the holiness that distinguishes them from the
world, and their influence on the world as well. It was also because traditional churches failed to grow
people into mature Christians, either concentrating on large buildings and quantitative growth.

For the traditional Korean church to recover again, it must return to its biblical essence. We need
to restore our community which is full of dynamic love and companionship, just like the early churches
appeared in the Bible. Also, it should promote the Church members to grow and become mature believers.
Lastly, the church must be restored as a community that conveys Christ to the world.

This study aims its focus on the small group of churches in early Christianity, to refresh
traditional churches of these days. And based on it, | would like to suggest a way to achieve healthy
church growth through the vitalization of small group ministries. The biblical small group contains
elements of companionship, evangelism, and education. Thus, achieving "Small group vitalization" can be
a solution to overcome the individualistic shortcomings that traditional churches have, and restore the
dynamics of the community. And when laity works as a small group worker, the church can grow more
dynamically than when only pastors serve. Through the study of the vitalization of small groups, this

paper looks forward to contributing to the achievement of sound spiritual maturity of traditional churches.
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CHAPTER 2

THEORETICAL BASIS OF SMALL GROUPS

This paper seeks to find ways to solve the problems of traditional churches by vitalizing biblical
small groups. First, this paper reveals the concept and characteristics of small groups. The essential
elements presented in the small group community of churches are worship, companionship, service and
the eulogy of the Holy Spirit. It is an essential element of the church, and it cultivates church members to
become mature believers.

Next, this chapter presents a theoretical basis for small groups. The small group is not a fashion
or program that suddenly appeared in modern times, but an essential ministry of the Bible-based church.
Fundamentally, God's existence as a trinity is a type of small group. There is also a variety of forms of
small groups in the Old Testament. Above all, Jesus Christ trained his disciples through a small group.
And within the apostolic age, churches in the form of small groups existed in various regions.

The form of small groups also has appeared in the history of the church for 2000 years. After
Christianity had become the Roman Empire’s national religion, the church was institutionalized, and the
dynamic small group was ostensibly disappeared. However, small groups possessing vitality existed in
every era. In the Middle Ages when churches were transformed into building-centered religions, small
groups survived through whom sought to preserve the fundamentals of the Bible. After the Religious
Reformation, small groups appeared actively and contributed to enhancing the spiritual maturity and
progressing missionary work of Christians. Thus, small-group community is a valuable tool that God has
given the church and must be recovered in today's modern church. Small groups are very useful tools for

renewing traditional churches.
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CHAPTER 3

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THE VITALIZATION OF SMALL GROUPS
AND HEALTHY CHURCH GROWTH IN TRADITIONAL CHURCHES

A traditional church means that first, it is timely old, and secondly, it is a church that has
formed an institution, customs, and principles over time. The traditional church in Korean has made many
positive contributions to this society. It consoled the people who had to live in a time of hardship and
encouraged them with the words of God to overcome adversity. It has also achieved unprecedented
growth and revival and contributed to the development of society.

But as time passes, customs and institutions hardened and thee church began to decline.

Traditional churches turned to have building centered beliefs, and especially have lost social
intercourses of small group communities. Therefore, the activation of small groups is necessary to renew
the traditional church. Small group activation is necessary for the following reasons:

1) To effectively nurture new believers.

2) To progress discipleship training to establish Laity as leaders.

3) To make personal relationships between church members.

4) To do evangelism based on relationships, effective in the contemporary society.

Modern churches must restore intercourse among saints, such as the churches of early Christianity. And
through small groups, we must help God's people be faithfully mature in quality. Then the church could

grow numerically. The activation of small groups contributes to healthy church growth. Later in Chapter

3, small group models that are successfully running in modern Korean churches are introduced.
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CHAPTER 4

SURVEY AND ANALYSIS OF CHURCH GROWTH THROUGH
THE VITALIZATION OF SMALL GROUPS

This chapter introduces the procedure and results of the survey conducted on the church
members belonged to the Korean traditional church, the Pohang-SUNGDONG Church. The questions of
the survey totaled 30 questions and consisted of three main parts. The first part is a general question,
which asks gender, age, time spent as a Christian, and satisfaction of the church life. There were 56
respondents, with slightly more women than men, and evenly distributed age groups. More than 70
percent attended church for more than 10 years, showing the stereotype of these day traditional churches
with many old members.

The second part is about small groups. More than 70 percent of respondents said that they were
participating in small groups. When the question comes to the benefits of small group activities, "warm
companionship™ and "praying for each other" were major answers. Most of those who do not participate in
a small group said that they are too busy because of business but would like to participate if they had a
chance. These results show that many church members need a small group, and we could see that the
reason is for "relationship."

The third part is about the education and training of church members. The respondents
answered that well-trained laity leaders are needed for the small groups to be vitalized. When asked
whether they want to participate in the training, 73.6 percent answered positively, mainly to achieve
spiritual growth. This shows that Christians are not indifferent to spiritual growth, but willing to grow
spiritually through training. It informs the church that preparation and concentration of training programs
are needed to revitalize the small group, when trained people become small group leaders, small groups

are vitalized, and that's the key to the healthy growth of the Church the survey results are telling.
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CHAPTER 5

THE SCHEME FOR VITALIZATION OF SMALL GROUPS
AND TRANSITION TO CELL CHURCH

This chapter deals with the scheme for vitalizing small groups and the transition to the Cell
Church. First, it presents 'Cell Church’, a model of the small group with vitality. In a traditional church, a
small group is a single program among the numerous ministries. But in a cell church, a small group
becomes an essential part of the church ministry. Also, only the pastor ministers in the traditional church,
whereas laity actively serve as leaders in the cell church. These small groups in the Cell Church work in
process with 4w format, with dynamic companionship and activities taking place.

Second, strategy is needed to transform a traditional church into a small group-activated one. To
vitalize a small group (cell) and achieve the vision of a Cell Church, a pastor should present the vision and
achieve the understanding and empathy of the church members. When vision is well presented to the
entire church, small group vitalization can be realized.

Third, for traditional churches to vitalize small groups, they must prepare the system of
education and training for the laity. The small group is led by the laity, not by the pastor. Thus, there must
be an education process that can nurture good laity leaders. And when a well-trained leader serves others
well in a small group, the community can be vitalized.

Fourth, the scheme for vitalizing small groups in Pohang-SUNGDONG Church is analyzed and
presented. SUNGDONG Church has a goal of "a church that saves, fixes and builds people with the
gospel.” To achieve that goal, the church needs dynamic small groups full of love. Through small groups,
the church can spread the gospel, share the companionship of love, and nurturing the people to faithfully
grow.

SUNGDONG Church currently has 31 small groups (cells), which is expected to be vitalized as

a dynamic community, and the number of cells will increase further as well. To achieve those
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expectations, SUNGDONG Church is trying to train members as good leaders. A good leader makes a
good small group, and through good small groups, the church can achieve healthy growth.

First, it presents 'Cell Church', a model of the small group with vitality. In a traditional church, a
small group is a single program among the numerous ministries. But in a cell church, a small group
becomes an essential part of the church ministry. Also, only the pastor ministers in the traditional church,
whereas laity actively serve as leaders in the cell church. These small groups in the Cell Church work in

process with 4w format, with dynamic companionship and activities taking place.
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CHAPTER 6

CONCLUSION

This Thesis began with the motivation to diagnose the crisis that the traditional church faces and
to overcome the problems of traditional churches. Traditional Korean churches had experienced the
stunning revival and growth before, but nowadays they are facing the crisis of stagnation and declination.
Although there are many other external causes of this crisis, the most important problem is existing inside
the church itself, since they have lost their biblical essence while pursuing an external growth of buildings
and numbers.

The Biblical way to breathe life into traditional churches and achieve healthy growth again lies
in the recovery of small groups. Small groups are not a program dealing with the external growth, but the
essence of the biblical church that God has shown. The reason and necessity for vitalizing small groups
can be found with a theological, biblical and historical basis. The early form of church that appeared in the
New Testament was a small group as a community with love intercourse and sharing. The true image of
the church God wants is in the community of the Christians, and the companionship of love. So healthy
church growth must be discussed with a nurturing of people through small groups and restoration of the
church’s communion.

The researcher selected four churches in Korea, achieving healthy growth by actively serving in
small groups, and analyzed their current system of small group ministries. Also looking at the leadership
training course that nurtures the laity leaders, the system introduced would apply to a wide range of
traditional churches. To study the activation of small groups in traditional churches, this researcher
conducted a survey of church members at Pohang-SUNGDONG Church about small groups. Analyzing
the results of the survey, the researcher was able to diagnose the reality of traditional churches and
identify the church members’ ideas about small groups. The survey results also showed what Christians in
traditional churches expect from small groups and what is needed to activate small groups. Based on these

results, this paper presented a plan to activate the small group.
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Finally, this paper does not have all the answers to how to activate small groups in traditional
churches. It also clearly has limitations that cannot be universally applied to all churches. But I hope it
will be of some help to pastors who try to activate small groups in traditional churches and restore the

dynamics of the community
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APPENDIX B
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AEE M (D)

CONSENT FORM

A Study on Church Growth through Vitalization of Small Groups in Traditional Churches
Minyong Park
Liberty University, School of Divinity

You are invited to be in a research study on the conflict resolution in church. You were selected as a
possible participant because you are 20 years of age or older and you are a member of Pohang Sungdong

church. Please read this form and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to be in the study.

MINYONG PARK, a doctoral candidate in the School of Divinity at Liberty University, is conducting this
study.

Background Information: The purpose of my research is to diagnose the stagnation of growth in traditional
churches and the reality of spirituality being depressed, and thereby, suggest a plan for restoration and
growth. Furthermore, this study aims to restore the community spirit and to promote spiritual growth and

maturity of the church members.

Procedures: If you agree to be in this study, | would ask you to do the following things:

1. Complete and answer a 1- hour long anonymous survey.

Risks: The risks involved in this study are minimal, which means they are equal to the risks you would

encounter in everyday life.

Benefits: Participants should not expect to receive a direct benefit from taking part in this study.

Compensation: Participants will not be compensated for participating in this study.

Confidentiality: The records of this study will be kept private. Research records will be stored securely,

and only the researcher and the researcher’s faculty chair will have access to the records. Participant
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survey responses will be anonymous. Data will be stored on a password locked computer and in a locked
desk and may be used in future presentations. After three years, all electronic records will be deleted and
all paper records will be shredded.

Voluntary Nature of the Study: Participation in this study is voluntary. Your decision whether or not to
participate will not affect your current or future relations with Liberty University or Pohang Sungdong
church. If you decide to participate, you are free to not answer any question or withdraw at any time, prior
to submitting the survey, without affecting those relationships.

How to Withdraw from the Study: If you choose to withdraw from the study, please do not complete or

submit your study materials. Your responses will not be recorded or included in the study.

Contacts and Questions: The researcher conducting this study is MINYONG PARK. You may ask any
guestions you have now. If you have questions later, you are encouraged to contact him at 82-10-3309-
9341, mpark5@liberty.edu. You may also contact the researcher’s faculty chair, Yoojung Lee, at

yjlee@liberty.edu.

If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to someone other than
the researcher, you are encouraged to contact the Institutional Review Board, 1971 University Blvd.,
Green Hall Ste. 2845, Lynchburg, VA 24515 or email at irb@Iliberty.edu.
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