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Life Together in Small Communities
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Pastor, Grace Bible Church of Pleasant Hill
Instructor, Grace School of Theology & Ministry

The New Testament is full of clear instruction the about the ministry purposes of local churches, 

such as “making disciples of the nations” and “equipping the saints for the work of the ministry” 

(Matthew 28:19; Eph 4:12). The New Testament letters are filled with commands that rise out of 

teaching rooted in those letters’ doctrine that can only be obeyed in the context of living life to-

gether (e.g. more than 70 NT “one another” commands). Fulfilling, the church’s purpose to make 

disciples who will in turn make disciples as well, exposing God’s people to real training opportu-

nities to serve others, or bearing one another’s burdens in the fullest sense possible cannot obvi-

ous not take place in the context of any local church’s worship service. Any local churches many 

ministry objectives as well as the people in that assembly’s spiritual and practical needs are met as 

the people of God in any church gather and mobilize in other contexts. Smaller communities of 

God’s people mobilized to minister and serve one another as well as their local region is a way the 

church seeks to fulfill its manifold mission. For this reason Grace School of Theology is offering 

for the first time a new course, CC105 “The Role of Community Groups in the Local Church”, to 

help train and encourage local church leadership on the biblical pattern and practice of smaller 

communities within the local church as well as new churches for making disciples, raising up new 

leaders, expressing diaconal care, and a host of other ministries.

In our assembly the Small Group Ministry at our church (we call these smaller communities, 

“community groups”) is the context where our church family gathers throughout the week to cul-

tivate shared life relationships designed to live out the many corporate implications of the gospel. 

These groups of 6-18 meet together not only in homes on regular basis, but seek to share life and 

burdens within that larger group one-on-one or two-on-two as well over breakfast, coffee, shop-

ping or even helping one another with home projects. Together these smaller communities are the 

place where brothers and sisters bring the truths and implications of the gospel into the fine print 

details of each others’ lives. The focus of these groups is not only a regular meeting or home Bible 

study, although that is a large part of this ministry, but together living out the New Testament’s 

“one another” commands.

One group, comprised of only married couples at the time, took a hiatus from their current study 

to focus on the gospel’s implications for married life. During the study the couples were asked by 

the discussion leader for the night, questions like, “What sin patterns do you currently see upset-

ting the peace in your home and if not dealt with regularly could potentially threaten your mar-

riage?” The handful of couples huddled together for about 10 minutes of discussion around the 

question. (continued on page 4)

Winter Quarter 2011

Return Service requested

Registration
Registration will begin the week 
of December 20th online at 
www.gstm.org for both new and 
returning students. You are able 
to apply, register, and pay for fees 
and tuition as well via the website. 
Textbooks are listed next to each 
class and can be ordered by the 
student from Amazon.com or 
other vendors. Students who make 
full payment of fees and tuition 
prior to noon on January 4, 2011 
will receive a 5% discount on 
tuition. Books will no longer be 
sold on campus; limited quantities 
of books are still available until 
sold and can be purchased by 
contacting the GSTM office. GSTM 
will accept payment via PayPal 
or personal checks made out to 
G.S.T.M., however cash payments 
are no longer be accepted. 

School Holidays
Christmas Break:  Dec. 20 - 31
Spring Break:  March 21 - 25
Summer Break:  Begins June 13

Office Hours
The GSTM office is located on 
the 2nd floor of the Grace Bible 
Church Education Building and is 
open on Tuesdays and Thursdays 
from 10:00 a.m. to 6:00 p.m. You 
may contact our Administrator 
during these hours or at 
gstm43@gmail.com. Our phone 
number is (925) 676-1639. Our 
website www.gstm.org contains 
a copy of this newsletter,the 
GSTM brochure, and the GSTM 
Academic Catalog.
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When they came back together couples that previously spoke lit-

tle in group meetings began to open up about recent conflicts and 

discussed how insisting on having things done “their way” was 

really a way of demanding that their spouse be justified by works 

(i.e. the works they want their spouse to do for them). They were 

able to see how this way of relating to one another is not a reflec-

tion of how the Christ deals with them, declaring His beloved as 

righteous based on His performance and not their own. 

On another occasion the group discussed patterns of conflict 

resolution and what it might look like in step with the truth of 

the cross of Christ. Each couple shared how attempts at resolving 

conflict often came down to ‘fighting over’ who was right or more 

right and who was wrong. A pattern of self-righteousness where 

one or both parties contends that they are right (i.e. justified) by 

having the right position (i.e. ‘by their works’) and  therefore de-

clare the other person wrong (i.e. condemned) is not a reflection 

of how Christ deals with us in the gospel. The good news of Jesus 

is that though He has only always been in the right and we have 

only always been in the wrong with Him, He initiated reconcilia-

tion with us by receiving our just condemnation that we might be 

justified through Him.  As undeserving recipients of God’s mercy, 

we reflect the image of Christ by showing mercy to our spouses, 

deserved or undeserved as we confess our sins to one another and 

pursue reconciliation.

This kind of body life in smaller gatherings where each one pres-

ent lives by faith in the finished work of Jesus Christ creates a 

‘safe place’ to open up about life’s details when everyone present 

embraces the gospel’s reality that we can only  stand before God 

based on the performance of someone else, King Jesus, and not 

on our own. This same kind life of faith in the details enables us 

to overcome our fear of other people’s scrutiny, because the only 

eyes in the universe that matter has already and irrevocably called 

us adopted sons and joint-heirs with Jesus. 

In these groups we meet one another’s everyday needs as well. 

In one community group there was a family with three children, 

where the wife was severely ill for almost two weeks. Group mem-

bers sacrificially provided meals and childcare throughout that 

period enabling that family’s head to give a lot of undivided atten-

tion to caring for his wife and continue to serve his employer. The 

group understood that as Christ sacrificed His own life to meet 

our greatest need, the righteousness of God necessary to stand be-

fore the Father, with their greatest need met it was a much smaller 

thing to have to re-arrange their schedules for a couple of weeks 

to serve a part of the body in that community group. 

Smaller communities are often the most vibrant disciple-making 

ministry in new churches as these mobilized groups of local mis-

sionaries together strategize creative ways to get to know and bet-

ter serve their neighborhoods. Small groups in a church are not 

merely weekly home Bible studies, although they are certainly not 

less than that. Rather they are a way of bringing all of the minis-

tries in a church to all of God’s people there and mobilizing them 

for the mission to their community and ministries to one another.

Life Together in Small Communities (continued from page 1)
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Register for classes online at www.gstm.org



LIVE  In Pleasant Hill on Tuesdays, Beginning January 4, 2011
WEBCAST In San Jose, Redding and Fair Oaks 

NT 102  Elemental Greek II		 					     4 Units
Instructor:  Ryan Rippee			       				    4:00 - 6:00 p.m./Tuesday

Ryan Rippee serves as the associate pastor at Calvary Community Church in Brentwood. He has a Master of Divinity Degree from The 
Cornerstone Seminary in Vallejo and has served at Grace Church of Napa Valley as the student ministries pastor over high school, college 
and career age.

CC 105  The Role of Community Groups in the Local Church		  2 Units
Instructor:  Vince Cuomo							       6:00 - 7:00 p.m./Tuesday

Vince Cuomo serves as Minister of Counseling and Adult Education at Grace Bible Church of Pleasant Hill and is a graduate of 
The Master's College and Seminary in Southern California. While in graduate school and seminary he served for six years as the 
college pastor in a local church where he developed a passion for seeing the truth of the Scriptures engage the secular market place 
of ideas.

ST 102 Theology II	 							       4 Units
Instructor: Vince Cuomo							       7:15 – 9:15 p.m./Tuesday

LIVE  In Pleasant Hill on Thursdays, Beginning January 6, 2011
LIVE  In San Jose on Thursdays, Beginning January 6, 2011
WEBCAST In Fair Oaks and Redding

CC 101 Introduction to Bible Study Skills					    2 Units
Instructor:  Tony Sanelli (in Pleasant Hill) 				    6:00 – 7:00 p.m./Thursday
Instructor: Tom Tanquary (In San Jose)					     6:00 – 7:00 p.m./Thursday

Tony Sanelli is Pastor/Teacher at Grace Bible Church of Pleasant Hill. Tony received a B.Th. from The Master's Seminary in Southern 
California. He actively serves on the Board and teaches at G.S.T.M. He also speaks at various conferences and camps. 

Tom Tanquary received his B.A. from GSTM followed by an MDiv from Western Seminary, San Jose Campus in the 1980s. He has been 
involved in church planting, serving on the pastoral staff & teaching in local churches in the San Jose area.

LIVE  In San Jose on Thursdays, Beginning January 6, 2011
WEBCAST In Fair Oaks, Pleasant Hill and Redding

BE 311 Old Testament Survey II						      4 Units
Instructor:  George Fox							       7:15 – 9:15 p.m./Thursday			

Dr. George Fox holds degrees from Prairie Bible Institute and Columbia Pacific University. He has been a pastor in several countries and 
has been a Bible teacher for over 35 years. His doctoral dissertation was on the Old Testament Covenants and his approach to teaching 
the broad outline of Scripture is captivating and helpful.

From the President's Desk

What The Justification Debate 
Continues to Teach Us

Tony Sanelli

This past November New Testament 

scholars N. T. Wright, Frank Thielman 

and Tom Schreiner presented papers 

focused upon the theme of “Justification by Faith” at the annual 

meeting of ETS (Evangelical Theological Society). A record crowd 

of over 2500 attended the event.

The main attraction was N. T. Wright who has written several 

volumes on the “New Perspective” and justification that have 

been criticized as an unbiblical formulation of the doctrine of 

justification by Protestant and Reformed standards. I was unable 

to attend the event but the blogosphere has plenty of links along 

with various summaries and rebuttals. 

Tom Schreiner’s presentation, “Justification: The Saving 

Righteousness of God in Christ”, while recognizing some 

common ground with N.T. Wright, is structured around three 

false polarities that he believes Wright continues to promote: 

1.	 Wright argues that justification is primarily about 

ecclesiology instead of Soteriology.

2.	 Wright says Israel’s fundamental problem was failing 

to bless the world. But Paul focuses on Israel’s inherent 

sinfulness.

3.	 Wright contends that justification is a declaration of 

God’s righteousness but does not include the imputation 

of God’s righteousness.

I do not intend to go into the details of his case or the other 

presentations in this short column. I do, however, want to 

stress what this continuing debate surrounding one of the most 

fundamental doctrines of the gospel teaches us. 

There remains an ongoing need to inculcate the careful 

study of the Scriptures and the proper interpretive rules and 

methodologies. It’s not enough to have teachers who are in love 

with Jesus. It is not enough to have a burden for the mission and 

a willingness to start new churches. One must also love His Word 

and understand how it is faithfully interpreted. 

It is to this end that GSTM was established and continues to exist. 

Dr. Fox’s class on Hermeneutics and my own course on Bible 

Study Skills provide a college level foundation to build upon for 

Winter Quarter/2 Winter Quarter/3

Congratulations to Our Latest Graduates: 
Chris Smithson and Aaron Stogner!

Bill Lynch 
Administrator & Board Member, GSTM

On September 19th after many hours of labor, encouragement 

from family and friends, and advice from pastors and instructors 

Chris Smithson and Aaron Stogner received their long-awaited 

Bachelor of Arts in Biblical Studies degrees with accompanying 

diplomas from Academic Dean, Dr. George Fox and Board 

President, Tony Sanelli. Chris and Aaron are continuing 

postgraduate studies in seminary as well as serving in their local 

churches in Pacifica and Vacaville respectively. They join a cadre 

of men who have gone from GSTM to further educational pursuits 

and service in local churches and the mission field for the glory 

of God.
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Chris Smithson (second from left) and Aaron Stogner 
receive their diplomas

ministry or further Seminary level instruction. This level of study 

is absolutely essential for preaching pastors. Otherwise, you will 

drown in the debate and reach for the nearest helpful floatation 

device which may or may not be the truth of God in Christ. You 

must be discerning. 

Most of the justification debate takes place on the microscopic 

level of nuanced exegesis of the Scriptures with an eye upon 

the historical and cultural context of the apostle Paul. Critical 

discernment is required to perceive the finer points of the 

arguments. Too much is at stake. Every generation needs pastors, 

teachers and professors prepared to engage at this level. 

Remember Paul’s exhortations to young Timothy to be one who 

is “accurately handling the word of truth” and to “pay close 

attention to yourself and to your teaching; persevere in these 

things, for as you do this you will ensure salvation both for 

yourself and for those who hear you.”

GSTM Has a New Website!

Visit GSTM online to register for classes, buy books, view the current school catalog, or 

download the GSTM brochure. Full descriptions of each class can be found on the 

GSTM website.
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