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SMALL GROUP MINISTRIES
Introduction 

Before He left, Jesus gave his disciples a task we sometimes refer to as the “Great Commission.” Matthew 28:19 says, “Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.” If you were to break this important assignment down into two main parts, you would have “go” and “make disciples.”  The “go” part means we can’t expect people to just walk into our church and ask to be baptized—we need to go get them and introduce them to our friend Jesus. Baptism and teaching are a part of making them disciples; helping them to become more like this Jesus they have decided to follow.       

I am so excited to share with you today what has proven to be one of the most effective tools known to the church for connecting people to Jesus and growing them in discipleship: the small group. You see, to fulfill the Great Commission, we need to be not only “fishers of men” and women, but keepers of the aquarium! Spirit-filled small groups can help a church be successful at both. 

Our world is crying out for authentic, loving, God-honoring community. Without Christian community we are lonely and not as effective in serving God. When people are not in authentic relationship with God and others they often try to fill that need to belong unwisely; turning to bars, gangs, and other substitutes to find acceptance and purpose. It is through relationships with God and each other that we find fulfillment and growth. It is through authentic relationship that we reach out to others most effectively. Small groups are an effective tool for healthy spiritual and community relationships. 

Biblical Basis for Small Groups
The Small Group is not a new idea. God has been employing this wonderful tool for millennia. 

A. The New Testament Model of Group-Based Discipleship 

Discipleship is often thought to take place primarily in one-on-one Bible studies. But in the New Testament, making disciples was a group event. As Phil Donahue notes in his book, Leading Life-Changing Small Groups (LLSG): “The scriptures rarely record our Lord meeting with fewer than three of the twelve disciples. . .” He goes on to note that “As we look at one-on-one encounters between Jesus and Peter, Paul and Timothy, and Paul and Silas, it is clear these are leadership development relationships, not basic discipleship.” 
Donahue points out that “discipling in the context of group life . . . allows disciples to grow in Christ by experiencing the teaching, mentoring, love, encouragement, and giftedness of many brothers and sisters in Christ. . . . Ministry in and through groups and teams more accurately reflects the New Testament model (Mark 3:14; Matt. 10:5-42; Acts 13:2; Acts 16:1-5)” (LLSG, 145). This also keeps a new disciple from becoming a clone of any one member and encourages an atmosphere of mutual support, ministry, accountability, and training. 

B. The Example of the Early Christians 

One of the best descriptions of this kind of group can be found in Acts 2:42-47:  

“They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer. Everyone was filled with awe, and many wonders and miraculous signs were done by the apostles. All the believers were together and had everything in common. Selling their possessions and goods, they gave to anyone as he had need. 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 favor of all the people. And the Lord added to their number daily those who were being saved.” 

This is a description of the apostolic church. They were involved in accomplishing all the purposes that a church today should be involved in accomplishing: Worship, Community, Continual Spiritual Growth (or “Discipleship”), Service, and Outreach (or “Evangelism”). And church didn’t just happen one day a week for a couple of hours; they met together during the week, too! 

Let’s look more closely at the group life of the early Christian church, because here we find all the elements of a successful small group as well as the five purposes of a small group. As we read over Acts 2:42-47 again, see if you can guess which of the five purposes (worship, community, continual spiritual growth, service, or outreach) it helps to fulfill. 
1. “They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching” 

Element: Bible study (or the study of material that is solidly Biblical) 


Purpose: continual spiritual growth, (also known as “discipleship”) 
2. “and to the fellowship” 

Element: sharing each other’s lives 


Purpose: community 
3. “to the breaking of bread” 

Element: food: eating together 


Purpose: community
4. “and to prayer.” 

Element: prayer 

Purpose: continual spiritual growth 

5. “Everyone was filled with awe,” 

Element: God shows up! God’s presence is a fulfillment of the promise of Jesus in Matthew 18:20, “For where two or three are gathered in my name, there am I with them.” 


Purpose: worship, outreach
6. “. . . and many wonders and miraculous signs were done by the apostles.” Element: miracles (life change is the greatest miracle!) 


Purpose: outreach, service 

7. “All the believers were together and had everything in common. Selling their possessions and goods, they gave to anyone as he had need.” 

Element: in-reach ministry or “keeping the aquarium”—taking care of those within the body of Christ 


Purpose: service, community, also outreach because “They’ll know we are Christians by our love.” 

8. “Every day they continued to meet together in the temple courts.” 

Element: meeting together at church—the larger gathering 


Purpose: worship, community 
9. “They broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad and sincere hearts, praising God” 

Element: small home groups 


Purpose: community, worship, continual spiritual growth 

10. “and enjoying the favor of all the people.” 

Element: Purposeful presence in the community. This means they were interacting with their community, and the people in the community were favorably impressed. 


Purpose: outreach—the “go” part of the Great Commission 

11. “And the Lord added to their number daily those who were being saved.”
 Element: Life transformation is the fruit of “Go-ing”— people saved! 


Purpose: outreach 
The Essential Elements of a Successful Small Group
We can break the elements of the Acts group into even more simple categories and we will have the essentials elements for a successful small group: 

1. 
People—A small group of people (no more than 12 is best) who meet regularly (once a week is often best) and sincerely invite God’s presence into their midst. (He will come!) 

2. 
Food—Even if it’s as simple as popcorn and water, there is something about eating together that breaks down the barriers between people. It also gives seekers who might be embarrassed an excuse to come. 

3. 
Bible study and life application—or a relevant study based on sound biblical principles. The key to this element is the emphasis is on life application, not just head knowledge (or in the language of Jesus, we must be “doers” not just “hearers” of the Word.) 

4. 
Sharing each other’s lives—This is a critical piece! Don’t leave it out or let it dominate. Authentic sharing about what is going on in people’s lives will allow group members to: 

· hold each other accountable to the changes God is calling them to make in their lives
· encourage and pray for each other as needs arise
· celebrate each other’s victories and praise God for His goodness 


Let people talk about what is going on in their lives and how what the group is studying is making a difference in their work and relationships. As member’s needs come up, let the Holy Spirit guide you in empowering group members to address those needs outside the group as well, if needed. 

5.  
Sing and prayer—singing is an important element in the preparation of heart to pray and study God’s Word. Sincere prayer is also the key to the success of any group. Pray as you’re planning whom to invite, as you prepare, and during the week for each member. Make sure to leave time for this element during your small group time. Encourage people to pray for what is really on their hearts—not just for the health of distant relatives. Let this be a time to praise, thank, petition, and confess to God. 

6.
 Purposeful presence in the community—If we are to be the salt of the earth we need to get out of the salt shaker and into the world! The presence of Holy Spirit-filled Christians in the world is redemptive. Pray with your group members about how you can serve the people in your community and invest in relationship with them. Eventually the time will come when the Holy Spirit impresses you to invite some of these contacts to your small group. You may never see the kingdom result in the lives of many of the people you serve. But God will use the memory of pleasant, loving Christians to soften their heart to the gospel and someone else may reap what you have sown. 

This is evangelism as Jesus did it. In The Desire of Ages, p. 151, Ellen White tells us that before Jesus started his preaching ministry, He had gained the confidence of the people because He spent time “among them, as one who desired their good.” Besides group activities, encourage your group to spend time with individuals as well. Remind them of the importance of positive interaction with unbelievers, telling stories of how God has blessed when you have tried it personally. Each week ask how they are doing on this aspect and/or assigning outreach accountability partners. 
There are different kinds of small groups within a church. We will look at some that meet specific needs, such as recovering from grief, later in this seminar. But a basic small group made up of these six elements: 12 or less people who meet and invite God’s presence, food, Bible study and life application (or study based on biblical principles), life sharing, prayer, and purposeful presence in the community, is the most basic kind of small group. 

The members of a life-changing small group will experience to some extent each of the five life purposes of a Christian—worship, community, continual spiritual growth, service, and outreach—in their group life. 

From the first century to the 21st century, in all different parts of the world, the small group has been successful in bringing people into transforming relationship with Jesus Christ and providing a place for continual spiritual growth to occur. The small group is a valuable tool in the church’s effort to fulfill the Great Commission. 

The Importance of Continual Spiritual Growth (Discipleship) 
Continual spiritual growth is the goal of the Christian; Jesus promised that those who abide in (remain/stay connected to) Him will grow! They will produce fruit (John 15:5). They will be changed to be more like Jesus. And small groups are where this life transformation takes place most effectively—even more than a church setting alone. 

What Makes Small Groups so Effective for Life Transformation? 
A. The Small Group compared to the Church Service 

Why are small groups so effective at being a catalyst for life transformation? While worshiping together with a larger group of believers and listening to a sermon is very important to the growth of a believer, it is possible to go to church year after year and remain unchanged in the pew. The church service can be a largely passive experience. You go. You listen to the pastor. You leave. It is easy to mentally agree with the sermon and yet go back out into the world and remain unchanged; to hold the principles preached in one’s head but practice quite a different lifestyle at home, in our relationships, or in our job. 

A small group gives people a chance to discuss what they have heard and studied. An effective small group will always lead people to consider how what they have learned impacts their lives. Group members have the encouragement of other group members, and often an accountability partner. It was extremely important to Jesus that people were not only “hearers” but doers of the Word. He is recorded as addressing this point in many different ways throughout the gospels. 
Paul also addresses this concern in Romans 2:23, 29: “You are so proud of knowing God’s laws, but you dishonor Him by breaking them. . . for God is not looking for [religious knowledge], but He is looking for those with changed hearts and minds” (The Living Bible). “How will I be different today because of what I have learned?” is a question that an effective small group leader will encourage her members to consider at the end of every study. 

B. Intrinsic Human Needs 

The human need for authentic relationship with God and each other is another aspect of human nature that makes the small group model work so well for the church. We need to know and be known, love and be loved, serve and be served (or care for and be taken care of), celebrate and be celebrated. 

Even God exists in relationship, the tri-unity: the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The creation of our race started with the longing of God to be in relationship with us; salvation history records the lengths to which He would go to maintain that connection. 

“The formation of small companies as a basis of Christian effort is a plan that has been presented before me by One who cannot err. If there is a large number in the church, let the members be formed into small companies to work not only for the church members but for unbelievers also” Evangelism, p.115.
Small groups are where front-line ministry happens. They provide member care so people already in the church don't slip away, as well as a safe place to bring people who are searching. 

I hope that by now you are excited about employing the ministry of small groups in your church. So, how do you start? 
C. More participation
There is no doubt that in a small group program more people will be involved and will have the opportunity to use their spiritual gifts.
Small Group Ministry; How Do I Get Started?
1. Start with prayer! 
This is such an effective ministry that the devil will try to derail it from the start. Drench your efforts with prayer. 

· Is God calling you? Petition God until you feel confident that God is calling you to be part of getting a small group(s) going at your church. 

· What part is He asking you to play? Also spend time in prayer to get a sense of what it is He is asking you to do: Get people excited about small groups? Start a small group? Talk to a friend with the gift of leadership? Don’t move until you know what part in this ministry God wants you to play. 

· Is this God’s timing? Ask God for wisdom to know if this is the best time to start a small group(s) in your church. Should you wait until after summer is over, or until the current evangelistic series has ended? Wait for God to give you affirmation that this is the time for you to start building up a small group ministry. 

· Ask God to bring to your mind people to work with. If you are considering starting up several small groups, you will need to prayerfully approach leaders in your church. Most importantly, look for women who are actively engaged in a growing relationship with Jesus and seek to continue growing. Consider: 

· Spirit-led members who exhibit a humble, teachable spirit. 

· Members with whom you are already serving in ministry or whom you suspect you would work well with. 

· Members who have influence in your church. If you can win them over, you also win all the people that respect their opinion. 

· Members who show leadership potential and whom you believe might be good small group leaders or host/hostesses. 
2. Model and Mentor 

The best way to convince someone of the power of small groups is to let them experience it for themselves! If you are planning on starting a small group ministry, you might first want to lead a small group made up of members whom you think might make good leaders of small groups. 

· Speak individually with the member you hope to have in your pilot small group. Help them understand the power of small groups and ask them to pray about their possible involvement. 
· Gather the members for an initial meeting and discuss what small groups could do for the members in your church and community. Choose a time, topic, and the duration of the pilot small group. 

· After several small group meetings together, start giving each of the group members a chance to lead. Meet with them before to pray and support them and afterward to debrief and assess how it went.  

How Do I FIND Small Group LeaderS? 
1. Look for group members who take the group seriously. 

2. Consider those people who challenge your leadership. These may be 
potential leaders who are frustrated. 

3. Look for gifted people whom you can recognize and affirm. 

4. Pray regularly for guidance.
5. Look for people who embrace the small group vision. 

6. Try to look for people who exhibit the following spiritual, emotional, and social 
qualifications: 

Spiritual  

· Do they see God working in their life? 

· Are they self-feeders? (Do they consistently spend time nurturing their own spiritual growth through time in God’s word and in prayer? 

· Are they eager to learn? (Do they actively participate in spiritual discussions?) 

· Do they share the vision of small groups? 

· Do they have a humble, teachable spirit? 

Emotional
· Are they secure enough to be vulnerable and open with the group? 

· Are they emotionally stable? (Are they aware enough of their own strengths and weaknesses; not subject to mood swings that affect the group dynamic?) 

· How do they respond to confrontation and character development? Defensively? Responsively? 

Social
· Do they openly participate without dominating? (If this is an issue, how did they respond to confrontation on the issue?) 
· Are they able to listen to others in a caring way? 

· Are they able to facilitate discussion? 

7. At the end of the duration of your pilot group, talk with potential leaders and 
hosts/hostesses from your group to assess their interest in leading the discussion or hosting a group. 
How Do I Overcome the Objections of Potential Leaders?
Typical objections to becoming a group leader include: 

1. “I just don’t have the time.” Remember, people make time for those things they believe are important. Share the importance of small group leadership in the body of Christ. Emphasize the life change that can occur as they rise to the occasion and accept the challenge of leading a group. 

2. “I don’t have the gift of leadership.” Encourage people by reminding them that leadership is mostly character. It takes time to develop character and competency (skills). If you believe someone has the basic character qualities of a potential leader, let them know you are willing to make sure they get appropriate training to ensure they will be effective. 

3. “I’m not the leadership type.” At this point you need to simply explore what the person means by “leadership type.” Perhaps they have a definition of leadership that is not biblical. Perhaps they view a leader as someone who is in charge and in control, as opposed to someone who can facilitate life change by caring for, shepherding, discipling, and loving others. 

The next step is to set up a time to train your leaders. 
Training Your Small Group Leaders 
“Be shepherds of God’s flock that is under your care, serving as overseers—not because you must, but because you are willing, as God wants you to be; not greedy for money, but eager to serve; not lording it over those entrusted to you, but being examples to the flock.” (I Peter 5:2-3).
A. What qualities should a small group leader have?
1. A growing relationship with Jesus
2. A sense that God is calling her to lead a small group 

· A passion for nurturing others in the Lord (John 21:15-17, I Peter 5:1-4) 

· Joy in relating to others in a way that brings them together in group life (Heb. 10:24-25) 

· A sense that her genuine walk with God will be an example to others (I Thess. 2:10-13)
3. Character and skill 
· Love (John 13:34-35) 
· Integrity (I Timothy 3:1-7) 
· Fruit-bearing (Gal. 5:22-23) 
· Servanthood (Mark 10:35-45) 
· Able to teach and manage responsibilities (I Timothy 3:1-7) 

· Able to stand up for sound doctrine (Titus 1:9) 

· Lead with diligence (Romans 12:8) 

· Shepherd with eagerness (1 Peter 5:1-4) 

While no one would argue that this list of character traits and skills are important for a leader, reading this list of character traits with one’s self in mind can be a little intimidating! You may want to assure your small group leader (and yourself!) that she is not expected to be fully developed in all these traits and skills when she becomes a group leader; however, she should make it her aim to develop them as she matures in Christ.
B. What are the basic responsibilities of a small group leader? 

1. Find a host/hostess for your small group (a place to meet and a person to be responsible for the meeting place.) Work with your host/hostess to plan your meeting schedule and any other important details such as refreshments and child care if necessary. Remember to update your meeting schedule regularly with your host/hostess. 

2. Conduct Life-Changing Group Meetings. As the small group leader, your responsibility includes assembling the group and leading the time in a way that facilitates self-disclosure, understanding and application of the Word, and mutual care and support. 

3. Prepare for your small group. Identify who will be in your group and challenge them to make a commitment for a period of time. A group can grow to about eight to twelve people and still experience discussion and vulnerable sharing. Use the natural connections or relationships that you already have to find your group. This might include people in your ministry, neighborhood, place of work, or acquaintances. Remember, the body of Christ is diverse, so your group may include various kinds of people as well. Set your meeting time, place, and frequency. It is good to meet at least twice a month, but weekly is better. 

4. Use the resources that seem to best fit the needs of the group. The material should be biblically-based, application-oriented and good for discussion. (Note: Your Adventist Book Center (www.AdventistBookCenter.com) is a good resource for small group materials, as is the Center for Creative Ministries (www.creativeministry.org). Another excellent and reasonable resource is Christian Book Distributors at www.christianbook.com.) 

5. Share the responsibilities of teaching, leading discussions, social time, prayer, and ministry involvement with gifted members of your group. Don’t feel as though you have to do everything for the group. 

6. Choose a person to mentor as you lead your group. Be prayerful and deliberate about training up a small group leader from your group. This potential group leader is sometimes called an “apprentice.” Choose someone who has the desire to demonstrate the characteristics of a small group leader and who desires to help others grow spiritually. Include your apprentice in as many of your leadership activities as you can. Spend time with this person to disciple them. (Matt. 4:18-22; Mark 3:13- 15; 2 Tim. 3:10). 

7. Shepherd the Members of Your Group. It is your responsibility to care for and nurture your small group members so they can become committed Christians and participating members of the church. (This process takes time, don’t become discouraged and don’t rush them. Allow the Holy Spirit to lead.) 

· Pray for your meeting time and for each member of the group. (Phil. 1:3-11; Col. 1:9-12). 

· Exercise oversight of your members (1 Peter 5:1-3). Another word for oversight is care or shepherd. It means to be concerned about the welfare of each member of your group just as you are concerned about your own welfare (Phil. 2:4, 20-21). 

· Model Christlikeness to your group. Serve them as Christ served His disciples with acts of kindness (John 13:1-5). Help them grow in Christ. Encourage one another to live each moment as Jesus would. 

· Create a safe place for others to share their feelings, hurts, pains, and concerns. People will only be as vulnerable as you are. Admit your weaknesses to the group in a way that encourages others to see themselves as they really are. (2 Cor. 4:7; 12:10). 

· Call group members if they miss a group time, not to make them feel guilty, but just to let them know they were sincerely missed. 

· Ask God to give you His love for each person in your group. 

8. Expand the Ministry. As the Lord grows the group, it will be necessary to consider birthing a new group in order to provide the appropriate amount of care for each person and to allow other members in the church to experience life change through small groups. This should only be done when you feel the group is ready to birth and when your apprentice is ready to take on a new group. 

· Keep an empty chair in the circle as a reminder to invite people to your group. There are many people who are in relationship with your group members that are unconnected to your church. (Due to the sensitive nature of the topics of some groups and the need to build trust and safety within the group, some groups may want to have an open chair only for the first two weeks and then bring it out again at the end of the study to remind the group to invite people to the next study.) 

· Invite prospective new members to a social event with your group. 

· Get a feel from the group on whether these prospective new members would be a good fit. It may be that the members in your group have experienced authentic acceptance and love for the first time in your group. They may feel threatened by the prospect of new members in the group or fearful of losing the community they have found if the group was to multiply into two groups. You might need to explain how growth is healthy and normal for a good group. 

· Develop your apprentice by providing them with leadership responsibilities and certain members to shepherd. It is likely that those members will join the apprentice to form the nucleus of a new group. 

9. Encourage each group member to maintain a healthy relationship with the church. Members should aspire to follow Jesus wherever He leads and to participate actively in the local church. This is best done by modeling it yourself. 

  
A Typical Small Group Meeting 
A typical small group meeting might look something like this: 

1. Gather the Group 

· Each person is warmly greeted as she comes in the door. 

· Refreshments are available. 

· Pray and invite the presence of the Holy Spirit 

· Begin with an icebreaker question that gets people sharing. 

2. Study the Bible 

· Read the Bible passage you will be studying out loud. 

· Allow a moment after the reading for people to pray and meditate on the passage silently. 

· Establish the basics of what you have read by asking who, what, and where questions. 

· Dig a little deeper. Ask a few questions that generate thought and discussion. 

· Ask questions that encourage them to share how they will be different because of what they just read. Such as: “Did the Lord speak to you during this time? Is there something you need to change? What is it? When will you begin?” (Sharing is encouraged, but voluntary.) 

3. Pray Together 

· Go around the group and ask if there are any prayer requests or praises. 

· Keep a journal of the group’s prayer requests. It’s exciting and faith-building for the group to look back and see how God has intervened in their lives. 

· If the sharing time starts to get too long, encourage people to pray their requests right to God (instead of saying them to the group first) and go right into prayer. 

· Vary the kind of prayer you have. You might try sentence prayers, break into smaller groups or just twos to pray, if it comes up in group that someone is in crisis, stop and pray for them right there, etc. 

Small Groups That Address Specific Needs 
The small group just described is extremely successful at building community, introducing people to Jesus, and deepening their relationship and walk with Jesus. This small group can also be adapted to meet specific needs of the women of your church and community. This type of small group can be incredibly effective in caring for your members and reaching out to the unchurched. 

But small groups that meet special needs are only effective if they address the needs that the people in your area are actually feeling! As a ministry leader, how do you assess the needs in your church and community? 

1. How do you find out what types of small group and support ministries are needed in your church? 

· Pray that God will help you hear their hearts of the members in your congregation. 

· As you are in conversations, listen for recurring themes in the needs and concerns that are expressed. 

· Use a diagnostic tool such as a questionnaire or needs survey. Pass the questionnaire out at church or at your next ministry meeting.
2. How do you find out what types of small group support ministries are needed in your community? Don’t assume you know the needs of the members in your community. Spend time in prayer before God asking Him to give you an understanding of what concerns and needs the members in your area have. Then be intentional about determining what those needs are. 

· Listen, listen, listen: to your friends, to people you meet, to the conversations of people in the stores.

· Note issues featured by the local media, in newspapers, and TV or radio news. 

· Ask. Survey people you know in the community or people on the street. What’s on your heart? What is occupying your mind? What do you find yourself thinking or worrying about? 

The needs people feel can differ widely from region to region. The time spent trying to understand the particular needs of your area is time well-spent! 

There are certain needs that are commonly felt. As diverse as people are, there are many commonalities as well. All over the world parents are concerned for their children; people everywhere feel pain and grief when a loved one dies. 
The people in these groups will have special needs that should be addressed in a small group meeting to support them. 
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