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In our culture, we look for quick fixes and short cuts. Many churches and pastors are   

looking for a new group model or approach  that will yield faster  results. Many are looking 

for a system that will run itself. Others are looking for ways to downplay the role of the 

"leader" in groups. The problem with all of these hopes and desires is that they neglect the 

one thing that makes every model or approach work: leadership. 

 
I've talked to many churches that have clunky, inefficient models and their small-group 

ministries are thriving. I've also spoken with others who have slick, streamlined models 

and their small-group ministries are struggling. The principle is this: leadership trumps 

model every time. 

 
It's fine if you want to call leaders "hosts" or "facilitators." Just don't think that by taking 

out the word "leader" you've somehow taken leadership out of it. As ministry leaders, it's 

fine to establish smooth running, machine-like systems for your small-group ministries. 

Just don't think for a minute that those systems won't require leadership. You must be a 

strong leader for the ministry, and you must find great leaders to lead in the ministry. 

Determine what you'll require of leaders and make it clear from the beginning. Then do 

what's needed to train and support them in their  role. 
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Think Models Third 

DNA will help you choose the right leadership and models for your context. As you 

consider the models that might be right for you, think through several questions. Each 

question below is followed by a subset of questions that will bring clarity. By answering 

the subsets you'll find your answers to the main questions. 

 
1. What do you want groups to accomplish? 

• Why does your church need groups? 

• What is the biblical reasoning for this ministry? 

• What defines a "win" for a small group in your context? 

• What is the definition of "group" in your context, or what makes a group a group? (e.g., 

frequency of meeting, group size, mission, purpose) 

 
2. What is the structure/control bias of your church? 

• Should your church more often structure for growth or control? 

• Is your senior pastor more "go with the flow" or more "I want to know every detail"? 

• What do you desire more: A faster growing small-group ministry or highly trained small­ 

group leaders? Which does your senior leadership prefer? 

• Is your church better equipped to handle the problems associated with growth or control? 

 
3. What is your vision for discipleship? 

• How do you know someone is a disciple in your context? 

• What is your mental picture of an ideal leader in your context? 
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• How realistic is that mental picture? Are you asking too much of people? Are you 

asking too little? 

• How do you envision reproducing leaders and disciples? What systems, strategies, 

and models will help you best reproduce? 

 
When you look at successful small-group ministries, you'll find that each of them is unique. 

They may have similarities, but each church's model has been custom built to fit their 

DNA. One of the greatest temptations of small-group ministry leaders is simply to take 

another church's model and insert it into their context. Resist that temptation! Do the hard 

work of understanding your church's DNA. Be committed to leading your ministry 

diligently. Then, and only then, will you be ready to discern between appropriate models. 

 
-Alan Danielson is the Senior Pastor of New Life Bible Church in Norman, Oklahoma, and a 

small-group consultant; copyright 20 74 by Christianity Today. 

 

Discuss 
1. How have you approached your group strategy in the past? 

2. What hasn't worked for your ministry? What does that teach you? 

3. What does your church's DNA tell you about which strategies might work in your 

context? 
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Here are several questions that will help you answer that:  

1. What is your ecclesiology or theology of the church? If you think "church" is a Sunday 

morning service and "small groups" are a strategy used to improve assimilation, you're 

model will look very different from a church who desires a church that resembles New 

Testament Christianity. So, what do you really believe about church? 

2. What is the purpose of a small group? Is it primarily for learning, relationships, mission, 

or something else? Is it a once-a-week meeting? Is it a group of believers who share life 

together throughout the week? 

3. What happens when a small group meets? Is it simply a Sunday school class moved 

into a home? What will the group do together? What do you hope they will 

accomplish? 

4. How will your pastor or pastors relate to the small-group ministry? How will he or she 

be involved in overseeing, mobilizing, and training for the ministry? Will he or she 

mostly be hands-off or intimately involved? 

5. What are your thoughts on specialty and short-term groups? Do they have a place in 

your outreach strategy or how you welcome new members? If so, how will they fit into 

your small-group ministry? 

 
There's no quick-fix small-group model for your church. There are a lot of things you can 

learn from other churches and the models they use, but long-term success is going to take 

diligence, humility, and seeking God for your church's unique situation. Learn from others 

as well as from your own mistakes. If God has put a clear vision for a thriving small-group 

ministry in your heart, you can see it come to fruition as you persist and continue to invite 

his Spirit to enliven your church through life-giving small groups. 

 
-Jim Egli; copyright 2006 by Christianity Today. 

 

Discuss 
1. Which models are you aware of? What do you like about the different models? 

2. What models have you tried in the past? What were the pros and cons of each? 

3. What are your answers to the questions in the article? How do your answers help you 

understand which models might work for your church? 
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If the church is in a place where 70 percent or more need to be connected into groups, 

then a church-wide campaign can be an effective way to recruit a large number of leaders 

and connect members into groups. People offer to open up their homes and either invite 

friends to join them or welcome people assigned from the church. A video-based 

curriculum helps the host facilitate the discussion and takes away the fear factor of 

leadership. 

 
If the church is already mostly connected into some sort of groups, then a church-wide 

campaign could provide great synergies among your existing groups. More than likely, 

though, it won't produce an overabundance of new groups. There's a reason why the last 

30 percent or so haven't joined the type of groups you've offered: they don't like them. 

They might prefer getting together with a couple of friends at a coffee shop. They might 

have odd work schedules. Or they might be looking for a type of support or study that 

you're currently not offering. Church-wide campaigns won't help connect these people 

into groups. You'll have to figure out what they're looking for first. 

 
4. How is God inspiring people to meet? 

If you remove the limits from group formation, potential leaders will become very creative. 

In our church in California, a leader started a group on a commuter train. Every Tuesday 

morning, the group gathered in a section of the train on their way to work. A group of 

engineers in downtown Tampa couldn't make it home to the suburbs in time to have a 

group, so they met during lunch at their workplace. A group of law enforcement officers 

formed a first responders' small group because they could speak each other's language 

and weren't asked to fix other group members' speeding tickets anymore. A group of guys 

met weekly for Bible study and several times a month to make barbecue. They're called 

the "Holy Smokers." 

 
If you offer an invitation for people to innovate, they'll present new and creative ideas for group 

life. If you keep them firmly within the boundaries of one group system, they'll take it or leave it. 

Sure you might have some odd ball ideas, but those are the exceptions, not the rule. And they 

might just meet the needs of some of the people still unconnected at your church. 
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5. How do you train and coach groups formed from multiple models? 

When it comes down to it, all groups are expected to meet the same goals: provide connection 

and care, Bible study, and service. It's just how they go about it that will vary from group model to 

group model. You don't need separate systems to manage different groups. You will, however, 

need to coach these different leaders in unique ways as they face conflict and challenges. On the 

other hand, all leaders need training in many of the same topics. It's possible to bring group 

leaders together around common topics for training, yet coach them individually within their 

specialty. 

 
In the last church I served in, I led a monthly meeting of volunteer leaders who oversaw our entire 

small-group ministry. Each person at the table was responsible for a different type of group: men, 

women, couples, singles, parents, and neighborhood. Each of them coached the leaders specific 
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to the type of groups they oversaw. That way one person was overseeing all similar groups 
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in the ministry, and when these six leaders came together, we had an accurate picture of 

what was happening across our entire small-group ministry. 

 
There is beauty in the potential for diversity in group life, and that diversity doesn't need 

to cause a headache. As your small-group ministry grows, you'll have to rethink your 

leadership structure, but don't allow that work to hold you back from creating the kinds of 

groups your people need. As you diversify your groups and allow several models to exist, 

you'll have greater opportunities for connecting the unconnected in your church and for 

seeing amazing spiritual growth. 

 

-Allen White is a pastor, teacher, writer, and speaker; copyright 20 74 by Christianity Today. 

 

Discuss 
1. How do you feel about incorporating multiple models into your ministry? 

2. What groups do you already have? Are they meeting the requirements laid out in the 

article? 

3. Who are you trying to connect? What model or models might meet that audience? 
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 Pros/Cons 

+ Groups are following God as they actively live on mission 

+ Real issues and hard situations push missional groups to prayer 

and Bible study with new urgency 

+ Group members bond in a unique way as they serve together 

- Missional activities are, by nature, very messy, and they don't 

have clear guidelines on how to handle them 

- It's difficult to program missional living, so there must be high 

intrinsic value for group members 

- Missional groups can easily become discouraging, so you'll need 

to find ways to encourage groups often 

Closed Groups It takes time to build deep, meaningful relationships. Many 

churches want the bonds experienced in small groups to 

continue growing over many years. Once a group begins, they 

meet "for life," and they are closed to new members. New 

members are only grouped into new groups. 

 
Pros/Cons 

+ Group members experience life together for the long haul 

+ Intimacy is able to grow in unique ways over time 

+ Group members really get to know one another's families 

- In our transient society, group members often move away 

leaving the group small and struggling 

- New members and believers don't get the benefit of being in 

group with older members. 

- Most groups grow stagnant over time without some change and 

may simply become a social group 

Free Market Groups These groups are formed around some type of affinity, from 

sports to life stage. The assumption is that people like choices, so 

the small-group ministry offers several. In addition, it may be 

easier to connect some people nervous about small groups to a 

group for people who have a shared interest. 

 
Pros/Cons 

+ Relationships naturally form around a shared interest 

+ Easy to invite non-believers into the group 

+ Reaches people through felt needs 

- Groups may not be focused on discipleship 

- Being a group with people who are all like you doesn't give an 

accurate picture of the church 

- Groups tend not to last very long and group members may not 

get connected elsewhere 

Geographical Groups As we commute further to work and have less and less time at 

home, many churches are turning to groups based on 

geographical location to make attending groups easier. Plus, this 

allows groups to have a presence in their community. 
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 Pros/Cons 

+ Group members get to know people who live near them, 

people they're likely to see during the week 

+ Group members are more likely to regularly attend group 

because it's convenient 

+ Groups can have a real presence in the community or 

neighborhood they live in (rather than where the church is)  

- You may not have natural affinity with the people who live near 

you 

- Some areas may need multiple groups while other areas won't 

have enough people for a single group 

- It may be difficult to find leaders in every geographical area 

 
Find everything you need to know about different group models at Sm allGrou ps.com , 

including the newest models popular now. 

 

-Amy Jackson is managing editor of Smal/Groups.com; copyright 20 75 by Christianity Today. 
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