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I N T R O D U C T I O N 
to the Outreach Ministry Guides Series

Each of  you should use whatever gift you have received to serve others, as 
faithful stewards of  God’s grace in its various forms  

(1 Peter 4:10).

This handbook is part of  a series designed to equip and empower 
church volunteers for effective ministry. If  you’re reading this, 

chances are you’re a church volunteer. Thanks for your willingness 
to serve!

Several things make this handbook unique:
• The content is specific and practical for your 

given area of  ministry.
• The information is compiled from experienced 

ministry practitioners—folks who’ve worked, 
served, and helped to train others in this 
particular area.

• It’s written with you—a ministry volunteer—in 
mind.

Within these pages you’ll find three sections. The first gives 
a brief  overview of  fundamental principles to provide you with a 
solid foundation for the ministry area in which you’re serving.

Section 2 unpacks various skills related to the responsibilities 
involved. Understanding what is required and assessing if  it’s a 
good fit is helpful in creating a ministry team that is effective and 
serves together well. 
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Finally, Section 3 provides a multitude of  practical ministry 
tools. These ideas and tips will help you demonstrate Jesus’ love to 
the people you serve.

Whether you’re a first-time volunteer or a seasoned veteran, 
my prayer is that the information and practical tools in this 
handbook will encourage and assist you. May God bless and guide 
you in your ministry!

— Matt Lockhart, General Editor
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I N T R O D U C T I O N 
to the Small Group Ministry Volunteer Handbook

A confession, right up front: were I forced to choose between 
attending a church service or meeting with my small group, 

I’d choose my small group. 
Every time.
Yes, gathering with my entire church family is important. It’s 

vital to show up to pray, praise, serve, give, to hear God’s word 
proclaimed, and to share testimony of  God’s faithfulness. But 
if  I had to choose, I’d still rather open the Bible with my small 
group in Dave’s living room. Or hike with my group along that 
stream running behind Tom and Emily’s farm. Or spend Saturday 
morning at Nancy’s house helping her haul soggy furniture out of  
her flooded basement. 

Small groups are where life and faith intersect. You find space 
and time to talk about fears and to deal with doubt. They’re a 
safe place to celebrate success and mourn loss with people who 
know your story. They’re the friends you can call when you’ve got a 
sleeper sofa to get up three flights of  stairs. Small groups are where 
you can talk about the Bible without having to pretend you’ve 
already figured everything out. 

The friends I’ve made in small groups have sustained me 
through dark times and prayed me through hard decisions. They’ve 
held me up when I struggled to stand on my own and given me 
opportunities to support others. They’ve reflected the love of  Christ 
when I had a hard time seeing it on my own. 
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I know small groups can change lives because they’ve changed 
mine. As you put the tips and training you’ll find in these pages 
into action, you’ll see lives change, too. 

You’ll discover how to build your small group on a solid 
foundation. You’ll hear from small group veterans about how to 
lead groups, what to do when things don’t go as planned, and how 
to avoid common leadership land mines. 

There are strategies for taking your group deeper, and how-
to insights for leading prayer, empowering service, and building 
lasting, Jesus-centered relationships. This isn’t just theory—these 
are solid suggestions from people who’ve been where you’re going. 
Think of  this book as your pocket-sized coach as you dive into 
leading your small group. 

And those lives you’ll see changed? 
One of  them will be your own.

— Mikal Keefer, Author
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C H A P T E R  1
WHAT THE BIBLE SAYS ABOUT SMALL GROUPS

Not much, actually.
While there are some solid biblical examples—Jesus and 

the twelve, the early church fellowshipping together in their homes 
(Acts 2:42-47), and Paul meeting outside the city gate by the river 
with a group of  women gathered for prayer (Acts 16:13)—there’s not 
an explicit directive to go forth and form small groups. 

So, why small groups? If  the Bible doesn’t specifically call for 
them, why should your church promote them? And why should 
you bother leading one? 

Here are four biblically-based reasons for small groups—and 
any one of  them is reason enough for your church to embrace 
small group ministry, and for you to open your heart and home 
to one. 

Small groups are a practical way to “one another”
Smaller gatherings provide the opportunity to do something 

the Bible instructs us to do: for believers to “one another.” That 
is, to connect in supportive, caring ways. Here’s a sampling of  how 
that’s to look (with a more complete list in Chapter 21): 

• Tolerate and forgive one another (Colossians 3:13)
• Serve one another (Galatians 5:13)
• Bear one another’s burdens (Galatians 6:2)
• Pray for one another (James 5:16)
• Be hospitable to one another (1 Peter 4:9)
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• Speak truth to one another (Ephesians 4:25)
• Encourage and build one another up (1 

Thessalonians 5:11)

Notice these “one anothers” happen best in the context 
of  relationship. Most worship services aren’t ideal places for 
relationships to form. A brief  “passing of  the peace” or smile 
across the sanctuary doesn’t really help believers bear each other’s 
burdens, hold one another accountable, or pray together. 

Small groups let us enter into and be present in one another’s 
lives. They give us a place to be faithful to our “one another” calling. 

Small groups can break through barriers
Research confirms what you already know: we tend to form 

friendships with people who are similar to us in terms of  age, 
education, race, and attitudes.1This means in a world desperately 
needing to embrace diversity, we’re wired to gravitate to people like 
. . . us. Small groups are a place your church can encourage people 
who aren’t alike to connect—and connect deeply. 

When Brad attended a financial skills class at his church, he 
got more than budgeting help. “At the first meeting we wandered 
in and took seats at round tables,” he says. “I’m in my 20’s so I 
found a few people in that age range and sat with them.” 

But then the organizers shuffled attendees around. “I ended 
up at a table with a couple in their 60’s and with people of  different 
backgrounds that I’d not met before,” says Brad. “At our table we 
had a lawyer, a mechanic, a couple people struggling to find work—
it was a diverse group.”

1 Birds of  a Feather Do Flock Together; Wu Youyou, David Stillwell, H. 
Andrew Schwartz, Michal Kosinski, Psychological Science, March 
2017 
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Part of  the three-month class involved getting together 
between sessions in the homes of  various group members, 
talking about how each person had been raised to think about 
money. They also shared their faith stories and what—if  any—
impact that had on how they viewed spending and saving.  
“The people in my group became friends,” recalls Brad. “I still get 
together with some of  them even though the class ended years ago. 
We never would have met if  someone hadn’t intentionally thrown 
us together.” 

Small groups help us figure out who we are in Christ 
Small groups are great places to explore faith and sort out 

what it looks like to follow Jesus. In your small group you can help 
people share their faith stories, grapple with confusion about the 
Bible, or make connections between Bible truth and daily life. 

Plus, small groups are top-notch places for sharing meals and 
laughter.

When the church was just firing up, here’s how those early 
Christians lived: 

They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to 
fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer. Everyone 
was filled with awe at the many wonders and signs performed 
by the apostles. All the believers were together and had 
everything in common. They sold property and possessions to 
give to anyone who 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. 
(Acts 2:42-47)
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They spent time in corporate worship as well as gathering 
in homes for more intimate fellowship. Large groups and small 
groups.  

God values relationships
God values community—it’s part of  God’s very nature. That 

God is in himself  a community of  three persons (Father, Son, 
and Holy Spirit) may be baffling but somehow it’s true—and it’s 
working. God exists in a perfect state of  unity, something Jesus 
urges us to desire while praying in John 17:1

Small groups are a place unity can be tasted, tested, and 
refined. And that’s ultimately the “why” of  small groups: loving 
relationships matter to God and are the currency of  his Kingdom. 

As you lead your small group you encourage those you lead 
to enter into community. You’re advancing the Kingdom. You’re 
honoring and glorifying God. And together you and your group are 
preparing for an eternity in heaven, a place defined by relationship 
with God. 

So embrace your role as a small group leader with enthusiasm! 
Ask God to lead you as you dive into facilitating your group, 
relying on him every step of  the way. 
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C H A P T E R  2
WHAT SORT OF SMALL GROUP  

ARE YOU LEADING? 

Nick was delighted to be asked by his pastor to lead a small 
group. Years before, in another church, a small group had 

supported Nick through a painful divorce. “They were my lifeline,” 
remembers Nick. “Looking back, I’d say they saved my life.” 

Coming out of  his divorce Nick realized he had a serious 
inability to set healthy boundaries. Figuring he wasn’t alone in 
that, Nick quietly let his church friends know he’d be leading a 
group focused on setting appropriate, godly boundaries. 

Nick was right about the need. Eight people wanted in. They 
agreed to meet on Sunday evenings. Nick ordered copies of  a book 
he’d found helpful, and everything looked rosy, right up until Nick 
reported back to his pastor—who quickly rained on his parade. 

The pastor had envisioned a group that studied the Gospels, 
the expectation being group members would invite non-believing 
friends and neighbors to meetings. When the group hit twenty 
members it would divide and then those two groups would spin 
off  to repeat the process. 

The pastor thought small groups should be about evangelism. 
Nick was all about personal spiritual growth. Nick still launched his 
small group but not as an “official” ministry of  the congregation. 

“My group worked through the book, held each other 
accountable, and made significant progress,” recalls Nick. “But 
when the church listed small group options, we weren’t included. I 
clearly wasn’t doing small groups the right way.” 
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Neither Nick or his pastor was wrong, they just envisioned 
two very different types of  small group. Nick wanted to lead a 
group focused on personal growth and care; his pastor doubled 
down on outreach. 

Avoid a similar disconnect by having a frank conversation 
with your church’s small group ministry leadership about what 
your group is expected to be and accomplish. How’s that line 
up with what you feel called to do? Are your gifts, interests, and 
schedule a match? 

Whether in your church they’re called Small Groups, Life 
Groups, Care Groups, Koinonia Groups, Cell Groups, Growth 
Groups, Discipleship Groups, or Those People Who Meet At Karen’s 
House, you need to answer those questions. Until you do, you may 
land where Nick landed.  

The following is a list of  some small group models, though 
the names sometimes vary. If  the approach to groups where you 
serve is either flexible or undetermined, these categories can serve 
as a launch pad for a discussion with the small group ministry 
leadership at your church and be helpful in clarifying your thinking.

• Open Group
This group has no limit on the number of  people who can 

join, and new members are welcome at any time.
Pros: The flexibility of  this model makes it easy for new 

church members and those exploring Christianity to have a small 
group experience, which may usher them into the faith and/or 
your church. 

Cons: Groups can grow so large the intimacy wanted in a 
small group disappears. The shifting membership may diminish 
commitment to the group. 

Considerations: You’ll have a lot of  follow-up to do with 
individuals who come and go. Study materials that assume frequent 
attendance aren’t suitable.
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• Closed Group
This group limits the number of  participants, at least for a 

specific period of  time. Once the group is formed, no new members 
are allowed. 

Pros: This format helps trust deepen and members hold one 
another accountable. This model is often used when the focus is 
deep discipleship, or confidentiality is valued. 

Cons: A closed group can forget about evangelism as others 
aren’t allowed to join. Groups may also become (or be perceived 
as) cliques. 

Considerations: This type of  group places a premium on 
commitment (including yours). 

• Bible Study Group
This group uses the Bible and/or study guides to work through 

a portion (usually an individual book) of  the Bible. 
Pros: Group members deep dive into scripture and, if  using 

a study guide, can take turns leading the group. Meetings have a 
predictable structure. 

Cons: These groups may start to feel like a class. Members 
with little Bible knowledge may feel insecure or embarrassed. And 
study books can get expensive. 

Considerations: Picking the right study material is critical. 
(See Chapter 19 for help.) 

• Seeker-Centered Group
This group is designed to help non-believers investigate God 

and, hopefully, embrace both God and your church.  
Pros: Tightly focused on evangelism, group members are 

united in purpose. Impact is easy to measure and results visible. 
Cons: Session content is often limited to addressing common 

obstacles to faith commitment. Deeper intimacy and accountability 
may not happen because group participants frequently change.
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Considerations: You’ll need to graciously accept, without 
judgement, “non-Christian” behavior and language from faith-
explorers. Also, you’ll cover introductory lessons only.

• Affiliation Group
This group forms around a hobby or interest. Those in a church 

who enjoy riding motorcycles, working out, or stargazing form a 
group to pursue their passion together. A spiritual component is 
added through a brief  devotion or scripture reading.

Pros: Shared interests are a natural springboard for 
conversation. It’s easy for group members to invite non-believers 
who share the mutual interest. 

Cons: Some participants may care more about the activity 
than any spiritual content. Some activities aren’t conducive to 
conversation (a motorcycle run, for instance) or the activity is 
seasonal. Commitment to the group is generally low. 

Considerations: You’ve got to be truly passionate about 
the activity involved. Group membership will likely be transitory, 
making ongoing discipleship and mentoring challenging. 

• Neighborhood Group
This is group membership is based on geography. 
Pros: Living in close proximity makes it easier for group 

members to enjoy spontaneous dinner dates and over-the-fence 
conversations. Basing group membership on geography alone often 
creates multi-generational groups.

Cons: Neighborhoods may be populated with people in 
a similar demographic, making diversity a challenge. Strictly 
enforcing geography can separate friends and limit options for 
group members. 

Considerations: These groups can be especially effective for 
evangelism, as meeting invites are to join neighbors rather than 
strangers. 
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• Sermon-Review Group
This group reviews the past Sunday’s sermon, exploring the 

same topic or digging deeper into the sermon’s scripture text. 
Pros: Revisiting sermons reinforces their message. A sermon-

review group also encourages Sunday attendance. 
Cons: Not all church members attend every week, so some 

group members won’t hear the sermons. Small group material must 
be created and made available in advance, limiting the pastor’s 
flexibility to change up a sermon topic at the last moment. 

Considerations: Some sermons won’t feel relevant to 
all group members. You’re limited as to what will be discussed 
at meetings. And your church has to make sermons available, 
preferably on a website, for small group members who didn’t hear 
the sermon live. 

• Issue-Oriented Group 
These groups, which are often closed, deal with issues that 

likely require confidentiality. Recovery and Parenting Strong-
Willed Kids groups are examples of  issue-oriented groups. 

Pros: Members value the group because it addresses an 
immediate, felt need. Groups are usually accountability-based and 
the transparency required often leads to supportive friendships 
forming.

Cons: It’s easy to burn out leading these high-intensity groups, 
so setting personal boundaries is important. Members dealing with 
some issues may require support their entire lives, which is likely 
well be beyond the scope of  your small group. 

Considerations: Check with your church staff  to find out if  
leading this group makes you a mandatory reporter. You’ll have to 
enforce confidentiality, which can be a challenge. You’ll be most 
effective leading if  you have previous experience with the issue at 
hand and also have a counseling background. 
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• Service-Focused Group
This group consists of  volunteers involved in an area of  service 

within the church (ushering, children’s ministry, lay counseling) or 
preparing for short- or long-term mission trips. 

Pros: Shared tasks are opportunities to talk about life as 
members travel or serve together. The purpose of  the group is clear: 
to accomplish a specific task. 

Cons: Some tasks make sharing difficult. If  the traffic-control 
team is in the coffee shop praying together you’ll soon have fender-
benders out in the parking lot. 

Considerations: Leading this group includes providing 
ongoing task training. There’s often little opportunity for Biblical 
depth. At best, you’ll have a team huddle allowing you to pray 
together and, perhaps, share a brief  devotional thought. 

Selecting a small group model before you launch your group 
lets you clearly describe what your group will be about and what 
resources, if  any, group members are expected to provide. Making 
those decisions up front lets you draw to your group people who 
are hungry for what you have to offer.
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C H A P T E R  3
ANATOMY OF A HEALTHY GROUP

Small groups are sometimes referred to as “cell groups.” It’s a 
fitting name when considering what makes your small group 

healthy.  
A cell is the smallest structural unit of  an organism capable 

of  functioning independently (note: this will be on the final exam). 
Cells have lives of  their own, contributing to the health—or illness—
of  the larger organism. 

Healthy cells keep host organisms vibrant and robust. But 
toxic cells (think cancer) can cripple and kill their host. The same 
can be said of  small groups and your church, which means you 
want lead the healthiest small group possible. 

Small group expert Rick Howerton has seen his share of  small 
groups, both the healthy and toxic varieties. He suggests if  you 
want a healthy, fully-functioning group you’ve got to build in four 
components. 

“In a healthy group you’ll see theological, relational, 
restorational, and missional elements in play,” says Howerton. “All 
four are important.” 

The theological component is a focus on Bible study and 
application of  biblical truth. Your group needs to have a healthy 
respect for God’s Word and allow the Bible inform who you are.

The relational component refers to how group members 
relate to one another. “In a healthy group you’ll see individual 
members thinking of  and meeting the needs of  others before they 
address their own needs,” says Howerton. 
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Restoration happens when members of  your group address 
brokenness in whatever form it presents itself. You may seek to 
restore failing marriages, deal with painful pasts, or salvage fractured 
friendships. “A healthy group seeks restoration through the power 
of  God and community,” Howerton says. Healthy small groups can 
become places of  deep, profound healing.

Missional groups evangelize and connect with the community. 
This outward focus prompts invitations to join the group, and 
expresses itself  through service projects, or finds other ways to share 
the Gospel. 

Emphasizing one component more than the others changes 
the flavor of  a small group. “If  a group stresses the theological 
component, you have a Sunday school class,” says Howerton. “If  
the emphasis is on the relational aspect, you have a friendship-
focused small group.”

Whatever the mix of  the four components, Howerton suggests 
that together they form the foundation of  a healthy small group, 
which means if  your small group is healthy, here are ten things 
you’ll see:

You’re meeting frequently
“Each group’s personality is determined by the personalities 

of  individuals who come and come consistently,” says Howerton. 
“If  groups meet infrequently, that group’s personality never forms. 

“Group members won’t know if  it’s safe to be vulnerable and, 
if  they’re not vulnerable, they can’t know or meet each other’s needs. 
Nor will they be encouraging one another to grow spiritually.”

To stay healthy, how often should your group meet? In part 
that depends on how much sharing and accountability you want 
to see. Generally speaking, the more often you meet, the more 
intimate the sharing. Support groups typically meet weekly. Bible 
study groups may meet every other week. 




