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Welcome to SMALLGROUPS.COM: Inspiring life-changing community. You’ve purchased an innovative
resource that will help you train and direct your small-group leaders and facilitators. The material comes
from respected thinkers and church leaders, and has been selected by the editors of Leadership
Resources at Christianity Today International.

The theme of this download is ÒReviving a Dying Small Group.Ó The handouts give a succinct and practical
overview of the issues most relevant to your goals. They can be used as part of a training session for several
group leaders, or as a way to encourage and educate people individually. Simply print the handouts you need
and use them as necessary.

For example, to get an idea of how healthy a small group is, use the assessment from Randall Neighbor on
page 7. To find practical tips for helping a small group with fewer and fewer participants, see ÒReviving a
Group with Dwindling Membership,Ó by Teena M. Stewart (p. 10). And as a last resort, Heather ZempelÕs
ÒHow to Kill Your Small GroupÓ (p. 16) will guide you along the sometimes necessary path of ending a group.

Our prayer is that this material will help your group leaders and coaches maximize the health of your small
groups, and provide a practical way to diagnose and improve those groups that are fading.

Need more material, or training on another small-groups ministry topic? See our website at
www.SmallGroups.com.

To contact the editors:
E-mail SmallGroups@christianitytoday.com
Mail SMALL GROUPS.COM, Christianity Today International

465 Gundersen Drive, Carol Stream, IL 60188

LeaderÕs Guide
How to use “ Reviving a Dying Small Group ” by
SMALLGROUPS.COM in your regularly scheduled meetings.
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KirkÕs dad passed away last night. I comforted him on the phone this morning and offered to help in any way
possible. Kirk was obviously saddened, but not surprised. His dadÕs health had been deteriorating for a long
time.   

Small groups, like people, donÕt last forever. Some groups develop diseases and die, while others are able to
ward off the sickness and live on. In my work with churches and small groups over a span of several years,
IÕve noticed four diseases that often afflict groups. None of them are fatal. Yet, if a small group is
characterized by most of them, the life of the community might be beyond recovery.

Conflict
Some group members talk too much, stay too late, and donÕt control their childrenÑto the distraction of
everyone else. I remember talking with one leader whose group had a family that lacked the cultural sensibility
of controlling their kids during and after the meeting. The leader said to me, ÒIÕm sorry, Joel, my wife just
canÕt take it anymore. WeÕre going to stop leading our small group.Ó

Another person in my own group didnÕt like the worship time. He had a habit of injecting his own verbal
comments while others were trying to sing worship songs.

Situations like these and countless others can be resolvedÑif you deal with them quickly. Buried problems,
however, tend to become that Òelephant in the roomÓ that everyone knows about, but nobody is willing to
discuss.

Me-ism
Sometimes conflict in a group might be more subtle. It can lurk below the surface and rear its head in the form
of selfishness. Granted, selfishness is part of every small group to a certain extent. But itÕs possible for groups
to be taken over by selfish people.

Sometimes these people mask their selfishness with such words as fellowship or community. I had one couple
in a small group who openly resisted the idea of reaching out because they were only there for
communityÑtranslation: their own needs. The thought of evangelism was anathema to this couple, and they
showed their distaste for future multiplication by letting others know the division it might cause. Granted, they
were a broken couple with many needs, but they were also sponges that sucked the life out of the group.

I agree 100 percent with our need for community, and with practicing the Òone anothersÓ of Scripture. In fact,
community might be the most important aspect of small-group ministry in Western culture. Small groups help
mend fractured, broken lives, and that takes time. The goal, however, is for people to become sufficiently
healed to then reach out to others. Some people never get beyond themselves and end up damaging the group
by demanding more and more attention.

To remedy a situation like this, follow JesusÕ advice in Matthew 18 about going to your brother (or sister) one-
on-one. And if that doesnÕt work, take others with you. In the case above, I could have easily caved into this
couple because of their strong personality. But knowing that their influence would have stagnated the entire
group, I talked with them personally about our core values of evangelism and multiplication in order to keep
the group healthy and fruitful. In effect, I served them notice that their values were not consistent with our
values. I wanted to let them know I had my eye on them. They eventually left the group and the church, which
I later learned was their normal ritual.

Non-Commitment
YouÕve heard the phrase that 20 percent of church people do 80 percent of the work? Put another way, 80
percent of the people do 20 percent of the work. But sometimes groups are wholly comprised of the 80 percent

Is Our Small Group Dying?
Use these symptoms to help determine the health of your group.
Jeremiah 33:6Ð7
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who donÕt share the work load. Even worse, a group can be taken captive by non-committal people. For
example, when a group fluctuates weekly from 2 attenders to 15, the group is unstable and can easily capsize
as the leaders grow weary with doing everything.  

As a remedy for this, some groups make a covenant with group members, asking each member to actively
participate in the life of the groupÑwhich includes regular attendance and showing up on time. Others
emphasize the small-group core of faithful and committed members. One large church, for example, expects
the core members of each group to meet separately on a different night from the small group in order to plan
out the group meeting, visit members, and invite new people. This church discovered that strong core groups
generated healthy small groups.

Eternal Members
Small groups are the perfect place to give people the opportunity to use their gifts and grow in leadership.
They turn members into leadersÑdisciples who make other disciples. I get excited about small-group ministry
every time I remember that it is the best way to fulfill ChristÕs mandate to make disciples who are equipped to
make other disciples (Matthew 28:18-20).

Some small groups, however, never go beyond themselves. No one is willing to enter the prescribed training
and lead a new group (or be part of a new-group leadership team). Eventually, the leader becomes over-
burdened and decides to quit.

Will the Group Live?
I led one group for a couple years and eventually had to close it. Three out of the above four problems
overtook the group, and I felt it was best to abandon ship and start afresh. The group simply was not healthy.
The best thing I could do was integrate the remaining members into other groups and start a new group from
scratch.

On other occasions, IÕve been able to deal with a particular sickness and move on. When the group members
and I discovered a remedy, the group moved into new life and health and continued reaching out.

Which will be true of your group? Simply put, you must try your best to resolve the problems you are facing.
If your group is suffering from one or two of the illnesses above, you should be able to gather with your
members and your coach and figure out a solution.

If your groupÕs illness is more pronounced, however, it may be that your only option is to turn off the lights
and start over.

Ñ  JOEL COMISKEY; copyright 2008 by the author and Christianity Today International.

Discuss:
1. Is our group suffering from any of the illnesses above?
2. What illnesses has our group recovered from in the past, and how was that accomplished?
3. What steps can we take to identify a prescription that will get us to a better place? Who can help us make

the proper diagnosis?
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If your group doesnÕt seem to be running at full capacity, here are ten questions you need to ask in order to
figure out whatÕs wrong.

1. Is it time for a shift in leadership?
Has the leader grown tired of leading? Was the leader ever effective as a small-group leader, and if not, should
he or she consider another ministry area? Is more training needed for the current leader? Does the leader need
to recruit a co-leader to share the load, or to prepare for future leadership of additional groups? Is it time for
someone else in the group to Òstep up to the plateÓ and lead?

2. Is the study material meeting a need?
Is the study guide too basic for the spiritual life of the group members? Is it too challenging? It is time to get
back to just the Bible? Or is it time to try a topical approach instead of verse-by-verse?

3. Is it time to invite?
If numbers are small, is it time to challenge each person in the group to bring one new friend? Is it time to ask
the churchÕs small group director to send new people to the group? Is there a need for the Òfresh airÓ brought
by new group members?

4. Is there a polarizing personality in the mix?
Is there a person who dominates the discussion and is driving away group members? Is there someone who
needs emotional or spiritual support beyond what the leader or other members can provide? Has a good enough
relationship been built with this person that itÕs time to Òdo lunchÓ and discuss their situation?

5. Does the group need a Ònew outfitÓ?
Does the group need to change meeting locationsÑperhaps the same meeting in the same living room for too
long has allowed the group to get ÒsleepyÓ? How about meeting in a different home? Multiple homes? A
restaurant? SomeoneÕs office after hours?

6. Do we need to get out and serve?
Does the group need to be stretched by getting out of that living room and serving somewhere in the name of
Christ? Does an elderly church member need leaves raked? Does the local rescue mission need a group to
conduct a chapel service?

7. Is it time for a new approach?
Is there a need to spend more evenings in prayer and less in study? Or more events just to have fun together?
Or less fun events together and more serious Bible study? Is it a good time to introduce some exercises to help
group members become more intimate with one another?

8. Has enough time passed?
If the group is new and got off to a slow start, is there a need to persevere for a while and see what GodÕs will
and timing are? Is the idea of quitting being considered to soon?

9. Is it time to break up this party?
Are there too many people to really call this a ÒsmallÓ group? Is it time to send a few members off to begin
another group, so others can enjoy this rich small-group experience? Is it time to become a ÒsupergroupÓ and
break up into smaller groups within our meeting?

Ten Questions
Use these queries to help determine what’s wrong with a sick small
group.
Matthew 9:12
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10. Is it time to die?
Is it time to acknowledge that every small group that has ever existed eventually comes to an end? Is it time to
rejoice together for all God has done with this group, have a final celebration together, and allow the individual
members of the group to move on to their next small-group experience?

Ñ R ICK LOWRY; copyright 2005 by the author and Christianity Today International.

Discuss:
1. Which of these questions have the most application to our small group?
2. Did my answer to any of these questions surprise me? Which one, and why?
3. If these questions uncover an area of poor health, what steps can we take to get back on our feet?
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As head of Touch Outreach Ministry, my job is to look at churches that have failed with small groups and to
try to help them find health. As I've done that, I've seen the following principles of health emerge. To what
degree does your small group demonstrate these principles?

Relationships Must Be a Priority
Strongly
Agree Agree Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

Building relationships is the number one priority of our small group. ! ! ! !

Members of our group have regular contact with each other outside of
our meetings.

! ! ! !

Group members are consistently transparent with each other. ! ! ! !

Group members love each other unconditionally. ! ! ! !

Leaders Need Adequate Training

Our church does not give people a leadership role before they are
properly trained.

! ! ! !

As potential group leaders serve in ministry, we affirm their gifts and
encourage them to become trained.

! ! ! !

The leaders of our small-group ministry are familiar with the personal
character of our group leaders.

! ! ! !

Even if our church is in desperate need of new leaders, we do not
loosen our leadership training criteria.

! ! ! !

Everyone Should Be Viewed as a Leader

Our group affirms the spiritual gifts of each person involved. ! ! ! !

Our group provides an opportunity for all members to use and
develop those gifts.

! ! ! !

All group members are given the opportunity to lead in some aspect
of the ministry.

! ! ! !

Healthy Groups Divide and Multiply
Our small-group leaders are encouraged to identify potential new
leaders within their groups.

! ! ! !

The majority of our churchÕs small groups experience some kind of
change on a yearly basis.

! ! ! !

Once a group multiplies, both new groups are encouraged to remain
connected.

! ! ! !

Fiv e Essentials f or Small Group Health
How to keep your groups growing vibrantly.
Jeremiah 30:17
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Groups Should Focus on Living Out the Bible
Our small group is not characterized solely as a ÒBible study.Ó ! ! ! !

People regularly experience the presence and power of Christ in our
small-group gatherings.

! ! ! !

Our small group places a high value on applying biblical truths in
everyday life.

! ! ! !

Our church offers a variety of programs and ministries that provide
and opportunity for group members to apply what they have learned.  

! ! ! !

Ñ R ANDALL NEIGHBOR; copyright 2004 by the author and Christianity Today International.

Discuss:
1. Do I agree with the principles listed above? Why or why not?
2. Which of the five principles does our group demonstrate best?
3. Which of the five principles does our group need the most help in demonstrating?
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No one likes to be around death. This is true for small-group members, too. Can you revive a dying small
group? I donÕt think so. But you can rebirth one. And it may not be that difficult. You know why? Your cluster
of craving Christians is begging for change. They know the group is struggling and itÕs painful for them, really
painful. People want change when the pains of change are less agonizing than feeling the same pain over and
over again.

In most instances, the reason a group is dying is because it never really lived. The group has been on life
support from the day she was birthed. Like a newborn baby, she needed real nourishment to grow
strongerÑbut the leader didnÕt know what to feed her to get her crawling, then toddling, and finally standing
tall and sprinting toward her mission. Rebirthing allows a leader to feed new life into the group by instilling
new principles and practices, offering an opportunity for the people in the group to make authentic
commitments, and by giving the small-group leaders the chance to establish themselves as far more than a
facilitator of conversation.

Five Potential Problems
There are five things a group may be lacking that is causing her deterioration:

1. Lack of leadership.  The small-group leader must lead. Every movement needs a leaderÑsomeone
who sees the vision and consistently re-visions (reminds the group of the vision). The leader should
allow the group to be involved in strategizing to accomplish the vision, but it is the leader who
organizes the group to carry out the agreed upon strategy; gets the best from each group member and
allows them to use their abilities and spiritual gifts; and equips, empowers, and encourages group
members as they work together to accomplish the groupÕs Kingdom agenda.

2. Lack of group intention.  Oftentimes someone says, ÒLetÕs start a small group.Ó Group members
join the group with varying pre-conceived notions. One person envisions a deep Bible study group,
another person just needs some friends, and someone else is social-justice minded and was thinking
the group would spend most its time taking care of the less blessed. The list could go on. When group
members have differing agendas, the group is in trouble.

3. Lack of group ownership. HereÕs an important principle to remember: The more involved your
group members are, the more alive the group will be. Group members need to be involved in decision-
making as well as taking on meaningful roles in the life of the group.

4. Lack of common agreements.  Every group member must know and agree to the same values and
expectations.

5. Lack of generational responsibility. Every living species continues on because it gives birth to
another generation of the same. Any organism that isnÕt birthing is dying. The group must look
beyond itself and welcome pre-Christians into its inner circle, doing life together in such a way those
individuals choose a relationship with the Jesus the group represents, then give birth to another small
group.

A Four-Phase Solution
I would suggest four phases in the rebirthing process. Keep in mind, though, that some of them will be painful!

1. Examination.  Allow the group to do an honest appraisal of how things are going. Three questions
will probably give you all the information you need:

a. On a scale of 1 to 10, how much fulfillment are you experiencing by being part of this
small group? Ask this question Òsecret ballotÓ style by giving each attendee a 3 x 5 card. Ask

Small-Group Resuscita t ion
A practical prescription to help your group experience new life.
Romans 6:4
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them to simply write a number on the card. Take up the cards then read the numbers one at a
time. If the group really is on her deathbed (and you get honest answers from the group
members), you have set the stage for the next question. If the majority of the group rated
their experiences from 7 to 10, you may be doing a much better job than you thinkÑor else
you have set the bar so low that nobody realizes the group is on life support.

b. If you were to describe a healthy group, what would that look like? Give the cards back
and ask each person to write down three things that would describe a perfectly healthy small
group. You will get varying opinions, for sure, but thatÕs okay. Let all opinions be voiced
then move to the next question.

c. Would each of you be willing to help me decide how we can become a healthier group?
Here is where you will find out who is really on board. Some may tell you they would like to
leave the group. This will be painful, but may also be very positive. The group may be on her
deathbed because a few people have not fully invested in group life. Their exit may be the
removal of the cancer that is eating away at this body of believers. The other group members
will be on the edge of their seats. YouÕre leading, and they realize a diagnosis and a plan is
just around the corner.

2. Diagnosis. Thank the group for their input, then give them the diagnosis. Say something like,
ÒWeÕve been struggling for a while, but the future is going to be a thrill ride. LetÕs agree on some
things we can do to turn this thing around.Ó

3. Treatment.  Tell the group that healthy small groups have three components. First, they are
missionalÑthey want pre-Christians to start a friendship with Jesus. They go where pre-Christians are
and serve as Jesus to them with the goal of helping them start a friendship with Him. Second, they are
transformational. Each person in the group realizes they are on a journey to become more like Christ,
and the group as a whole is willing to assist in that process. Third, healthy small groups are relational.
An important part of group life is building healthy friendships that include encouragement,
accountability, and burden bearing.

When group members have a handle on these three elements, youÕre ready to spearhead a
brainstorming session. Spend ten or so minutes on each of these values, asking the group to identify
concrete things that can be done in each of these areas. Hone the list down to two or three measurable
goals in each area. For instance: For being missional, weÕll start building a relationship with the single
mom down the street by paying for her groceries this week; for being transformational, we agree to
spend time praying for one another daily and seeking answers to lifeÕs questions for one another in the
Bible; and for being relational, we commit to spending time together away from group meetings.

4. Commitment.  Commit to carry out the plans that you have made by creating a covenant together. Be
sure to include these factors: attendance at group meetings, confidentiality, having an apprentice and
birthing a new group, each person using his or her spiritual gifts and abilities, and accomplishing
agreed upon action plans so that the group is missional, transformational, and relational.

Following this process should breathe new life into your small group. At this point, itÕs up to you, the small-
group leader, to simply help your group members do what they now know needs to be done.   

Ñ R ICK HOWERTON; copyright 2008 by the author and Christianity Today International.

Discuss:
1. Which of the Òpotential problemsÓ best matches the current situation in our group?
2. Will our group members be honest in the ÒexaminationÓ phase? How can we encourage them to open up?
3. How can church leaders help our group stay accountable to taking the actions steps we agree on during the

ÒtreatmentÓ phase?  
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A Rude Awakening
After our large group multiplied and birthed a new group, my husband and I took charge of the spin-off group.
When the time came for our first meeting, a new couple delighted us by attending. But imagine our
embarrassment when none of the other members assigned to this new group showed up! Our first group
meeting felt awkward as we studied the lesson with just the two new group members, whom we hardly knew.
To make things worse, the husband had never before participated in a small group.

During that first session, I worried that I had made a mistake in my decision to divide up our larger group. We
felt the jarring sense of loss of community and bonding. Because people didnÕt know each other, there was no
family feeling. Discussion didnÕt flow with so few people to add their thoughts and keep it moving. As a
leader, I felt as if I were sitting in public in my underwear.

Fortunately, the group turned out better than the first meeting indicated. But the experience underscored the
importance of having a comfortable group size. With so few members in attendance, the feeling of family was
missing. In that situation, the dwindling membership occurred due to restructuring. In addition, some group
members had conflicting commitments right after the holiday season. Phoning members to remind them of
what they missed got them back on track. Our little hiccup was just a hiccupÑnothing more. But some groups
experience small numbers regularly.

Numerically challenged groups can cause members to feel uncomfortable, and the strain of low numbers can
affect how well they relate and function together. When groups have fewer members, even faithful members
may eventually want to drop out. Meetings become dull and predictable. Gone are the lively discussions that
hold peopleÕs interest and the sense of camaraderie.

Causes and Solutions
Without knowing exactly why a groupÕs membership is shrinking, it is a hard problem to fix. Some churches
develop small-group coaches or facilitators to work with the leaders of small groups to mentor and encourage
them. Others have small-group networkers visit the groups and sit in on meetings. Doing so gives them a feel
for what is working well and illuminates issues groups may need help with.

However, IÕm not a huge advocate of networkers because of our churchÕs experience. When our church tried
enlisting representatives to visit groups, members seemed guarded and uncomfortable. It was like having a
school principal sit in on a class. Less intrusive ways to check up on a group may involve giving
questionnaires to group members to get a feel for how things are going.

Below are more factors that can also contribute to group shrinkage.

"  Poor teaching.  Sometimes groups shrink in size because of poor teaching. Lack of preparation, poor
lesson organization, or teaching in a lecture format that excludes members from participation can
contribute to membership decline. If members donÕt speak up to tell the group leader why they are
dissatisfied, people will continue to drop out.

Both small-group coaches and group members can make suggestions for teaching improvement, but
they should do so with sensitivity and diplomacy. If they see specific areas where a group leader can
improve teaching skills, they might gently point those out to the leader.

Churches are in the business of equipping leaders, and one way to train new leaders is to help existing
leaders improve their teaching and leadership skills. Group members learn by observing. If their group
leader does an excellent job, they will learn teaching and leadership skills simply by participating in
the group.

Re viving a Group with Dwindling
Membership
How to identify the causes and find a workable solution.
Numbers 1:1Ð2
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"  Poor curriculum.  Sometimes, despite a leaderÕs best efforts at screening materials, they just arenÕt
what the leader expected. If enough members complain about materials, the leader may want to listen
to what they say. I had this happen with a womenÕs Bible study I chose on women in the Bible. The
writer seemed to skim over many of the deeper issues some of the characters faced. Several of my
group members pointed this out, and I had felt this, as well. We resolved the problem by continuing to
use the book while also talking about and examining some of the meatier issues the Scripture passages
raised.

The leader can either try to add his or her own insights to improve the materials or opt to choose
something else.

"  Prolonged studies.  My husband participated in a menÕs group that studied the same book for over
two years! The group had chosen a devotional study with a golf theme. Group members kept taking
study breaks to participate in golf outings. Outings can add zest to a group, but too many interruptions
can drag out a study. Numerous or lengthy interruptions, such as summer breaks or holiday hiatuses,
can drag out the material. Members may get bored and drop outÑwhich is precisely what happened
with several members of the golf group.

Group leaders occasionally make the mistake of selecting a study that covers too much material. Many
groups promote their new studies in the fall after school starts and people return from vacation. If a
group is already partway into its curriculum, itÕs difficult for someone new to join without feeling out
of sync. In addition, group members who have participated in the study may grow tired of the topic if
it stretches beyond a year. A solution to lengthy material is to either skip chapters or cover two at each
meeting. One exception to stretching a study beyond a year is if group members are enjoying the study
so much that they beg to keep going.

"  Group members canÕt make the meetings. A drop in attendance is normal. People start out
with good intentions but stop attending due to conflicts. Some group members may be too busy to
attend weekly small-group meetings. Or the meetings might occur on a bad day for them.

If attendance decreases, the leader might ask members (and those who drop out) if holding group
meetings on a different day would work better. You shouldnÕt shift meetings just for one person, but if
several have issues, it might be worth making a change. Moving meetings to every other week might
be the answer, or to another day.

"  Group members are bored with the study material.  Leaders should carefully select lesson
material for several reasons. A study should capture group interest, meet felt needs, and be simple
enough for members to grasp. But it should also be complex enough to challenge group members so
they donÕt become bored.

"  Group members are intimidated by the material or teacher.  Margaret, a small-group
leaderÕs wife, confided she was disappointed that their group had dwindled in size. I remembered her
husband, Jim, from a class Jeff and I taught at church. JimÕs IQ was off the scale, and he made me feel
as if I had the mental capacity of a pebble. He was a Bible scholar who loved to delve deep into
theological issues and debate about them. His approach and questions often emphasized knowledge
for its own sake over practical applications. Sometimes by the conclusion of our class, JeffÕs and my
eyes were glazed over from trying to deal with JimÕs intellectual banter.

Several young Christians had joined Jim and MargaretÕs group. I suspected JimÕs love of intellectual
study and his teaching style and interests had failed to mesh with his group membersÕ mental
capabilities, interests, and needs. Members who couldnÕt handle feeling intellectually lost and
disconnected during his lessons chose the easiest solution. They stopped coming.

ÑT EENA M. STEWART; excerpted from Successful Small Groups from Concept to Practice (Beacon Hill Press,
2007). Used with permission.

Discuss:
1. Is our group currently experiencing dwindling membership? What symptoms do we exhibit?
2. Which of the causes listed above best matches our current situation?
3. What three steps can we take in the next month to stabilize our group attendance at a comfortable level?
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The scenario is all too common. Someone in your group gets offended. Attempts at reconciliation are made
and seem to be successful on the surface, but over time the richness of community is impacted. The ongoing
rift is obvious, and the tone of group life is flat as a result. How can the group get over this and hear the sweet
music of community once again?

Unfortunately, the problem is usually not solved even after seemingly successful attempts at reconciliation are
made between two parties who are working through a relational hurt. Group life is typically stunted, and often
one of the offended people still leaves the group. We often conclude that it must be this way. Like Paul and
Barnabas (Acts 15:39), sometimes differences require us to do ministry separately.

But is that always necessary? There are other alternatives, of course, but they require an open heart and a
willingness to work through a process.

Pushing Deeper to Heal and Restore
Relationship problems with people always reflect relationship problems with God. Personally, I find that when
IÕm mad at God, I also get mad at peopleÑand vice versa. Those two things almost always go together. And 1
John 4:20Ð21 tells us, ÒIf someone says, ÔI love God,Õ but hates a Christian brother or sister, that person is a
liar; for if we donÕt love people we can see, how can we love God, whom we cannot see? And he has given us
this command: Those who love God must also love their Christian brothers and sistersÓ (nlt).

Therefore, itÕs important to push deeper into situations of interpersonal conflict because more is at stake than
just two peopleÕs long-term relationship. The quality of our community impacts the quality of our outreach
(see John 17:20Ð23). And if our purpose as a small group is to make disciples and bring people into a deeper
relationship with God, then letting these conflicts slide jeopardizes our mission.

The Process of Healing
First, we need to understand how these problems work under the surface. Initially, we get a wound, or
sometimes multiple wounds. It might be an offensive comment someone makes about our character, our
family, our parenting philosophyÑyou name it. And believe me, the resulting sore spot is sensitive and real.
What should happen next?

ItÕs important to approach the other party in love and work through a biblical reconciliation process (Matthew
18). We need to forgive and ask for forgiveness. But even after weÕve done the right thing, we may continue to
feel pain from that wound for a variety of reasons. The problem is not solved completely.

At this point, we generally do one of two things: We either grieve the pain in spiritually healthy ways, or we
seek to protect ourselves from further pain. If we choose to protect ourselves from further pain, we are prone to
believe a lie so that we donÕt get wounded again. We begin to think, ÒSure they asked for forgiveness, but I
know heÕs still out to get me.Ó Or, ÒThe reason I was verbally attacked in the first place is that no one
appreciates my service to the Lord and others.Ó Or, ÒI continue to be tormented by all this because God is
punishing me.Ó

And once we have felt the pain of the wound and believed a lie associated with it, we commonly make a vow.
Whether consciously or unconsciously, we decide things like, ÒI will avoid that person every chance I get so I
can avoid getting hurt again.Ó Or, ÒI will never be in small group with that person again.Ó Or, ÒI will never put
my neck on the line for God again.Ó

So there is a threefold process: a wound has taken place, a lie has been believed, and a vow has been made to
protect ourselves from feeling the pain of the wound again.

Re viving a Group from
Interpersonal Conflict
How to bring healing from wounds, lies, and vows.
1 John 4:20Ð21
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As group leaders, how do we help our members work through these wounds, lies, and vows? How do we help
our community move forward with God and each other? The answer lies in working backward through the
process of conflict:

"  Encourage group members to start asking God to reveal what unhealthy vows, if any, they have made.
(For example: ÒI will greet Sue when I see her, but never bear my soul to her ever again.Ó) .

"  Have group members think through the lies they must have believed that led to those vows. (For
example: ÒSue doesnÕt like me, and thatÕs why she always talks to people about me behind my backÓ).

"  Once individuals have identified the lies, encourage them to renounce those lies with the truth. (For
example: ÒRegardless of what Sue might have said that one time, she has asked me for forgiveness,
and I will always remember that there is no condemnation for those who are in Christ JesusÓ).

"  We are still left with the pain of the original wound. To deal with that, encourage group members to
grieve the pain of the wound in healthy ways. (For example: ÒI know you are deeply hurt by what
happened. ItÕs natural you would feel denial and anger about it, but we need to move forward. Ask
God to meet you in your sadness and frustration, and trust that He will heal and change your heart.Ó)

ItÕs important to help people grieve and experience the brokenness involved with interpersonal conflict. We
have to step out of the position of being God and doing our own pain management. Typically, itÕs only in that
pain that we reach out to God. And when we do, he starts healing our spirits and our community.

An Exercise
HereÕs an exercise IÕve done in my small group to help people work through the process of healing:

"  Give each person in your group a black piece of paper and some black pens or pencils. (Obviously,
writing black-on-black will make it hard for anyone but the author to read the paper, and that is by
design. This step is between each person and God.)

"  Have your group spend some time asking the Lord to reveal a sore spotÑa place where you feel a
darkness in your relationship with God, or with his people. Instruct your group to ask the Lord if there
are any unhealthy vows that have been made that are keeping them in that darkness.

"  As they identify unhealthy vows, have group members write them down on their dark piece of paper.

"  The next step is for the group to think and pray about what lies they might have believed that led to
those vows. As people identify those lies, have them write them down, then renounce the lie with
GodÕs truth. John 1:4Ð5 says, ÒThe Word gave life to everything that was created, and his life brought
light to everyone. The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness can never extinguish itÓ (nlt).

"  Once the lies have been renounced, have group members write down the painful wound that started
the process.

"  Say to your group, ÒWhat you wrote down on your dark piece of paper is part of the darkness that
Jesus came to illuminate. When Jesus came to earth to make his home with us, he knew very well that
he was moving into a dark place. But Jesus still wanted to be here with us. And even though we deal
with darkness in our relationships, the Lord wants to shine his light into those dark corners of our
Christian community.Ó

"  As a final step, locate a medium-sized cross and place it on a wall or table. Then have group members
lay their black Wound, Lie, and Vow papers on the cross, symbolizing JesusÕ redeeming and healing
work on our behalf. Close by praying for one another.

ÑD AN LENTZ; copyright 2008 by the author and Christianity Today International.

Discuss:
1. Do I agree that it is impossible to love God and hate a Christian brother or sister? Why?
2. When have I received healing and resolution after being wounded by another person? What were the keys

to the healing process?
3. Have I recently believed any lies or made any vows after being wounded?
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Group members will be much more apt to continue with the group over the long haul if they feel a meaningful
level of ownership and responsibility in the group. In order for group members to sense ownership, there are
six things they deserve.

1. They deserve to see the vision.  ItÕs the responsibility of the small-group leader to express the
vision in such a fashion that group members become desperate to see that vision become a reality.
Vision focuses the group.

2. They deserve to know the goals. Goals energize a small group. Goals should be measurable.
Some goals a group might adopt are to get three pre-Christians to become part of the group, to spend
three weekends together on mission, never to miss a meeting unless thereÕs a death in the family, to
get together just for fun once a month, to pray daily for one another, to be available for one another,
and to see the fruit of transformed lives.

3. They deserve to help prepare the strategy necessary to accomplish the goals.  If a small
group sets goals without creating strategies to accomplish those goats, the goals will most likely never
be met. Strategies are vital because they organize the group to accomplish the goals that have been
determined. ItÕs important to involve group members in developing strategies. The outcome will likely
be much better than what you would create alone, and will develop a healthy level of ownership. And
when people have ownership, they willingly give their time and effort to executing the strategy.

4. They deserve to be invited into the adventure.  Small-group members who see the groupÕs
vision will help to set the goals and establish the strategies to accomplish those goals, and they will
excited about doing their parts. As members are encouraged to exercise their natural abilities and
spiritual gifts, theyÕll feel satisfaction because they want to be a part of something vital and
significant. Growth naturally occurs when a person is encouraged to go beyond present abilities and
comfort zones.

5. They deserve to evaluate progress. All great small groups evaluate group life together. They
evaluate if theyÕre accomplishing the goals they set and if theyÕre keeping the group covenant. They
also evaluate each strategic experience after its completion. Evaluation enables the group to modify
some aspect of a strategy or revisit shared goals. Evaluation is vital not only to the retention of group
members, but also to the level of ownership group members feel to the group. Each time your group
spends time in evaluation, members are reminded of the groupÕs vision, goals, and strategies. This re-
energizes people.

6. They deserve to celebrate accomplishments.  Celebration unifies a team forever. However, it
is often the overlooked glue of group life. All too often we set goals, create strategies, work hard, and
see amazing goals come to fruitionÑonly to begin working on the next experience or event. We skip
the most important bonding experience: celebration. Celebrating together is fitting anytime God does
something wonderful, such as enabling you to reach a milestone. Evaluate, then celebrate, no matter
how negative the evaluation is. We need to celebrate the completion of a project as welt as its
effectiveness.

What youÕve just read may go against everything youÕve always believed to be true about small-group life.
You may have believed that the less people had to give, the more likely they were to stick around. Not so!
Most people tend to give as much time as necessary to something thatÕs captured their hearts. And most people
donÕt give their hearts to a cause until theyÕve gotten their hands dirty first. Be a great leader and give your

Re viving a Group by In v olv ing
Members
Here are six keys to group health that your members deserve to
know about.
Romans 12:6Ð8
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group members ownership, allowing them to be involved in the process of preparation and accomplishment at
all levels. Guide, guard, nurture, and cherish them throughout your time together, and most of your people will
be fully committed to you and your group.

Ñ R ICK HOWERTON; excerpted from Destination Community (Serendipity House, 2007). Used with
permission.

Discuss:
1. Do I have a vision for our small group? If so, have I communicated that vision with my group members?
2. What are some possible goals for our group? How can we get the group to decide and commit to

accomplishing them?
3. What steps can our group take to get better at evaluation and celebration?
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When it comes to good health, small groups are a lot like people. We have to take care of the body, or
something can go wrong. Here are seven tips to keep your group in great health.

1. Eat balanced meals.  Your group needs a good balance of proteins (Bible study), starches
(fellowship and support), vegetables (training and equipping), fruit (of the Spirit, that is), and grains
(ministry to others and outreach). Too much of one category while neglecting the others can
eventually cause sickness.

Also, you canÕt live on fast food or junk food. A fast-food diet in your group consists of five minutes
of prayer and ten minutes of Bible study. Fellowship is necessary in a group, but it should not crowd
out the essentials. Junk food consists of Òcareless wordsÓ (Matthew 12:36), Òmeaningless wordsÓ (1
Timothy 1:6), Ògodless chatterÓ (2 Timothy 2:16), and all kinds of foolish talk (Proverbs 10:14).

2. Get your RDA of vitamins and minerals.  A healthy group gets its recommended daily allowance
of Bible study and prayer. That means that for a group to continue to grow, the individual group
members must practice these disciplines daily. As each person grows stronger in his or her
relationship with God, the whole body is strengthened.

3. Get plenty of exercise.  If all you do is eat, youÕll eventually get so fat that you canÕt get out of
your chairs. A group that constantly eats is an inward-focused group. That focus feels good for a
while, but itÕs an unhealthy habit in the long run. YouÕve got to put the food you eatÑespecially those
proteinsÑinto action.

There are several types of exercises that will give your group a healthy, outward focus. One type is
isometric. This includes activities you can do right in your chairs: worship and prayer. Isometric
exercises are vertical in nature. The other type of exerciseÑserving othersÑis horizontal in nature.

One warning: Do not try to exercise without eating a good, balanced meal first. In other words, you
need to have the meat of the Word and prayer, the nutrients that come from training and equipping,
plus the support you get from fellowship before you can effectively minister to others.

4. Get plenty of rest.  Even a healthy group needs to take a break once in a while to rest, rejuvenate,
and refresh. A group that does not get enough rest will burn out. Rest is an essential function in a
healthy body.

5. Practice good hygiene.  A group that doesnÕt take care of itself begins to stink. Group
hygieneÑplanning for the future, talking about problems, working on schedules, determining what the
ÒrulesÓ areÑmay seem like little things, but if they arenÕt taken care of on regular basis, the group is
susceptible to all kinds of diseases.

6. Get regular checkups.  How do you know if your small group is in good health or not? The same
way you know if your own body is: you monitor the symptoms. Regular checkupsÑthat is, group
evaluationÑcan help a group avoid problems later. When you conduct a group checkup, you examine
all the parts of the body to be sure everything is in good health. You ask questions and allow members
to talk about how they feel.

If you find any problems, you start fixing them right away. Sometimes, you just need a small shot of
enthusiasm. Other times you need major surgery. But if you donÕt evaluate regularly, youÕll never
know.

Prescriptions for a Healthy Small
Group
Seven tips to help your group hum along at peak performance.
Proverbs 4:10Ð12
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7. Be prepared for the occasional emergency.  Even healthy groups sometimes have a problem.
The best thing to do when this happens is to take care of it immediately. If you notice a sudden
problem in your group, call 911 right away. Deal with the situation yourself if possible; if not, call in
your small-group coach or minister to give advice or help you handle it.

DonÕt let problemsÑsuch as chronic lateness or absence; unhealthy attitudes; sinful, unrepentant
lifestyles; or lack of growthÑfester until you have a life-threatening situation on your hands.
Accidents, illnesses, even major catastrophes are part of life. A strong small group, with the support of
the churchÕs small group ministry team, can deal with them in healthy ways as they come.

Too many groups die because they did not take good care of themselves. DonÕt let it happen to you!

Ñ M IKE MACK; copyright 1996 by the author and Christianity Today International.

Discuss:
1. Is our small group healthy? Why or why not?
2. Which are mentioned above does our group do well? In which area can we improve the most?
3. What three steps can our group take in the next month to become healthier and stronger as a kingdom unit?
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Every group dies. At some point, in the life of every team, there is an endpoint. As a leader, you have the tough
job of choosing and leading the type of death your group will die. It will either be killed strategically and
intentionally in order to seed and generate new lifeÑor it will die slow, painful death.

IÕve seen both types of group death. The slow, painful death occurs in groups that have stayed together too
long, strayed from their purpose, or become inwardly focused. IÕve also seen a leader blow up a group in order
to breathe new life into it. These are my favorite group deaths because they always result in new leaders and
new opportunities for connection. At National Community Church, this is the kind of death we want all of our
groups to experience when the time comes.

Leader, you hold the ignition switch. Here are some things to help you as you navigate this process.

Timing
Start talking about multiplication from day one. At National Community Church, we have a culture of
multiplication. Locations multiply. Groups multiply. And leaders multiply. Everything hinges on our group
leaders multiplying themselves. When you make this a priority, people in your group will begin to ÒownÓ this
vision for multiplication at different points along the way. Keep talking about it. Most people are fearful of
change, so validate their fears and concerns, but continue to cast a vision.

As a general principle, Ògroup leaders see more and before.Ó That means you will recognize the blow-up
moment before anyone else in the group. In fact, the majority of people in your group will think itÕs too early.

Leading
The most important thing you have to do is answer the ÒwhyÓ question. Why blow up the group? There are
many reasons, but the primary reason comes back to that vision of multiplication. ItÕs about fulfilling the Great
Commission and providing connection points for people. When we multiply our small groups, we are
following biblical commands, moving more people into leadership, and allowing opportunities for more people
to connect. Look at the group multiplication as a mission.

Also, invest in potential leaders. Find members who can lead a new group in the future and give them
opportunities to gain experience in every aspect of group life. And lean on your coach or pastor. They have
likely been through these blow-ups before and can give you practical advice along the way. But most
importantly, they are a source of encouragement and perspective.

Finally, begin subgrouping in your existing group. In other words, have smaller groups meet together within
your meeting time to give potential leaders experience and to begin to create a culture of smaller groups.

The Practical Steps
If you are thinking about blowing up your group, there are some practical steps that can get you started. First,
talk with your coach or pastor about it. Then talk with the potential leaders in your current group. Next,
develop a timeline for blowing up the group. And last, plan a celebration.

DonÕt let your group die a slow, painful, agonizing death. Blow it up and live in the excitement of new life!

ÑH EATHER ZEMPEL; excerpted from The Zone Gathering, © 2007 by National Community Church.

Discuss:
1. How do we decide whether or group needs to be blown up?
2. Who are some potential leaders in my current small group? How can I help prepare them for leadership?
3. If my group needs to be blown up, what are the two steps IÕll need to take to start the process?  

Ho w to Kill Y our Small Group
When there are no other options, end your group in a way that will
bring about new life.
????
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SmallGroups.com . Small-groups training resources from Christianity Today International.

- ÒSmall-Group EvaluationsÓ Assessment Pack

- ÒSoul CareÓ Practical Ministry Skills

- ÒDealing with Divorce in Your Small GroupÓ Survival Guide

LeadershipJournal.net.  This website offers practical advice and articles for church leaders.

Coach: Empower Others to Effectively Lead a Small Group  by Joel Comiskey. Influential small-
groups author Joel Comiskey brings trusted research and practical advice to discuss coaching group leaders
(CCS Publishing, 2007; ISBN 0979067914).

Destination: Community  by Rick Howerton. A ministry manual to help you lead a dynamic and redemptive
small group (Serendipity House, 2007; ISBN 978-1-5749-4352-8).

IÕm a LeaderÉNow What?  by Michael Mack. Practical advice on how to guide and maintain an effective
small group (Standard Publishing, 2007; ISBN 978-0784720769).

Making Small Groups Work by Henry Cloud and John Townsend. This book provides small-group leaders
with valuable guidance and information on how they can help their groups to grow spiritually, emotionally,
and relationally (Zondervan; ISBN 978-0310255123).

Successful Small Groups  by Teena M. Stewart. Explore the process of building and maintaining a
growing community from concept to practice (Beacon Hill Press, 2007; ISBN 978-0-8341-2337-3).

Further Explora tion
Websites and books to help with small-group accountability


