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Think big. Get small.
We believe that big things result 
from the life change that happens 
in small community. We’re not 
made to do life alone. God uses 
intimate connections with other 
people as catalysts for change—in 
us, in our relationships with him 
and others, in our families and in  
the world. Big stuff. So if you’re 
ready for something big, start by 
getting small.
A small group typically consists of 4-12 people gathered 
together with a common desire for community and 
growth. Small groups cultivate authentic friendships and 
encourage, support and challenge one another in a  
relationship with Jesus. 

Lots of questions pop up around small groups: What does a 
small group do? How do I start one or join one? What if my 
current small group isn’t what I expected?

The truth is that there isn’t one particular formula for 
creating a small group or making it work. However, everyone 
who’s interested in small groups wants to be a part of one 
that thrives. 
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Want to Thrive?
Small groups don’t always thrive. It isn’t automatic. Even with 
good intentions, a group might find it’s simply not flourishing 
in authenticity or friendship. Members might be great at Bible 
studies, but lousy at real conversations. On the other hand, 
some groups might be great at hanging out together, but the 
conversation never goes deeper than sports or reality TV.

While small groups vary in type, personality and appearance, 
most share five particular elements that enable them to thrive: 

   Being on the Same Page
   Trust
   Ownership
   Challenging Environment
   Compassion

The Five Elements of a Thriving Small Group will walk you 
through each element and provide questions for your group 
to explore together.

These Five Elements materials can be used as:
• A study for an existing small group. 
• Assistance for anyone who’d like to learn more about    

what makes small groups thrive.
• A tool to assist a group in deciding whether or not they 

want to form a small group.

Note: if your group is brand new or you’re exploring whether 
or not you want to commit to becoming a small group, watch 
for the sections marked “New Groups.” Here you’ll find 
questions designed for groups who don’t know each other 
well yet, and tips to help you determine whether or not you’re 
a good fit. 
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Instructions
Everyone in the group should have a Five Elements guide. 
Prior to the meeting, everyone should read the appropriate 
section in their guide and answer the questions. 

Be equipped to watch a DVD at each meeting. There’s one 
section in the guide and one DVD segment for each element, 
but groups can take as much time as needed to discuss 
each topic. Feel free to dedicate a single meeting or a whole 
month to each element. It’s up to you.

Completing this study will help your group draw some con-
clusions about who you are as a group, and where you’re 
headed. It might bring some simmering issues to the surface 
or take your relationships to a new place. You may even 
decide that your current small group situation isn’t working 
and it’s best to move on (and that’s perfectly OK). What’s 
important is that your group takes advantage of this opportu-
nity to “keep it real” on some stuff that’s going to help you get 
to a place of authentic community.

As you progress through the Five Elements, listen carefully to 
each other. You might even want to take notes as you dis-
cuss the elements. This is a way to prepare for the end of the 
study when you’ll be asked to draw conclusions on where 
you stand with your small group and where the group stands 
as a whole. 

• Who will lead the study? (The only requirements are to 
have a working DVD player and the ability to push “play.”)

• Who will be the communicator? Communication is 
everyone’s job, but assign someone to make sure every-
one knows which days the group is meeting and what to 
bring. It’s OK for this to be the same person as the leader.

• How will your group communicate outside of    
meetings? (E-mail, phone calls, text messaging and 
the pony express are all acceptable methods, as long as 
you’re communicating.)

Finally, and most importantly, recognize that the most 
valuable thing you can do over the course of this study is to 
talk about the group with the group. Don’t make assump-
tions, don’t let things go unsaid, and don’t hesitate to be 
vulnerable with your group (or potential group) about what 
you really hope for in your small group experience.

Before you start, discuss and decide on the following:

askdecide
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People join small groups for lots of reasons. It’s important  
that members of a small group talk about what everyone  
is looking for in the group. While everyone in your group 
might be passionate about the idea of a small group, that 
doesn’t guarantee everyone shares the same perception  
of how the group should function. Committing to a small 
group without agreeing to the same ground rules and  
purpose can lead to frustration, as someone might feel 
the group isn’t what they anticipated.

Thriving small groups are on the same page. They have  
discussions about individual expectations and there is con-
sensus on purpose. If you are considering starting a small 
group, it’s a good idea to have these conversations before 
you “officially” commit to the group. While everyone may 
genuinely like each other, through exploring each other’s 
expectations, some might discover this particular group isn’t 
for them. In fact, if through using this study your existing 
small group concludes that everyone seems to have different 
hopes for the group, it’s OK to part ways. That could actually 
lead to freeing someone to start or find a group that is what 
they are looking for.

I’m looking for a group where 
I can really dig deep into 

some philosophical Christian 
apologetics, study the Bible, 

grow in discipline, be held 
accountable, meet twice a 

week at 5:30am and at least 
two Friday evenings a month.

Um, I’d like to 
hang out monthly 
and drink a few 
beers at the bar.
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What do you like best about this group?  

What do you like least?

What do you hope to see happen in this small group?

Does your small group have a purpose or mission? 
If so, what is it?

How are prayer and the Bible incorporated in your group 
time? Are you satisfied with this, or do you desire changes?

What is your commitment level to this group? Which of the 
following sounds most like you:
 A. I’m willing to rearrange my schedule for this group.
 B. I’ll show up if I can, but if not, no big deal.
 C. I’m somewhere between A and B and want to  
     discuss this further with the group.

QuestionsAnswer and be prepared to discuss the following:
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new groupsQuestions
What is your vision for the ideal small group?

Why do you want to be in a small group?

What would you expect from other members of your  
small group?

What are your “deal-breakers” as you consider joining  
a small group, if any? 

Tip: When you discuss answers with your group, listen for 
similarities and differences in where people are with the idea 
of a small group. Does it sound like everyone is close to 
being on the same page? 
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I don’t trust 
anyone except 

myself.

That’s interesting. 
I trust everyone 
except you.

Trust involves risk. Not only does it mean being open  
and trusting the group with what you’ve shared, but also 
trusting that others will be as vulnerable as you. After 
all, no one wants to be the only naked person in the room,  
so to speak.

Thriving small groups agree to take the risk, always share, 
always trust and assume its members trustworthy. 
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Is there anything holding you back from being more 
vulnerable and sharing more with your small group?

How vulnerable do members (including you) get within  
your group?

How does your group encourage each other to  
be more vulnerable?

QuestionsAnswer and be prepared to discuss the following:

new groupsQuestions
Describe your history of trusting others. Is there anything  
you think might be holding you back from being vulnerable 
with a group?

What would it take for you to be willing to be vulnerable  
with the group?

How do you feel about trusting a group of people that you 
don’t know very well? Explain.
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You know, it just feels 
like you’re not really 

committed to owning 
any of the responsibility 

of this group.

Yeah, I’ll own 
that.

Ownership is about playing a part and taking responsibility  
for a role. In a thriving small group, everyone is committed 
and no one gets to be a bystander. Everyone contributes 
time, hospitality and service, and is willing to receive from 
everyone else.

A note on leadership: some small groups designate leaders 
and some don’t. Some small groups’ members take turns 
leading the group. As you discuss ownership of roles within 
your group, consider whether or not you want to assign a 
leader and what that really means. (Will the leader of your 
group be expected to teach the Bible or simply keep a list of 
addresses?)
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Do members in your small group have roles?

Does one particular person seem to do most of the  
work? Explain.

Does everyone participate equally in discussions and  
activities? Explain.

Consider the giftedness you perceive in others in the 
group. Jot down some of the things you’ve observed to 
share with others.

QuestionsAnswer and be prepared to discuss the following:

new groupsQuestions
As you consider your potential responsibilities within the 
group, what would come easily for you?

What would be difficult?
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Sometimes when we’re 
talking, it seems like 

there’s a communication 
breakdown. It’s as if 

you’re not even listening.

Who’s Janice?

A thriving small group welcomes rich discussion where  
different ideas are discussed and debated. The freedom to 
express individual views coupled with authentic interaction 
can sometimes lead to conflict. When this happens, conflict 
can occur in a healthy way (see Small Group Tips).

A thriving small group is committed to challenging each other 
to change behavior when appropriate, and members are 
held accountable. Most importantly, thriving small groups are 
committed to speaking truth to one another in love (see Small 
Group Tips).
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Have you experienced challenging discussions within your 
group? Have you ever been challenged personally?  
(For example, someone might have been asked about their  
spending habits, drinking habits or why they sometimes don’t  
show up without calling.)

Have you personally experienced growth as a result of  
someone calling out a pattern in your life?

Have you seen someone else in the group grown from being 
challenged by the group?

Do members in the group expect accountability? If so, how 
does it feel?

Has your group ever taken on a challenge as a group?

QuestionsAnswer and be prepared to discuss the following:
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new groupsQuestions
How do you deal with conflict?

How do you typically respond when someone challenges 
you on a behavior?

Are you open to being held accountable to changes you 
want or need to make? Explain.
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On my way to this 
meeting I decided I would 

key your car. But now I 
think I’ll wait and see how 

the meeting goes.

Thanks,  
that’s very 
compassionate 
of you.

Thriving groups care deeply for each other and are willing to 
mobilize quickly when one of the members is in need. They 
help meet the spiritual, emotional, tangible and social needs 
of their fellow group members. Everyone participates in the 
giving and receiving of care within the group meeting and 
outside of the designated group time.



16

Have you seen a need met by the group that one couldn’t  
do alone?

Has there ever been a time when you had a need you 
couldn’t fulfill on your own, but you hesitated to bring it to the 
group? If so, why?

Does your group pray together? Do members pray for each 
other outside of the group time? If not, why not?

Does your small group celebrate? How?

QuestionsAnswer and be prepared to discuss the following:
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new groupsQuestions
Do you typically share your life with others or do you keep 
more to yourself? Explain.

How do you feel about calling on this group of people when 
you are in a crisis or you have some joyful news to share?

How do you feel about praying for and with others aloud?

What would celebration with a small group look like to you?
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Conclusion
Now that you’ve studied the Five Elements of a Thriving Small 
Group, take some time to consider what you have learned. 
It’s time to reflect on what you’ve heard, observed and felt 
and draw some conclusions. Some groups might conclude 
that they’re already a thriving small group and feel better than 
ever. Hey, that’s great! Other groups might realize that it’s 
time to part ways and explore other opportunities. And that’s 
totally OK, too. So what about your group?

How are you feeling about your small group?

What are your small group’s strengths and weaknesses? 
Explain.

What are next steps for your group? A study, a time of  
teaching, a time of knowing each other better?

Are there any unresolved issues to address within  
your group?

What does it look like for your group to go to “the next level?” 

QuestionsAnswer and be prepared to discuss the following:
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new groupsQuestions
How are you feeling about this study experience with this  
group of people?

Do you feel you are ready to be in a small group?

Do you feel you are ready to be in a small group with this  
particular group?

Are there any unresolved issues with this group that should 
be discussed?

Tip: this is the part where you decide collectively whether 
or not you want to continue as a group. Maybe you need 
to take a few days to consider it. But it’s definitely time to 
decide, one way or the other. And if a small group is born, 
then it’s time to celebrate!
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Congratulations!
You’re done…sort of. 

While you’ve completed the 
study, you have only just begun to 
experience the fullness of 
life in community. From here, your 
group can go anywhere. Talk  
about what might be next for you. 

Do some life together!
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Small Group Tips
How to Resolve Conflict in a Healthy Way
Move the furniture up against the walls, clearing a large space 
in the center of your living room. Let the opposing parties 
fight it out, and whoever is left standing gets to be right. (Kid-
ding.)

Seriously, there’s a healthy principle that says, “What happens 
in the group needs to be resolved in the group.” The group 
needs to be a place that allows healthy disagreement, but not 
at the expense of respect for one another. This is a great op-
portunity to look at what the Bible has to say about disagree-
ments. Have the group turn their Bibles to Ephesians 4:15 
to read about “speaking the truth in love,” and to Ephesians 
4:32 to read about “forgiving each other.”

If someone is having on-going trouble with someone else in 
the group, the first step should be to talk one-on-one with the 
person away from the rest of the group. The two should strive 
to be active listeners, loving and honest. Focus the discus-
sion on the “event” that happened or the “behavior,” not the 
person. 

If that doesn’t work, sit down with the person and someone 
else from the group. If no meaningful changes occur after 
taking these steps, it would be appropriate to ask the person 
to step out of the group. This plan follows the guidance given 
in the Bible in Matthew 18:15-17. 

No Two Groups Are the Same 
There’s no rule that says all small groups should look like a 
Bible study. Groups should feel free to dedicate a season to 
anything from searching for the best roller coaster in Ohio to 
perfecting the American cookout. Small groups should feel 
like communities, not classes. While Jesus spent time teach-
ing, he also spent a lot of time hanging out with friends over a 
good meal. 

Tip #1

Tip #2
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Small Group Tips

Have Something in Common 
While small groups can include all types of people, it’s a good 
idea to consider joining groups in which there are at least 
some common interests. 

Get a Sitter 
Consider getting babysitters to watch the kids during small 
group meetings. While everyone loves everyone’s kids, it’s dif-
ficult to get really deep into adult conversation while Bobby’s 
wetting his pants and Sally is rubbing applesauce on the wall.

Meet Regularly 
Consider meeting at least twice a month, if not every week. 
It’s important to commit to some type of rhythm and frequen-
cy that will facilitate a growing relationship. The bottom line 
is that if your group is meeting only once a month, you’re not 
having intimate community.

How to Pray Together:
Maybe you’ve never prayed out loud or with others before. 
Maybe you don’t pray at all. That’s OK. Don’t freak out. Just 
talk to God as you would a friend. Tell Him how you really 
feel, not what you think he wants to hear.

Begin quietly, close your eyes and pick someone to start. 
Once he/she has finished, others in the group can continue 
to pray. Some awkward silence is to be expected. While 
everyone is encouraged to pray out loud, it’s OK if you don’t. 
Prayer is not about effort or performance, and there’s no one 
“correct” way to do it. The person that started can discern 
when it seems right and simply end the prayer. 

Tip #3

Tip #6

Tip #4

Tip #5
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Small Group Tips

Set Some Ground Rules 
If you haven’t already, it might be a good idea to set some 
ground rules. You can create these on your own or use the 
following as a guide:

Small Group Ground Rules
Let’s all agree to commit to the following:

I’ll show up every week unless I’m out of town or I’ve let the 
host know the (good) reason I will be absent.

Before each meeting, I’ll have done any “homework” the 
group had assigned, whether that’s reading something, pray-
ing for someone or just bringing the tortilla chips.

I acknowledge that every person in this group is at a differ-
ent point in considering, seeking or following Christ, and I will 
value and affirm people for where they are.

I’ll maintain complete confidentiality. What I hear and say here 
stays here.

I understand that others will need to be encouraged to share, 
to be open and to show emotion. I will let them do so,  
without being judgmental, trying to “fix” them or offering 
unsolicited advice.

I understand that some of us are talkers and some are 
quieter, so I’ll be aware of not dominating the discussion or 
always leaving the weight of it to others.

I’ll stretch myself to be as open and honest as I can with my 
perspectives and experience to create a safe environment 
that might encourage others to take risks, too.
 
Community can be very messy, and conflicts may arise. I’ll 
offer grace to others and won’t leave the group over 
disagreements, realizing that God might use conflict in my 
spiritual formation in some way I don’t currently understand.

Tip #7

Accountability

Preparation

Affirmation

Confidentiality

Listening

Self-Awareness

Vulnerability

Conflict


