A guide for establishing small groups . . . Seventh-day Adventist Church in North New Zealand . . . August 2009 . . . Page 1

Serving Christ through groups
through groups
A guide for establishing small groups . . . Seventh-day Adventist Church in North New Zealand . . . August 2009

Why small groups?
The Christian church started as a small group. Christ made a narrow choice of
12 disciples. Then he sent them out to minister in subgroups—two by two
(Mark 6:7). More than likely, these groups of two became magnets, or pioneer
groups, that attracted additional disciples. If the original 12 divided into six
groups of two, and each of these groups found and discipled 10 more, that
makes six groups of 12; and it would account for the 72 disciples later designated and commissioned by Jesus (Luke 10:1). These also were then sent out
two-by-two . . . and so the church grew.

Scripture quotations taken from the HOLY BIBLE, NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION,
Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission.
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After
Christ’s
return to
Heaven and
the dramatic
event of
Pentecost,
the fledgling church consisted of large and small groups.
Christians met together at the temple courts—a
single large group for public praise, teaching and
testimony. But in addition, Christians met
frequently in their individual homes—small
groups for fellowship, communion, needs-based
ministry, and prayer. (Acts 2:41–47.)
Small group ministry is a working principle of
God’s Kingdom. The nation of Israel was
subdivided into tribes, clans and families. The
principle of subdivision is illustrated in Jesus’
miracle of feeding the crowd of 5,000 men—
probably about 15,000 people all told, including
children. Organisationally, 15,000 was too many

for even Jesus to handle! “Make them sit down in
groups,” he said (Luke 9:14). Those groups were
of 50 or so. That’s far more than suitable for a
home group, but the principle is demonstrated.
The small groups provided manageability for the
task of distributing and eating the food that was
miraculously provided.
The Christian church can congregate and it can
disperse. When the church congregates, we have
—no surprise—a “congregation”. The purpose of
the congregation is praise, teaching and celebration. When the church disperses, we have small
groups with a pioneer mindset and an evangelistic
purpose. The Bible model in Old and New
Testaments is one of both congregating and
dispersing. Under the Old Covenant, daily life,
business, worship, and testimony took place in
camps, homes or synagogues—small groups
dispersed throughout the land. But on schedule
and for special purposes, the people also gathered
in large groups for meaningful rituals and
celebrations.
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When the New Covenant experience arrived with
the advent of Christ and the Christian church,
persecution compelled dispersion. There could
have been only a very large, formalised congregation in Jerusalem, and very little activity elsewhere. But instead, believers were forced into
small groups and dispersed to regions separated
by large distances. In the providence of God, this
is how the church grew.
So far as we know from church history, it was two
or three centuries before this combination model
changed. Somehow, large congregations came
into overriding focus. Cathedrals were built to
house huge numbers of worshipers, while small
groups fell by the wayside. “The church” for the
most part no longer meant groups of tens or
dozens of Christians in active discipleship.
Rather, it meant crowds of Christians in formal
membership.
The problem was not that congregations were
large, but that the energy and intimacy of small
groups was lost. Members absorbed their religion
one day of the week and then lived largely in
isolation from church and from Christ the rest of
the week. The church came to see its mission in
terms of maintaining its status and structure, and
in keeping its members faithful and supportive.
The small-group ministry model languished, and
so did the commission to take the gospel to the
world. Praise God, today we’re seeing a revival of
the role of small groups for mission and ministry.
Question: With the advent of today’s internet society,
are small groups less important, or more important?

Adventist context . . .
In the Seventh-day Adventist Church generally,
holistic small groups appears as the lowest scoring
characteristic among all the denominations studied
under Natural Church Development. The average
score in this category for SDA churches is 33; the
lowest recorded score is 14. Even in congregations
that score highly in almost every other area, it’s not
unusual to see a score of only 20–21 in the area of
small groups.
By contrast, small groups were a significant part of
early Adventist experience. These groups were called
“social meetings”. They were focused on relationships and spiritual life—testimony, prayer, accountability, and song. Time to return to our roots?

“Home-style church”
Small groups for Christian ministry and
evangelism are often called “cell” groups. The
word “cell” in this context comes from biology
—not from the prison system or the phone
company! It speaks of a basic living unit in an
organism. This living unit acts in close
relationship with other Photo: Ed Gallagher
living units in the
organism. Its purpose is
to sustain, advance and
multiply life.
In Christian faith, the
terms “house church”,
“cell group ministry”,
and “cell church” are
often used loosely and
somewhat interchangeably. A house
church is typically a
small group that is a
church in itself in every key respect. It may
have little, if anything, by way of an overall
sponsoring structure or organisation.
Cell group ministry may be a significant part of
a church that is organised along fairly
traditional lines. Here the church—as an
organised, functional body—has many facets,
and ministry through small groups is one of
them. Ideally, in this model small groups are
given priority and are designed for significant
impact.
A cell church is typically somewhere in the
middle of these two models—although the term
is sometimes used for either model (which gets
confusing).
A pure cell church is completely built around
small groups—these are the core and hub of its
activity. A supportive organisation sponsoring a
cell church might call its various groups
together on special occasions or on a regular
schedule—perhaps weekly, monthly or
quarterly.
In the context of the supportive Seventh-day
Adventist church structure, we suggest the
value of what might be called a “small-group
church” or “home-style church”.
We’re referring to a congregation with fewer
than about 25 regular attendees, that rebuilds its
ministry (including worship) around the natural
beauty and advantages of a small group. The
congregation worships and acts by the
inspiration of 1st century Christians, rather than
trying to emulate the “largeness” and formality
of Christian churches in later centuries.
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The purpose of small groups
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Small groups are
designed to
accomplish what
cannot be accomplished by the
church as a full
congregation in its
large-group setting. The goal of small groups is to
capture and grow the distinctive advantages that
were present among small groups in the ministry
of Christ and in the early Christian church.
All groups of people have a distinctive character,
and the size of a group is one key factor in determining its character. The character of a group of
200 people is different from the character of a
group of 50 people. The character of a group of 50
people is different again from the character of a
group of 12 people.
What do you think are the chief differences in
character between a group of 50 and a group of 10?

Four purposes for small-group ministry . . .
1. Discipleship. A way to help participants
become mature followers and servants of
Christ.
2. Outreach. An impetus to meet and include
people who do not usually attend church.
3. Leadership. An opportunity to exercise gifts of
ministry and to develop confidence in service.
4. Evangelism. An aid and incentive for leading
people to Christ, as participants develop their
gifts and become more attuned to faith and
witness in everyday spheres of influence.
Which one of these four purposes most appeals to
you? Why? ______________________________
Here’s the beautiful reality: Small groups are
God’s chosen and preferred context in which the
Holy Spirit will be poured out! The Spirit reached
multitudes, but when we look at the context in
which the Spirit arrived, we find it right there with
small groups. See John 20:19–23; Acts 2:1–4.

Heads-up! According to Christian Schwarz in Natural Church Development, the characteristic that has the
most potential for a church’s ability to grow is . . . you guessed it . . . holistic small groups. More potential
lies in this ministry than in any of the other characteristics—empowering leadership, gift-oriented
ministry, passionate spirituality, functional structures, inspiring worship service, need-oriented evangelism,
or loving relationships. And, the small group influence builds up all other facets.
Passionate spirituality is the most critical dynamic; small groups the most important activity. What
relationship do you see between passionate spirituality and the ministry of small groups?

Four key elements
for every small
group
“They devoted themselves to
the apostles’ teaching and to
the fellowship, to the breaking
of bread and to prayer. . . .
They gave to anyone as he had
need.” (Acts 2:42, 47).
Here we see the four practical
elements of true church. While
relevant to the congregation as
a whole, they apply particularly
to small groups. For today’s
world, we might express the
four essential elements this
way. . . .

1. Authentic fellowship.
Participants become part of
the spirit of the group, as
they engage in activity that
ultimately draws attention to
Christ and allows his presence to be real.
2. The meaningful Word. The
scriptures shape group
opinion and provide motivation for action in various
kinds of ministry.
3. Prayerful communion.
Prayer—both praise and
petition—becomes a natural,
shared exercise of the group,
a characteristic that may be

interwoven throughout and
emphasized at points.
4. Needs-based ministry.
Participants actively seek
direction from God’s Spirit
as they look for and meet
people’s needs—inside and
outside the group.
Which of the four elements is
the most natural for you?
Which is the most challenging?
_________________________
_________________________
_________________________
_________________________
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building a group
The small group as a “parish”

Can sports teams teach us anything about small groups?

If desired, it can be built into the design of small
group ministry that each person associated with
the congregation is assigned to a group—whether
or not that person is able to attend the group meetings, or chooses to attend. In this way, each group
is in effect its own “parish”—a designated group
of parishioners within the complete congregation.
The group that actually meets accepts the privilege and responsibility of looking out for the
spiritual life and needs of its non-participating
members. In this way, all members are being
looked out for; ideally no-one “falls through the
cracks”.
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Additional practical elements

8. Laughter—holy humour

On the previous page (bottom of the page) we
noted four key elements that should be part of
every small group. Do you remember these? Write
them here (if you need to cheat and take a look,
that’s OK).

9. Communication, socialisation, follow-up, and
support between meetings

1. ______________________________________
2. ______________________________________
3. ______________________________________

Understand your target!

4. ______________________________________

Who will join your small group? Who might join
your small group? And, who would you like to
join your small group?

Now here are some further practical elements that
help create a fine group. For each, write a brief
comment suggesting specifics on how the particular element can add to the group spirit and help
it achieve its purposes.
5. Worship—including song

6. Individual affirmation and appreciation

7. Individual challenge and accountability

Answering these questions will help you shape
the content of your group meetings. There is no
fixed formula. Pray over this, let the Spirit lead,
and be ready to make adjustments.
If your target is people who seldom or never
attend church, your group should be shaped
toward their interests, hobbies, or everyday needs.
Your group will be primarily an attractive entry
point for Christian faith. Spiritual content might at
first be minimal, perhaps even confined to a brief
prayer and a single scripture.
If your target is people already attending church
or somewhat familiar with Christian faith, your
group can be shaped with much more spiritual
content. In this case, your group will be primarily
focused on nurture and community service.
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How to identify content
When it comes to small groups for ministry, one
size does not fit all! There is a variety of people
out there, and there should also be a variety “in
here”.
There are three primary lines along which to shape
a small group:
1. Geography. Participation will include current
church members who live closest to the location
for the small group. And, the group will seek
God’s Spirit to reach out to non-participants
who live close to this location (neighbours).
Content in such a group is most often shaped
along obvious spiritual lines—though not
necessarily.

of fellowship for commonly identifiable people
such as singles, the divorced, youth or young
adults, young parents, single moms, the
displaced, retirees, cultural or ethnic subgroups,
recovering addicts, or victims of certain
diseases. The elements of Christian faith in the
small group will be shaped according to best
judgement and the Spirit’s leading, taking cues
from those who indicate an interest or choose to
participate.
What kind of small group do you feel you should
create or belong to? Would it be a group shaped
along the lines of (a) geography, (b) personal
hobbies and interests, or (c) life status and needs?
Say why.
_________________________________________

2. Personal hobbies and interests. The group may
establish itself across geographical boundaries
as a place of fellowship for people interested in
things like cars or motorcycles, horses, hiking,
boating, cycling, music, art, or literature. The
elements of Christian faith are not hidden, but
they may be subtle at first, growing in their
presence as the Spirit leads and as participants
show an interest.

_________________________________________

3. Life status and needs. The group may establish
itself across geographical boundaries as a place

_________________________________________

Time, times, and the
dividing of time

How much time should a small
group meeting take? Good
question, and here’s an answer:
90 minutes maximum. The
exception would be for activitybased meetings shaped along the
lines of an interest in things like
recreation, sports or music. Even
then, it’s important to respect the

_________________________________________
For the group you lead or join, do you think the
direct spiritual content should be (a) prominent, (b)
subtle, or (c) something in between? Explain.
_________________________________________
_________________________________________

time frames of participants and
have clear agreements about
time.

Avoid the trap of making
anything fancy—or refreshments
will develop into a burden.

Again, 90 minutes maximum.
Could be less—perhaps an hour;
but it should never be more.
Start on time, regardless of
who’s there. And end on time.
It’s up to the leaders to make
sure this happens. Also, let
participants know that if they
have to leave early for any
reason, they should feel free.

Set the refreshments out 15
minutes before starting, and let
people know they are welcome
to snack during the fellowship if
they wish. And then (most
important), put the refreshments
away 10–15 minutes after the
close of the meeting. This
provides a signal that it’s time
for guests to leave.

What about refreshments?
Keep them simple, healthy and
inexpensive. Water, juice or a
hot drink; perhaps crackers,
cheese, fruit . . . you get the idea.

If you are a guest, do leave!
Don’t linger, unless you are
specifically invited to stay
longer for a special purpose such
as heart-work or prayer.
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Seasons, and the
dividing of seasons
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For how many weeks should a
small group “season” last? For
continuity’s sake a group should
meet no less than once a week,
preferably in a consistent
location.
Some congregations have found
value in suggesting small-group
series of at least seven weeks
and not more than 10 weeks.
Make your decision based on
your best judgement, details of
the calendar, and the Spirit’s
leading.
At the conclusion of the season,
the group, if it wishes, can break
for an agreed period—maybe
three to six weeks, or perhaps a
little longer if needed to cover a
major holiday time.
Suggestion: Avoid a timeconsuming “democratic” process
for deciding how long a group
should go for, and for how many
weeks it should break. Better
that leaders seek advance input
from participants, follow common sense and good judgment,
and propose specific time
frames.
If members of the group have no
big problem with the proposed
times (understanding that it’s
difficult to get 100 per cent
agreement), simply go with the
proposal.

Choosing a format
The exact format must be chosen
with prayer and care. The format
selected depends largely on the
type of group and the background
o f p a r t i c i p a n t s . H e r e ’s a
suggested format for a
geographical group with adult
participants who are either tuned
in to Christian faith or at least
open to its style and its
possibilities. Note that the order
of 2–5 can be varied.
1. I c e - b r e a k e r. Av o i d u s i n g
anything “corny”, but have a
good-humoured time of destressing and establishing comfort
and connection. Write an example
approach here (perhaps a good
question). . . .

2. The Word. A time for focus on a
clear, powerful verse or two (or a
gospel story), selected to meet
actual needs in the group. Write
an example here. . . .

3. Prayer. Use the selected scripture
as a springboard. Praying may be
pre-planned or spontaneous, depending on the group. Detect
participants’ readiness to pray;
respect any lack of readiness.
4. Testimony, encouragement,
ministry. Opportunity to affirm
and lift up each other and to
provide or plan for ministry for
specific needs, inside or outside
the group. Important: Focus on
ministry and encouragement; ask
that needs be stated in only a
sentence or two.
5. Worship. Song, praise, adoration,
praise prayers. Make sure this is
God-directed! For example,
choose songs of praise to God,
not merely about God.
Now. . . . Think about your group,
and allocate minutes for each of the
five components. Your total should
be no more than 90 minutes.

1. ______ 2. ______ 3. ______
4. ______ 5. ______
Total ______

Details, details…
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A good small-group leader—and
we all can be “good” leaders
with guidance and with the
Spirit’s anointing—will look out
for small physical details that
can make a big spiritual
difference.
Proximity. Does the room and
the seating arrangement allow
for a sense of intimacy and for
face-to-face contact? Are people
seated at a comfortable distance
from one another, none too far
apart? Are all seated at about the
same level—none sunk to low,
none perched too high?
Environment. Avoid visual and
auditory disturbance as far as
possible. This means TV and
radio or other music turned off,
phone ringers and mobile
phones muted, blinds adjusted,
lighting just right, windows
adjusted to minimise noise from
neighbours or traffic, pets
enclosed elsewhere. Give 100
per cent to the group!
How about temperature?—just
right for participants. Fresh air?
General tidiness? (Don’t think
you have to be perfect on
tidiness—especially if you have
kids. If you can give yourself 80
per cent, that’s a pretty good
grade!)
At night, don’t forget outside
lights for safety and for a
friendly welcome.
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growing a group
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Six keys for growth
1. Intercession with God—prayer.
2. Confidence in God—trust.
3. An evangelistic mind-set—attitude of
reaching out as the Spirit directs.
4. Excellent communication—with
current and potential participants.
5. Basic organization and thoughtful
preparation—attention to detail.
6. Honest self-evaluation—willingness
to adapt and make corrections.

The principle of multiplication
• There’s a reason they’re called “cell” groups. What do cells do? ________________________________
• Consider this: “If the majority of Christians in a church were integrated in small groups of about six
members, if each of these groups would win just one new person to Christ each year, the size of the
church would double in this way within five years!” (Implementation Guide to Natural Church Development, p. 98.)
• Much depends on our attitude. If we expect no growth, no outreach, then our expectations will be
realised! But here’s the truth: No matter what the appearance, the obstacles, the setbacks or the
apparent outcomes, we must pray for, prepare for, work for, and anticipate growth as God chooses to
give it. Am I personally willing to adopt this attitude by faith? _________________________________
• Question one. . . .Am I willing, in my group, to have a continual openness to new members? _________
• Question two. . . . Am I willing to have the format and content shaped, to some degree, as if new
members were present—so we can continually be ready for new members the Lord may bring? _______
• Question three. . . . Am I willing to support the future division of my group, in order to establish a new
group that can grow? (Breaking up is hard to do!) ___________________________________________
• Question four. . . . Am I willing to give full weight to all four purposes—discipleship, outreach,
leadership, and evangelism? What’s my weak area, in which I might become strong? _______________

How many, max?

A better way to divide . . .

The ideal group size is eight to 10—
though it might take some time to get
to this size, and a lesser number can
still be greatly blessed.
The maximum is 12. If a group is
consistently accommodating 12 or
more, then it definitely needs to do
what cells do!

Some groups may choose to split evenly when they reach
maximum participation. But there’s a better way that involves a
little less pain. When the time gets close, identify a small number
of “pioneers” in the group who would be willing, as the Spirit
leads, to leave the group and start a new group. The larger group
gives these people its blessing—prays for them, commissions
them. Then each group continues its particular ministry, following
the calling of God.
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Developing a ministry strategy
What is a ministry strategy? It’s nothing complicated or strange. It is simply plans and actions
designed to make the small group effective in
service.
These plans and actions should spring primarily
from the small group itself, not from the congregation as a whole. Each individual group has the
privilege of praying over and developing its own
unique approach to ministry.
Whom shall we try to reach? What’s our best way
to reach them? Where is God working around us,
and how might we participate in his working? How
can we minister outside of our group times,
through special activities like social get-togethers
with invitees? How can we make our personal
witness more conscious and deliberate in daily
life? These are among the questions that can help
shape a ministry strategy.
As soon as we begin thinking about plans and
actions, the demons of time, responsibilities, work,
and energy rear their ugly heads! We sigh, and say,
“We are already doing so much, and juggling so
many necessities. How can we do more?”
Here’s where it’s important to relax! While it’s our
privilege to find specific opportunities in ministry
that call for designated time and energy, the vast
majority of our effectiveness rests in this wonderful but terribly neglected principle. . . .
Christian witness is not just what we do in our
extra portions of time. More important, it is
who we are in the everyday course of our lives.
Ninety per cent of our opportunities for Christ
come within our natural spheres of influence—
in our neighbourhood, at work or school, in the
community, travelling, shopping, at church, and
in our small group.

When we understand this principle and put it
into action, we no longer wear ourselves out
trying to “create a
light”. Rather, we
appreciate and
grow the light
that Christ has
put within us—
and we almost
constantly pray
for and look for
opportunities to
“let the light
shine”.
Yes, there are
ministry opportunities that take
time and require a Photo: Ed Gallagher
conscious commitment. But there are also many
“ordinary” opportunities that can be woven with
little extra time or effort into our everyday lives. A
phone call prompted by the Spirit. An email sent to
encourage someone. A card sent in appreciation. A
helping hand. A quick home visit. A booklet given
to a workmate. A question at the water cooler: “I
noticed you seem to be less than you usual cheery
self—is there something I can pray for you about?”
The invitation across the fence: “Right now a
bunch of us get together once a week for a good
time and some simple discussion about Christian
faith—would you like to join us this coming
Tuesday?”
Again, every group should pray about and discuss
a ministry strategy. But that strategy can be simple.
Outreach for Christ is primarily a matter of attitude
and conscious attention. The small group is an
ideal place to foster the attitude and take time for
conscious attention.

The group leader . . . a facilitator, a servant

The natural place

The group leader is called by God into leadership that is radically
different from a “CEO–President–Preacher–Teacher” role. The group
leader is a facilitator, a communicator, a pray-er, a friend, a servant,
and a pastor-shepherd. Consider each one of these six descriptions.
Choose two that appeal to you the most, and comment on them.
_____________________________________________________________

The small group is “the
natural place for Christians
to learn to serve others—
both in and outside the group
—with their spiritual gifts.”

_____________________________________________________________

—Natural Church Development, p. 32
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Serving Christ in my sphere of influence . . . how groups grow
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Read again the important principle for Christian witness, from the previous page (the two paragraphs in bold). Write here your own one-sentence version of this principle—make it personal.
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________

Spheres of influence—evangelism through friendship
A sphere of influence is an area of life in which I am
naturally present, known and active. Virtually all of us have
three types of spheres arising from our natural circumstances. For each of the three types of spheres, write some
names of people whom you might influence for Christ.
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1. Kinship . . . family members, relatives and close friends.
2. Community . . . acquaintances, neighbours, passers-by,
workmates, schoolmates, service personnel such as your
auto mechanic or your hairdresser.
3. Interest groups . . . connections established through
common interests (e.g. fishing, hiking, music, service
organizations; church may be included here).

Community volunteering is a way for Christians to be
“salt and light” and to develop meaningful relationships
outside church. Consider short-term volunteering as a
group, or longer term individually. In New Zealand, an
excellent resource is www.volunteernow.org.nz.

Spheres of proximity—how close? how far away? . . . look for seekers
Spheres of proximity are a way of identifying people in any of the three types of spheres—kinship,
community, or interest groups—by how close they are to me, or how far away. This is not primarily about
physical distance, but about quality of relationship and how frequently I might reasonably be in touch
with them. For example, I might be “closer” to someone in one of my interest groups than to one of my
own relatives who lives down the street.
1. Immediate sphere . . . personal connection for at least 45 minutes a week—usually less than 10 people.
2. Circulating sphere . . . intermittent contact, often impersonal, sometimes meaningful—up to 200.
3. Potential sphere…unlimited; endless possibilities through the Holy Spirit, prayer, and “coincidences”.
Think of people in each sphere of proximity in your life. Pray that you will be open to the Spirit’s
direction about possibly increasing connection with a particular person, while perhaps decreasing
contact with someone else. Believe that God can and will use you to help bring a “seeker” into close
proximity to Christ as Saviour and Lord. Look for ways to move from surface levels of conversation to
deep levels, whenever you are with people in your sphere of influence.
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protecting a group
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Pioneers on the move
Small group work is pioneer work. It moves into
new territory, creates new trails for Christ. This
work can be extremely rewarding, while it can
also encounter its share of dangers. List here some
potential dangers you can think of that would face
any small group. . . .
1. ______________________________________
2. ______________________________________
3. ______________________________________
4. ______________________________________
5. ______________________________________

The apprentice (intern)
Every group should have not only a leader, but an
“apprentice” or intern. The apprentice is a leaderin-training, and someone who can step in if the
leader has an unavoidable absence.
The apprentice can also assist in valuable ways.
For example, the apprentice might keep notes on
each meeting—who was there, who was missing,
what items were raised for follow-up, what
special prayer needs or answers were shared.

(Someone else could be asked to carry this task,
but it is one that might be considered for an
apprentice.) The apprentice might also be
considered as a co-ordinator for community
volunteering and involvement.
Could the apprentice be the spouse of the leader?
Possibly, yes. This could be an advantage. A
disadvantage would occur if both husband and
wife had an unavoidable scheduling conflict.
If you are a leader or potential leader, write the
name of your apprentice (or a potential apprentice) here:
_____________________________________

About kids…
Should children be welcomed to group meetings?
Generally, yes! It can be a burden for parents to
find child care—and a reason to stay away.
Appropriate group members might take turns
leading the children in another room. This should
not be just baby-sitting, but simple activity that
does not need a lot of preparation—songs, Bible
games, a Christian video, or just good conversation. Kids may initially join the ice-breaker time
with the adults.
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10. Spoiling the desired tone of the group through
preliminary interaction tainted by tasteless
humour or negative conversation—establish
the desired tone right from the start.
Hard task. . . . Identify one or two of the pitfalls
that could be a problem for you! How will you
address your own potential for running into these
pitfalls?

What can we learn from salt
and the salt-shaker in regard
to small groups?

________________________________________
________________________________________

Pitfalls to avoid

Photo: Ed Gallagher

Ideally, a small group includes non-Christians,
new Christians and mature Christians. There are
pitfalls—but leaders and participants can watch
out for them and avoid them. Ten to watch for. . . .
1. Carelessness about time frames—starting and
ending on time.
2. Using language that is strange, exclusive or
offensive to guests—e.g. denominationalisms,
sexisms, acronyms, religious clichés.
3. Embarrassing a participant—e.g. asking
someone to pray in the group (or assuming the
person will pray) without knowing if that
person is ready and willing to do so.
4. Condemning a guest’s personal beliefs or
behaviour, either directly or by implication.
(We can let the Word expose sin, and there is a
place for holding one another accountable by
agreement, but it is not our place to personally
judge or condemn.)
5. Practising an urge to be right and to correct
everything—or simply dominating discussion.
6. Allowing the brief time of focus on the Word
to be distracted into a full-fledged Bible study,
or a brief time of prayer to become an extended prayer meeting. (While these elements are
important, they are generally not the purpose
of cell groups.)
7. Descending into doctrinal argument or debate,
or getting into politics or “pet” topics.
8. Criticising one’s church—or any other church.
9. Assuming things that might be open to
question—e.g. that a newcomer already
accepts the Bible as God’s Word, or knows
how to find Genesis in the Bible.

Task even harder. . . . If you are or will be a
group leader, how will you address things if
participants start to fall into some of these
pitfalls? _________________________________
________________________________________

About success . . .
• Success is not our issue—it’s God’s issue! “The Lord
added daily to their number those who were being
saved” (Acts 2:47).
• Our task is to do the right thing and the best thing—
to be faithful and wise in following God’s leading
and seeking the lost.
• Remember that many great servants of God had to
wait patiently for a harvest—but the harvest did
come.
• The ministry of Jesus, at the time of his death,
looked like a disaster! But with the pouring out of
the Spirit and the empowerment of the apostles,
everything changed.
• One reason why success is sometimes elusive is
because we tend to take the credit for ourselves.
When we are completely willing to give God the
glory, he can more readily pour out his blessing.
• We must let God determine success his way. Our
systems and figuring can get in the way.

There’s help! Resources for you.
• Joel Comiskey, How to Lead a GREAT Cell Group
Meeting (Cell Group Resources™, Houston, Texas;
Copyright © 2001 by Joel Comiskey). Practical and
easy to understand, full of good counsel and ideas. At
the end, see the list of additional resources.
• Joel Comiskey, Home Cell Group Explosion (Cell
Group Resources™, Houston, Texas; Copyright ©
2002 by Joel Comiskey). Excellent description of what
it takes to make a group truly evangelistic. A little
more academic than the first book, but easily read.
Both books may be ordered from NADEI (North
American Division Evangelism Institute). On the web:
www.nadei.org. Go to Resource Center / Groups for a
variety of resources in addition to the above. International orders can be handled on the web or by phone.
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A qualitative
(rather than quantitative) evaluation
tool.

“rain gauge”

Name/location of group: _____________________ Date: ____________
A - Structure . . . rate each statement 1 - 5,
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

Participants know where to meet, when to meet, who to contact, and what to expect
Group meetings begin and end on time
The physical environment (e.g. lighting, temperature, seating arrangement, quietness) is good
The group has an “apprentice” or intern—an effective assistant and leader-in-training
The leader effectively keeps meetings on track, preventing distractions and domination
Refreshments (optional) are a blessing and not a burden or distraction in group meetings
Children are adequately provided for at group meetings
Communication is strong from the leader, between members, and with potential participants

B - Format . . . rate each statement 1 - 5,
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

ranging from “Not at all” to “Absolutely, yes”

ranging from “Not at all” to “Absolutely, yes”

The format is likely to attract and hold new people, including those not attending church
The format includes the four key elements of fellowship, the Word, prayer, and ministry
The content helps members grow in their love for Christ, and in discipleship for him
Joy and laughter are permitted and encouraged in group meetings
Individual affirmation and encouragement are common in group meetings
Accountability and gentle challenge are appropriately present in group meetings

C - Interaction . . . rate each statement 1 - 5,
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

_____
_____
_____
_____
_____
_____

ranging from “Not at all” to “Absolutely”

The group listens to the real needs and questions of participants
The group responds to the needs of participants, at the time or in follow-up
Group members are transparent, opening up about their needs and their soul journeys
When conflict or ill feeling arises, it is processed without delay in a spiritual manner
The group creates social opportunities outside normal meetings, and invites guests to these

D - Growth . . . rate each statement 1 - 5,

_____
_____
_____
_____
_____
_____
_____
_____

_____
_____
_____
_____
_____

ranging from “Not at all” to “Absolutely, yes”

The group has a continuing ministry strategy—some plans and actions for growth
Participants are sensitive and welcoming to guests, especially to those not attending church
The leader appears to take a prayerful approach in preparation and facilitation
Group leaders and key members speak often about ways to influence others toward Christ
Key members appear to be prayerful and watchful for souls, inside and outside the meetings
Group members utilise and grow their gifts of ministry inside and outside the group
Group members fully accept that a goal of the group is to divide and multiply as God leads
Participants understand their spheres of influence and are seeking souls within those spheres

_____
_____
_____
_____
_____
_____
_____
_____

Any additional comment . . .
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