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  Where real personal & spiritual growth takes place?
  Where group members connect with each other?
   Where group members want to come back?

The Ultimate Road Trip, A Guide to Leading Small Groups was written to 
help you lead any small group. We’ve worked to build people in their relation-
ship with God for almost five decades. This book contains what we’ve learned…
what to do and what not to do as the leader of a group.

YOU’LL LEARN HOW TO:
  Determine the needs of your group.
  Build close relationships.
  Create good questions.
  Teach in such a way that people’s lives are changed.

The Ultimate Road Trip provides the practical help you’ll need to point people 
to Jesus Christ. The creative format and real-life stories will teach, encourage, 
and entertain you…so the time you invest in preparing for your group will be as 
rewarding and enjoyable as the group itself. Here’s the info you need to build a 
successful small group.

The success of any ministry rests upon 
small groups and the success of small 
groups rests upon the leader.
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arely do we stop to think of the influence a small group can have on its 

members. It all starts with a simple, seemingly insignificant, decision by 

an individual to go to a small group meeting. 

 Many people get involved in small groups because they want friend-

ships or fun.  Most of the time they aren’t disappointed. Others come 

along for loftier ideals—to study the Bible and get to know God better.  

But few people understand at the outset how important a small group can 

become in their life. 

 Jesus knew the power of working with a small group. The twelve men in 

His group were like you—young, enthusiastic and teachable. They came from 

different walks of life. They had different strengths and weaknesses, and they 

certainly all needed a radical transformation that only God could accomplish. 

 The Lord’s unlikely small group went on to live lives fully devoted to Christ. 

They were known as those who turned the world upside down (Acts 17:6). 
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These disciples guarded what was entrusted to them, passing it on to others. 

Two thousand years later we are the beneficiaries.

 You’ll read many stories in this book of how God has worked through 

small groups. True, this is a book about leading small groups, but more impor-

tantly it’s about our glorious God and His desire to change you and your world 

through small groups. Many have faithfully gone before you forging the way.

n the fall of 1968, ten women at the University of Texas began meeting 

together. They were a mixed group of freshmen, sophomores, juniors and 

seniors. Half were in sororities. Most were committed to the Lord, although 

one of them, Marajen, was very young in her faith and barely involved in the 

Campus Crusade for Christ movement.

 They didn’t have a lot in common, but they came together to pray that 

God would change their lives and use them to change the world for Christ. 

How’s that for a lofty purpose?

 That year they studied 1 Corinthians and slowly opened their lives to each 

other and the Lord. The encouragement and support in the group helped ev-

eryone, especially Marajen, who was struggling in her Christian life.

 Eventually each woman had a personal ministry on campus. Marajen was 

radically changed through the encouragement and prayers of the others. She 

began sharing Christ in the Theta house and over time saw twenty-nine of her 

sorority sisters trust Christ.

 By the time all ten members of that original Bible study had graduated, 

God had answered their prayers in a big way. He had changed their lives and 

used them to make an impact in several sororities, plus a couple of dorms. 

Now it was time to influence the world beyond their campus. 

 Marajen decided to join the staff of Campus Crusade for Christ. Seven 

others also sensed God’s call to go into full-time Christian work. One became 

a high school teacher and had a profound impact on students’ lives. Another 

helped direct a major outreach in Atlanta. 

 Where are these ten women now? Nearly thirty years later, five of these 

women are still in full-time ministry. The others continue to walk with the 

Lord, ministering to their families and their communities. Over the years, 

thousands have come to know the Lord or been influenced because of their 

lives. Their small group started with the simple desire to grow in Christ and 

make a difference in the world. Only time will tell how many lives will be 

changed because of this small group.

 In the fall of 1976, five men at the University of Alabama had a Bible study. 

Tuesday afternoons they met in a house near campus to study the Scriptures 

and talk about the small groups they were leading. The men had a lot of fun 

together—caravaning to Daytona Beach, FL, for a spring break evangelism 

conference, double dating, and playing hoops. The group lasted three years 

until graduation sent the men in different directions.

 Today Ken and Scott are actively serving Christ in their businesses in Bir-

mingham. Ken pioneered a ministry to young businessmen that later became 

a full-time ministry influencing thousands. Scott gives vital leadership to a 

“My brethren...let us plainly and freely tell one another what God has done 
for our souls. To this end you would do well, as others have done, to form 
yourselves into little companies of four or five each and meet once a week to 
tell each other what is in your hearts that you may pray for and comfort one 
another as need may require. None but they who have experienced it can tell 
the unspeakable advantage of such communion of souls. None, I think, that 
truly loves his own soul and his brethren as himself will be shy of opening 
his heart in order to have their advice, reproof, admonition and prayer 
as occasions require. A sincere person will esteem it one of the greatest 
blessings.” — GEORGE WHITFIELD (Whitfield travelled extensively throughout 
America in the 18th century and was a major figure in the Great Awakening in America 
and the evangelical revival that swept Britain.)
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growing and effective church. David and his wife have a home ministry to 

unwed mothers in Atlanta. They’ve led some of these mothers to Christ. The 

other two men both serve Christ full time with a missions group.

 It’s been nearly twenty years since the five of them met together amid 

their busy classes and activities at the University of Alabama. Each point to 

that small group as one of the highlights of their years at college. Their lives 

have never been the same, and their communities around them are different. It 

might have seemed like a casual decision back then to join a small group, but 

twenty years later the lasting effect of their experience begins to come to light.

Remember struggling Marajen from the group in 1968? Thirteen years later 

as a staff member with Campus Crusade, she spoke to a sorority at Texas 

Christian University where a sophomore named Judy sat in the audience lis-

tening intently. After hearing Marajen that evening, Judy decided to get in-

volved in a Campus Crusade small group. She grew in her relationship with 

God and with the others in the group and developed a heart to influence 

women in the same way Marajen had influenced her. So she joined the staff 

of Campus Crusade. 

 In 1988 while working at Vanderbilt University, Judy gathered a few soph-

omore women to be in a small group. They were in different sororities, came 

from different states; they all had different majors; and only two had met 

each other before. Some were new Christians, while two had been Christians 

for many years. This was a diverse group.

 When it was time for the first meeting, Judy made brownies, popcorn 

and served diet Coke. Surely that would break the ice. To her amazement 

the women passed by the food completely—no one ate a thing. They didn’t 

know each other. They didn’t talk much. And they didn’t even eat. Judy felt 

depressed. This group may never come together, she thought.

 But Judy stuck with her commitment to build a group. At the next meeting, 

the women seemed more relaxed and conversation wasn’t nearly as strained. 

They actually laughed together. At the end of their second meeting, Judy 

knew they had the potential to become unified.

 As the weeks passed, the women showed they cared by getting involved 

in each others’ lives and sharing in each others’ walks with God. They became 

friends and spent time together outside of the group time. Judy watched in 

amazement as the women grew from shy, nervous acquaintances who wouldn’t 

even eat brownies in front of each other to a close-knit group of friends who 

would scavenge her refrigerator at will!

At the beginning of my sophomore year, three friends and I began meet ing together 
to encourage one ano ther and hold each another account able in our walks with the 
Lord. We really enjoyed each other, so we decided to room together the next fall. 
Over the next two years we had our own small group of sorts. We studied the Bible 
together, invited non-Christians into our apartment, and encouraged one another 
to honor the Lord with our lives. We even prayed that one day our husbands-to-
be would actually like each other! More than twenty years have passed since we 
graduated, yet we are just as involved in each others’ lives. We circulate a round 
robin letter every two months and carve out time to take a retreat together once or 
twice each year. Even though we live apart and have fifteen children between us that 
keep us busy, we are committed to each other. Who would have thought our small 
group in 1973 would result in such lifelong encouragers?

 
I’m still in close contact with all the people in my first small group. We have gone 
through so much together, from dealing with school to the death and suicide of one 
woman’s mom and dad. This taught me how important it is to be there for each other.

 
I went to my first small group meeting as a freshman. I learned that Christ was God, and 
I was blown away! Maybe I’d heard that before, but it never clicked. After that I really 
began to grow.

 
Being in nursing school was stressful, and I saw some gruesome things. Each week I 
looked forward to our small group where I could share what was going on. It was such 
a good outlet for me to talk about life and death and what really matters. (I’m sure some 
of the other members left half-sick.)
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 At graduation the women signed up for their senior class trip to Panama 

City, FL. On the way out of town, they stopped by Judy’s house with a card that 

said, “Something is Missing ...” Inside the card it said, “YOU.” They kidnapped 

Judy and paid her expenses so she could be with them on their senior trip.

 This group of women became more than just a casual group that studied 

the Bible. They continue to be friends and have served as each others brides-

maids. Their lives were changed, and they had significant ministries in others’ 

lives—from women in their own sororities to those they ministered to on 

mission trips to Mexico and Russia.

 Like the groups at the University of Texas and the University of Alabama, 

this group of women from Vanderbilt continues to influence others beyond 

the campus. One is a new mother, one works with children, one is a Christian 

counselor, one is a staff member with Campus Crusade, one is in medical 

school pursuing her dream of being a missionary doctor, and another is in 

business. Their careers are as different as their personalities and backgrounds, 

but all of them do what they do for the glory of God.

Time and space do not permit us to tell all the great small group stories that 

could be recounted here. Most groups start without a great splash or fanfare. 

None were led by perfect leaders with all the answers. But somehow, all 

across the country, in all different generations, God has worked in the midst 

of small groups. Only God knows the inside stories of the many lives which 

have been influenced in small groups.

 Our prayer is that someday you’ll add your small group story to those who 

have gone before you who have made a difference in this world. We pray 

we’ll hear the story of how a great God worked through a faithful and available 

servant to graciously change lives. Now it’s your turn.

Go ahead. Change the future.

 1 Do you think God will do great things through your group? Why?

 2 Share some of the ways you’ve been a beneficiary of those who have 

gone before you in their walks with the Lord. In what ways does this mo-

tivate you to pass God’s Word on to others?

 3 George Whitfield said that a “sincere person will esteem it (a small 

group) one of the greatest blessings.” What reasons did he give? Do you 

agree or disagree?





lcoholics Anonymous, Overeaters Anonymous, and other support groups 

all understand the power of small groups to change behavior. Sales orga-

nizations utilize small groups to train for and encourage better sales. And, of 

course, Christians have met in small groups for two thousand years. 

 Why are small groups so powerful? For one thing, they help diverse indi-

viduals, usually only marginally connected, grow together as friends and work 

together toward similar spiritual goals. 

 These groups are effective because individuals draw strength and sup-

port from each other. Rarely does anyone benefit spiritually from being a lone 

ranger.

 Small groups not only change the lives of those in the group, but they 

often bring about powerful change beyond the group. Families take no-

tice as the son or daughter that left for college comes back  with a grow-



ing relation ship with God. Week after week friends and roommates watch 

this group get together at the end of the hall. They hear them laugh, watch 

them study the Bible, and see them reach out to each other as friends. 

It’s appealing and they may want to be part of it. 

 Most small groups work together to give something back to their campus 

or community. They may put on an evangelistic event in their dorm or greek 

house, feed the homeless, or help out with another need on campus. Never 

underestimate the power of God working through a group to change lives!

hough groups may include a variety of members, per sonalities and people 

from a wide range of backgrounds, there are some elements which char-

acterize every effec tive Christian small group. A prospering small group will 

have each of these elements: Christ-centered focus, community, each person 

richly experiencing Christ, progressive life-change and outward impact. Each 

area will be developed throughout this book.

1 Quality Biblical Content

This might come as a surprise, but small group Bible studies study the Bible. 

Central to the Christian faith is the belief that God has revealed Himself to us 

in His Word. But the ultimate goal of studying the Bible together is to point the 

group to Christ, not to view Bible knowledge as an end in itself, but to see the 

Bible as a map that leads us to Christ.   

        Your group needs to experience Christ, not just learn more about the Bible, 

as valuable as that is. In no way do we want to move away from the Bible—it is 

the Word of God— but as you study the Scripture you want to help your group 

to see the person to whom the Scriptures point, that is Jesus. This is not to 

look to find Jesus in every text but to look to discover how the text relates and 

points to Christ and his redemptive work. 

— LUKE 24:27, 32

—ISAIAH 40:8

—ISAIAH 40:8 

—II TIMOTHY 3:16 

2 Community 

Community is the sense within the group that members are a team, bonded 

together as friends and committed to each other’s well-being and growth. 

 
The greatest thing I learned from Bob, my Bible study leader, was 
the importance of God’s Word. We were studying Romans and he 
challenged us to read it fifty times by the end of the semester. We 
laughed at him, but the more we read it, the more we learned. One day 
at McDonald’s he took out a napkin and drew sixteen empty squares 
on it, one for each chapter. He told me to fill in the squares, telling him 
about every chapter in Romans. To my amazement I could do it. Bob’s 
leadership, and that group, made God’s Word come alive for me.

 
I was a sophomore who really wanted to study the Bible but didn’t see 
any need for being in a group. I figured the Christian life was me, God 
and the Bible. In my mind, the small talk which often characterized small 
groups was just a waste of time. But I decided to give it a shot. Much to 
my amazement, I really enjoyed it. I needed the insights of others and their 
friendship. I benefited both in my personal life and in my walk with the Lord. 
Today, the women I got to know in that small group are some of my closest 
friends.



This doesn’t happen all at once, but healthy, growing groups have an increas-

ing sense of community. Over time, individuals rejoice together, and share 

in sorrow together. These groups move from being “Tom’s group” to “our 

group,” as members begin to take ownership of the group. The leader can 

help facilitate this, but community is not primarily a leadership issue. Rather, 

it’s a oneness that becomes apparent when individuals come to value others 

in the group. Chapter 6 will give you insight into under standing community 

and some ideas on how to nurture this in your group.

3 Each Person Richly Experiencing Christ

As a leader your role is to stimulate group members to encounter and experi-

ence Christ for themselves. One of the most intimidating things that a small 

group leader faces is thinking that they have to have all the answers—the 

“map” memorized. Leaders don’t need to have all the answers, but they do 

need to be experiencing Christ for themselves and know how to point others 

to Him. This comes from knowing people’s greatest needs (chapters 4 and 5) 

having an understanding of how real change happens (chapter 5) and being 

skilled at asking good questions that engage the heart (chapter 8).

      You want each person in your group to taste, see, and personally encoun-

ter Christ as you come to the Scriptures.

4 Progressive Life-Change 

Successful small groups are about life-change. On the roadtrip of life, we all 

hit potholes, dead ends, construction zones, and pileups—sometimes twenty 

cars or more. As a result of the wear-and-tear brought on by life’s challenges, 

each week the members of your group show up in less than showroom con-

dition, sometimes in need of some serious bodywork. Their condition may be 

obvious, or not so obvious.

     As a leader (in need of your own bodywork, of course) you want to allow 

the Scriptures to expose our brokenness, our potholes, and then follow the 

passage as it points toward a solution and ultimately to a person, Jesus Christ. 

This is how life-change happens. If a group stops short of being a catalyst for 

life-change, it has fallen short of all God intends for the group. 

5 Outward Impact 

A small group needs an outlet to put into action what they are learning. As 

the group reaches out to others, at least two things happen: the group is 

strengthened and more lives are changed. Seeking to make an impact is a 

difficult step for many groups because it’s safer to become ingrown. But 

virtually all groups need to take the key step of turning the focus of the group 

from “getting” to “giving.” We’ll talk more about this in Chapter 10.

 
When leading a small group, nothing beats the feeling when someone says, 

“I wouldn’t be where I am today without you.”

 
One day I asked the men in my group, “Who has been the most influential 
person in your life, apart from your parents?” One of the guys looked 
straight at me and said, “You’ve had the greatest impact on my life.”

 
The seven of us decided to have a fun night so we asked seven guys along. 
We called it “Rotate-a-Date.” We planned seven different activities for the 
night—dinner, ping pong, singing with a guitar overlooking the city, etc. 
For each activity we had a different date. Maybe it’s a record worthy of 
Guiness...seven dates in one night!

 
Tonya knew that as she and Bill got more and more serious in their dating 
relationship they would run into some intense temptation. They both 
decided to honor God in their physical relationship and part of doing that 
was having someone to whom they were accountable. Tonya asked me to 
be that person. Every week when we got together to talk, she knew I would 
ask if she and Bill had kept their hands off each other. It’s not that I was 
responsible for their success, but I could remind her of the decision she 
and Bill had made to remain pure. And I could pray for her and Bill. We all 
got to attend their wedding—it was a great day!

 
I remember the awkward tension in that first group. Some guys looked like they 
were dying just being in the room. Looking back on it, I would have paid five 
bucks for someone to crack a joke and break the mood. That all changed over 
time as the guys got to know each other. Two months later the guys were up 
half the night planning a creative date with a women’s group. I couldn’t believe 
they were the same bunch of guys.



f course, there is no way to predict the outcome of your small group. Stu-

dents in your group might sit at your feet and hang on your every word, or 

they may hide in the closet when they hear you come to the door to remind 

them about the Bible study. They may laugh at your jokes and eat your brown-

ies, or they may listen politely and leave quickly. You just never know what will 

happen. You can, however, expect at least four things to take place.

1  Expect it to take time for your group to grow in maturity and commitment.

There are no shortcuts to maturity. You’ll probably feel frustrated by the spo-

radic attendance in your group, which is often true of new groups. Group 

members’ commitment will develop as they grow in their relation ships with 

the Lord and get to know you and each other. It takes time.

2 Expect to face challenging situations.

Leading a small group is always a challenge. 

Things will happen in group that you won’t 

expect. For instance, what if no one shows 

up, or perhaps a group member’s personal 

crisis diverts you from ever getting to the 

lesson. Sometimes individuals in the group 

will be a challenge to you. When you step 

out in faith to be involved in the lives of your 

group members, you never know what you’ll 

encounter. Trust God to work on your behalf. 

We’ve addressed some typical challenges in 

Chapter 9.

 Influencing your small group takes 

spending time with them. However, no mat-

ter how challenging your group gets, God 

will use you as you seek Him and step out 

in faith. Paul reminded the Corinthians, “Al-

ways give yourselves fully to the work of the Lord, because you know that 

your labor in the Lord is not in vain” (1 Corinthians 15:58).

3 Expect gratifying results.

Most group leaders find the experience of leading a small group tre men dously 

rewarding. You may have the joy of seeing people come to Christ or begin to 

walk with the Lord. The apostle John wrote, “I have no greater joy than to hear 

that my children are walking in the truth” (3 John 4).

 Not only will you likely find leading a group profitable for God’s kingdom 

and beneficial to you personally, but it can be a lot of fun as well.

4 Expect to grow in your relationship with God.

Sometimes the group leader will learn more from leading than the individuals 

in the group. By stepping out in faith, you can expect God to change your life 

as you minister to others because you’ll understand Scripture better, and you’ll 

see how biblical truth is worked out in a person’s life, including your own.

So, why travel in a small group? God has created us with a need for each 

other. We need each other for encouragement, and, hey, it’s much more 

fun than being alone. Even Barbara Streisand knows that people who need 

people are the luckiest people in the world. What? You don’t know that song? 

Ask your parents. 

 God never intended us to live the Christian life alone. Each of us are a 

Naive Statements 
from New Group 
Leaders

“Surely everyone 
will come back each week.” 
...Yeah, unless they have a 
date, homework, laundry, 
need a nap, “forgot,” etc...

“Everyone will be best friends 
from the start.” ...Not likely 
when they’re still using name 
tags and all.

“Leading a group will take 
about a half hour a week.”

...Yeah, right.
“Everyone in the group will 

think I’m brilliant.”
...Guess again, Einstein.



unique part of the body of Christ. God created us to use our strengths and 

abilities to build each other up. In small groups, different members of the 

body of Christ work together to encourage each other and build up the en-

tire body of Christ. There’s something unique about how God works in and 

through a group.

 1 What do you expect from leading a small group? Be honest. How will 

these expectations influence how you lead the group?

 2 Christian small groups share much in common with many secular 

small groups. What makes Christian small groups distinctively differ-

ent?

 3  Look at the five elements of a good small group. Think about the groups 

you’ve been involved in. Which of these five elements were present? 

Which were most meaningful to you? Why?

 4 The believers in Berea (Acts 17:10–12) would be great people to have in 

your small group. What can you do as a leader to help encourage this 

kind of attitude toward the Scriptures?





eading a group can be frightening if you focus on the millions of things 

that could go wrong. Don’t worry. God takes pleasure in using people 

who don’t have all the answers, but who are in the process of learning. The 

Bible is full of stories of how God used imperfect people to accomplish His 

great purpose. 

 What, then, does it take? Perfection is not required. If it were, none of us 

could lead a small group. But all small group leaders need to be in the process 

of developing certain qualities: godly character, compassion, competence, 

and commitment. 

1 Authentically Experiencing Christ

The character of a group leader is crucial. It’s inevitable that members in your 
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4.1 Assessing Their Needs

4.2 Determining Your Destination

4.3 Choosing Your Content

so, where ya’ 
headed? People like Amanda take wrong turns all the time, but most people don’t 

start out on a trip without having a destination in mind. Good road trips 

take planning. You need to know your destination, why you want to get there, 

and the best route to take you there. If you don’t plan, there is little likelihood 

that you’ll make it.

	 Leading a small group also takes planning. Before you begin your group 

ask yourself these questions: Why am I leading this group? Where do I want 

it to go? How do I plan to get there? Your answers will dictate many things, 

including the content, the length, and how you run your group time. Before 

you can answer these questions however, you must know something about 

the people in your group.

CH A PTE R  4
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chapter 4   so, where ya’ headed?
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4.1 

Assessing Their Needs

It’s critical to get to know the needs of those in your group. If you offer con‑

tent that misses the needs of your group, they’ll have little desire to return.  

For example, if most in your group aren’t sure they are Christians, it’s doubtful 

they’ll enjoy a group lesson on reaching the world for Christ. They probably 

won’t come back. 

	 You may have heard of “felt needs” and “real needs.” For example, peo‑

ple have the felt need to be loved and accepted. But people also have the 

real need of an intimate relationship with God and forgiveness. When the real 

need goes unmet, the felt need takes priority.  

	 To clarify, I want to change the titles of “felt needs” and “real needs” to 

“surface needs” and “heart-level needs.” Surface needs are usually obvious.  

It’s when a girl in your Bible study admits that she has been sleeping with 

her boyfriend. It’s when a guy is struggling with pornography. It’s when the 

newer believer keeps getting drunk at the bars with his friends. But below 

the surface needs are heart-level needs that, if left untouched, will continue 

to manifest themselves in surface needs.  

     But what if you have Sally Sanctification or Bible Bob in your group and 

they have no obvious surface needs? The thing to remember is that Sally 

and Bob have the very same heart-level needs as those with more obvious 

surface needs. In fact, just like the girl who uses her boyfriend for love and ac‑

ceptance, Sally may be using religious pretense to win acceptance from the 

religious community. Bible Bob may be addicted to the high of looking more 

religious than others just like the guy who’s addicted to beer. In fact, Sally 

Sanctification may be using her boyfriend, not for love gained through sex, 

but for a sense of security. If he left, would her world come crashing down?  

      Your goal as a leader is to move below the surface and uncover the heart-

level needs that drive all of us. In other words, we all share a fallen/broken 

heart condition that needs the healing of Christ applied.  

      We’ll talk more about heart-level needs and how Christ meets those 

needs in the next chapter. For now, let’s practically look at how to assess the 

surface needs of your group.

Pray

Pray for insight and wisdom. Ask God for sensitivity to the needs of your 

group.

Observe

Begin by observing as much as you can about your group members. You can 

learn plenty from just watching their actions.

	•	� Are they comfortable talking about being a Christian?  

	•	 What do you observe about their relationships with Christians and non-Chris‑

tians? Their roommates?  

	•	� How do they interact with others? Are they shy? Outgoing? Overbearing? 

Controlling?  

	•	� Are they involved in church? A Christian group?  

	•	� What can you observe about their walk with the Lord?  

	•	� Do they seem hesitant to be involved in a small group? If so, why?

	•	� What kind of Bible do they bring? Does it look like it’s ever been used?

Jill’s Bomb 
When Melinda, Lee Anne, and I went to our first small group at Texas A&M, 
we were pretty excited about the idea of being in a Bible study together. 
The leader, Jill, lost ground quickly by announcing, “You probably already 
know this, but let’s go through it anyway.” We weren’t exactly won over. The 

“discussion” didn’t help either. Jill tried to field test her elementary education 
skills by asking questions such as, “OK now, what did Jesus do in this verse? He 
died for our sins. Good. Let’s go to the next question.” Soon an uneasy silence fell 
over the room.   
As we laughed and talked on the way home, we made a unanimous decision—
no one wanted to go where this group was headed. Next Thursday, no one 
wanted to go, but we felt sorry for Jill. We figured someone should show, so 
we drew straws to see who would make the token appearance. For the next 
few weeks we followed the same routine, drawing straws to pick the “winner.”
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Ask

Although you may learn a good deal from observing those in your group, 

your best source of information about their needs will come from ask‑

ing them. This is especially true when you begin to lead a group. Your ob‑

servations aren’t always as helpful and accurate as what you can learn 

directly from group members. When you are with group members,  

ask a few informal questions. For example: 

	•	 Why do you have an interest in being in a Bible study?

	•	 Have you ever been involved in a church before? What was it like?

	•	 What is your spiritual background?

	•	 What would you like to get out of this Bible study? 

These questions will help you get to know the spiritual needs of your group.

Survey

There are two ways to do surveys. The easiest is to hand out 3x5 cards in the 

group and get their input. A second type of survey is longer but will give you 

more information. They would answer it outside of group time and give it to 

you later.

	 The 3x5 survey: Choose questions that are appropriate for your group and 

indicate that you will use their answers to help in your planning. Hand out 3x5 

cards and let them jot down their input. Some questions you might ask:

	•	 If asked to describe my relationship with the Lord at the present, I would use 

these adjectives:

	•	 When I struggle in my relationship with the Lord it is generally in these areas:

	•	 If I could have one question answered about how to live the Christian life, it 

would be...	

	•	 The one thing I would like to get out of this group is...

	 The longer survey: You can gather more information by giving a longer survey 

to group members and asking them to fill it out. It would probably be best to do 

this outside of group time. Introduce the survey by saying you want the group 

to best meet their needs, so you’d like their input. The sample survey in the 

appendix will give you some ideas. Don’t assume you know the struggles and 

questions of group members.

	 As you’re thinking through the needs of your group, ask a veteran group 

leader or a Campus Crusade staff member for input. Since the ability to un‑

derstand and meet the needs of people grows with experience, their input 

will be helpful.

Cultural Trends for College Students
Several studies reveal various trends in our culture that might be helpful as 
you get to know your group. Since you are probably in the same generation as 
those in your group (unless you’ve been in school a long time), you’re probably 
safe in assuming that students are like you. Here are some noteworthy trends 
of students. 

•	At least 50 percent of the students are coming from broken homes. Divorce is 
often viewed as an inevitable part of the marriage process. In the not too dis-
tant future, most Americans will believe that a life spent with the same partner 
is both unusual and unnecessary. So, a group might have needs to learn about 
God’s love and faithfulness, forgiveness, or marriage.

Dave’s Hog Loins 
I was leading a group of agriculture majors at the University of Nebraska 
and stepped into an interesting conversation they were having about hog 
judging—how to know which hog had the best loin. Being from Detroit, I 
had a hard time, at first, relating to these guys. I realized before I would 
ever begin to understand them and what they needed, I had to get to know 
their world. They taught me about hogs, and I taught them about city life.

Gary’s Wake-Up Call 
One of the men who continued on in my Bible study later faded from the 
movement after my group ended. I found out why the next semester. I 
read his article in the school’s newspaper where he wrote about his 
coming-out as a confident and proud homosexual. Talk about a wake-up 
call! I felt like after all those months I didn’t even know the guy.
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•	Most students are highly influenced by the media. Above all else, college 
students love to be entertained. This passion for high-gloss, big-screen enter-
tainment is confirmed by the movie studios, who unabashedly admit that they 
develop most of their movies with the college audience in mind. People under 
the age of 25 account for more than half of the revenues generated by movie 
theaters today. And they are responsible for several billion dollars more in rev-
enues generated by the sale and rental of movies and video games. So, perhaps 
you could use media in your small group, such as looking at the intro to an MTV 
clip or part of a TV show.

•	Most students are skeptical of absolutes. “There is one thing a professor can be 
absolutely certain of: almost every student entering the university believes, or 
says he believes, that truth is relative” (Allan Bloom, The Closing of the Ameri-
can Mind). Maybe your group needs to learn about the character of God and the 
authority of His Word.

•	Many students are sexually experienced and may presently be sexually active. 
“And among [college students], more than three-quarters claim that they have 
engaged in sexual intercourse with other single adults. Today, only 23 percent of 
the single [college students] profess to being virgins” (Barna, Invisible Genera-
tion, p145). It’s probably safe to assume most groups need to address the issues 
of sex, sexual immorality, purity and forgiveness.

•	Because Eastern religions (such as Hinduism and Buddhism), New Age and cults 
are gaining influence, students may combine various elements from different 
faiths. George Barna notes, “It is likely that from Christianity they will borrow 
Jesus’ philosophy of love and acceptance. From Eastern religions they will borrow 
ideas related to each person being his or her own god, the center of the universe, 
capable of creating and resolving issues through his or her own power and intel-
ligence” (Barna, The Frog in the Kettle, p141). So, maybe your group needs to 
examine the uniqueness of Jesus or the deity of Christ.

4.2 

Determining Your Destination

Once you get a grip on the needs of your group members, it’s time to work 

on the purpose for your group. How, specifically, can God use you to help 

meet the needs of those in your group? What content will be most helpful? 

How many weeks should the group run? These decisions are best prayerfully 

made with a veteran group leader if possible. Their experience will help you 

choose content and structure your group.

	 Here are some questions to help you think through determining the pur‑

pose and objectives of your group:

1	 How does your small group fit into the big picture of the ongoing minis-

try on your campus?

Your small group leader or staff member can help you think through your 

small group’s purpose in light of that overall strategy. 

	•	 Is your small group trying to develop future leaders? 

	•	 Is your small group part of a plan to reach a section of campus?

	•	 �Is your focus on evangelism? Building new believers? Training believers to 

minister to others?

2	 What are the specific needs of your group?

	•	 Do group members understand and apply the basics of the Christian life (as‑

surance of salvation, dealing with sin, etc.)? 

	•	 Do group members take the initiative to study God’s Word and grow in Christ 

or are they dependent on someone else to motivate them spiritually?

	•	 Which character and conduct issues need attention (gossip, moral standards, 

thought life, integrity, etc.)?

	•	 What are their daily concerns and struggles (studying, finances, relationships, 

family concerns, etc.)?

How to Kill Your Group
•  �Don’t make an effort to find out the needs of your group. Trust your 

feelings.
•  �Choose content that seems most fun to you, like whale hunting. 

Never mind they all happen to be members of Greenpeace.
•  �Just assume whatever you do in the Bible will be just fine for your group...like 

studying the book of Revelation. 
•  Write up a purpose statement, forget what it says, and never refer to it again.
•  �Don’t worry about how many weeks you run your group. You’ll be able to tell 

when it has run long enough by the empty spaces on the couch.
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	•	 Do group members have a growing concern for those who don’t know Christ? 

Do they know how to share the gospel with non-Christians?

3	 What do you want to be true of your group members when the group 

ends?

	•	 �What growth would you like to see in their lives? What would tell you they are 

growing in their relationship with the Lord? How can you help them develop 

consistent, personal time in God’s Word and in prayer?  

	•	 How would you like to see your group members change so as to live holy and 

godly lives?

	•	 What steps would you like to see them take to reach out to others? Or pray for 

someone? Maybe they need to prepare their testimony, invite someone to a 

weekly meeting, or learn how to share their faith.

	•	 How will their lives be different if they consistently surrender areas of their 

lives to Christ (studies, finances, relationships, family, etc.)?

After you’ve considered the needs of those in your group, take time to write 

out the needs of your group and a preliminary purpose statement. You can 

always adjust it later as you get to know your group better. 

	 You may be thinking, This is such a hassle. I just wanted to lead a small 

group. However, the more you know about the strengths and struggles of 

those in your group, the better you’ll be able to point them to God’s solutions. 

As they see God’s Word change their lives they’ll be more likely to come back. 

Seeing God change lives is the point, isn’t it? 

	 Many group leaders get discouraged when people just don’t show up. Often 

this is caused by offering solutions to problems no one seems to have. Take time 

to plan for your group. Give them biblical solutions that make a difference—give 

them something they are hungry for. Brownies help, but that’s another chapter.

4.3 

Choosing Your Content 

Like any trip you take, not only do you need to know where you’re going, 

but also how to get there. Once you’ve determined your destination (the 

purpose of your group) you’re ready to choose your route, the content of your 

small group. You’ll also need to determine how long the group should meet 

to accomplish your purpose. 

	 There are many potential topics which you could study that would be 

beneficial to your group. As you review the purpose of your group and assess‑

ment of their needs, consider the following:

	1	� Have your group members been in a Bible study before? What did they 

study?

	2	� What principles, or topics, would benefit them most at this stage in their Chris‑

tian walk?

	3	� What are their crucial needs? Sometimes students want to study a difficult 

book of the Bible such as Revelation or the latest hot Christian book. Although 

this may be a felt need for them, their real need is to understand and apply the 

basic truths of the Christian life such as salvation, forgiveness, the Spirit-filled 

life, and how to learn and apply God’s Word.

	4	 How many weeks should this group meet? Take into account their commit‑

Meeting the Needs of College Freshmen 
If your group has freshmen, you can be relatively certain these are important issues 
for them...
 
•  �Advice on professors, classes, majors, study skills, scheduling time, etc.
 
•  Input on how the campus works (administration, etc)
 
•  Help making friends at school.
 
•  Advice on finding a church.
 
•  Help getting around town and campus.
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ment level, how well they know each other, and the time constraints of school. 

Choose a length that complements your purpose. For some groups, such as 

evangelistic Bible studies, a shorter time period is better. 

After you’ve determined your purpose and gathered all the information you 

can about your group members, make a decision about what content and time 

frame will be best for your purpose. Ask the Lord for wisdom and pray about 

different options. You most likely won’t receive your answer on a piece of pa‑

per descending from heaven, but it makes great sense to seek God’s wisdom. 

Interact with your Campus Crusade staff member or your group leader. You’ll 

find their input valuable.

Case Study: Geoff
Geoff is starting a small group. He needs to determine the purpose for his 
group and, in light of this purpose, the best content and duration of the group.

	 “I have seven freshmen from my dorm in my group. They all say they are 
Christians, but I don’t think they see how God relates to their daily lives. A few 
recently placed their trust in Christ. They all need help in understanding the 
Spirit-filled life. When I took an informal survey to see what they wanted from 
the group, many of the men seemed to have needs and questions in the areas 
of dating, sex and stress. I’ve also noticed that many of them hang out with 
guys who party a lot.”
	 “I talked to Greg, the staff guy who’s my leader, about what content I 
should cover in my group. He explained how my group fit into the overall 
purpose of our campus ministry. After talking it over, and asking God for 
wisdom, we decided upon this purpose statement for my group: ‘The purpose 
of my group is to help establish these freshmen guys in the basics of walking 
with God and start giving them a vision for reaching out to others.’”
	 “It seemed like the best time frame for a study with this purpose was about 
a semester. This gives the guys time to get to know each other and to begin 
to apply truths they are learning in group. Greg helped me choose the content 
to best achieve this purpose in light of the guys in my group. We chose some 
basic topics related to their walk with the Lord and others that are relevant 
issues they raised that effect their walk with the Lord.”

Geoff’s Purpose and Content Worksheet

1	After prayerfully assessing the needs of my group members, I think their basic 
spiritual needs are:  
Assurance of salvation; What to do when I sin; How to be filled with the Holy 

Spirit; How to let God direct and empower me daily; Spending time with God; 
Sharing God’s love with others

2	I think their basic felt needs are:  
Dating; Sexual purity; Drinking; Stress; Better grades

3	In light of their needs and the overall purpose of our campus ministry, the purpose 
of my group will be:
To help establish these freshmen guys in the basics of walking with God and to 
start giving them a vision for reaching out to others.

4	This purpose is best accomplished by meeting this many weeks: one semester

5	I think that the best topics to fulfill the purpose of our group are:

6	I will pray God changes the lives of those in my group in these ways:

Try filling out questions 5 & 6 for your own group.

Conclusion

Assessing the needs of your group, determining the purpose of your group, 

and choosing the content for the group: we’ve covered a lot in this chapter! 

Many group leaders fail to think through these issues. They think, “Oh, we’ll 

just study the Bible.” Well, that beats studying Freud or Marx, but it doesn’t 

necessarily help your group members relate God’s Word to their present 

struggles. 

	 An unplanned Bible study causes more stress on the leader and less learn‑

ing for the group members. A leader can generate a great discussion on a topic 

but that doesn’t mean it is the most helpful for people. Take time to plan; it will 

help you maintain an effective, life-changing small group.

For Thought / Discussion

	1	 Share experiences in your life when you were supposed to learn some-

thing, but what was being taught had no interest to you. (For example, 

high school history? a small group lesson? a sermon?) How did your lack 
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Try filling out questions 5 & 6 for your own group.

Conclusion

Assessing the needs of your group, determining the purpose of your group, 

and choosing the content for the group: we’ve covered a lot in this chapter! 

Many group leaders fail to think through these issues. They think, “Oh, we’ll 

just study the Bible.” Well, that beats studying Freud or Marx, but it doesn’t 

necessarily help your group members relate God’s Word to their present 

struggles. 

	 An unplanned Bible study causes more stress on the leader and less learn‑

ing for the group members. A leader can generate a great discussion on a topic 

but that doesn’t mean it is the most helpful for people. Take time to plan; it will 

help you maintain an effective, life-changing small group.

For Thought / Discussion

	1	 Share experiences in your life when you were supposed to learn some-

thing, but what was being taught had no interest to you. (For example, 

high school history? a small group lesson? a sermon?) How did your lack 
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of motivation affect your learning? Share experiences when something 

was taught that really connected with a need in your life. How did your 

intrinsic motivation affect your learning?

	2	 What are some ways you can foster goal ownership in your group? 

	3	 What are the risks of choosing topcis that interest you instead of topics 

that interest the group? What are the benefits of choosing topics which 

you are learning at the time?

	4	 Talk about Geoff’s case study and work through the Purpose / Content 

sheet for this group. The group consists of sophomore women who are 

at different maturity levels in their Christian lives. Their key interests are 

the opposite sex, grades and security. Most are from divorced homes. 

They seem to have little knowledge of the Bible, and want to have suc-

cessful careers and relationships more than they want to know God. They 

seem like they are willing to come to the group and have some interest in 

studying the Bible.

“What if I’m still totally clueless about my group members’ needs? 
Is it possible I could teach the wrong material?” These are good 
questions, but don’t worry. If you faithfully teach and apply God’s 
Word, your group members will benefit. As your group opens up, 
you’ ll get to know their needs better and, if necessary, you can 
adjust your content. Spend time with your group members and ask 
for their honest feedback. They’ ll tell you if you’re addressing areas 
which are helping them.
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5.1 Changing at the Heart Level

5.2 Praying for Your Group

5.3 Looking Out for One Another

under 
construction We live in a day when people find it easy to talk about being a Christian, 

yet act differently than what they claim to believe. Almost 50 percent 

of college students would call themselves “religious,” with 22 percent claim‑

ing to be “born again.” Why don’t we see this reflected more on campus?

	 Small groups can sometimes be part of the problem of unapplied knowl‑

edge rather than the solution. Groups can talk about the Bible, engage in 

theological discussions, but still ignore the critical step of applying God’s truth 

to their lives. As a small group leader your job is to create an environment 

which promotes application and encourages life-change. Unless the content 

makes the twelve-inch jump from their heads to their hearts and into their 

lives, your group hasn’t yet learned the truth of God’s Word. They’ll walk 

away unchanged.

	 Our generation is not the first to struggle with matching behavior with be‑

liefs. James questions those who claim to believe, yet act differently (James 

2:14-26). The apostle John writes, “Whoever claims to live in Him must walk 

as Jesus did” (1 John 2:6). Jesus said, “He who has my commandments and 

obeys them, he is the one who loves me” (John 14:21). True belief results in 

application. 
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5.1 

Changing at the Heart Level

Last chapter we discussed the difference between surface needs and 

heart-level needs. As a Bible study leader, it’s critical that you understand 

the surface needs of your group members. But if you stop there you will have 

missed the mark of helping your group experience genuine life-change. 

1	 The sin beneath the behavior: our Fallen Condition.

You were introduced in the last chapter to a girl who was sleeping with her 

boyfriend, a guy using pornography, and a new believer struggling with al‑

cohol. You were also introduced to Bible Bob and Sally Sanctification. Let’s 

throw into the mix, Honor Roll Harry.

	 Everyone likes Harry. He’s adored by his professors, doesn’t skip class, 

turns in his assignments on time, even makes time for activities like going to 

your Bible study: what’s not to like? But Honor Roll Harry may be a perfor‑

mance junkie, getting a high with every ‘A’ on his report card. At the heart 

level, Honor Roll Harry may be motivated by the same things as the guy strug‑

gling with alcohol—love, acceptance and ultimately happiness.  

	 Our goal in life is to find acceptance and love. Whatever our peer group 

defines as ‘lovable,’ well that’s the standard we’ll perform to. But why?

    	 Blaise Pascal, said, “All men seek happiness. This is without exception. 

Whatever different means they employ, they all tend to this end. The cause 

of some going to war, and of others avoiding it, is the same desire in both, at‑

tended with different views. The [human] will never takes the least step but 

to this object. This is the motive of every action of every man, even of those 

who hang themselves” (Section VII of Penses ). In other words, the alcoholic 

drinks with the same motivation that the performance junkie performs—to 

be happy.  

	 For some, their heart-level motivation unconsciously says, “If I perform to 

this standard I will be somebody (i.e. valuable, acceptable, lovable), and then 

I’ll be happy.” For others it might say, “I’m so miserable (i.e. lonely, isolated, 

unloved) I just want to avoid the pain.” And so, they escape by using drugs, 

pornography, and yes, even religion.  

	 There’s a term for this drive and desire; it’s called our Fallen Condition. 

Our Fallen Condition is any motivation that seeks to find life, love, and accep‑

tance apart from Christ, as a substitute for Christ. And so, as you look around 

your group, while manifested in different behaviors, realize that every single 

person—as well as yourself—shares the same heart condition: a sinful incli‑

nation to find life outside of a relationship with Christ.

	

		

		

		

		

	

Let’s look at an example of how to expose the heart condition from a Bible 

passage. Imagine you are reading the book of James and you come across 

the following verse: “Come now, you who say, ‘Today or tomorrow we will 

Mark’s Question 
A few times I have gotten into some good conversations about the gospel 
with the guys on my floor. Almost all of them say they believe in God. 
Once I asked one of the guys, “Since you say you believe in God, how 
have you submitted your life to Him?” He didn’t know what to say. He 
had never connected “belief in God” with his daily life.

Gary’s Honesty 
My group leader was seriously dating someone, and we routinely gave 
him a hard time about it. We were thrilled when he told us he was 
engaged. However, a few months later he told us that she had broken the 
engagement. He could have left it at that, but over the next few months 
he was quite open with his hurt feelings and his effort to trust God in the 
situation. His honesty really brought our group closer to him and each 
other. We found out he didn’t always know why God did things either. It 
was a great experience for our group.

© 2010, CruPress, All Rights Reserved. CruPress.com



THE ULTIMATE ROADTRIP

52

chapter 5   under construction

52 53

5.1 

Changing at the Heart Level

Last chapter we discussed the difference between surface needs and 

heart-level needs. As a Bible study leader, it’s critical that you understand 

the surface needs of your group members. But if you stop there you will have 

missed the mark of helping your group experience genuine life-change. 

1	 The sin beneath the behavior: our Fallen Condition.

You were introduced in the last chapter to a girl who was sleeping with her 

boyfriend, a guy using pornography, and a new believer struggling with al‑

cohol. You were also introduced to Bible Bob and Sally Sanctification. Let’s 

throw into the mix, Honor Roll Harry.

	 Everyone likes Harry. He’s adored by his professors, doesn’t skip class, 

turns in his assignments on time, even makes time for activities like going to 

your Bible study: what’s not to like? But Honor Roll Harry may be a perfor‑

mance junkie, getting a high with every ‘A’ on his report card. At the heart 

level, Honor Roll Harry may be motivated by the same things as the guy strug‑

gling with alcohol—love, acceptance and ultimately happiness.  

	 Our goal in life is to find acceptance and love. Whatever our peer group 

defines as ‘lovable,’ well that’s the standard we’ll perform to. But why?

    	 Blaise Pascal, said, “All men seek happiness. This is without exception. 

Whatever different means they employ, they all tend to this end. The cause 

of some going to war, and of others avoiding it, is the same desire in both, at‑

tended with different views. The [human] will never takes the least step but 

to this object. This is the motive of every action of every man, even of those 

who hang themselves” (Section VII of Penses ). In other words, the alcoholic 

drinks with the same motivation that the performance junkie performs—to 

be happy.  

	 For some, their heart-level motivation unconsciously says, “If I perform to 

this standard I will be somebody (i.e. valuable, acceptable, lovable), and then 

I’ll be happy.” For others it might say, “I’m so miserable (i.e. lonely, isolated, 

unloved) I just want to avoid the pain.” And so, they escape by using drugs, 

pornography, and yes, even religion.  

	 There’s a term for this drive and desire; it’s called our Fallen Condition. 

Our Fallen Condition is any motivation that seeks to find life, love, and accep‑

tance apart from Christ, as a substitute for Christ. And so, as you look around 

your group, while manifested in different behaviors, realize that every single 

person—as well as yourself—shares the same heart condition: a sinful incli‑

nation to find life outside of a relationship with Christ.

	

		

		

		

		

	

Let’s look at an example of how to expose the heart condition from a Bible 

passage. Imagine you are reading the book of James and you come across 

the following verse: “Come now, you who say, ‘Today or tomorrow we will 
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with the guys on my floor. Almost all of them say they believe in God. 
Once I asked one of the guys, “Since you say you believe in God, how 
have you submitted your life to Him?” He didn’t know what to say. He 
had never connected “belief in God” with his daily life.
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him a hard time about it. We were thrilled when he told us he was 
engaged. However, a few months later he told us that she had broken the 
engagement. He could have left it at that, but over the next few months 
he was quite open with his hurt feelings and his effort to trust God in the 
situation. His honesty really brought our group closer to him and each 
other. We found out he didn’t always know why God did things either. It 
was a great experience for our group.
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asked, “What does this reveal about my brokenness that requires the work of 

Christ?” we next must ask, “How does this passage point me to Christ?” In 

doing so we are looking to our relationship with Christ for a solution.

   	 The passage may lead us to experience Christ in the following ways: 1. 

Experiencing the purifying forgiveness of Christ; 2. Experiencing the purifying 

power of Christ; and 3. Experiencing the purifying promises of Christ. 

	 Experiencing the purifying forgiveness of Christ means that on the one 

hand I increasingly realize the depth of my sinfulness before God; while on 

the other hand, because of what Christ has done for me, I increasingly com‑

prehend what it means to be totally and unconditionally loved by God. Tim 

Keller, pastor of Redeemer Church in New York City puts it this way, “[the 

gospel] tells us that we are more wicked than we ever dared believe, but 

more loved and accepted than you ever dared hope—at the same time.”  

	 This experience of grace and forgiveness is dramatically illustrated in Luke 

7:36-50. A sinful woman erupts with joy as Jesus wipes her sins away, to 

the visible displeasure of a Pharisee named Simon. Simon doesn’t get grace. 

Simon doesn’t get Jesus. And so Jesus explains it to him: “Therefore, I tell 

you, her many sins have been forgiven — for she loved much. But he who 

has been forgiven little loves little”(Luke 7:47). The difference between Si‑

mon the Pharisee and the sinful woman was not the amount of their sin. It 

was that the woman accurately perceived the depth of her sin and as a result 

Chris’ Burning Sins 
One night my small group was studying forgiveness and I wanted to illustrate 
1 John 1:9. We wrote out our sins on pieces of paper and went out behind 
the dorm to set them on fire. Well, the security guards came and broke up our 
confessional. Did I commit a sin while trying to illustrate forgiveness?

Christine’s Prayer Cards 
I had five girls in my group, and I made a prayer card for each of them. Some 
of the things I wrote on it were things they asked me to pray for and some 
were things I wanted to see God do in their lives. Often I prayed through 
Bible passages like Ephesians 1 or Colossians 1. Every Monday I carried 
my “Lisa” card that had Lisa’s prayer requests on it and throughout the day I 
would pray for her. Tuesday was Kari’s day, etc. It was good for me to begin  
to pray consistently, and they were blessed as God answered my prayers. 
Something worked because it’s been more than ten years since that time and 
all five women are still walking with God.

Ways to Discourage Life-Change
•  Forget to pray for them. Let Halo and Wheel of Fortune distract you 
from asking God to change their lives.
•  Assume they’ll automatically apply whatever you talk about in group, 

so you don’t need to specifically discuss application. Yeah, right.
•	 Have a rip-roaring great discussion every week,  

but never quite get around to application.
•	 If you see them on campus, ignore them. 
•	 Ask them to do the kinds of things that you’re unwilling or uninterested in doing.
•	 White out the application portion of the your Bible study material.

go into such and such a town and spend a year there and trade and make a 

profit’—yet you do not know what tomorrow will bring. What is your life? For 

you are a mist that appears for a little time and then vanishes. Instead you 

ought to say, ‘If the Lord wills, we will live and do this or that.’ As it is, you 

boast in your arrogance. All such boasting is evil” (James 4:13-16). 

	 In this passage James appears to criticize all attempts to plan for the fu‑

ture. If we start by asking, “What should I do?” then we may try to identity 

situations in which planning for the future is wrong. But in doing this we may 

entirely miss James’s point. In fact, we would. If, however, we ask the ques‑

tion “What does this reveal about my brokenness that requires Christ’s work 

in my life?” then we are in a better position to discern James’s true purpose. 

	 Notice the reference to “boast” and “boasting” in the passage. James 

is speaking to a prideful spirit of independence that says, “I’m the master of 

my fate, the controller of my destiny.” James invites us to come to the Lord 

acknowledging our propensity to control our future and live independently 

from him. What I hear Christ saying is “Entrust your future to me,” not merely 

“Stop making boastful claims about your future, you braggart.” This kind of 

trust requires a renovation of my soul.

2	 How The Passage Points To Christ.

We are now on our way to understanding how people change. Once you 

move from outward behavior to heart level motivations and inclinations, you 

are taking the first steps to leading your group to life-change. But there is a 

second question we need to ask. The Scripture doesn’t leave us to simply 

wallow in our sin, so neither should you leave your group there. After we’ve 
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experienced the full measure of the grace given to her. 

	 As you begin to uncover the Fallen Condition within the hearts of your 

group members, they will need to experience afresh the healing grace and 

forgiveness of Christ. The more we understand (know and feel) our wicked‑

ness, the more we can understand (know and feel) grace. 

	 Experiencing the purifying power of Christ means that, not only does He 

cleanse us from the guilt of sin, He provides freedom from the power of sin. 

The gospel is not simply good news because we’ve been forgiven for our sin 

but it’s good news because God has provided power through his indwelling 

Spirit: power, as the apostle Paul states in Ephesians 3:14-19, to comprehend 

the breadth and length and height and depth of the love of Christ; and power, 

as Romans 8 declares, to walk in righteousness. So, as you lead your group 

point their eyes to the life-changing power that can only be found in Christ. 

	 Finally, experiencing the purifying promises of Christ means that your 

group members experience hope. Hope, in the biblical sense of the word, ac‑

tually means assurance: it is assurance that produces hope within us. There 

are many promises found in Scripture of which we can be assured and take 

comfort in, all of which are grounded in Christ. Take for example Hebrews 

13:5, which says, “I will never leave you nor forsake you.” That’s a promise! 

Our assurance in this promise yields hope and security. In Christ, the prom‑

ises go on and on and on: promises of empowerment, healing, answered 

prayer, et cetera. As you lead your group, seek to point them to the promises 

that best address their true and felt need.

3	 Responding to Christ.

The application aspect of the Bible study, then, is more of a response than a 

list of 5 things the group needs to do. It is initially a response to God’s Word 

as it searches our hearts and convicts us of our brokenness, of the ways 

in which we seek to find life apart from Christ. And then it is a response to 

Christ: choosing to run to Him for cleansing, forgiveness, love, security, and 

whatever else our heart is ultimately looking for in sin. 

	 Leading a group toward life-change isn’t something you add on to your 

group; it’s the focus of your group. Pray for life-change. Work toward it. Ex‑

pect it. Model it. Build it into your group. Don’t become so enthralled with 

orchestrating an excellent discussion that you lose sight of the goal of re‑

sponding to God, which is what leads to life-change.  

5.2 

Praying for Your Group

One of the most important things you can do as a group leader is pray 

fervently for the individuals in your group. There are no tricks to this. It’s 

simply a matter of asking God to work powerfully in their lives. Ultimately, 

God is the one who changes a person, as Paul wrote, “I planted the seed, 

Apollos watered it, but God made it grow” (1 Corinthians 3:6). 

If God doesn’t change the people in your group, they’ll never change. So, if 

God is the key ingredient for life-change to occur, it makes sense that prayer 

plays a critical role in helping others change.

	

Sandra’s Hug 
Beth was in my small group her freshman year, and I was really looking 
forward to seeing her after her first summer at home. When I saw her 
across the union during orientation week, I ran up to her to give her a 
big hug. She was pretty cool toward me, as she had already made up her 
mind to not come back to our group this year. I knew my best shot was to 
at least get her to drop by our first group. She did, and when she realized 
how much the other women cared about her, she changed her mind. The 
next year she was ready to lead her own group.

Ray’s Request 
My small group leader told us he wasn’t enjoying God’s Word and was 
having trouble spending time in it every day. So he asked us to ask him 
about it the next week, and he told us he would ask us as well. That next 
week he had great times in the Word, and so did we.

Mary’s Hard Confrontation 
One of the hardest things I ever had to do as a group leader was confront 
one of the members about habitual lying. She would lie about even the 
littlest things that didn’t even matter. I dreaded the day I finally talked to her. 
Maybe no one had ever loved her enough to confront her before.
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Often Paul and Jesus were found praying for those they led. Study these 

prayers to learn more about praying for those in your group. Pray through the 

prayers for those in your group. In Colossians 1:9-12, Paul prays for the believ‑

ers in Colossae, asking God to fill them with the knowledge of His will so that 

they may live lives worthy of God and bear fruit. Jesus prays for His disciples 

in John 17:6-19 and asks the Father to protect and sanctify them. 

	 Prayer is often a forgotten aspect of leading a group. Carve out regular 

time to ask God to change every person, including you, in the group. You can 

plan, teach, and pray for life-change, but there’s one more element that will 

greatly influence your group: it’s the encouragement and modeling of  those 

in your group who walk with the Lord and who help others do likewise.

5.3 

Looking Out for One Another

When people care for others, they begin to look out for one another. As 

a result, each person in the group grows stronger from the influence 

of others. Solomon wrote, “As iron sharpens iron, so one man sharpens an‑

other” (Proverbs 27:17). 

	 A small group can provide positive encouragement—a healthy sense of 

peer pressure. When individuals in your group are around others in the group 

who are taking steps to honor God, it will have a refining effect. Christian stu‑

dents need each other for accountability, encouragement and help in facing 

the many temptations of the world around them. 

	 As you gain experience leading a group, you’ll likely observe firsthand how 

a group can provide powerful encouragement for those in it to take the next 

step in their relationship with the Lord. Struggling believers often pull through 

because their group encourages them and models that it can be done. 

	 On the other hand, when individuals make a deliberate choice to rebel 

against God, they’ll almost always come less often to the group. It’s too diffi‑

cult for them to live one life and be intimately involved in a group where others 

are living a different lifestyle. 

	 There are several things you can do as a leader to help the group begin to 

care and look out for each other. Developing a sense of responsibility for each 

other in the group will take time, and it occurs naturally as the group gets to 

know each other.

 Here are a few suggestions to help you as a leader:

	 First, set the example by acknowledging you need the support and en‑

couragement of the group. Ask them to pray for an area in which you are 

struggling (be appropriate with what you share). Be part of the group, admit 

your need for encouragement, and give it to those in your group. As group 

members see your example, they’ll follow. 

	 Second, have the courage to talk to individuals in your group if they are obvi‑

ously living contrary to God’s Word. Do this humbly and graciously, not as one 

who is perfect, but rather as one striving to please the Lord. Avoid a judgmental 

or harsh attitude. As a group leader you’ll inevitably encounter situations like 

this. You can choose to ignore these situations, which is an easy but unloving 

Karen’s Decision 
One of the women in my group had been involved in Campus Crusade for 
four years. She was a leader in the ministry, and many students looked to 
her to set the pace. She started dating a non-Christian guy, and we all knew it 
wasn’t a good situation.  
     At first she told me it was no big deal because they were just friends. Then 
as they fell in love, she began to rationalize his lack of spiritual maturity. I 
finally got to the point where I felt she shouldn’t be a part of our discipleship 
group anymore because she was deliberately going against God’s design for 
a relationship.  
     I think she hated me for awhile, but a couple of weeks later, although 
she still really loved him, she broke up with him. Not too long after, she met 
a great Christian guy, they went bonkers over each other, and got married. 
Confronting her was tough but worth it!

Randy’s Responsibility 
Brad came to my group sporadically for a couple of years, usually when he 
had no other conflicts. Eventually he quit coming to group. One day we ran 
into each other and he asked me to call him every week to remind him of 
the Campus Crusade meeting. After four years he still was looking to me to 
get him to the Campus Crusade meeting. I told him I’d gladly remind him 
when I saw him, but he needed to begin to take responsibility for his own 
relationship with God.
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alternative, or you can lovingly go to the person to see if you can help. Solomon 

wrote, “Wounds from a friend can be trusted, but an enemy multiplies kisses” 

(Proverbs 27:6). 

	 It’s important for the leader and those in the group to realize they have a 

responsibility toward each other. This is healthy, as God has clearly taught us 

that we should love each other, admonish one another, bear one another’s 

burdens, etc. These are responsibilities we have 

toward each other. But this is different than being 

responsible for those in the group.  

	 For example, if someone in the group is ac‑

tively involved in some kind of immoral behavior, 

believers around that person have a responsibil‑

ity to talk to that person and offer help. But they 

aren’t responsible to change that person’s behav‑

ior. That’s the individual’s decision. Some very 

unhealthy relationships can develop when people 

feel the need to take responsibility for another per‑

son’s life.

	 Third, have the group commit itself to encour‑

aging one another to live lives which honor the 

Lord. You might say something like, “It’s difficult 

to live the Christian life without the help of others. 

In this group one of the things we’ll want to do is 

help each other live God-honoring lives. So every 

week we’ll talk about how to practically apply the 

Scriptures to our lives, as well as talk about ways 

we can encourage one another to do the same.”

	 Fourth, encourage those in your group to take 

responsibility for their lives. You can point them to 

the Lord, but they need to make their own deci‑

sions and learn to honor the Lord in their lives. 

	 Too often today people blame others for their 

poor choices. You do your group members a great favor by telling them you 

and the group can be a resource, but it’s their life. You can encourage this by 

saying things such as, “Well, it’s your life Scott. What do you think God wants 

you to do about this passage?” or, “That’s a tough choice. What are the pro’s 

and con’s? What do you think the Lord wants you to do?” Help them make 

decisions for themselves.

 

Conclusion

In this chapter we’ve talked about promoting life-change and looking out for 

one another. These two issues are obviously related. As the group learns to 

look out for each other, it will help individuals make changes in their lives. 

Likewise, as you establish the importance of applying God’s Word, they’ll 

feel an increased need to help each other act on what they’ve learned. Both 

of these areas are crucial to a small group. 

	 One of the greatest challenges you’ll probably face is helping promote 

application. It’s far easier to just have a good discussion. However, as you’ve 

had pounded into your head in this chapter, a group that doesn’t bring about 

life-change falls short of all God wants it to be.

For Thought / Discussion

	1	 Have you ever been around someone who would talk one way but live 

another? What was your view of that person? How did it affect you?

	2	 Have you ever been in a group that had a refining effect on your behav-

ior? What was it like? 	

3	   Agree or disagree: “Most small groups strongly emphasize content, but 

tend to come up short in the application portion.” If you agree, why do 

you think this so? In your opinion, what are the keys to directing a small 

group toward life-change?

	4	 Has there ever been a time when another believer lovingly confronted 

you about an issue? If so, how did you feel? How did you respond? If not, 

how do you think your life might be different if someone had done so?

Planning a Bible study lesson is 

one thing: you study the passage, 

apply it in your own life, think of 

some personal illustrations, and 

write questions that create great 

discussion. But application for 

your group members is another 

matter. You can’t control it. You 

can pray for it, model it, teach 

toward it, and encourage it, but 

you can’t make it happen. A wise 

leader takes responsibility for 

his part and understands where 

his responsibilities end. Whether 

your group members apply God’s 

Word is not your responsibility. 

When things go well, tell God. 

When you are discouraged, tell 

God. Either way, remember that 

God causes the growth..
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6.1 

Preparing the Lesson

There are two important phases to preparing a lesson: 

First: Apply the lesson yourself. 

You can’t lead a good discussion and point a group toward life changing 

application if you haven’t studied and applied it yourself. 

	 Study the lesson, asking God to teach you from His Word. Consider how 

the passage exposes our brokenness. Ask God to show you how he wants 

you to respond to Christ through what you are learning. If you’re personally in‑

volved with the material, you’ll find it easier to provide personal illustrations. 

Second: Discover the big idea of the lesson. 

Go back through it and think about how to help the group discover and apply 

the truths of the lesson. Here are four steps that will help you prepare to lead 

the lesson.
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	1	 Pray. 

No matter how confident you feel in your ability to lead a group, continually 

ask God to guide you in your planning and implementation. You can plant a 

seed and water it, but God must cause the growth. You can prepare a brilliant 

lesson, but God must change lives. Spend time asking God to change you 

and the people in your group. Ask Him for wisdom and direction as you pre‑

pare. It’s possible to spend hours preparing for your group time, but bottom 

line, it’s God who uses His Word and Spirit to work in and through you.

	2	 Discover the big idea. 

After you’ve spent some time studying the passage, summarize the big idea 

of your passage in a single sentence. “I think the big idea of this passage is 

__________.”

	3	 Determine the learning objectives for the lesson. 

In light of what this passage is saying, answer the following questions: “What 

do I want them to understand and believe? What do I want them to experi‑

ence? How do I want them to respond to Christ? (Be sure your application is 

aimed at heart-resistance to Christ.)  

	 Write down your answers to 2 and 3 at the start of the lesson. This will 

help you focus your questions and allocate your time around the key objec‑

tives of the study.

	4	 Go through the lesson and choose good questions.

		  Select questions and activities that will help group members discover and ap‑

ply the truths of the lesson. Think of specific examples you can share from 

your own life. Focus the lesson on the objectives you determined in step 3. 

Keep in mind that you want them discover and apply the truth themselves. 

	 In Chapter 8, you’ll learn how to ask good questions that target the heart 

and direct the discussion toward your group members experiencing Christ 

and real life-change.

After you get a good grasp on the lesson, you can choose the various ele‑

ments which make up your meeting, such as icebreakers (relationship-build‑

ing activities) and prayer. 

6.2 

Planning Your Group Session

Several questions may come to mind as you plan the group session: What 

elements should I include in the group this week? How long should I 

spend on each element, such as the lesson, prayer, fellowship, etc.? How can 

I best structure the group session to meet the needs of those in the group?

	 Think about a small group you liked. What made it enjoyable? Your leader 

probably did some fun things to help members get to know each other. You 

might have spent time praying. You studied the Bible. You might have gone 

somewhere together as a group. Think through these issues as you determine 

what to include in each group session:

	•	 What is the purpose of this group? 

	•	 What are the needs of this group? 

	•	 What are you trusting God to do in this group?

	•	 How does this specific group session fit your overall purpose?

Mark’s Not-So-Brilliant Plan 
	 The University of North Carolina is a beautiful, sprawling campus, 
but it’s also a 20-minute walk over hilly terrain from end to end. When 
I wanted to start a Bible study we used a survey to find fifty guys who 
were interested. I had this brilliant plan of how to save time and make 
the Bible study more convenient for me. 
	 I didn’t have the time to visit all these guys, so I just dropped notes in 
their mailboxes. I set the meeting for 8 on Sunday night because that’s 
when I had free time. I also thought it would be most convenient to meet 
in a classroom close by. Boy, was I wrong. When I showed up the first 
week, I found I had also saved a lot of other people time: only three of 
the fifty guys showed up that night. 
	 I talked to Shannon, my leader, and he helped me take a different 
approach. That next week we visited many of the fifty students and 
changed the meeting time to a weekday. Plus we moved the location to 
a meeting room in their residence hall. I was encouraged when fifteen 
guys showed up. I learned my lesson to make things convenient for the 
guys, not me.
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	1	 Pray. 

No matter how confident you feel in your ability to lead a group, continually 
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do I want them to understand and believe? What do I want them to experi‑

ence? How do I want them to respond to Christ? (Be sure your application is 
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	 Write down your answers to 2 and 3 at the start of the lesson. This will 

help you focus your questions and allocate your time around the key objec‑

tives of the study.

	4	 Go through the lesson and choose good questions.

		  Select questions and activities that will help group members discover and ap‑

ply the truths of the lesson. Think of specific examples you can share from 

your own life. Focus the lesson on the objectives you determined in step 3. 

Keep in mind that you want them discover and apply the truth themselves. 

	 In Chapter 8, you’ll learn how to ask good questions that target the heart 

and direct the discussion toward your group members experiencing Christ 

and real life-change.

After you get a good grasp on the lesson, you can choose the various ele‑

ments which make up your meeting, such as icebreakers (relationship-build‑

ing activities) and prayer. 

6.2 

Planning Your Group Session

Several questions may come to mind as you plan the group session: What 

elements should I include in the group this week? How long should I 

spend on each element, such as the lesson, prayer, fellowship, etc.? How can 

I best structure the group session to meet the needs of those in the group?

	 Think about a small group you liked. What made it enjoyable? Your leader 

probably did some fun things to help members get to know each other. You 

might have spent time praying. You studied the Bible. You might have gone 

somewhere together as a group. Think through these issues as you determine 

what to include in each group session:

	•	 What is the purpose of this group? 

	•	 What are the needs of this group? 

	•	 What are you trusting God to do in this group?

	•	 How does this specific group session fit your overall purpose?

Mark’s Not-So-Brilliant Plan 
	 The University of North Carolina is a beautiful, sprawling campus, 
but it’s also a 20-minute walk over hilly terrain from end to end. When 
I wanted to start a Bible study we used a survey to find fifty guys who 
were interested. I had this brilliant plan of how to save time and make 
the Bible study more convenient for me. 
	 I didn’t have the time to visit all these guys, so I just dropped notes in 
their mailboxes. I set the meeting for 8 on Sunday night because that’s 
when I had free time. I also thought it would be most convenient to meet 
in a classroom close by. Boy, was I wrong. When I showed up the first 
week, I found I had also saved a lot of other people time: only three of 
the fifty guys showed up that night. 
	 I talked to Shannon, my leader, and he helped me take a different 
approach. That next week we visited many of the fifty students and 
changed the meeting time to a weekday. Plus we moved the location to 
a meeting room in their residence hall. I was encouraged when fifteen 
guys showed up. I learned my lesson to make things convenient for the 
guys, not me.
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In light of your conclusions, select elements for this group time that will help 

facilitate your purpose and objectives. After you’ve selected the elements, 

determine the time allotment for each element.

	 Let’s consider a small group that has been together for only five weeks. 

Many of the women know each other from the soccer team. The group leader 

decides the group session would include a time for interaction with each other 

(15 minutes), time in the Word (35 minutes), prayer (5 minutes) and announce‑

ments (5 minutes). What might happen in each of these four sections?

Components of a Small Group Meeting

	1	 Interaction with each other.

This is relationship-building time. It may include icebreakers or some other 

form of sharing time or fellowship. A relationship building time is crucial for 

any group, even if group members know each other. The leader can use a 

question, or icebreaker, that will help everyone get to know each other better. 

It’s important for the leader to choose an activity that fits into the time allotted 

for fellowship. Chapter 6 discusses the importance of building relationships 

within the group and gives many specific icebreakers and ideas for group 

interaction.

	 Never underestimate the importance of creating an atmosphere where 

people feel at home. Icebreakers or other relational interaction are great for 

this, and you’ll find that food always helps.

	 Food is power, they say. It communicates to your group that you went 

out of your way for them. It also makes people feel more comfortable. Jesus 

taught 90 percent of the time in the context of a meal.

	2	 Interaction with God’s Word.

This is when the group studies and applies God’s Word together. Most lead‑

ers see this as the real meat of the group. Interaction with the Word is central, 

but sometimes the other sections of the group session  make the time in the 

Word come alive.

	3	� Interaction with God in prayer.

Spend time praying. As a group grows together, prayer increases in impor‑

tance. A new group usually won’t feel comfortable praying together. So, you 

can share briefly about prayer, discussing why we pray or how to pray. Give 

them time to warm up to group prayer. You could pray for the group meeting 

and maybe ask a more mature member to pray at the end of the meeting. In 

the appendix you’ll find some ideas on how to teach your group to pray.

	 Some groups, even though they are made up of young believers, enjoy 

sharing prayer requests with each other. This helps the group bond together 

and helps their faith grow as they see God’s answers. The prayer time might 

Kelli’s Leader 
Jeanine led the Bible study I was in at Michigan State. The first meeting 
was fun, but she just wasn’t clicking with us during our second meeting. 
Jeanine had been so intent on teaching the Bible that she hadn’t taken 
time to listen to what we were saying, so we didn’t share personal stuff. 
Plus she wasn’t really telling us much about herself.  
     The next time we met, however, she began the group by talking about 
some of the fears she experienced the first time she was in a small group 
Bible study. I could relate to how she hid her Bible on the way to her first 
Bible study and how she’d always explain to her friends that she was 
going to study at the library. Jeanine’s honesty broke the ice. One girl 
told them about how her older sister had always warned her to stay away 
from anything religious. Another girl talked about her doubts about the 
Bible’s truthfulness, something I thought about sometimes. That Bible 
study helped me get a lot of my questions answered because Jeanine 
took the time to be vulnerable.

Caution 
Icebreakers can run long. If you don’t watch it, your group will be one big 
icebreaker. This isn’t all bad at times, but it might communicate to some in 
your group that you don’t value the lesson portion of the your group meeting 
very much. Maybe they’ll think it isn’t worth the time to come. You’re better 
off guiding the discussion and planning ahead so you can control the length 
of the icebreaker.

Jessica’s Cookies 
I wasn’t a Christian when I was invited to my first Bible study. My leader 
brought cookies to that first group. The next week I came back primarily 
for the cookies and they kept me coming. I guess you could say God used 
cookies to lead me to Christ (indirectly, of course).

Tom’s “Goods” 
My discipleship group at Auburn University included four young men—Paul, 
Hank, John and Matt. Each week we took turns bringing “the goods”—the 
pop and junk food of choice. Food always brings a sense of community...
especially IBC Root Beer in bottles.
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This is relationship-building time. It may include icebreakers or some other 

form of sharing time or fellowship. A relationship building time is crucial for 

any group, even if group members know each other. The leader can use a 

question, or icebreaker, that will help everyone get to know each other better. 
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	2	 Interaction with God’s Word.

This is when the group studies and applies God’s Word together. Most lead‑

ers see this as the real meat of the group. Interaction with the Word is central, 
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Spend time praying. As a group grows together, prayer increases in impor‑

tance. A new group usually won’t feel comfortable praying together. So, you 

can share briefly about prayer, discussing why we pray or how to pray. Give 

them time to warm up to group prayer. You could pray for the group meeting 

and maybe ask a more mature member to pray at the end of the meeting. In 

the appendix you’ll find some ideas on how to teach your group to pray.

	 Some groups, even though they are made up of young believers, enjoy 

sharing prayer requests with each other. This helps the group bond together 

and helps their faith grow as they see God’s answers. The prayer time might 

Kelli’s Leader 
Jeanine led the Bible study I was in at Michigan State. The first meeting 
was fun, but she just wasn’t clicking with us during our second meeting. 
Jeanine had been so intent on teaching the Bible that she hadn’t taken 
time to listen to what we were saying, so we didn’t share personal stuff. 
Plus she wasn’t really telling us much about herself.  
     The next time we met, however, she began the group by talking about 
some of the fears she experienced the first time she was in a small group 
Bible study. I could relate to how she hid her Bible on the way to her first 
Bible study and how she’d always explain to her friends that she was 
going to study at the library. Jeanine’s honesty broke the ice. One girl 
told them about how her older sister had always warned her to stay away 
from anything religious. Another girl talked about her doubts about the 
Bible’s truthfulness, something I thought about sometimes. That Bible 
study helped me get a lot of my questions answered because Jeanine 
took the time to be vulnerable.

Caution 
Icebreakers can run long. If you don’t watch it, your group will be one big 
icebreaker. This isn’t all bad at times, but it might communicate to some in 
your group that you don’t value the lesson portion of the your group meeting 
very much. Maybe they’ll think it isn’t worth the time to come. You’re better 
off guiding the discussion and planning ahead so you can control the length 
of the icebreaker.

Jessica’s Cookies 
I wasn’t a Christian when I was invited to my first Bible study. My leader 
brought cookies to that first group. The next week I came back primarily 
for the cookies and they kept me coming. I guess you could say God used 
cookies to lead me to Christ (indirectly, of course).

Tom’s “Goods” 
My discipleship group at Auburn University included four young men—Paul, 
Hank, John and Matt. Each week we took turns bringing “the goods”—the 
pop and junk food of choice. Food always brings a sense of community...
especially IBC Root Beer in bottles.
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	4	 Information about upcoming activities.

This lets your group know what’s happening in the ministry so they’ll have op‑

portunities to meet new people. In this portion you communicate any details 

about events going on during the next week or two—the campus weekly 

meeting, any upcoming activities in the ministry, clarify the meeting time for 

the next week. You might suggest someone bring the goodies or get a volun‑

teer to help with an icebreaker. 

	 You should always include a teaser for next week’s topic to motivate 

them to come back. For example, “Next week we’re going to look at what to 

do when we blow it in our Christian life” or, “Next week we‘ll look at biblical 

guidelines for dating.”

Each ingredient helps produce an effective small group, but they won’t al‑

ways be exhibited to the same degree each time your group meets.

	 An older group might spend more time in the Word and in prayer than a 

younger group:  60 percent interaction with God‘s Word, 20 percent interac‑

tion with each other, 15 percent interaction with God, 5 percent information 

about upcoming activities. 

	 These examples aren’t perfect models because there is no “right” combi‑

nation of elements. The leader must make each group session fit the purpose 

and needs of the group. Sometimes the sessions won’t always work out like 

you planned.

	 The crucial point in planning your group time is to wisely structure each 

element to help meet the needs of your group members. A staff member or 

veteran group leader can help you make wise choices.

6.3 

Designing the Right Environment

A key element to every group is the mood or tone. What happens apart 

from the content helps to enhance (or sometimes destroy) your group 

members‘ experiences. Some groups seem to soar, partly because of a com‑

fortable environment.

	 Jesus knew the influence of environment in learning. He taught about 

the resurrection outside the tomb of Lazarus and about His identity amid the 

natural beauty of Caesarea Philippi. He taught about prayer in the Garden of 

Randy’s Distractions 
I remember the first small group meeting I attended. There was a guy named John, 
but I never really got to know him because he always sat on his loft. All I saw was 
the bottom of his Nikes. No one talked. The leader seemed like his mind was on 
the Bulls’ game blaring from the TV in the corner. I was always thinking, How can 
I get out of this? When the phone rang, I wanted it to be my roommate with some 

“emergency” which only I could take care of. The material the leader gave us made 
great doodling paper. I could hardly wait to get out of there.

Susan’s Surprise Sickness 
I was leading a sorority Bible study at Clemson. It was our first study and I wanted 
to make the women feel special, so I made a pie. About ten minutes after eating 
her slice, one of the women in the study started grabbing her stomach saying, “I 
don’t feel so good.” She ran from the room and threw up. I found out later it was 
something else she ate earlier, but the girls must have been thinking, What is this 
woman giving us?

The Pause That Refreshes 
There are times when the women in my Bible study are really struggling 
or discouraged. On days like this sometimes we spend more time sharing 
prayer requests and encouraging each other to trust God. When I take 
time to meet their needs, it shows I care about them. The women really 
appreciate these times.

Lori’s Offering 
I was holding the second meeting of a new Bible study with some women 
at Louisiana Tech. In the first meeting I had told the girls they could pay for 
their Bible study books at the next meeting. One of the girl’s first visit to 
the group was at the second meeting. She arrived late just as the girls were 
passing their three dollars for the books to me. The meeting time ended 
and as this girl left she pressed a couple dollar bills into my hand and said, 

“Thank you.” I guess she thought we had just collected an offering.
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I get out of this? When the phone rang, I wanted it to be my roommate with some 

“emergency” which only I could take care of. The material the leader gave us made 
great doodling paper. I could hardly wait to get out of there.
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I was leading a sorority Bible study at Clemson. It was our first study and I wanted 
to make the women feel special, so I made a pie. About ten minutes after eating 
her slice, one of the women in the study started grabbing her stomach saying, “I 
don’t feel so good.” She ran from the room and threw up. I found out later it was 
something else she ate earlier, but the girls must have been thinking, What is this 
woman giving us?

The Pause That Refreshes 
There are times when the women in my Bible study are really struggling 
or discouraged. On days like this sometimes we spend more time sharing 
prayer requests and encouraging each other to trust God. When I take 
time to meet their needs, it shows I care about them. The women really 
appreciate these times.

Lori’s Offering 
I was holding the second meeting of a new Bible study with some women 
at Louisiana Tech. In the first meeting I had told the girls they could pay for 
their Bible study books at the next meeting. One of the girl’s first visit to 
the group was at the second meeting. She arrived late just as the girls were 
passing their three dollars for the books to me. The meeting time ended 
and as this girl left she pressed a couple dollar bills into my hand and said, 

“Thank you.” I guess she thought we had just collected an offering.
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Gethsemane, about faith in a boat, righteous anger in the temple, and evan‑

gelism beside a dusty well in a Samaritan village. Each change in environment 

brought an opportunity to teach another truth. (Don’t take this too far. You 

don‘t have to move your group every week to match your topic.)

	 Think about the atmosphere you‘ll be creating in your small group. Ask 

yourself, ”What can I do to communicate to my group that this is a safe place 

for them to come? How can I help people be comfortable? How do I minimize 

distractions? What conditions will enhance learning?“

	 Developing the right environment helps establish a sense of belonging. 

The environment will influence how people feel about your group, how well 

they learn, and if they will come back.

Here are some keys to creating a good environment:

	•	 Meet in an informal and accessible location. Often a great place to meet is in 

the room of a group member as long as it’s OK with their roommates. Places 

such as a church may intimidate new group members. Likewise, classrooms 

may be familiar and accessible, but they hinder communication and warmth.

	•	 Set your meeting time so that all members are able to attend. Choose a time 

when your members are likely to be sharp and awake and make sure no one 

has an ongoing schedule conflict. Friday afternoons and late nights are better 

for blowing off steam or sleeping than for a small group meeting.

	•	 Arrange the seating so everyone can easily see one another. Sitting in a circle 

at the same level will help. Also be aware of the distance separating each 

member. Try to sit close enough so each person has eye contact and can hear 

one another easily, but not so close people feel uncomfortable or their per‑

sonal space is being invaded.

	•	 Meet in a location where you can control distractions and interruptions as 

much as possible. Unplug the phone and turn down the volume on the an‑

swering machine. Put a sign on the door to prevent people from knocking. 

Turn off the TV. It’s also not a good idea to meet in a room where outside noise 

can interfere with your group.

	•	 Provide refreshments (especially in the first few weeks) to help warm up the 

group and give people something to do at the beginning of the meeting.

	•	 Make sure you have good lighting to create a warm feeling. No one should have 

to look into the sun or toward a bright window. Likewise, avoid dark, catacomb-

type rooms. You are developing fellowship, not film.

	•	 Choose a location where you can freely interact and carry out the content of 

your small group plan. Make sure you have any equipment you may need. 

	•	 Bring extra Bibles. Some group members may forget to bring one or won’t 

have a readable translation. 

Betsy’s First Bible Study 
The first Bible study I went to was pretty good considering I expected 
the leader to be stuffy. She turned out to be really fun. The study was so 
interesting that I completely forgot about the biology midterm I had the 
next day. The warm brownies made up for me missing dinner. I even found 
myself talking about things I’ve never shared before. I was really encouraged 
to walk with God after that and couldn’t wait until our next meeting.

Judy’s Hide and Go Seek 
I led a group in my sorority in which we asked at our meeting who would 
be interested in a Bible study—about fifteen girls said “yes.” The biggest 
frustration was that we averaged three or four each time and they were 
different people every time. Also, people used to hide on the day of Bible 
study to avoid me. (By the way, I did the same thing a few years before—
hide when I was in my first group.)

Bad Environments for Small Groups
• �Your roommate’s “Naughty Cheerleaders of the Big Ten” poster 

makes the guys drool like leaky faucets.
• �The phone rings regularly during the group. When it does, everyone 

stops talking and listens to the person talking on the phone. 
• �The guys in your afternoon Bible study nod lethargically after coming down from a 

sugar high brought on by a lunch of Snickers and Mountain Dew.
• �Your roommate keeps coming in every five minutes, saying, “I just need to grab 

one more thing, and I promise I won’t bother you again.”
•  �A local rock group rehearses in the room above you. 
• �The room is so dark and musty that sewer workers regularly walk through 

wearing those lighted helmets.
• �The room gets so hot that sometimes the members of your Bible study literally 

become on fire for the Lord.
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sonal space is being invaded.

	•	 Meet in a location where you can control distractions and interruptions as 

much as possible. Unplug the phone and turn down the volume on the an‑

swering machine. Put a sign on the door to prevent people from knocking. 

Turn off the TV. It’s also not a good idea to meet in a room where outside noise 

can interfere with your group.

	•	 Provide refreshments (especially in the first few weeks) to help warm up the 

group and give people something to do at the beginning of the meeting.

	•	 Make sure you have good lighting to create a warm feeling. No one should have 

to look into the sun or toward a bright window. Likewise, avoid dark, catacomb-

type rooms. You are developing fellowship, not film.

	•	 Choose a location where you can freely interact and carry out the content of 

your small group plan. Make sure you have any equipment you may need. 

	•	 Bring extra Bibles. Some group members may forget to bring one or won’t 

have a readable translation. 

Betsy’s First Bible Study 
The first Bible study I went to was pretty good considering I expected 
the leader to be stuffy. She turned out to be really fun. The study was so 
interesting that I completely forgot about the biology midterm I had the 
next day. The warm brownies made up for me missing dinner. I even found 
myself talking about things I’ve never shared before. I was really encouraged 
to walk with God after that and couldn’t wait until our next meeting.

Judy’s Hide and Go Seek 
I led a group in my sorority in which we asked at our meeting who would 
be interested in a Bible study—about fifteen girls said “yes.” The biggest 
frustration was that we averaged three or four each time and they were 
different people every time. Also, people used to hide on the day of Bible 
study to avoid me. (By the way, I did the same thing a few years before—
hide when I was in my first group.)

Bad Environments for Small Groups
• �Your roommate’s “Naughty Cheerleaders of the Big Ten” poster 

makes the guys drool like leaky faucets.
• �The phone rings regularly during the group. When it does, everyone 

stops talking and listens to the person talking on the phone. 
• �The guys in your afternoon Bible study nod lethargically after coming down from a 

sugar high brought on by a lunch of Snickers and Mountain Dew.
• �Your roommate keeps coming in every five minutes, saying, “I just need to grab 

one more thing, and I promise I won’t bother you again.”
•  �A local rock group rehearses in the room above you. 
• �The room is so dark and musty that sewer workers regularly walk through 

wearing those lighted helmets.
• �The room gets so hot that sometimes the members of your Bible study literally 

become on fire for the Lord.
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6.4 

Ten Suggestions For the First Group Meeting

The first group meeting is a crucial one. People will sometimes decide 

whether they will return based on this meeting. It‘s also a unique meeting 

since sometimes group members are unfamiliar with each other, you, where 

to meet, etc. Don’t be surprised if your first meeting takes a lot of energy and 

time to get going. It’s worth it to make it a success.

Here are some ideas that will help you start off well:

	1	 Visit every potential group member prior to the meeting. If you can’t visit ev‑

eryone, a phone call is more effective than a note. Take the time to be personal 

on the phone—they need more than just a, “Tomorrow night at 8:00.” When 

you drop by, establish a more personal relationship by asking about their photos, 

posters, classes, major, family, or how their week has been. Help them see 

their need to be in a group by asking what they want out of this Bible study. 

Lastly, give them the details: Make sure they know when and where—write  

it out. 

	2	 Take care of all the details regarding the environment—i.e., the room, time, 

lighting, etc. 

	3	 Be there early to welcome everyone and introduce people to each other. Work 

like a dog on remembering names.

	4	 Be enthusiastic, regardless of the turnout. If only one or two people come, 

you may have to alter your plan and overview some of the material you wanted 

to cover. Be positive and ask them if they know of anyone else who might be 

interested. Tell them you are really looking forward to the Bible study.

	5	 Choose content that will meet needs in the group and can be done in a short 

time period. Be sure it’s non-controversial and easy to teach. You may not 

want to have a “lesson” the first meeting, preferring to spend time getting 

to know one another. However, some people might be coming to your group 

to just check it out, and they expect some time in the Word. If you decide to 

include content in your first group meeting, discuss some of the biblical prin‑

ciples for growing in faith or for being in a small group.

	6	 Be careful to plan the actual group time. Give yourself extra time for flexibility 

so you end on time. You don’t want to run long the first group. You might plan 

your first group something like this:

Sample Schedule for Your First Meeting

•	Introduce yourself. Be personable and real.	 5 minutes

•	Pray. You do it. Keep it short.	  1 minute

•	Have each member introduce themselves. 	 5 minutes

•	Icebreaker.	     20 minutes

•	Communicate purpose of your group time. 	 5 minutes

•	Content.      	 15 minutes

•	Introduce the material, cover details.  	 5 minutes

	7	 Don’t put people on the spot by asking for their testimony or having them pray 

when they aren’t prepared to do either. Depending on your group, you can also 

have some strange conversations that aren’t appropriate for the group if you 

ask too much. Ask safer questions at first.

	8	 Don’t blow people away with your big words, grandiose dreams or spirituality. 

If you start your freshman group with a lecture on how this group is going to 

reach the world, you might not have a group left. 

Dan’s Mistake 
I was leading a Bible study and early on I asked each guy to share his 
testimony. The first said, “A friend and I were getting high on my front porch 
when I was in high school. The wind wasn’t blowing at all, but I looked up in 
this tree and saw a small section of leaves moving back and forth, so I knew 
there must be a God.”  
     I moved on to the next guy, hoping for something better. He said, “I was 
at a Christian retreat (this looked a little more promising) and was at a dance. 
There was a girl I liked but she dogged me. I cried and ran down to the lake. 
I looked up in the sky and said, ‘God, if you’re up there, give me a sign.’ At 
that moment a shooting star went across the sky.” I looked at him and said 
nothing.  
     I looked at the last guy with little hope, and he said, “Well, mine is 
nothing like that. I was at a youth conference and the speaker asked us to 
come up front to receive Christ, so I went up front and asked Christ into my 
life.” I was sure glad that last guy came through.
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Doesn’t it seem like there are a million details to starting a small 
group? Well, you’re right. There is a lot of stuff to think about, to 
plan, to implement. The things talked about in this lesson are the 

ideals of helping you get a group together. You can’t do everything and things do go wrong. You 
may run overtime your first meeting or mess up someone’s name five times. The conversation 
might go off on weird tangents. Just relax. Everything doesn’t have to be perfect. Trust the Lord, 
care about your people, and give it your best.

	9	 Be real. Share with the group some of your own journey with the Lord—your 

ups and downs along the way. Put yourself in their shoes. Remember, they 

probably don’t know what to expect, so help them feel at ease.

10 �Be positive when asking people to come each week. You might say some‑

thing like, “You know, one of the things I’m looking forward to about this 

group is getting to know each other. If seven of us are here one week and four 

different people the next, we’ll never develop a sense of unity, and we’ll never 

get to know each other. I’ll be here every week and hopefully everyone will be 

able to make this time a priority so we can get to know each other.”

	 Follow up with each person later and ask if they think they can attend the 

group regularly. Give them room to say “no,” but encourage them.

6.5 

After Your First Group Meeting

	•	 Take some time to thank God for your group and the meeting time.

	•	� Try to drop by and see each member at least once before the next meeting 

to get to know them better and get feedback. You might do something social, 

but don’t force yourself on them. Let them know you care about them as a 

person.

	•	 For the first couple weeks remind your group about the meeting a day or 

so before. This can easily be done with a short phone call. After a couple of 

weeks it will be in their schedule.

For Thought / Discussion

	1	 Share your first small group experiences. What can you learn, good and 

bad, from them?

	2	 Agree or disagree: How people feel during and after the first group meet-

ing is more important than what they learn?

	3	 What are some specific steps you can take to create a good atmosphere 

for your group? 

	4	 Does this chapter put you under the pile? If so, in what ways?  

(For the excessively forlorn and downtrodden, check the “Empty Tank” 

section again!)
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7.1 Cultivating Camaraderie

7.2 Creative Icebreakers

7.3 Developing Relationships

7.4 Jesus, Paul & their “Small Groups”

tripmates—more 
than gas money Fifteen years later most people will not remember specific lessons but 

most likely will remember the relationships within the group. Hopefully 

God’s Word changed the lives of those gathered in your home, but undoubt‑

edly, the weekend discussion would be dominated by fond recollections of 

good times and friendships in the group.

	 Relationships are the glue that hold small groups together. If they happen, 

the group not only survives but flourishes. If they don’t, the group is short lived. 

	 The Scriptures are full of teaching, advice and admonishment regarding 

relationships. Solomon writes, “As iron sharpens iron, so one man sharpens 

another” (Proverbs 27:17). The author of Hebrews commands, “Let us not give 

up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one 

another, and all the more as you see the Day approaching” (Hebrews 10:25). 

	 The Bible, research studies, and the personal experiences of scores of 

small group‑leaders confirm: relationships are crucial for learning and spiritual 

growth. Relationships within a group help move it from being the “leader’s 

group” to “our group.” So, as a group leader, work hard to provide an environ‑

CH A PTE R  7
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ment where dynamic and encouraging relationships can be developed.

	 In this chapter we’ll offer suggestions on how to build a sense of com‑

munity by fostering relationships within your group, both between you and the 

group and among the group members themselves. We’ll also provide ideas for 

icebreakers (relationship-building activities) and fun activities to do as a group. 

As you use these resources to get started, you’ll gain experience in this aspect 

of small group dynamics and will soon add your own ideas to this list.

7.1 

Cultivating Camaraderie

In many new groups, the members don’t know each other well. Meeting 

new people can be one of the most uncomfortable things a person can 

experience, except maybe flunking a test or being overdrawn at the bank. 

	 If individuals are anxious about simply attending the group, it will be dif‑

ficult to get them to study God’s Word together or come back. On the other 

hand, once the group is comfortable with each other, the relationships within 

the group will help stimulate the study of God’s Word. 

	 Initially, the leader is the key ingredient to building cohesiveness among 

group members. If you wait for the group to come together on its own, it usu‑

ally won’t. You will often need to take steps to create the kind of atmosphere 

in which committed relationships can flourish. There are six ways you can 

help create a sense of community and build camaraderie among group mem‑

bers.

1	 Be an involved and caring leader.

Group members catch and model the attitude of the leader. If the leader is inter‑

ested in everyone in the group, looks forward to being with them, and genuinely 

cares about helping the group learn and grow, the members will pick up on his 

or her attitude—it’s contagious. Here are a few ways a leader can demonstrate 

a caring heart:

	•	 Pay Attention. People want to know they are being listened to when they’re 

speaking. Don’t look ahead in your lesson or stare out the window. 

	•	 Be Responsive. When a member gives an answer or shares an insight or opin‑

ion, don’t just nod and go on to the next person. Instead compliment the per‑

son or ask a follow-up question to show your interest.

	•	 Value Others’ Opinions. Everyone’s input and opinions have value. Don’t judge 

what they share and avoid giving pat answers or quick fixes to their problems. 

For example, if someone says they are struggling with being homesick don’t 

fire back, “Well, you know you have a friend in God.” No one wants pat an‑

swers. One of the best ways to show you value someone’s opinions is to ask 

a follow-up question. So, you could ask this person, “In what ways has it been 

hard?” or, “What do you miss most about home?”

	•	 Encourage Interaction by asking for their input. What do they think? Do they 

agree? Disagree? Does anyone else have any input?

	•	 Be Real with your group. Laugh with them, share your struggles and victories, 

and share your life and love for the Lord. Let them be your friends. You don’t 

have to spill your deepest secrets, but let them know you too are a real person 

who’s in the process of becoming like Christ.

	•	 Maintain Confidentiality. If someone shares something confidentially, honor 

their request and don’t share it outside of the group. Ask the rest of the group 

to do the same. If the group violates this principle, it will seriously deter others 

Sarah’s Care 
My group had been together a couple months and the women in the 
group were becoming friends. We knew Mary Anne’s parents were 
divorced, but one night in group she began to share the painful details. 
She said she hadn’t seen or heard from her mother in two or three years 
and had no idea where she lived. She retold a very painful conversation 
when she, her brother and sister tearfully begged their mother not 
to leave them, but she walked away anyway. Mary Anne was so 
embarrassed and hurt that she hadn’t felt free to tell her story to anyone 
at school. The group comforted Mary Anne and her vulnerability brought 
the group closer together. From that night on the women in the group 
felt they had a safe place to go.
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divorced, but one night in group she began to share the painful details. 
She said she hadn’t seen or heard from her mother in two or three years 
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from sharing about their lives.

	•	 Work through conflict. Tension in a group discussion is inevitable. Agree to 

work through any disagreements. You may have to act as a mediator to make 

sure all points of view are heard.

2	 Regularly plan group time for members to tell each other about their 

lives. 

In the initial stages of a group, an icebreaker is a good way to let people share 

experiences from their lives. 

3	 Maximize group interaction.  

Prepare questions which help the group interact with each other and God’s 

Word. Provide opportunities for the members to state their observations and 

thoughts about what they’re learning from the Bible. As group members inter‑

act with each other it will help facilitate self-discovered learning.

4	 Show tangible concern for those in your group. 

At the end of the group you could ask if anyone has a need for which they 

would like the group to pray. Perhaps it is a need that you, or the group, could 

help meet. When people begin to share about their lives, it draws a group 

together. As group members pray 

for one another, their concern grows. 

(Note: Young believers might be hesi‑

tant and feel apprehensive at first, but 

a group will most likely pray more 

as its members grow and feel more 

comfortable with one another. See 

the appendix on how to teach a group 

to pray.)

5	 Do something together as a group outside of the normal meeting time.

Group activities are great for building unity in the group. Even something as 

simple as going to Starbucks or sitting together at a football game can help 

a group bond together. Involving a group in some kind of outreach can also 

unify a group (see Chapter 10).

6	 Do activities with individual group members outside your group time. 

As group members become more comfortable with you outside of group, 

they’ll be more open and honest inside the group. The third section of this 

chapter will have some ideas on building relationships with your group mem‑

bers outside of group.

7.2 

Creative Icebreakers

Icebreakers encourage people to get to know each other. It is important that 

icebreakers be non-threatening. What is non-threatening to some group 

members could terrify others. For example, the question, “Who would you 

like to go on vacation with for one week and why?”, would be threatening to 

many groups. However, the question, “If you could go on vacation anywhere, 

where would you go?” is not as threatening.

	 Here are some suggested icebreakers. The first few are easiest and most 

helpful for a beginning group. Many of the later ideas are useful for building 

relationships in groups that have been together for awhile.

1	 Best / Worst

Have each person share their best and worst moments from the previous 

week. Try to steer your group away from school items. It can get boring to 

hear, “My best was an A in calculus, and my worst was a D in biology.” This 

icebreaker is an easy one to use at first and gives you good feedback concern‑

ing their life at the moment. Some veteran groups do this every week. Their 

bests and worsts will become more honest.

2	 Most Unique

Go around the room and have each person share something that makes them 

different from anyone in the group, like, “I’ve never left the state I was born 

in” or, “I am one of ten kids.” 

3	 Two Truths and a Lie

Have each person make three statements about themselves: two true state‑

ments and one lie. For example, “I’ve never broken a bone. I have five sisters. I 

was born in Yugoslavia.” The group tries to guess which statement is the lie. 
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4	 Personal Scavenger Hunt

Take five minutes and find the following items in your wallet or purse—some‑

thing that: •You’ve had a long time. •You’re proud of. •Reveals a lot about you. 

•Reminds you of a fun time. •Concerns or worries you.

	 Have each person share the first item. Go around again on the second 

item, and again until you have gone through each one. Don’t feel like you have 

to use the whole list because it may take too long.

5	 Get to Know You Questions

	•	 What do you do for fun?

	•	 What would be your ideal vacation?

	•	 What is the most memorable activity you did with your family when you were 

a child?

	•	 What quality do you appreciate most in a friend?

	•	 What is one characteristic you received from your parents that you want to 

keep, and one you wish you could change?

	•	 What is a good thing happening in your life right now? What makes it good?

	•	� If you knew you couldn’t fail and money was no object, what would you like to 

do in the next five years?

	•	 What would you like said at your funeral?

	•	 When, if ever, did God become more than a word to you, and how did it hap‑

pen?

6	 Did You Know?

This is great for a group that doesn’t know each other well. Find interesting 

facts about individual group members before the group meets. Try to discover 

information that sets each person apart from the others, such as “I have a 

tugboat named after me” or, “I once wrecked the same quarter panel of my 

car four times” or, “I have a twin.” Then make a sheet with one fact from 

each person and a blank beside this fact. Give everyone in the group a sheet 

and five to seven minutes to find who goes in each blank. When they find the 

right person they must also learn one other fact about that person. At the end, 

introduce everyone in the group in the order on the list.

7	 Chart Your Life

Thinking back as far as you can, draw a line graph to represent your life. Con‑

sider the high points, the low points, moments of inspiration, moments of 

despair, leveling off times, and where you are now. The line will probably be 

a mixture of straight, slanted, jagged and curved lines. After you’ve drawn it, 

share what it means to you with the group.

8	 M&M’s Game 

Pass a bag of M&M’s around and tell everyone to take a few. Then, before 

they eat them ask them to share something for every M&M. For example, 

something about their family for every red one, something about their plans 

for the future for every green one, etc.

9	 Most Deprived

Buy a large bag of M&M’s and give each person the same amount (try ten 

M&Ms). Start by stating something you’ve never done that you think every‑

one else has done (thus the name “Most Deprived”). For example, you might 

say, “I’ve never had a birthday party,” or some other true statement about 

Rachel’s Bests & Worsts 
When I started my group we always did “Bests and Worsts.” Usually the 
women gave safe answers, such as, “My best was a date to the football 
game.”  As their sense of community deepened, we kept doing Bests and 
Worsts, but their answers were more personal. One week after Christmas 
break, Tracy said her worst was that her parents told her she could never 
read her Bible in their house again. Her best was the peace she felt from the 
Lord during this difficult time. Whenever anything good or bad happened 
during the week the women would remember it, wanting to tell the group 
the next week. Bests and Worsts were a highlight every week.

Christine’s Pizza 
I had a pizza party with my girls. When the pizza got there I put a toothpick 
flag on each slice. On each flag I wrote a “getting to know you” question. 
Each slice you picked had a question to answer! It was a great icebreaker!

Stan’s Bowling 
Our Bible study went bowling with a group of women on some old-
fashioned lanes where we had to set up our own pins. We took turns in 
the back setting up the pins. It was a riot. Afterwards we all went back 
to our leader’s room at the fraternity house for dessert. It was a great 
bonding time because it was the first thing we’d done as a group outside 
of the regular meeting.
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yourself that you think everyone else has surely done. Then, everyone who 

has had a birthday party pays you an M&M. You pay everyone who has not 

had a party. Keep playing until everyone has a turn or until someone runs out 

of M&M’s. Obviously the idea is to come up with the most M&M’s and be 

most deprived.  This activity will take more time.

10	You Write the Question

Give each person a 3x5 card. You pick the topic and let them write the ques‑

tions. For example, you choose “friendship” as a topic, and they each write 

out a question for anyone in the group to answer about friendship. For ex‑

ample, “What do you value most in a friend?” or, “Who was your best friend 

growing up and why?” Then pile all the cards face down in the middle of the 

group and let people draw. 

	 You can do this for weeks by changing the topic. Topic ideas on the lighter 

side: jobs, life goals, funny stories, hobbies, etc. Topic ideas on the more vul‑

nerable side: family, fears, dating issues, significant relationships, relationship 

with God, etc.

11	My Life in Pictures

Bring a newspaper or magazine. Have each person tear out a picture, article or 

anything they think tells something about themselves. If there’s enough time 

they can make a collage that tells more about themselves.

12	House on Fire

Ask, “Your house is on fire, and everyone is safe. You have thirty seconds 

to run through the house and collect three or four articles you want to save. 

What would you grab? Why?” After everyone has done this, the group can 

discuss what they learned about the things they value.

13	Make Believe

If you could go anywhere in the world now, where would you go and why? If 

you could talk to anyone in the world, who would it be? Why? If you could talk 

to any person who has died, who would you talk to and why? If you could wish 

one thing to come true about your upcoming summer, what would it be?

14	Deserted Island

Ask, “You’ve been exiled to a deserted island for a year. You are told you may take 

three things you want, apart from the essentials. What would you take and why?”

15	Spiritual Journey

After the group has been together for awhile, take turns sharing your testimo‑

nies and discussing your spiritual pilgrimage.

16	Heroes

Ask each member to name three people, past or present, they admire. Why? Or, 

ask them if they could interview anyone in history, who would that be and why? 

What one or two questions would you want to ask?

7.3 

Developing Relationships

If you want to be an effective small group leader, you need to know your job 

doesn’t stop after the group meeting is over. The small group meeting is a 

structured, time-limited activity that’s focused primarily on learning and applying 

God’s Word. A sense of belonging and community can be developed in such an 

environment, but it has its limits. Involvement with members outside the official 

small group session is crucial for significant relationships to develop.

Roles

There are several different roles you may play as you make friends with those 

in your group. Foremost, be sure you are a friend to them, someone with 

whom they feel they can be themselves and enjoy. You must therefore make 

Jarvis’ Friend 
I wasn’t very faithful in attending my first group as a freshman at Ole 
Miss. Brad, my leader, continued to come by and spend time with 
me. His commitment to our relationship influenced me a great deal 
more than he would have imagined. Over the last four years, Brad has 
become my closest friend.

Tom’s Great Friendship 
I was in Ralph’s group at the University of South Carolina. He would 
meet with Tom, Jimmy and me to talk about what God was doing in our 
lives or share Christ with friends on campus. On Saturday mornings 
we’d hang around his dorm room and pray about anything and 
everything for a couple of hours. Ralph was much more than just my 
small group leader, he was a great friend. In fact, he was the first person 
outside of my family that told me that he loved me.
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sure you are not condescending or aloof. Initiate with them and enjoy being 

with them.

	 A second role you may play is that of an older sister/brother. Older sisters 

and brothers tend to look out for the younger siblings. Younger siblings also 

tend to come to older brothers and sisters for advice. This is a relationship you 

can’t force, just like you can’t get your younger brother to do what you want 

him to do. Hopefully, over time those in your group will come to you for help. 

	 You will also play the role of a coach at times. A coach instructs, but also 

cheers on his team. Everyone needs a little encouragement. A pat on the 

back or communicating respect when they make good decisions will go far.

Common Concerns & Frustrations

You may find that you don’t have a lot in common with some members of 

your group. Sometimes there isn’t a natural affinity or even the desire to make 

friends with some in the group. Usually you’ll be drawn toward some in your 

group more than others. This is normal. Take opportunities to let everyone 

know you care about them and don’t feel guilty about not being best friends 

with everyone in your group. 

	 Another common frustration is time limitations. How do you find time 

to pursue your own friendships and still make friends with everyone in the 

group? One answer to this dilemma is to try to do activities with those in your 

group that you do anyway. For example, eating, going to class, doing laun‑

dry, attending Campus Crusade events, etc. See the following page for more 

ideas. Try some of these suggestions or come up with your own activities to 

get to know each other and build memories together.

50 Ways to Build Relationships

•	 Give them a call just 
to talk.

•	 Kidnap them for a 
coke, ice cream, 
shoot some hoops or 
take a walk when you 
know they are in the 
midst of heavy study-
ing.

•	 Drop by with some 
cookies.

•	 Do laundry together.
•	 Go to church.
•	 Grab lunch or dinner 

together.
•	 Drop by for a brief, 

unscheduled visit.
•	 Go shopping.
•	 Walk to class.
•	 Play sports.
•	 Go to an athletic 

event.
•	 Go to a Campus 

Crusade function.
•	 E-mail them to tell 

them you’re praying 
for a test they are 
having or a concern 
they have shared.

•	 Play a not too brutal 
practical joke on 
them.

•	 Drop by their room 
before their 8 a.m. 
class, bearing orange 
juice and a doughnut 
and walk with them 
to class.

•	 Run errands.
•	 Share Christ with 

someone.
•	 Ask for their help on 

anything:studies, a 
ride, advice, etc.

•	 Wash cars.
•	 Exercise.
•	 Have dinner at your 

place.
•	 Ask them if there is 

anything you could 
pray about for them.

•	 Make a midnight 
doughnut / coffee run.

•	 Go to a movie.
•	 Attend a concert.
•	 Go to a coffee shop 

between classes.
•	 Rent a video.
•	 Go on a summer 

project.
•	 Do something special 

for another person in 
the group.

•	 Join the same club.

•	 Go to a park and go 
hiking.

•	 Study together.
•	 Take some classes.
•	 Play on the same 

intramural team.
•	 Ride to a conference.
•	 Room together at a 

conference.
•	 Cook something. 
•	 Go on a double date.
•	 Take them to your 

hometown.
•	 IM with them.
•	 Call them during 

school breaks, like 
Christmas, summer, 
etc.

•	 Have a video mara-
thon with trilogies—
like Star Wars, Anne 
of Green Gables or 
Lord of the Rings.

•	 Take a bike trip.
•	 Lay out in the sun.
•	 Go camping.
•	 Work on a project.
•	 Make a video.
•	 Pizza & studying.
•	 Watch a favorite TV 

show. 

•	 Do volunteer work.

Benefits of Building Relationships Outside the Group
 
•	 You can identify and meet their needs.
 
•�	 They’ll begin to see you, not as just their group leader, but as a friend.
 
•	 God’s Word comes alive as you live it out practically day-to-day before them.
 
•	 Informal times together builds trust.
 
•	 Character and depth builds as you discuss truth and deal with life and each 
other in a natural, non-structured setting.

Melvita’s Raid 
I was in a women’s Bible study and we decided to bust into guy’s Bible study 
with care packages. We wanted to encourage them in their walks and have 
some fun.

Susan’s Camping 
At Appalachian State we used to rent a huge tent from the school and go 
camping with the girls from my Bible study and girls from the studies they 
were leading. We’d go to a state park near school and have a great time out in 
the mountains. It was amazing how much they liked this and how often we did 
it. It created unity and was a blast.
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they have shared.

•	 Play a not too brutal 
practical joke on 
them.

•	 Drop by their room 
before their 8 a.m. 
class, bearing orange 
juice and a doughnut 
and walk with them 
to class.

•	 Run errands.
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anything:studies, a 
ride, advice, etc.

•	 Wash cars.
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•	 Have dinner at your 

place.
•	 Ask them if there is 
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•	 Make a midnight 
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•	 Go to a movie.
•	 Attend a concert.
•	 Go to a coffee shop 

between classes.
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the group.
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•	 Take a bike trip.
•	 Lay out in the sun.
•	 Go camping.
•	 Work on a project.
•	 Make a video.
•	 Pizza & studying.
•	 Watch a favorite TV 

show. 

•	 Do volunteer work.

Benefits of Building Relationships Outside the Group
 
•	 You can identify and meet their needs.
 
•�	 They’ll begin to see you, not as just their group leader, but as a friend.
 
•	 God’s Word comes alive as you live it out practically day-to-day before them.
 
•	 Informal times together builds trust.
 
•	 Character and depth builds as you discuss truth and deal with life and each 
other in a natural, non-structured setting.

Melvita’s Raid 
I was in a women’s Bible study and we decided to bust into guy’s Bible study 
with care packages. We wanted to encourage them in their walks and have 
some fun.

Susan’s Camping 
At Appalachian State we used to rent a huge tent from the school and go 
camping with the girls from my Bible study and girls from the studies they 
were leading. We’d go to a state park near school and have a great time out in 
the mountains. It was amazing how much they liked this and how often we did 
it. It created unity and was a blast.
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7.4 

Jesus, Paul & Their “Small Groups”

Jesus had a great set-up for His small group: He traveled, ate, slept, and spent 

hours teaching and ministering with them. There were structured times, like 

on the Mount (Matthew 5) when He taught them in a sermon, but many other 

important lessons were learned in settings outside of a formal teaching situ‑

ation. Jesus shared His life with the twelve.

	 Paul wrote this to whom he ministered, “We loved you so much that we 

were delighted to share with you not only the gospel of God, but our lives as 

well” (1 Thessalonians 2:8). 

	 We don’t have the luxury of spending the kind of time Jesus or Paul spent 

with their small groups, but we can follow their lead of not only sharing God’s 

Word, but also sharing our lives as well. In order to do this, we must develop 

relationships with our group members outside the group context.

Conclusion

This chapter has said a lot about relationships. This shouldn’t surprise you, 

since relationships are central to small groups. You can’t separate content 

from relationships. Christ brought the truth of the gospel, and He modeled 

a selfless love and concern for people. Likewise, God has given us both the 

message and ministry of reconciliation (2 Corinthians 5:11-21). Lives are 

transformed by the gospel in the context of relationships and it’s crucial that 

group leaders understand how important relationships are to the process of 

“presenting everyone complete in Christ” (Colossians 1:28-29).

Activities to Do Together As A Group

•	 Go to an athletic event.
•	 Go shopping.
•	 Go to a movie.
•	 Attend church.
•	 Play sports together or challenge another group.
•	 Go to a lake, the mountains, or to an amusement park.
•	 Go to dinner out-of-town.
•	 Do an outreach together.
•	 Plan a creative date.
•	 Volunteer for Habitat for Humanity or Big Sisters/Big Brothers as a group.
•	 Spend the night at a group member’s home.
•	 Have a car wash to raise money.
•	 Have a progressive dinner.
•	 Go on a road trip.
•	 Go to a group member’s hometown.
•	 Go on a scavenger hunt.

Creative Group Dates 

•	 Dessert in the park, or on top of the parking garage, or anywhere.
•	 Scavenger hunt with tape recorder, video camera, or Polaroid.
•	 Dinner on the quad.
•	 Go on a picnic.
•	 Make a video.
•	 Dinner on the beach—”The Sands” restaurant.
•	 Game night.
•	 Classic movie night.
•	 Progressive dessert.
•	 Kidnap someone.

How to Kill the Relationships in Your Group
•  Send portions of their personal journal to the school newspaper.
•  Punch them out when they foul you while playing basketball.
•  Date their boyfriend or girlfriend.

•	 Have fun with your friends, but be serious with your group.
•	 This is important: never call them except to transmit information.
•�	 Criticize their music, clothes, dorm room, major, family, hometown, girlfriend or 

boyfriend, weight, hair color or size of nose.

© 2010, CruPress, All Rights Reserved. CruPress.com



THE ULTIMATE ROADTRIP

92

chapter 7   tripmates—more than gas money

92 93

7.4 

Jesus, Paul & Their “Small Groups”

Jesus had a great set-up for His small group: He traveled, ate, slept, and spent 

hours teaching and ministering with them. There were structured times, like 

on the Mount (Matthew 5) when He taught them in a sermon, but many other 

important lessons were learned in settings outside of a formal teaching situ‑

ation. Jesus shared His life with the twelve.

	 Paul wrote this to whom he ministered, “We loved you so much that we 

were delighted to share with you not only the gospel of God, but our lives as 

well” (1 Thessalonians 2:8). 

	 We don’t have the luxury of spending the kind of time Jesus or Paul spent 

with their small groups, but we can follow their lead of not only sharing God’s 

Word, but also sharing our lives as well. In order to do this, we must develop 

relationships with our group members outside the group context.

Conclusion

This chapter has said a lot about relationships. This shouldn’t surprise you, 

since relationships are central to small groups. You can’t separate content 

from relationships. Christ brought the truth of the gospel, and He modeled 

a selfless love and concern for people. Likewise, God has given us both the 

message and ministry of reconciliation (2 Corinthians 5:11-21). Lives are 

transformed by the gospel in the context of relationships and it’s crucial that 

group leaders understand how important relationships are to the process of 

“presenting everyone complete in Christ” (Colossians 1:28-29).

Activities to Do Together As A Group

•	 Go to an athletic event.
•	 Go shopping.
•	 Go to a movie.
•	 Attend church.
•	 Play sports together or challenge another group.
•	 Go to a lake, the mountains, or to an amusement park.
•	 Go to dinner out-of-town.
•	 Do an outreach together.
•	 Plan a creative date.
•	 Volunteer for Habitat for Humanity or Big Sisters/Big Brothers as a group.
•	 Spend the night at a group member’s home.
•	 Have a car wash to raise money.
•	 Have a progressive dinner.
•	 Go on a road trip.
•	 Go to a group member’s hometown.
•	 Go on a scavenger hunt.

Creative Group Dates 

•	 Dessert in the park, or on top of the parking garage, or anywhere.
•	 Scavenger hunt with tape recorder, video camera, or Polaroid.
•	 Dinner on the quad.
•	 Go on a picnic.
•	 Make a video.
•	 Dinner on the beach—”The Sands” restaurant.
•	 Game night.
•	 Classic movie night.
•	 Progressive dessert.
•	 Kidnap someone.

How to Kill the Relationships in Your Group
•  Send portions of their personal journal to the school newspaper.
•  Punch them out when they foul you while playing basketball.
•  Date their boyfriend or girlfriend.

•	 Have fun with your friends, but be serious with your group.
•	 This is important: never call them except to transmit information.
•�	 Criticize their music, clothes, dorm room, major, family, hometown, girlfriend or 

boyfriend, weight, hair color or size of nose.

© 2010, CruPress, All Rights Reserved. CruPress.com



THE ULTIMATE ROADTRIP

94

chapter 7   tripmates—more than gas money

94 95

This chapter isn’t a magic formula for building friendships, but suggestions of what’s worked in 
the past. Maybe you’ ll have to take a different approach to building relationships or maybe God 
will have to do some miracles to bring your group together. Maybe it will never develop the sense 

of community you desire. You can’t control what will happen, but you 
can still take responsibility for initiating with those in your group. If they 
know you care about them, they will overlook your shortcomings. A group 
leader who honors God, cares about those in the group, and points others 
toward Christ has three of the most essential qualities in leadership.

For Thought / Discussion

	1	 Think of a group you’ve been in. How did the relationships in that group 

help your own walk with the Lord?

		  Read 1 Thessalonians 2:7-12. 					   

Answer questions 2, 3 and 4 using this passage.

	2	 How would you describe Paul’s heart toward those to whom he 	

ministered?

	3	� Paul shared both the gospel of God and his own life with the Thessalo-

nians. How can you also do both of these for your group?

	4	 What are some specific ways you can encourage, comfort and urge those 

in your group to live lives worthy of God? (1 Thessalonians 2:12)

	5	� Choose one or two group activities that might be fun for your group. Plan 

a time to make them happen. Choose some specific activities you can do 

with individuals in your group. 

Beverly’s Friendship 
One person who had a real impact on my life was my small group leader 
my senior year at the University of Texas. I hesitate to call her my small 
group leader because she was much more than that…she was a good 
friend. Lou Anne believed in me and gave me ministry opportunities most 
people thought I wouldn’t be able to handle. Besides being involved in 
my life, she let me be involved in hers. Most of the year she was dating 
Steve, a guy at Rice University. One weekend we drove down to Houston 
together for a double date. My date was a guy in Steve’s small group. 
Talking while traveling together really deepened our relationship. Lou 
Anne did more than just lead the small group I was in, she extended her 
life to me.

© 2010, CruPress, All Rights Reserved. CruPress.com



THE ULTIMATE ROADTRIP

94

chapter 7   tripmates—more than gas money

94 95

This chapter isn’t a magic formula for building friendships, but suggestions of what’s worked in 
the past. Maybe you’ ll have to take a different approach to building relationships or maybe God 
will have to do some miracles to bring your group together. Maybe it will never develop the sense 

of community you desire. You can’t control what will happen, but you 
can still take responsibility for initiating with those in your group. If they 
know you care about them, they will overlook your shortcomings. A group 
leader who honors God, cares about those in the group, and points others 
toward Christ has three of the most essential qualities in leadership.

For Thought / Discussion

	1	 Think of a group you’ve been in. How did the relationships in that group 

help your own walk with the Lord?

		  Read 1 Thessalonians 2:7-12. 					   

Answer questions 2, 3 and 4 using this passage.

	2	 How would you describe Paul’s heart toward those to whom he 	

ministered?

	3	� Paul shared both the gospel of God and his own life with the Thessalo-

nians. How can you also do both of these for your group?

	4	 What are some specific ways you can encourage, comfort and urge those 

in your group to live lives worthy of God? (1 Thessalonians 2:12)

	5	� Choose one or two group activities that might be fun for your group. Plan 

a time to make them happen. Choose some specific activities you can do 

with individuals in your group. 

Beverly’s Friendship 
One person who had a real impact on my life was my small group leader 
my senior year at the University of Texas. I hesitate to call her my small 
group leader because she was much more than that…she was a good 
friend. Lou Anne believed in me and gave me ministry opportunities most 
people thought I wouldn’t be able to handle. Besides being involved in 
my life, she let me be involved in hers. Most of the year she was dating 
Steve, a guy at Rice University. One weekend we drove down to Houston 
together for a double date. My date was a guy in Steve’s small group. 
Talking while traveling together really deepened our relationship. Lou 
Anne did more than just lead the small group I was in, she extended her 
life to me.

© 2010, CruPress, All Rights Reserved. CruPress.com



SMALL GROUP
ICEBREAKERS
EXCERPT “ULTIMATE ROADTRIP”

Icebreakers encourage people to get to know each 
other. It is important that icebreakers be non-
threatening. What is non-threatening to some group
members could terrify others. For example, the 
question, “Who would you like to go on vacation with 
for one week and why?”, would be threatening to
many groups. However, the question, “If you could go 
on vacation anywhere, where would you go?” is not as 
threatening.

Here are some suggested icebreakers. The first few are 
easiest and most helpful for a beginning group. Many 
of the later ideas are useful for building relationships 
in groups that have been together for awhile.

1. Best/Worst. Have each person share their best and
worst moments from the previous week. Try to steer
the group away from school items. This icebreaker is
an easy one to use at first and gives you good feedback
concerning their life at the moment. Some veteran
groups do this several times a year ... the answers
become more honest as you go.

2. Most Unique. Go around the room and have each
person share something that makes them different
from anyone in the group, like, “I’ve never left the state
I was born in’ or, “I am one of ten kids.”

3. Two Truths and a Lie. Have each person 
make three statements about themselves: two true 
statements and one lie. For example, “I’ve never 
broken a bone. I have five sisters. I was born in 
Yugoslavia” The group tries to guess which statement 
is the lie.

4. Personal Scavenger Hunt. Take five minutes and
find the following items in your wallet or purse:
Something that . . .

•	 You’ve had a long time.
•	 You’re proud of
•	 Reveals a lot about you.
•	 Reminds you of a fun time
•	 Concerns or worries you.

Have each person share the first item. Go around
again on the second item, and again until you have
gone through each one. Don’t feel like you have to use
the whole list because it will take too long.

5. Get To Know You Questions.
•	 What do you do for fun?
•	 What would be your ideal vacation?
•	 What is the most memorable activity you did 

with your family as a child?
•	 What quality do you appreciate most in a friend?
•	 What is one characteristic you received from you 

parents that you want to keep, and one you wish 
you could change?

•	 What is a good thing happening in your life right 
now? What makes it good?

•	 If you knew you couldn’t’ fail and money was no 
object, what would you like to do in the next five 
years?

•	 What would you like said at your funeral?
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•	 When, if ever, did God become more than a word 
to you, and how did it happen?

6. Did You Know? This is great for a group that 
doesn’t know each other well. Find interesting facts 
about individual group members before the group 
meets. Try to discover information that sets each 
person apart from the others, such as “I have a tugboat 
named after me” or, “I once wrecked the same quarter 
panel of my car four times” or, “I have a twin.” 

Then make a sheet with one fact from each person and 
a blank beside this fact. Give everyone in the group 
a sheet and five to seven minutes to find who goes in 
each blank. When they find the right person they must 
also learn one other fact about that person. At the end, 
introduce everyone in the group in the order on the 
list.

7. Chart Your Life. Thinking back as far as you can, 
draw a line graph to represent your life. Consider the 
high points, the low points, moments of inspiration, 
moments of despair, leveling off times, and where 
you are now. The line will probably be a mixture of 
straight, slanted, jagged and curved lines. After you’ve 
drawn it, share what it means to you with the group.

8. M&Ms Game. Pass a bag of M&M’s around and 
tell everyone to take a few. Then, before they eat them 
ask them to share something for every M&M. For 
example, something about their family for every red 
one, something about their plans for the future for 
every green one, etc.

9. Most Deprived. Buy a large bag of M&M’ and 
give each person the same amount (try ten M&M’s). 
Start by stating something you’ve never done that you 
think everyone else has done (thus the name “Most 
Deprived”). For example, you might say, “I’ve never 
had a birthday party,” or some other true statement 
about yourself that you think everyone else has surely 
done. Then, everyone who has had a birthday party 
pays you an M&M. You pay everyone who has not had 
a party. Keep playing until everyone has a turn or until 
someone runs out of M&M’s. Obviously the idea is to 
come up with the most M&M’s and be most deprived. 
This activity takes longer...

10. You Write the Question. Give each person a 
3X5 card. You pick the topic and let them write the 
questions. For example, you choose “friendship” as a 
topic, and they each write out a question for anyone 
in the group to answer about friendship. For example, 

“What do you value most in a friend?” or, “Who was 
your best friend growing up and why/” Then pile all 
the cards face down in the middle of the group and let 
people draw. Topic ideas: jobs, life gals, funny stories, 
hobbies, family, fears, dating issues, significant 
relationships, relationship with God, etc.

11. My Life in Pictures. Bring a newspaper or 
magazine. have each person tear out a picture, 
article or anything they think tells something about 
themselves. If there’s enough time they can make a 
collage that tells more about themselves.

12. House on Fire. Ask, “Your house is on fire, and 
everyone is safe. You have thirty seconds to run 
through the house and collect three or four articles 
you want to save. What would you grab? Why?” After 
everyone has done this, the group can discuss what 
they learned about the things they value.

13. Make Believe. If you could go anywhere in the 
world now, where would you go and hwy? If you could 
talk to anyone in the world, who would it be? Why? If 
you could talk to any person who has died, who would 
you talk to and why? If you could wish one thing to 
come true about your upcoming summer, what would 
it be?

14. Deserted Island. Ask, “You’ve been exiled to a 
deserted island for a year. You are told you may take 
three things you want, apart from the essentials. What 
would you take and why?”

15. Heroes. Ask each member to name three people, 
past or present, they admire. Why? Or, ask them if 
they could interview anyone in history, who would 
that be and why? What one or two questions would 
you want to ask?

Excerpt taken from “The Ultimate Roadtrip” available 
at the CruPress store.
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THE ULTIMATE ROADTRIP LEADING SMALL GROUPS  
The health and success of a ministry is hinged directly to the health
and success of small groups. Our ministry is comprised of the
building blocks of small groups. Considering the importance and
complexity of the task it is disturbing to reflect on how little training
small group leaders actually receive. And that is where this resource
fits into the ministry.

The Ultimate Roadtrip was written to communicate all of the subtle,
and not so subtle, nuances of leading a small group. It covers content,
group dynamics, atmosphere, vulnerability and questions that help
create a life-changing community.

Chapter Topics: Lesson Preparation, Lesson Content, Creating
Community, Groups With a Purpose, The Right Questions,
Facilitating Life Change, Common Roadblocks and Problems,
Incorporating Outreach, and Qualities of a Successful Group Leader.

ORDER ONLINE AT CRUPRESS.COM
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8.1 Different Types of Questions

8.2 Guiding a Discussion

8.3 Learning Activities

20 questions & 
other car games

Wouldn’t you hate it if your group members dozed off like they do in bor‑

ing classes? They won’t if you lead your group right. Small groups have 

virtually nothing in common with a lecture. A successful group offers people 

the chance to learn for themselves, through interaction and mutual involve‑

ment. When this happens the experience is far from boring. 

	 In this section you’ll learn the art and science of asking good questions 

and using learning activities to stimulate your group to learn for themselves.

8.1 

Different Types of Questions

Broadly speaking there are three types of questions—open, closed and 

limiting. It’s important to understand each type of question, because 

there are a variety of ways you can use them in guiding your group.

Closed questions. 

Closed questions are pointed and obvious. They imply the answer the leader 
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expects. An example would be, “Paul says we are to rejoice in everything, 

doesn’t he?” Since they imply a “Yes” or “No” answer, there is little or no 

response from the group. Closed questions will inhibit group discussion and 

fail to promote self-discovered learning or community. When group leaders 

don’t prepare they tend to naturally ask closed or limiting questions.

Limiting Questions. 

Limiting questions limit the number of “correct” answers to a particular ques‑

tion. While closed questions should have no place in your small group, limiting 

questions can if they are used skillfully.

	 These questions cause the eyes of your group to look down to their Bible. 

For example, you may ask, “According to Ephesians 2:1-3, what does Paul 

say was true of every single one of us prior to coming to Christ?” The ques‑

tion is answered from the text and is not going to produce hearty discussion, 

but is necessary for uncovering the truth of the passage. And this discovery 

can lead to open-ended follow-up questions.  

Open Questions. 

Open questions don’t imply an answer and are quite helpful for promoting 

discussion. They cause a person to think and, hopefully, learn. An example 

of an open question would be, “What do most students think about Jesus 

Christ?” or, “What do you observe in this passage? What seems impor‑

tant?” Open questions encourage group participation. The answers can  

be broad and varied. Open questions are more difficult to prepare, but they 

help make for a lively discussion.

8.2 

Guiding a Discussion

Group discussion is like a captivating, well-played volleyball game. As the 

leader, you serve the ball by asking a good question. Then someone 

answers, setting up the ball for someone else in the group to respond, who 

then hits the ball to another individual. When the volley is dead, you serve up 

another question. The goal is not simply to keep the discussion going, but to 

direct it in such a way as to facilitate learning and life-change.

	 It takes practice, preparation and hard work to play an exciting game of 

volleyball, and the same is true in making good group discussion work.

	 There are a variety of ways to use questions. For example, if you were 

summarizing a lesson, it might be appropriate to use a limiting question such 

as, “How would you summarize the main emphasis of this passage?” How‑

ever, at the beginning of a lesson you would want a wide open question 

such as, “Would you consider yourself a patient person? Why?” Note that 

although the first part of the question is limiting, it sets up the wide open 

question which asks people to share about their struggles with being patient. 

Here are some helpful ways to use questions:

Advantages of Asking  Questions
 
•	 Good questions make people think. When people think, they learn. 
•	 Questions help you know whether the group is grasping the content. 	 	
	 Without feedback you’ll never know what your group is learning. 
•	 Questions keep the group interesting.  
•	 Questions cause group members to learn more together than they would 	
	 have on  their own. 
•	 Questions enable the leader to focus and direct the discussion. 
•	 Group interaction helps relationships develop within the group, which in 	
	 turn helps learning and application.

Pop Quiz
 
What types of questions are these? How would you respond?
 

• 	 John the Baptist baptized people, didn’t he? 
• 	 Why do you think many students struggle in their Christian life? 
• 	 Are we saved by grace through faith or works? 
• 	 In 1 Corinthians 15:3-6, Paul says Jesus rose from the dead and appeared to 	
	 Peter, then to the twelve, then to 500 of the brothers, then to James, then to 	
	 all the apostles, and last of all to whom? 

• 	 You’re never going to please God without confessing your sins, right? 
• 	 How would you describe the attitude on campus toward homosexuals?
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•	 Questions cause group members to learn more together than they would 	
	 have on  their own. 
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Pop Quiz
 
What types of questions are these? How would you respond?
 

• 	 John the Baptist baptized people, didn’t he? 
• 	 Why do you think many students struggle in their Christian life? 
• 	 Are we saved by grace through faith or works? 
• 	 In 1 Corinthians 15:3-6, Paul says Jesus rose from the dead and appeared to 	
	 Peter, then to the twelve, then to 500 of the brothers, then to James, then to 	
	 all the apostles, and last of all to whom? 

• 	 You’re never going to please God without confessing your sins, right? 
• 	 How would you describe the attitude on campus toward homosexuals?
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Launching Questions

A good way to start a study is using a wide open question that raises an is‑

sue that your passage will address. This is not just a “get to know you” kind 

of question, but one that links to your passage and possibly touches on an 

aspect of our Fallen Condition that’s surfaced in the passage. For example:

	•�	 Describe a time in your life when you felt like you just couldn’t measure up? (A 

possible lead-in question to a study on grace or forgiveness.)

	•	 Name a hero you had growing up. What made you want to be like him/her? 

(This could launch a study on, say, Ephesians 5 where Paul exhorts his readers 

to “imitate God” or a 1 Timothy 4 study on “setting an example.”)

Exploring Questions

After your launch question(s) and a brief summary of the passage, you will 

want to ask questions that help your group discover what God said. In order 

to arrive at the meaning of the passage, these questions should be both limit‑

ing and open-ended and should focus on the following: 

What does it say? (observation questions)

	•	 Ephesians 2:1-10, how does Paul describe the contrast between who they are 

now in Christ with who they once were?

	•	 In Ephesians 2:4-7, what are the present realities of a believer’s relationship 

with God?	

	 	 What does it mean? (interpretation questions)

	•	 In Ephesians 2:2, what does it mean that we once walked according to the 

ways of the world?

	•	 In Ephesians 2:5, what does it mean to be made alive with Christ? (In order 

to get at Paul’s meaning it would be helpful for your group to see the contrast 

between being “alive” and “dead in sin”.)

		  What does it matter? (significance questions)

	•	 In light of Ephesians 2:1-3, what would the rest of your life look like if God 

hadn’t rescued you from your sin?

	

			   Before you move on to responding to Christ in application, you will want 

to help your group discover the big idea of the passage. Ask a question that 

helps them see the central theme or main point of the passage. For example:

 	•	 In Ephesians 2:1-10, what do you think Paul really wanted these believers to 

understand about grace?

Heart-level Response Questions

Your teaching will be most effective when it helps expose our Fallen Condi‑

tion (a heart inclined toward finding life outside of a relationship with Christ) 

and when it points to Christ for the redemptive solution (chapter 5). Remem‑

ber, you are not aiming at surface behavior, but rather, heart-level inclinations 

and motivations.  

   	 First, ask a couple questions that help them envision what it would look 

like to practically live out this passage. For example:

 	•	 In Ephesians 2:10, we are said to be Christ’s workmanship. What should that 

look like in the life of a believer?   

			   Next, ask a couple questions that expose heart-resistance to Christ.  In 

other words, what is it in our Fallen Condition that is exposed in this passage? 

For example:

	•	 Our culture tells us that we can become anything we want to become. How 

does this mindset subtly creep into your walk with God? 

			   Next, ask a couple questions that point your group to Christ. What as‑

pect of Christ’s redemptive work do they need to believe and embrace in order 

to experience His grace and healing?  For example:

	•	 We often seek to control our future; why do we struggle with entrusting this 

to Christ? How would your life be different if you truly believed Jesus had only 

your best interest and greatest good in mind?

			   What you are attempting to do through these questions is to point them 

away from their natural proclivity to work harder at changing their behavior, 

and point them to Christ as the only source of growth and life. You can point 

them to Christ for forgiveness; you can point them to Christ for his empower‑

ment to live the Christian life; you can point them to Christ to find hope in His 

promises; however you do it, point them to Christ.

© 2010, CruPress, All Rights Reserved. CruPress.com



THE ULTIMATE ROADTRIP

102

chapter 8   20 questions and other car games

102 103

Launching Questions

A good way to start a study is using a wide open question that raises an is‑

sue that your passage will address. This is not just a “get to know you” kind 

of question, but one that links to your passage and possibly touches on an 

aspect of our Fallen Condition that’s surfaced in the passage. For example:

	•�	 Describe a time in your life when you felt like you just couldn’t measure up? (A 

possible lead-in question to a study on grace or forgiveness.)

	•	 Name a hero you had growing up. What made you want to be like him/her? 

(This could launch a study on, say, Ephesians 5 where Paul exhorts his readers 

to “imitate God” or a 1 Timothy 4 study on “setting an example.”)

Exploring Questions

After your launch question(s) and a brief summary of the passage, you will 

want to ask questions that help your group discover what God said. In order 

to arrive at the meaning of the passage, these questions should be both limit‑

ing and open-ended and should focus on the following: 

What does it say? (observation questions)

	•	 Ephesians 2:1-10, how does Paul describe the contrast between who they are 

now in Christ with who they once were?

	•	 In Ephesians 2:4-7, what are the present realities of a believer’s relationship 

with God?	

	 	 What does it mean? (interpretation questions)

	•	 In Ephesians 2:2, what does it mean that we once walked according to the 

ways of the world?

	•	 In Ephesians 2:5, what does it mean to be made alive with Christ? (In order 

to get at Paul’s meaning it would be helpful for your group to see the contrast 

between being “alive” and “dead in sin”.)

		  What does it matter? (significance questions)

	•	 In light of Ephesians 2:1-3, what would the rest of your life look like if God 

hadn’t rescued you from your sin?

	

			   Before you move on to responding to Christ in application, you will want 

to help your group discover the big idea of the passage. Ask a question that 

helps them see the central theme or main point of the passage. For example:

 	•	 In Ephesians 2:1-10, what do you think Paul really wanted these believers to 

understand about grace?

Heart-level Response Questions

Your teaching will be most effective when it helps expose our Fallen Condi‑

tion (a heart inclined toward finding life outside of a relationship with Christ) 

and when it points to Christ for the redemptive solution (chapter 5). Remem‑

ber, you are not aiming at surface behavior, but rather, heart-level inclinations 

and motivations.  

   	 First, ask a couple questions that help them envision what it would look 

like to practically live out this passage. For example:

 	•	 In Ephesians 2:10, we are said to be Christ’s workmanship. What should that 

look like in the life of a believer?   

			   Next, ask a couple questions that expose heart-resistance to Christ.  In 

other words, what is it in our Fallen Condition that is exposed in this passage? 

For example:

	•	 Our culture tells us that we can become anything we want to become. How 

does this mindset subtly creep into your walk with God? 

			   Next, ask a couple questions that point your group to Christ. What as‑

pect of Christ’s redemptive work do they need to believe and embrace in order 

to experience His grace and healing?  For example:

	•	 We often seek to control our future; why do we struggle with entrusting this 

to Christ? How would your life be different if you truly believed Jesus had only 

your best interest and greatest good in mind?

			   What you are attempting to do through these questions is to point them 

away from their natural proclivity to work harder at changing their behavior, 

and point them to Christ as the only source of growth and life. You can point 

them to Christ for forgiveness; you can point them to Christ for his empower‑

ment to live the Christian life; you can point them to Christ to find hope in His 

promises; however you do it, point them to Christ.

© 2010, CruPress, All Rights Reserved. CruPress.com



THE ULTIMATE ROADTRIP

104

chapter 8   20 questions and other car games

104 105

		  Community and Conversation Questions

 		  These are the questions that uncover the meaning of the text, the roots of our 

sin, and our response to Christ; these are the critical questions. That said, we 

don’t want to undervalue all other types of questions you may ask.  

			   As you ask heart-level questions, your Bible study should grow in au‑

thenticity, honesty, and community. But, it’s also important to think through 

questions that are for the sole purpose of generating discussion and adding 

to the social dimension of the group. These are not insignificant. While your 

primary focus is for people to encounter Christ, you also need to make sure 

that they encounter one another, encountering Christ through community. 

Becoming a Better Listener

Asking good questions is half the battle to having good discussion. Listening 

is the other half. When you listen as a leader, it shows you value the opinions 

and input of the group. 

	 As you become a better listener, your questions become more pertinent 

and those in your group will more likely participate in the discussion. Here are 

some tips on how to accomplish this.

	•	� Be an “in-their-shoes” listener, seeing the situation from their perspective. Try 

to understand the emotion expressed in their comments. 

	•	� Be an active listener. Your goal is to understand what the other person is com‑

municating. If you are unclear about what they are trying to say, then rephrase in 

your own words what you believe was just said. This will give the other person a 

chance to correct you if you misunderstood the meaning. For example, “I’m not 

sure I caught that, Kristen. Let me see if I understand you. You think that Chris‑

tians aren’t lonely because they have a relationship with God. Is that right?”

	•	 Be an encouraging listener. Many people need affirmation of their comments 

before they’ll feel comfortable sharing anything more. Verbally respond to their 

questions and answers by saying something positive: “That answer shows 

you’re thinking.” “Great, that’s right ...” (repeat what they said).

	•	� Be a “total body” listener. Maintain eye contact with the person speaking and 

be aware of your posture. Certain positions (like crossing your arms or leaning 

back in your chair) communicate less concern than other positions, like leaning. 

8.3 

Learning Activities

Good questions greatly aid self discovery, but there are other learning ac‑

tivities that further help you facilitate learning and application. These ac‑

tivities stimulate thinking and personal discovery and keep your group from 

being predictable. Try these out to add some variety and take your group to 

another level of learning.

1	 Hypothetical Situation

Throw out a hypothetical situation for discussion related to the topic you are 

studying. This encourages group members to synthesize and apply what 

they’re learning to a specific situation. For example:

	•	 A friend comes to visit and you get into a discussion about Christianity. She 

comments, “I just can’t buy Christianity because I don’t see why Jesus is any 

more special than any other great religious leader.” What would you say?

	•	 Your boss asks you to lie to one of your customers or clients. What would you do?

	•	 Your roommate who says he’s a Christian didn’t come home last night because 

he stayed at his girlfriend’s apartment. What should you do, if anything?

2	 Values & Culture

Tape a short section of a television show or movie (10-15 minutes maximum). 

Watch the clip and then discuss it from a biblical perspective. For example, 

you might examine how people make moral decisions, how they treat each 

other, what they value, what they think of Christianity, etc. You can do the 

same thing with popular songs, books, articles in the newspaper, etc.

3	 Role Play

Act out a situation to identify with the characters. This is followed by a discus‑

sion of the scenario and the implications for the characters in the role play and 

to everyday life. The assignments for each of these roles are written out and 
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given to individuals in advance. For example:

	•	 Have your group members role play sharing the gospel with a friend.

	•	 Take a story from the Bible and have different group members act out the parts. 

For example, use the story of the leper who came to Jesus (Mark 1:40-45). 

Assign them to read or assume different roles, i.e., the leper, Jesus, the dis‑

ciples, the on-lookers. After the role play, ask the group how they felt about 

the leper, disciples, etc. Then ask them how they might have felt if they were 

the leper, or any of the other main characters. Ask 

who they identified with in the scene, and explore 

what it teaches about the character of Jesus and 

how they feel about Him. 

4	 Debate

Divide the group into two teams and assign an 

opposing view to each team. Give each team 

time to come up with the best evidence for their 

position. Set some rules for the debate and have 

fun. Then summarize the key points and their im‑

plications. For example:

	•	 Did Jesus rise from the dead or is the resurrection 

simply a religious myth?

	•	� Is the Bible God’s Word, or a collection of religious 

stories that contain human errors?

	•	� Is Christ a good moral teacher or God in the flesh?

	•	� Is homosexuality a God-honored preference or a 

distortion of God’s intent?

Obviously if you are going to use a debate format 

you must be prepared and clearly understand 

the issue.

	 A variation of the debate format is to divide the group in two and have 

a mock court room scene. One side represents the prosecution (opposing 

view) and the other side the defense. Have each side prepare a case and then 

have a trial. Possible topics are the resurrection, the reliability of the Bible, or 

the deity of Christ.

5	 Brainstorming

The leader presents a problem to members of the group, who then come up 

with possible solutions. Offer suggestions in rapid succession. No comments, 

evaluations or criticisms are allowed at this time. After the list is completed 

and following a predetermined time allotment, the suggested solutions are 

discussed by the group, and biblical support (if not done so previously) is 

presented for each solution (if such support exists). For example:

	•	 You have been studying evangelism and want to try a creative outreach to your 

non-Christian friends. Brainstorm an evangelistic event you might have ... a 

party, a dinner, a lecture series, etc. Let your imaginations go wild. Brainstorm 

all you would need to do to pull it off, including jobs people would need to do.

6	 Demonstration

Bring in a couple of outside people to demonstrate how to perform a certain 

task. Afterwards discuss what happened and allow the group members to 

ask questions and analyze what they saw. For example:

	•	 Working through a disagreement with a friend or relative.

	•	 Sharing the gospel with a friend.

7	 Research and Report

Present a question, problem or issue to the group relating to the topic of study. 

Ask group members to look into it and report back next week. For example:

	•	 Read the school newspaper and/or a news magazine and bring back any 

stories, articles, or comments that relate to a particular issue, such as love, 

sex, forgiveness, lying, etc.

	•	 Give them some passages to examine over the week and have them report 

back on what the Bible says about a topic, such as premarital sex or self-

control.

	•	� Let them read a chapter from a book you suggest and report on it. For example, 

a chapter on the resurrection from Evidence That Demands a Verdict (Josh 

McDowell) or one on an attribute of God out of Knowing God (J.I. Packer).

8	 Storyboarding

Similar to brainstorming, except a task is proposed for the group to accomplish 

and the suggestions for accomplishing it are recorded on sticky notes and 

placed in categories or in the order of performing the task. For example:

In any small group things can 

and will go wrong. Here are 

three pieces of advice to help you. 

First, commit your group time 

to the Lord. Prepare your lesson 

and group time, trust Him with 

both, and then go have a good 

time. Second, learn to laugh at 

yourself. You’ll make mistakes, 

so enjoy learning from them. 

Who has ever had a perfect 

group leader (besides the twelve 

disciples)? Third, love and care 

for those in your group. Caring 

goes a long way in making up for 

any mistakes you make.
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	•	 Assign the group to write a talk on prayer. They must decide the purpose of the 

talk, the questions their audience might be asking about prayer, the various pieces 

of relevant available information, Bible verses to include, an outline, and interesting 

anecdotes from the group members. The leader keeps the discussion lively.

Conclusion

Questions and learning activities are crucial to effectively capturing the interest 

of your group and creatively communicating God’s Word. Don’t fall prey to the  

ol’ content dump method. Your group won’t learn, and you won’t be very 

encouraged in the process either.  

	 Leading a group discussion is both an art and a science. There are skills 

you can learn and master, but each group session and group is unique. Once 

you learn the skills and gain experience, you will find that you become wiser 

and more comfortable as a leader.

For Thought / Discussion

	1	 Writing good questions takes practice. Write two open questions which 

you might use to launch a lesson on:

	 •	 Pride (Romans 12:3).

	 •	 Obedience to the Lord (John 14:23-24).

	 •	 Wholesome talk (Ephesians 4:29). 

		�  Spend a few minutes familiarizing yourself with Philippians 2:1-11 in or-

der to answer the following:

	2	 From this passage, write an observation question that would help your 

group “see” what is in the passage.

	3	 Now, write an interpretation question that would help your group dis-

cover what a portion of this passage means.

	4�	� Help them discover the significance of this passage by asking a question 

related to “What does it matter?” 

	5	 In the final step of helping your group explore the passage, write a ques-

tion that would help uncover the big idea of this passage.

	6	� As you move into the response section, write a question that would help 

the group envision what it would look like to live out this passage.

	7	� Next, as you consider your own heart resistance to this passage, ask a 

question that would help uncover the group’s Fallen Condition: the heart 

sin beneath the surface sin.

	8	� Finally, ask a question that would point to Christ as the solution to our 

heart resistance.

How to Kill Self-Discovery
• 	� Ask “Yes” or “No” questions. For example, “Is God’s love like human love?” 

(These are 100% guaranteed discussion killers.)
• �	 Ask leading questions when you should be using open questions, like  this: 	
“We struggle in our Christian life because we don’t understand forgiveness, 
don’t you think?” (Consider silence the norm if you ask this question.)

• 	� Ask two-part questions that have “and” or “but” in them. Compound 
questions can be confusing. For example, “What does Paul say here and do 
you agree and how can you apply this principle?” (Questions like this are 
destined for blank stares.)

•� 	� Immediately  answer  your  own  questions. The leader asks, 
“How are we filled by the Spirit?” and before the group can think 
about it he answers, “Of course, by faith.” (Group members aren’t 
really even necessary if the leader hogs all the answers.)

• �	 Fear silence and immediately fill it with some comment or answer.                
(Try some duct tape or a pair of rolled up socks if you can’t help yourself from 
saying something.) 

• �	 Laugh or criticize a given answer. (This will do wonders for group   
participation and unity. Do it often enough and the last laugh will be on you.)

•� 	 Act like you know it all. (Your group members might not want to say much, 
fearing they’ll sound stupid before their omniscient, all-wise leader.)

• �	 Ask only objective questions, such as “What does the word ‘believe’ mean?” 
(Some of the most powerful questions relate to feelings. For example, “How 
do you feel when you slam the car door on your hand?”)

• �	 Ask questions regarding content only, and not application. (The goal is 
knowledge that leads to a changed life, not knowledge that leads to more 
knowledge. To get a little philosophical, Thomas Huxley once said, “The great 
end of life is not knowledge but action.”)

• �	 Wing it. Don’t prepare questions ahead of time. Just go with the flow.         
(Good questions take time to prepare even if you are the King of Wing or 
Princess of Impromptu.)
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	4�	� Help them discover the significance of this passage by asking a question 

related to “What does it matter?” 
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knowledge that leads to a changed life, not knowledge that leads to more 
knowledge. To get a little philosophical, Thomas Huxley once said, “The great 
end of life is not knowledge but action.”)
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type  

Open
Questions that allow group 

members to share any 

answer or relevant thoughts 

they may have on the 

subject or passage being 

studied.

Closed
Questions that are obvi-

ous or imply the answer 

expected by the leader.

Limiting
Questions which limit 

the number of “correct” 

answers to a particular   

question.

e x ample   

“What truths stand out to you 

in this passage?”

“Paul says we are to rejoice 

in everything, doesn’t he?”

“What three motivations 

does Paul mention in this 

passage?”

use 

Very valuable for group 

discussion. This kind of 

question stimulates thought 

and discussion, because 

there are no right or wrong 

answers.

Questions like this are not 

valuable for discussion 

and actually stifle group             

interaction.

These questions aren’t very 

valuable for open discussion, 

but they are necessary for 

helping to explore what the 

passage says and what it 

means..

Three Types of Questions

type  

Launching

Exploring:
OBSERVATION

Exploring:
Interpretation

Exploring:
Significance

Exploring:
Summary

Response

e x ample   

“What’s the most generous 

thing that someone has ever 

done for you?”

“In Ephesians 2:1-10, what 

kind of tone was Paul using 

to communicate?”

“In Ephesians 2:1, what does 

it mean to be dead?”

“In light of Ephesians 2:4-10, 

why is it important to know 

that you are now and forever 

an object of God’s love?”

“In Ephesians 2:1-10, what is 

it that Paul really wanted his 

readers to understand about 

the God’s love?”

“Twice in Ephesians 2:5-10, 

Paul emphasized that salva-

tion is by grace and not by 

works. In what ways do you 

find yourself still trying to 

perform for God?”

use 

To cultivate interest in the 

study by raising an issue that 

your passage addresses.

Questions that help answer, 

“What does it say?” to help the 

group discover what the au-

thor wanted to communicate 

to his readers.

Questions that help answer, 

“What does it mean?” in order 

to understand the original 

meaning of the passage. 

Explores the question, “What 

does it matter?” to help the 

group see the significance of 

this passage in their life.

Asks questions that help 

group members discover the 

big idea of the passage.

Asks heart-level questions 

that expose our Fallen Condi-

tion and point to Christ as the 

solution.

Six types of Questions
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9.1 Top Ten Discussion Problems

maneuvering the 
potholes The crash of a small group discussion can be ugly. You may wonder what 

made you choose to lead a group. Leaders often struggle with the unex‑

pected because they don’t anticipate difficult situations and are unsure how 

to respond when they arise. You need to prepare for certain surprises. This 

chapter will examine some of the most common problems which come up 

in small groups. You’ve probably encountered most of them before, or if you 

haven’t, you likely will in the near future.

9.1 

Top Ten Discussion Problems

1	 Dead Silence

“My group is totally silent after I ask a question. It’s as if these guys have taken 

a vow of silence.”

	•	 If the question was good, relax; people need time to think. After some prac‑

CH A PTE R  9
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tice and getting to know your group, you’ll find it easier to detect whether 

they’re silent because they’re thinking or because the question is a bomb. If 

you can’t tell, ask, “Does what I’m asking make sense?” 

	•	 If the question wasn’t good or just seemed to miss the point, ask one of the 

backup questions you’ve prepared to rephrase the question. For example, 

you asked, “Who do you have trouble forgiving?” and the group is silent. You 

aren’t sure whether they are thinking about it, or scared, or didn’t understand 

the question. You could ask a backup question such as, “Is there anyone you 

hold a grudge against? Would anyone like to share an example?” Remember 

to use open questions (see Chapter 8). Closed or limiting questions will 

silence anyone.

	• 	�Whatever you do, don’t fill the silence with preaching. Feel free to contribute, 

but keep your own answers to a minimum and work on asking good questions.

	• 	�Choose learning activities directed toward their needs (see Chapter 8). Are 

you studying something that interests them? Are you presenting material 

which intersects with their lives?

	• ��	Encourage them with your nonverbal communication. Maintain good eye con‑

tact. Smile. Be relaxed. Lean toward the person speaking as you listen. Nod 

your head as you listen.

	• 	�Encourage them with your verbal feedback: Acknowledge and affirm each 

speaker with a non-judgmental response such as, “Thanks for your input.” 

Compliment appropriate answers with responses like, “Excellent insight” or 

“Good thinking.” Convey acceptance. Don’t judge. Express appreciation when 

people grasp new ideas, express feelings or ask questions.

	• 	�Call on individuals who look like they have something to say.

2	 A Wrong Answer

“The biggest problem I have is when someone gives the wrong answer. I just 

kind of sit there with a nervous smile and go, ‘Uh ... Err ... Umm.’”

	•	� Use discernment. Determine if it’s a wrong answer or just a perspective different 

from yours.

	•	 Be gracious and gentle. Don’t get flustered.

	•	� Redirect the question to another individual or to the rest of the group. Say some‑

thing like, “Does anyone else have a different perspective or anything to add?”

	•	� Refer the group back to the passage and use questions to guide them to dis‑

cover the truths in it.

	•	 If it’s an off-the-wall response, say something like, “That’s an interesting 

thought. How did you come to that conclusion?” Lead them to the truth gently.

Note: At times it may be necessary to briefly give the correct answer if the 

group is unable to: “I can understand why you might think that, but...” For ex‑

ample, if someone strongly asserts the Bible is full of errors you can’t simply 

move on to the next question.

	•	 Use wisdom in determining which errors to handle in a group setting. It’s best 

to avoid certain discussions in the group. For example, an erroneous comment 

such as, “God helps those who help themselves,” can likely be corrected by 

the group. Furthermore, discussing this misconception is likely to be good for 

everyone in the group. 

	 However, be wary of a comment like, “The Bible doesn’t prohibit homo

sexuality. In fact, most scholars think David was a homosexual.” A possible 

response might be: “What passages have you read in the Bible about homo‑

sexuality? (Expect silence.) I don’t want to chase that topic now, but I think 

if you read the passages for yourself you might conclude differently. I’ve got 

some information I can get to you.” Then meet with the person individually.

	•	 Exclude the inappropriate answers when you are summarizing.

3	 Disastrous Distractions

“Every week in the middle of group some distraction always comes up. Usu‑

ally the phone rings, someone comes in for a book, or everybody wants to 

leave early for a TV show.”

	•	 Ask whoever lives in the room if they can let their answering machine get the 

phone, or if they would be willing to unplug it.

	•	 If all else fails, meet somewhere that’s less distracting.

	•	 If the group continually has schedule conflicts, re-evaluate the group time. For 

instance, if all freshmen have calculus tests every Tuesday, Monday night is 
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probably not the best time for a freshmen group. 

Caution: If you need to permanently move your group time, do so. But don’t 

begin to move it every other week because someone has something come 

up. Soon no one will know what time to come, and everyone will feel like 

group should be moved for them.

	•	 Whatever the interruption, don’t lose your patience. If you get exasperated or 

angry, you’ll cause uneasiness in your group and only make it worse.

	•	 If necessary, put a sign on the door. Be creative and not dogmatic. For instance, 

“Bible Study...Keep Out” is not what you want to communicate. Something like, 

“Bible study going on 7-8 p.m. Feel free to join us,” might work better.

4	 The Difficult Question

“The other day one of the guys asked me if Christ was going to come before 

the tribulation. I’ve read Revelation, but I’m not a Bible scholar.” 

	•	 Admit you don’t have a good answer, but tell them you’ll look into it. Then ask 

someone older in the Lord, like your pastor or a staff member, if they know the 

answer or have the resources for you to study this yourself.

	•	� Ask them why or what they want to know. It may be something they’re only 

slightly curious about. You don’t want to put hours of work into finding an an‑

swer someone is not really interested in knowing.

	•	 It could be a great question for them to research and bring back to the group. 

They will learn more if they do the study themselves. You might need to give 

them some materials to get started.

5	 Can‘t Finish the Lesson

“All the women in my group have such a good time together that I can’t get 

through a lesson.” This might happen for a couple of reasons. One, the mem‑

bers of your group like to talk, share, and joke around and it’s hard for you to 

even get to the study, or two, the members of your group have so much to 

say about each question that you can’t get through them all.

	•	� If the basic problem is that they like to talk and share too much at the begin‑

ning of the group: Set some guidelines from the very start. Let them know 

there will be sometimes you’ll just get together to share, play, and get to know 

each other. But the central purpose for your weekly time together is to spend 

time learning from God and His Word. So if they get carried away talking you 

can say, “OK, it’s time to get back to learning from God and His Word, so let’s 

get into the study.”

	 Be careful with icebreakers. Keep them moving and don’t let them eat up 

a lot of time, unless you’ve already allocated a large block of time for one.

	•	� If the basic problem is spending too long on each question: Try to pace yourself. 

Prioritize your lesson. Allot a specific amount of time to spend on each sec‑

tion. For example, you might spend ten minutes on your introduction, twenty-

five minutes in the biblical passage, and ten minutes discussing application. 

This will help you know when to move on. Don’t be afraid to say, “This is all 

good, but we need to move on.” Prioritize questions of greater importance 

and spend more time on those. Note which ones you’ll omit if you are short on 

time. Encourage brief answers so more people will have time to speak.

Note: Some discussions are so profitable you won’t want to move on. When 

that happens, be flexible. Choose an appropriate place to end the lesson on 

time. Next week you may want to pick up where you left off or move on to a 

new lesson.

Jerry Loses It 
One of the men in my group, Jerry, was a competitive, feisty character. 
He was leading his first freshman group in a lesson on how to be filled 
with the Spirit. About the middle of the lesson some non-Christian 
friends started rolling a manhole cover around on the concrete slab 
outside the room where the Bible study was meeting. It made a 
deafening roar, interrupting the group just like his friends planned. Jerry 
wasn’t amused. The noise continued and Jerry lost it. He stormed out of 
the room and threatened to beat up the guys who were doing it. Then he 
coolly returned to leading his lesson on the Spirit-filled life. 

Chip’s Dilemma 
I was in a group with an emotionally wounded guy who dominated 
prayer, even to the extent that he prayed about things others had 
already prayed for. He prayed so long that others would open their eyes 
and look at each other, not knowing what to do.
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coolly returned to leading his lesson on the Spirit-filled life. 
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6	 The Non-Stop Talker

“I really like Dan, but he just talks and talks and talks. The other guys try to say 

something, and Dan interrupts them. Or it’s like a ping pong match—they say 

something; then he says something. He dominates the group. Just once I’d like 

to see the other guys talk without a return volley.”

	•	 Direct your questions to other members in the 

group: “Let’s hear from some of you who haven’t 

had a chance to say anything yet.”

	•	� Sit next to the person and minimize eye contact.

	•	� If it’s still a problem, ask for the talker’s help in draw‑

ing out quiet members or privately ask him to keep 

his answers to a minimum. No one wants to initiate 

this conversation, but if you let a bad situation go 

unchecked, it will hurt everyone in the group.

7	 The Silent Member

“Whenever I’m with Tracy alone she’s a chatterbox, 

but get her in a group, and it’s hard to get her to say 

a thing.”

	•	� Ask direct but low-risk questions a shy person could 

answer comfortably. For example, “Tracy, I’d be in‑

terested in your thoughts. What are your thoughts 

on what we’ve been talking about?”

	•	 Sit where you can maintain good eye contact with 

those who seem reluctant to speak out.

	•	� Give positive feedback when the shy person does 

respond to encourage further responsiveness.

8	 Going Off On Tangents

“I don’t know how the guys did it but we started 

off talking about prayer, and before long we were 

talking about what sports we played in high school. 

These guys seem to have the spiritual gift of tan‑

gents.”

	•	� Try to be diplomatic and reflect an accepting attitude.

	•	 Use a good question to put the discussion back on the right track.

	•	� Say something like, “That’s an interesting topic, but since today we’re focus‑

ing on _________, let’s talk about that. If we have time later we can come 

back to this topic.” As you gain experience, you’ll learn when it’s time to try to 

bring a group back to the subject.

	•	� Jokingly say, “Well, speaking of our identity in Christ...” when the tangent is 

far removed from the actual topic.

9	 Disagreements & Conflict

“These two women can’t agree on anything, whether it’s about guys or which 

of the Gospels tells the most complete story of Jesus. They’re going to kill 

each other by the end of the semester.”

	•	 Don’t let disagreements rattle you. Often they can aid in learning.

	• 	�If two people disagree on a certain point, it may be profitable to talk about the 

two opinions. It makes group members think and encourages interaction. Say 

something like, “This is good. It means both of you are thinking. Let’s look at 

both of your ideas and see if we can sort out what the Bible says.”

Caution: Whether it’s appropriate to discuss a disagreement depends upon 

the subject. For example, if two people start arguing over the platform of the 

Republican Party, you wouldn’t want to delve into either opinion because it 

won’t help your study of God’s Word. On the other hand, if two people are 

disagreeing whether James 2 and Romans 3 contradict each other, you could 

pursue both sides for the group’s advantage.

	 If a disagreement persists that you don’t want to address in group, say 

something like, “You guys might want to carry on that discussion after Bible 

study. Let’s look now at the focus of our study today.”

	•	 If a disagreement is a matter of personal preference, sometimes it’s best just 

to move on. You can say something like, “I suppose we all have our opinions 

on that,” and continue the lesson.

	•	 If two group members regularly bicker, you might need to talk about it with 

each of them. Remember, problems won’t just go away.

 

OK, you’ve looked through 
this whole chapter, and your 
problem isn’t among them. 
Maybe someone always shows 
up late, or people just don’t 
show up at all no matter how 
many times you remind them. 
Or after several weeks, you’ve 
reached a point where you 
don’t seem to be progressing. 
When you don’t know what to 
do, pray. Ask God to give you 
wisdom and bind your group 
together in love. Pray also that 
He would create a hunger in 
them to continue to grow.  
This might be a good time to 
get some feedback from those 
in your group. And of course, 
you can also talk to your staff 
member or discipler about 
what to do. There’s a sample 
evaluation you can use to get 
feedback from group members 
in the appendix. Whatever 
happens, don’t get too stressed. 
Every great group has had its 
share of discussion disasters.

© 2010, CruPress, All Rights Reserved. CruPress.com



THE ULTIMATE ROADTRIP

120

chapter 9   maneuvering the potholes

120 121

6	 The Non-Stop Talker

“I really like Dan, but he just talks and talks and talks. The other guys try to say 

something, and Dan interrupts them. Or it’s like a ping pong match—they say 

something; then he says something. He dominates the group. Just once I’d like 

to see the other guys talk without a return volley.”

	•	 Direct your questions to other members in the 

group: “Let’s hear from some of you who haven’t 

had a chance to say anything yet.”

	•	� Sit next to the person and minimize eye contact.

	•	� If it’s still a problem, ask for the talker’s help in draw‑

ing out quiet members or privately ask him to keep 

his answers to a minimum. No one wants to initiate 

this conversation, but if you let a bad situation go 

unchecked, it will hurt everyone in the group.

7	 The Silent Member

“Whenever I’m with Tracy alone she’s a chatterbox, 

but get her in a group, and it’s hard to get her to say 

a thing.”

	•	� Ask direct but low-risk questions a shy person could 

answer comfortably. For example, “Tracy, I’d be in‑

terested in your thoughts. What are your thoughts 

on what we’ve been talking about?”

	•	 Sit where you can maintain good eye contact with 

those who seem reluctant to speak out.

	•	� Give positive feedback when the shy person does 

respond to encourage further responsiveness.

8	 Going Off On Tangents

“I don’t know how the guys did it but we started 

off talking about prayer, and before long we were 

talking about what sports we played in high school. 

These guys seem to have the spiritual gift of tan‑

gents.”

	•	� Try to be diplomatic and reflect an accepting attitude.

	•	 Use a good question to put the discussion back on the right track.

	•	� Say something like, “That’s an interesting topic, but since today we’re focus‑

ing on _________, let’s talk about that. If we have time later we can come 

back to this topic.” As you gain experience, you’ll learn when it’s time to try to 

bring a group back to the subject.

	•	� Jokingly say, “Well, speaking of our identity in Christ...” when the tangent is 

far removed from the actual topic.

9	 Disagreements & Conflict

“These two women can’t agree on anything, whether it’s about guys or which 

of the Gospels tells the most complete story of Jesus. They’re going to kill 

each other by the end of the semester.”

	•	 Don’t let disagreements rattle you. Often they can aid in learning.

	• 	�If two people disagree on a certain point, it may be profitable to talk about the 

two opinions. It makes group members think and encourages interaction. Say 

something like, “This is good. It means both of you are thinking. Let’s look at 

both of your ideas and see if we can sort out what the Bible says.”

Caution: Whether it’s appropriate to discuss a disagreement depends upon 

the subject. For example, if two people start arguing over the platform of the 

Republican Party, you wouldn’t want to delve into either opinion because it 

won’t help your study of God’s Word. On the other hand, if two people are 

disagreeing whether James 2 and Romans 3 contradict each other, you could 

pursue both sides for the group’s advantage.

	 If a disagreement persists that you don’t want to address in group, say 

something like, “You guys might want to carry on that discussion after Bible 

study. Let’s look now at the focus of our study today.”

	•	 If a disagreement is a matter of personal preference, sometimes it’s best just 

to move on. You can say something like, “I suppose we all have our opinions 

on that,” and continue the lesson.

	•	 If two group members regularly bicker, you might need to talk about it with 

each of them. Remember, problems won’t just go away.

 

OK, you’ve looked through 
this whole chapter, and your 
problem isn’t among them. 
Maybe someone always shows 
up late, or people just don’t 
show up at all no matter how 
many times you remind them. 
Or after several weeks, you’ve 
reached a point where you 
don’t seem to be progressing. 
When you don’t know what to 
do, pray. Ask God to give you 
wisdom and bind your group 
together in love. Pray also that 
He would create a hunger in 
them to continue to grow.  
This might be a good time to 
get some feedback from those 
in your group. And of course, 
you can also talk to your staff 
member or discipler about 
what to do. There’s a sample 
evaluation you can use to get 
feedback from group members 
in the appendix. Whatever 
happens, don’t get too stressed. 
Every great group has had its 
share of discussion disasters.

© 2010, CruPress, All Rights Reserved. CruPress.com



THE ULTIMATE ROADTRIP

122

chapter 9   maneuvering the potholes

122 123

10	Leader Answering All the Questions

“My group members are always asking me what I think. Then I end up telling 

them, and I feel like I do all the talking.”

	 Rather than tell them the answer, help them discover it for themselves. 

Use questions to help them get their focus back on the issue. Here are some 

ways you can respond when someone asks you a question you want them to 

answer:

	•	� Direct another question to a specific person in the group. “Judy, what are 

some things Paul says about love in this passage?”

	•	 Reverse the question back to the person who asked it, “That’s a good ques‑

tion, Steve. What do you think?”

	•	� Relay the question back to the whole group, “That’s a good question. What do 

you all think?”

Conclusion

You can eliminate most small group discussion crashes by planning and pre‑

paring well. Work hard at knowing your group members’ needs. This will 

ensure your discussions are relevant and will help you know how to respond. 

	 Learn the art of asking good questions and using learning activities to in‑

volve the entire group. Learn to trust the Lord with your efforts. A good sense 

of humor will usually help—something just about always seems to come up. 

Over time you’ll be able to tell some great stories of things that happened in 

groups you led.

For Thought / Discussion

	1	 What is your greatest fear concerning what might happen when you are 

leading a group? Go ahead, say it. What is a good way to deal with this if 

it occurs?

	2	 How would you deal with the following situations:

	 •	 You’ve just asked a question you thought was brilliant, but now you real-

ize it wasn’t even understandable. Blank stares greet you everywhere 

you look.

	 •	 One of the men in your group says he wants to watch a Final Four basket-

ball game during group next week. Everyone else seems to agree.

	 •	 Someone in your group has just begun to vigorously assert that if you 

don’t believe in a “young earth” theory of creation you aren’t a Christian. 

Everyone is on edge.

	 •	� You’re leading a lesson on forgiveness and one of the women in the 

group starts crying.

How to Discourage Your Group Members
“Hey, Judy, are you fanning yourself, or have you still not found              
1 Corinthians?”
“Good, Troy. That would have been the right answer if I’d asked a 

different question.
“I like your Bible, Candy. I didn’t know they made a Precious Moments’ Bible.” 
“Larry, how did you come up with so much to say this week? I thought you’d          

be worn out from last week.”
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10.1 Moving from “Getting” to “Giving”

10.2 The Ultimate Gift

10.3 Other Ideas for Reaching Out

helping stranded 
motorists

Jesus told a similar story about people who were too preoccupied, cal‑

loused or scared to help others. We know the story as the parable of the 

Good Samaritan (Luke 10:25-37). In this story a foreigner goes out of his way 

to help a total stranger. Jesus didn’t tell His parable as a reminder to travel 

safely, carry a cell phone, and join AAA. Rather, He told it to illustrate the 

care we should have for other people. It ends with these words, “Go and do 

likewise” (Luke 10:37).

	 Many small groups study the Word and provide strength and encourage‑

ment for the members to walk with God. This is how it should be. But sadly, 

often groups never turn the corner from “getting” to “giving.” They never 

exist for anything beyond the group itself. This isn’t how it’s supposed to be.

	 You can’t separate loving God from loving and caring for people. When 

an expert in the law asked Jesus which is the greatest commandment in the 

Law He replied, “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your 

soul and with all your mind.’ This is the first and greatest commandment. And 

the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ All the Law and Proph‑

ets hang on these two commandments” (Matthew 22:37-40). 

	 Jesus’ answer is stunning. The most important issue in life is relation‑
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ships—our relationship with God and relationships with other people. The 

Christian life is both a passion for our God and Savior, and a passion for those 

for whom He came. As we grow in our love for God, we’ll love what He 

loves—people. If you love God, you love people.

	 So, all small groups should ultimately be committed to both of these pri‑

orities.  Each group will go about pursuing these commandments in different 

ways, depending upon the purpose and maturity of the group.

10.1 

Moving from Getting to Giving

It’s important for leaders to be committed to helping those in their group 

learn to care for and be involved in the lives of those outside the group. 

This doesn’t imply that those in the group cease getting and only give. Dur‑

ing our entire Christian lives we’re getting from God and from other believers. 

Ideally, believers in a small group should receive, and then give. 

	 Learning to turn the corner from getting to giving is often a difficult step 

for many Christians, because it’s far safer to stay within the confines of the 

group. However, someone cannot love God without caring about others; 

“Dear friends, let us love one another, for love comes from God. Everyone 

who loves has been born of God and knows God. Whoever does not love 

does not know God, because God is love” (1 John 4:7-8). A good small group 

will reflect the priority of loving and caring for people.

	 When a group works together to give to others, there are many benefits. 

Other people have their needs met by hearing the Good News. Also, the 

group itself grows closer together, and its compassion for others deepens. 

Perhaps, greatest of all, they get more excited about Jesus.

	 How do you help your group get involved in giving? There are two key steps: 

first, help them see the needs of those around them. Second, give them oppor‑

tunities to get involved in meeting some of these needs.

1	 Help them see.

Jesus was motivated to care for others because He saw their needs. “When 

he saw the crowds, he had compassion on them, because they were ha‑

rassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd” (Matthew 9:36). He saw 

needy individuals. And He was compassionately moved to help them.

	 Today it’s often difficult for us to see the needs of others. Society fosters 

independence, isolation, and self-focus so most people are not aware of the 

needs of others. They are least aware of their spiritual needs. 

	 Your group members must begin to see beyond themselves. Here are 

four ways to help a group begin to do this.

	•	 First, help them develop biblical convictions about the needs of people. When 

group members view their family and friends through the values of society, 

they may not see their spiritual needs, so they lack any motivation to help. An 

attractive, successful, popular student who doesn’t know Christ is rarely viewed 

as “harassed and helpless” and “lost” as the Bible describes this person. 

Some Biblical Words
Used to describe those who don’t know Christ.

	

Judy’s Treat 
Lynne, one of the girls in my Bible study at Vanderbilt, was doing her 
student teaching at an inner-city school. That Halloween she invited some 
of her fourth graders to join us for trick-or-treating. Hand in hand we went 
from door to door with our new friends. The little girls loved the chance 
to feel safe and loved by some college students. After trick-or-treating we 
gathered at my house to check out the goodies. We told them about the 
most important thing in our lives—our relationships with Christ. I shared 
the gospel and eight of them trusted Christ. It was a fun experience for us 
and a life-changing one for them. What a treat.

•	 Dead
•	 Disobedient
•	 Objects of wrath
•	 Harassed
•	 Helpless
•	 Godless
•	 Wicked
•	 Suppressers of the truth
•	 Darkened
•	 Fools
•	 Stubborn 

•	 Unrepentant
•	 Self-seeking
•	 Followers of evil
•	 Rejecting the truth
•	 Perishing
•	 Without excuse
•	 Accountable
•	 Deceived
•	 Slaves to sin
•	 Cannot please God
•	 Destined for everlasting 

punishment
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Your group will benefit by studying passages in the Bible describing the spiritual 

needs of those who don’t know Christ. Romans 1:18-3:20 argues how they 

are rightfully guilty before God (3:9-10) because of their rejection of what God 

has made plain to them (1:18-20). They worship created things instead of the 

Creator (1:25) and have fallen short of the glory of God (3:23). Ephesians 2:1-3 

describes the state of a person who doesn’t know Christ. Revelation 20:11-15 

and 2 Thessalonians 1:5-10 depict the tragic fate of those who ignore God’s 

offer of forgiveness and reconciliation. 

	•	 Second, help your group develop a heart for others by studying passages which 

reveal God’s heart for people. Pray that God will help you see as He sees and 

feel what He feels. Some passages which reveal God’s heart for people are 

Matthew 9:35-38, Luke 15, Romans 5:6-8, Luke 13:31-34, Mark 1:40-45 and 

Luke 19:1-9.

	•	 Third, expose your group to the needs of people. Use examples from everyday 

experiences, such as articles in the school paper, conversations, news events, 

etc. When you are in situations with group members, like going to class, Mc‑

Donald’s, or the cafeteria, seize the opportunity to talk about peoples’ needs. 

Perhaps go off campus to see the needs of people, like to a soup kitchen, nurs‑

ing home or AIDS hospice.

	 One way to expose your group to the spiritual needs of people is to take 

surveys around campus. Design questions that fit your particular audience. 

Have each person take as many surveys as possible and then compile a list of 

the top ten needs they see on campus. This will give them a glimpse into the 

hearts and minds of other students. 

	 Some possible survey questions could include: •What are the greatest 

needs of people you know? •If you could have one thing you don’t have right 

now, what would it be? •What do you think are the two greatest fears of our 

generation? •What do you think is the solution for the problems you see in 

the world? •If a young child asked you, “What happens when people die?,” 

what would you say? •If you could have one question answered about life, 

what would you want to know?

	•	 Fourth, hold a focus group. Ask ten or so non-Christians to get together for 

pizza to give you honest feedback on how they think and feel about Christian‑

ity. The goal of the time is not to answer their questions, but to honestly listen 

to what they are thinking and feeling. This may also lead to your group devel‑

oping some relationships with non-Christians. 

	 Some possible Focus Group questions could include: •What do you per‑

ceive is the basic message of Christianity? •What do you like or dislike about 

Christianity? •How did you form these opinions? •What is your opinion of 

Christians at this school? •How many of your friends share your views? •If you 

were a Christian at this university, what would you do to improve your image?

2	 Give them opportunities to meet needs.

One of the best ways to expose your group to needs around them is to give 

them opportunities to give to others. Remember to consider the maturity of 

your group when you plan an activity designed to help them turn the corner 

to giving. If you expect too much from a group too fast, they’ll be reluctant to 

do anything.

Gary’s Rooftop 
When I led a small group at the University of Tennessee, I would take each 
guy to the top of an academic building overlooking campus. Below us were 
thousands of students, going back and forth from classes. I would ask each of 
the guys, “How many of those students do you think know God personally?” 
It was a sobering statement but a great way to build compassion into the 
group. Then we would pray for the campus.

Sung’s Tombstone 
My leader took our small group to a cemetery one day. We talked about 
what we would like written on our tombstone. We read names, dates, and 
inscriptions, and talked about life in general. It was a great wake-up call to the 
nature of life, the finality of death, and the importance of the gospel.

Melvita’s Pilgrimage 
I wanted the women in my group to understand what we were studying in 
Romans 1 and 2. So, I took them on a religious pilgrimage around the city 
of Washington, D.C. After leaving Howard University, we went to a Hindu 
temple, a Mormon temple and an Islamic center. I wanted them to observe 
and learn about these different groups. 		   
	 Afterwards, the girls came over to my place for dinner, discussion and 
to watch the “JESUS” film. We saw how people are lost and without excuse. 
We talked about the blindness of people and the task ahead for us to reach 
them.  
	 It was good for the girls to have God open their eyes to the hopelessness 
of people and the possibilities of God.
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	 As the leader set an example by sharing your own heart and convictions 

concerning reaching out to others. Even in a brand new group you can tell 

about a conversation you had with a friend about Christ. Just like many other 

issues in life, compassion for others is often caught from others. Take indi‑

viduals in the group with you while you do ministry and they will often come 

back personally motivated to do the same.

	 Even the youngest group can give to others with simple activities, such 

as eating dinner with a group of non-Christians, bringing cookies to someone 

who’s discouraged, praying for someone, inviting a friend to an evangelistic 

event, tutoring a student who needs help, or help at a food drive or other project 

on campus. Activities like these aren’t threatening to most young group mem‑

bers, but they still help build a caring attitude about those outside of the group.

10.2 

The Ultimate Gift

A group can reach out to those around them in many ways, but none is 

more important than reaching out with the good news of the gospel. 

Because the greatest need any person has is to be reconciled to God, the 

ultimate gift we can offer someone is to introduce them to Christ. 

	 Since its beginning in 1951, Campus Crusade for Christ has focused on 

meeting peoples’ spiritual need. Dr. Bill Bright, founder and president of Cam‑

pus Crusade, often asks these two questions: “What is the greatest thing 

that has ever happened to you? What is the greatest thing you can do for oth‑

ers?” These two questions reveal the heart and motivation behind a world‑

wide ministry committed to offering Christ to the world. Much has changed 

over the past decades, but our purpose remains the same: to glorify God by 

helping to fulfill the Great Commission. 

	 The Great Commission was Jesus’ final command to His disciples (Mat‑

thew 28:16-20). While Jesus was with them He taught getting and giving. 

They received from the Lord and went out into the towns and villages to give 

to others. Now, after His death, they received the ultimate gift, Jesus’ death 

and resurrection on their behalf. They in turn passed it on, being faithful to 

help fulfill the Great Commission by making disciples throughout the world.

	 There are many ways for small groups within Campus Crusade to help 

fulfill the Great Commission. Not all groups are structured the same way, not 

all groups have the same purpose or content, and not all groups are directly 

focused on doing evangelism. However, every campus ministry within Cam‑

pus Crusade has adopted the mission to help ”turn lost students into Christ-

centered laborers.“ In some form or fashion, each small group within Campus 

Crusade should help fulfill this mission.

	 Turning lost students into Christ-centered laborers is a process. Younger 

group leaders help individuals first develop a heart for those who don’t know 

Christ and help them begin to share Christ with others. Usually students need 

help doing this. They need to be with the group leader as he models how to share 

his faith. The group leader needs to give them training in how to share the gospel 

using the “Four Spiritual Laws” or “Would You Like to Know God Personally?”.

Sherrie’s Date With Christians 
I had a date to the spring formal, but I really wanted to get in with a group of 
people so it wouldn’t be awkward. My roommates were involved in Campus 
Crusade, and a large group of them were going to dinner together. I asked 
if we could come along, even though I wasn’t a Christian or involved in 
Campus Crusade. They welcomed us, and that night I had a blast. In fact, 
I had never had that much fun sober. Over the next few weeks I started 
attending the Campus Crusade meetings. My friends told me about God 
and eventually I became a Christian. My senior year I had the chance to lead 
my own group. It all started because of a fun social adventure with a group 
of Christians.

Jay’s Example 
I’ll never forget the first time my group leader, Jay, asked me if I wanted 
to come along when he talked to someone about Christ while we were at 
Daytona Beach, Fla. I was terrified, but he was quite calm, and before long 
he was sharing with this guy who was catching rays beside his car. The guy 
trusted Christ. I figured that was the end of a good day and it was time to 
hit the surf, but Jon just went on down to talk to another guy. I think God 
must have been out to encourage me as a rookie because that day all five 
guys Jon shared with received Christ. Going along with him changed me 
more than any lesson ever could have. Later that week I shared Christ for 
the first time.
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	 As group members mature in Christ, they often desire to start their own 

small groups. When this happens, the veteran leader takes on a new role by 

equipping the younger believers in the group with skills they need to lead their 

own groups.

 	 As lost students become Christ-centered laborers, more students become 

actively involved in giving the ultimate gift to others. God’s great gift and His 

Great Commission are at the heart of all we do in Campus Crusade for Christ.

10.3 

Other Ideas for Reaching Out

There are a variety of ways your group can reach out to others. It’s up to 

the leader to choose the wisest course for the group in light of its matu‑

rity and purpose. Here are some ideas on different ways your group can give 

to others.

	1	 Have a “bring a friend” small group meeting where everyone invites a non-

Christian to the group. In fact, some small groups are designed to be open 

groups, where members are encouraged to bring new people every week. Do 

a lesson or activity that would be appropriate for everyone. Cru.comm (see 

chapter 12) contains two evangelistic Bible study series. 

	2	� Do something as a group to give to others, such as Habitat for Humanity, Spe‑

cial Olympics, or a leukemia drive. Sometimes taking students off campus 

deepens their heart to share Christ on campus.

	3	 Meet together regularly to pray.

	4	� Invite non-Christian friends along for some sort of adventure, such as paint 

ball, camping, attending a formal, or simply going out for pizza.

	5	� Plan a group outreach of some kind. You could do an evangelistic meeting in a 

dorm or fraternity/sorority or plan a party. Another option is handing out evan‑

gelistic articles to friends and getting their feedback on it or putting up flyers 

for the evangelistic website, EveryStudent.com. Maybe the group could show 

the “JESUS” film to international students.

	6	 Take a missions trip together.

Conclusion

Remember that a group will tend to become ingrown by focusing on its own 

needs. Being involved in ministering to others is essential to following Christ. A 

group that pursues loving God will naturally love and pursue people as a result.

Alysia’s Valentine 
For a long time I had been feeling compassion for Debbie, who lived next 
to me, but I never seemed to be able to work up the nerve to just talk to her 
about Christ. Our small group decided to have a Valentine’s Day party, so 
I invited Debbie. We had an icebreaker, food and door prizes. One of our 
women was the emcee, one led the icebreaker, one gave her testimony, and 
our small group leader gave a talk called “Keeping the Love Alive.” After the 
offer to receive Christ, Debbie said, “Yes.” On the drive back after the party, 
she said it was the first time she had ever heard the gospel explained.

Jennifer’s Trip 
I participated in a life-changing inner-city missions project with Campus 
Crusade one summer. I was able to share my faith, make friends in the 
neighborhoods of New York, and help meet some physical needs around 
me. The next fall, we recruited a men’s small group to go with our group to 
New York for spring break. Twelve of us flew up to New York together. We 
had the best time showing the “JESUS” film, sharing our faith, and helping 
meet the needs of the homeless.

Bad Ideas on Moving from “Getting” to “Giving”
•  Offer $5 for each person your group members share Christ with. If 
compassion doesn’t motivate them, who knows...maybe money will.
•  Surprise your group by suggesting they hit the quad for some 

outdoor preaching next Friday at noon. This will win them over to the joy of 
sharing Christ in a hostile environment.

•  Ask a young group to start a new evangelical church in downtown Baghdad.
•  Ask them to do something you aren’t doing, like talking to unbelievers.
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For Thought / Discussion

	1	 What helped you turn the corner from getting to giving in your Christian 

life? How would you say you are presently doing in this area?

	2	�� In 2 Corinthians 5:16, Paul writes, “So from now on we regard no one 

from a worldly point of view.” What are some ways you view people 

around you from a worldly point of view? What would you see in people 

if you didn’t see them from a worldly point of view?

	3	�� Have you ever been in a group that did some kind of ministry together? 

What did the group do? What was the result, both outside and inside of 

the group?

	4	�� If someone told you they didn’t think it was that important for a Bible 

study to be involved in giving to others, what would you say? How would 

you defend your view using God’s Word?

	5	� Given the maturity level of your group and its purpose, what are some 

creative ways your group can reach out together?

 
Turning a group from getting to giving is often difficult. Not everyone in the 
group will want to be involved in evangelism or the other ways of giving to 
others. Even if you do a good job leading the group in this direction, you’ ll 
likely encounter resistance. It’s often threatening for group members to 
publicly associate with Christ. If this happens, remember God the Father 

cared enough about people to offer His Son, who was misunderstood, maligned and crucified. 
Being faithful to share Christ with others isn’t easy, but it’s better than the alternative of being too 
frightened to get involved with others.
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