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Start Your Engines:
3 Strategies to Running an Effective Small Group Now!

INTRODUCTION:

Have you seen the Laurel and Hardy episode where they’re trying to bring a 
piano to a client’s home? They begin at the curb. The piano is unloaded. The house 
is on a hill, up a large flight of stairs. They begin by pushing the piano up one step 
at a time. They get half way up and a mailman walks by, they stop, wave, and the 
piano slides back down to the curb. This happens time after time after time. 

Maybe this is how you feel in your Small Group. No matter what you do, people 
either don’t show up, or when they do, they sit and just listen. You try to engage 
them in conversation, but everything you try doesn’t work. 

I’ve been running Small Groups since I was in High School. I’ve tried every 
format there is. Sermon-based, video based, my own teaching based, devotional 
books or just Scripture. Nothing I tried helped. I couldn’t engage and I didn’t know 
why. 

If you’re a Small Group leader, the goal of this e-book is to help you alleviate the 
same mistakes I made and help you move from frustration to success in a short 
amount of time.

I want to give you four simple and quick strategies that will put you in a position 
for an immediate win.

IT’S NOT ABOUT YOU!

One thing that I had to learn; it’s not about me. As leaders or lay-leaders in our 
church, we tend to beat ourselves up when we fail or falter. We think we’re doing 
our best. But when the rubber meets the road our people don’t actively get 
involved. We allow them to leave the work on our shoulders. We wouldn’t be in 
ministry if we didn’t have a passion for people. That passion is to help them 
succeed in life, family, work and church. We want them to grow deeper in God. 

If we’re running a Small Group because we want recognition from our Pastor, to 
boost our self-esteem, we’re in it for the wrong reason. Our number one goal 
should be to see lives changed for eternity. Nothing else matters.

As a pastor and leader in my church, my desire is to see people go further in 
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their walks with Christ than I can go myself. This is why we must remember it’s not 
about us–it’s about reaching souls for the Kingdom of God.

THREE STRATEGIES TO RUNNING AN EFFECTIVE SMALL GROUP

When it comes to running an effective Small Group there are three specific 
directions–upwards, inwards and outwards. Think of a three legged stool. You can’t 
have stability with only one of these or two for that matter, we need all three to 
maintain proper balance and stability within our group.

There are no right styles of Small Groups you can have. I’ve seen, Bible-based, 
video-based, theme-based or even Sermon-based. Each one can be different. You 
can have free-market groups or you can have structured groups–where the church 
decides what’s taught.

No matter what style of Small Group you have, there are three characteristics/
structures that must be in every group. This is the secret sauce. And I want to clue 
you in on effective Small Group ministry and how it can benefit your church.

1. FOCUS UPWARD:

What does it mean to be looking up? It means that God must take first priority 
and our groups should be centered around these two areas. Worship and Prayer.

I believe every effective and growing group has these two as the core 
foundation. We must maintain an attitude of worship. Isn’t that why we gather to 
begin with, to worship together in spirit and truth? (John 4)

“Shout for joy to the Lord, all the earth. Worship the lord with gladness; come 
before Him with joyful songs. Psalm 100:1

• Small Groups need to worship together.
It’s all about fellowship. We are told to not forsake the fellowshipping of 

ourselves together. Worship is about connecting together in a way that honors God 
and lifts His name above everything.

• Small Group worship could include a song, a prayer, an mp3 etc.

• The key: Be still and know that I am God! Psalm 46:10
The main thing is to keep the main thing the main thing. It’s about God. 

Everything we do in Small Groups is about who he is and giving thanks for his 
salvation.
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• Small Groups have to acknowledge the presence of God. 
“Where two or three are gathered in mY name, there I am.” Matthew 18:20.
When we worship God is honored. When we worship together run spirit and 

truth, God is among us. Are we listening?

The second priority area of focusing upward is through prayer. “…Pray 
continually; give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God’s will for you in Christ 
Jesus. 1 Thes. 5:16-18

When we gather in prayer, are we just going around the room asking who needs 
prayer? Or are we asking God to move in people’s hearts during our gathering? In 
the groups I run, I ask what people need prayer for, what their struggling with and 
then I’ll have people break off into smaller groups to pray together. 

• Our prayers creates atmosphere.
When people pray, God listens. We must allow the Holy Spirit freedom to bring 

healing and deliverance in our Small Groups. He is ready and willing to move, but 
if we only focus our attention on how was you week, God can’t move. Prayer 
allows us to enter His gates and ask for Him to move. 

• Every meeting should open in prayer.
Are we welcoming the Holy Spirit before we begin? It’s fine to fellowship and 

talk. But we must remember that we are gathered together in God’s presence. The 
most we could do is welcome Him into our meeting space. 

• Close every meeting in Prayer groups.
I mentioned earlier that I have my groups break into smaller groups. The reason, 

it creates a safe environment for those who may not be comfortable opening up in 
a larger group. I want people to feel safe when they are in my home. I want them to 
know that what is prayed about is held in the highest confidence. But every 
meeting should close in prayer, because this seals what we’ve learned and helps us 
think about what God is going to do in our life this coming week.

• Invite children into the closing prayer circles
Children have a unique ability to see things we don’t. Their faith is on a different 

level than ours. We’ve been tainted by life. A child has only simple faith to draw 
upon. It’s fun to see a simple prayer become so powerful. 

When we allow prayer and worship into our Small Groups we find there is a 
spiritual glue that bonds us together. We are taking the focus away from ourselves 
and allowing God to take over our agenda.

2. FOCUS INWARD:
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• Study

We are to be about learning and growing deeper in Christ. Every Small Group 
should have an aspect of Bible study. Now, that doesn’t mean it needs to consume 
the entire time, however it should be present. 

Bible study should be the cornerstone foundation of any Small Group. That 
doesn’t mean it is an ends in of itself. It allows us to see life from God’s perspective. 
How we’re to live an abundant life. How we’re to live an obedient life.

Without the Word of God taking focus in our lives, people lose focus. Their 
perspective shifts to something other than God. Without His Word, people will 
focus on their own human intuition and solution to life’s problems. God takes a 
backseat. 

This is why Bible study within our groups is so important. It allows us to focus 
our energies to His Word. It brings forth healthy discussion to what we don’t 
understand. This doesn’t mean that we as the group facilitators has to have all the 
answers. But it allows us to be able to focus the group discussion back to the Word 
of God. 

This is why I love video based series. If someone has an index finger, they can 
facilitate a group. The teaching is already being done. The discussion sheets then 
give a way for healthy talk to center around what was just learned. 

• Caring
“… God so love us, we also ought to love one another.” John 4:11

My motto is… Helping people draw near to God.” But for that to happen we 
must have the mindset that making life count is by making Christ count. 

People matter to God, therefore people should matter to us. I have one specific 
policy I do every Small Group. I pull up an empty chair. This empty chair represents 
someone who’s not yet apart of our group. This chair represents someone who has 
no idea that we care for them and that God loves them. 

Our groups should not be us four and no more. We should be consistently 
engaging newcomers. When someone walks into our church doors, are we friendly 
and encouraging? People are always looking for that next step. What is it I’m 
supposed to do next?

My solution to growing a church is through an active Small Group ministry. It’s 
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up to God to fill the chair. But are we praying over that empty chair, asking God to 
fill it with someone who needs a touch from heaven?

Group building, by making a newcomer feel welcomed and accepted soul be 
our number one priority. We don’t know what’s happening in their lives. But we 
can actively pursue them with God’s love by using our group by helping them draw 
near to God.

•  Accountability
“Let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds. 

Hebrews 10:24.

We should be setting goals to helping people achieve success in their lives. By 
providing an atmosphere where people feel safe, they will feel it’s okay to share 
what their goals are. Maybe someone is suffering in their marriage, but we can help 
them set a goal to pray for their spouse daily. We can help them and hold them 
accountable. 

Every group will have a different idea of what accountability looks like. This 
doesn’t mean each group can just do what they want–they still must follow the 
guidelines given by their local church. But we want people to feel safe and 
comfortable to share with others in the group. 

A good accountability idea would be during the closing prayer time. Take five 
minutes. Have each person write down something they need prayer for during the 
week. They sign their name and the cards are exchanged among the attendees. 

This is a great way to provide an outlet for people to feel comfortable with 
prayer. These cards can go home and each member can pray for whomever’s card 
they have. The reason I like this, people are more comfortable writing than 
speaking. It allows a safe environment to become comfortable.

As a leader or facilitator our accountability is making sure we’re prepared in 
advance of each meeting. Each person is held accountable for attending faithfully, 
because they gave their word when they agreed to attend. It also encourages the 
reading of scripture and regular devotional time. That way, our group members can 
come prepared the next meeting to share what God has done in their life.

3. FOCUS OUTWARD

My mission is three-fold. Equip, Transform and Reach. Just like these three 
focuses, our final focus should always be Great Commission centered. It doesn’t 
matter if you have the world’s best group, if you’re not helping people draw near to 
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God by finding Christ, you’re not being successful. 

Our success should not be based in numbers, but how we are being a witness. 
Jesus gave us a command to GO and make disciples. It is our responsibility to take 
seriously the Great Commission. The Lord entrusted us with His mission. We are 
the only buffer between someone spending an eternity with or without God.

At every Small Group meeting, I call an action to pray for our non-saved friends. 
People are crying out for a Savior. We have the answer. But it begins with prayer! 
Whether it’s in our church services or through interactions on a daily basis, we 
meet people who need hope. 

This is where service becomes so powerful. When people feel they are doing 
good in their communities, they will talk about it. 

“I tell you the truth, whatever you did for one f the least of these brothers of 
mine, you did it unto me.” Matthew 25:40

When we serve others, we ultimately serve Jesus. We, as group leaders, should 
be looking for outlets to serve those around us. 

• Serve group members
• Serve members of your local church
• Serve non-believeing members of your community

It only takes a moment to show Christ’s love to someone. Each Sunday, at my 
church, we have a vase where people can place a red rose in if they have shared 
their faith that week. The great part is, we also have white roses available for when 
someone brings another to Christ!

You see, people are looking for avenues that are tangible and concrete to serve. 
It’s up to us to give them the tools necessary to make that happen. 

LET’S RECAP

As a group facilitator, it’s  not easy to go week-in and week-out opening your 
home to people. It’s taxing. It’s hard. But the reward is so worth the effort we put 
forward.

If you want to run an effective, life-giving, small group now we must be leaders 
who focus our attention on the bigger picture - helping people draw near to God. 
We must allow our groups to be focused on three areas: Upwards, Inwards and 
Outwards.
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These three will garner the greatest success you can have. Because, it’s not 
about us; it’s about reaching our communities with the ever life-changing Gospel of 
Jesus Christ.

SAMPLE SMALL GROUP ITINERARY:
(I’ll use the timeline for the group I lead.)

4 pm - Group members arrive
4:30 - Open in prayer
     - Recap previous week
4:45 - Put in video, book-study, Q/A etc… (30 min)
5:15 - Ask who needs prayer. Have participants write down their needs and 

exchange. Place empty chair in room. Pray over that chair that God would either 
fill it or lead us to share our faith with someone.

5:30 - close out meeting. People can continue to fellowship. But the main thing 
is to keep it short and concise. I officially end the meeting a the one and a half 
hour mark.

If you follow these three steps and this sample itinerary, you will be set-up to run 
an effective, life-giving small group NOW!

 RESOURCES:

Www.open.church  - Free Resource

Www.outreach.com  - Pay per Devotional series

Www.Smallgroups.com  - Monthly Subscription (15-Day Free Trial)

www.rightnowmedia.org  - Monthly Subscription (Call for free trial)
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