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introduction
The Purpose of This Book

Be shepherds of God’s flock that is under your care, serving 
as overseers—not because you must, but because you are will-
ing, as God wants you to be; not greedy for money, but eager 
to serve; not lording it over those entrusted to you, but being 
examples to the flock. And when the Chief Shepherd appears, 
you will receive the crown of glory that will never fade away.

1 Peter 5:2–4

Good leaders make people feel that they’re at the very heart 
of things, not at the periphery. Everyone feels that he or she 
makes a difference to the success of the organization. When 
that happens people feel centered, and that gives their work 
meaning.

Warren Bennis

Flash back with me to 1977. I was a junior in high school. 
I was also a new follower of Christ. What was high school 
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Introduction

like for me? Was I an ESPN 150 Top Pick? Not even close. 
Getting ready to attend my first prom? No again. I was ac-
tually a late bloomer in many ways. A scholar? Nope. I had 
to struggle just to get C’s and B’s. Luckily, gym class was 
always there to pull up my GPA! But surely, I was a sought-
after young Christian leader, right? Not even close. I think 
the phrase that best describes me during that time is “in the 
background.” I was not a part of the in crowd, the Who’s 
Who, the pretty people, or those who were invited to parties. 
And worse yet, I had no plans for the future. I was clueless. 
My dad was in business, so I had a vague notion that I would 
head down that path too. That summed up my goals at the 
time. I enjoyed my life and basically just took it one day at 
a time.

Enter a man named Ron Swiger. Ron was an adult in my 
church who took me under his wing without my ever real-
izing he was doing it. Our church didn’t have small groups, 
but they did have Sunday school and a bus ministry. (Google 
it—it was a phenomenon in the 1970s.) That Sunday school 
functioned much like a small group, and the bus ministry 
included serving and evangelism. Although the methodolo-
gies I use today are different, I realize now what a powerful 
role Ron played in my life.

He made sure I was involved and gave me a place to belong. 
He asked me to be an assistant in the bus ministry on his 
bus. He spent time with me. He did ministry in such a way 
that I wanted to be like him. He was also my Sunday school 
teacher. He was far ahead of his time and was a master at 
promoting growth in his students. He taught me to pray. He 
challenged me to give back to God. He taught the Bible in a 
relevant way. Most importantly, he modeled what he taught. 
That Sunday school class was probably the best-disguised 
small group of the day. We didn’t just learn biblical facts; we 
learned how to live life together. We had parties, interacted 
with the greater church, did outreach events together, and 
learned to challenge each other to deal with the dark areas 
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of our hearts. Were we perfect? No. Did I apply everything 
I learned to my life? No. But did that class, despite its weak-
nesses, make an impact in my life? Yes!

When Ron stepped out of the role as my mentor, another 
man stepped in—Bill Brown. God used him to build on the 
foundation Ron had started. During my years in high school, 
despite my clueless nature, Bill planted a seed for ministry. 
That seed would not bloom for almost eight years, but it was 
still firmly planted. And I owe a lot to those two men.

What’s the moral of the story? If you have this book in 
your hands, chances are someone took a risk on you. Some-
one invited you to be in his or her small group or asked you 
to lead a small group. Whatever the case may be, someone 
believed in you. You may not have seen your potential, but that 
person did. And so does God. I hope this book will help you 
develop a healthy small group—a vital community of friends.
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1

You are Part of god’s Plan
Discovering Your Purpose

I came to you in weakness and fear, and with much trem-
bling. My message and my preaching were not with wise and 
persuasive words, but with a demonstration of the Spirit’s 
power, so that your faith might not rest on men’s wisdom, 
but on God’s power.

1 Corinthians 2:3–5

Great minds have purposes, others have wishes.
Washington Irving

If you are reading this page, two things are probably true:

 1. You are leading, or part of, a small group.
 2. You are feeling not as qualified to lead or help a small 

group as you’d like.
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And before you get mad at me, let me tell you a secret: I don’t 
feel qualified to lead a small group either. But that’s okay. We 
don’t have to be qualified; we just have to have God on our 
side. If he has called you to lead a small group, then he will 
give you the ability to do so. The key is staying connected to 
him, continuing to seek his will, and then surrendering to it. 
God will always show you the way. “Trust in the Lord with 
all your heart and lean not on your own understanding; in 
all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make your paths 
straight” (Proverbs 3:5–6). Of course it is always your choice 
whether to follow him.

One more thing is probably true as well. You most likely 
fall into one of four categories:

 1. You just started leading a small group and already regret 
saying you would. The church leader caught you at a 
weak moment. If you have not had your first meet-
ing yet, the thought of it makes you slightly sick to 
your stomach. Before the first group starts, you wonder 
whether anyone will show up. Or you have already had a 
few meetings, and every week you feel slightly nauseous 
before everyone arrives.

 2. You have been leading a small group for some time 
now, but you feel as though you are missing something. 
Your group meets regularly, but there seems to be a lack 
of focus and purpose. You aren’t really sure what you 
thought a small group would be like, but this isn’t it. 
Your group is in a rut, and you need to get out of that 
rut.

 3. You have been leading a small group since the dawn of 
time, and you’re bored to death. You like the members 
of your group, maybe you even love them, but your 
group meetings seem more like social gatherings than 
a meeting of empowered disciples. You are bored with 
the studies, and if truth be told, you’d rather just hang 
out and enjoy the party.
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 4. You can’t imagine life without your group. You look 
forward to group meetings and even meet with group 
members outside of group time. Deep bonds have de-
veloped between members. You sense that God is doing 
something here, and you are ready to continue moving 
to that next level.

No matter where you are in your journey with your small 
group, I believe this book will help take you, your group, 
and the individual members of your group 
to the next level. If  a group is centered 
on a purpose and led by a focused leader, 
there is no greater tool for spiritual growth 
than the small group. From the beginning, 
God has used small groups of men and 
women to change the world. That has not 
changed. Your small group, under inten-
tional leadership and the direction of God, 
is a force to be reckoned with. The potential of a small group 
of God-focused people is simply astounding. Matter of fact, 
it carried the church for the first three hundred years of its 
existence!

If you have been leading a group for some time, as you read 
this book you’re going to say, “Wow! That’s a great idea.” 
Or, “I wish I had done that earlier.” The last thing I want 
you to do, however, is feel that you have been doing some-
thing wrong. On the other hand, some of you are at point A 
and just trying to learn how to get to point B. The key is to 
keep learning and sharing our ideas with each other so we 
can continue to take our group and our group members to 
the next level. Wherever you are, and wherever I am, we can 
learn from each other.

As you learn from this book, don’t try to implement it 
all within the next month. Understand that developing a 
healthy group takes time. Just concentrate on one step at 
a time.

God has used small 

groups of men and 

women to change 

the world. That 

has not changed.
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Trust God

When I was called into ministry, between my junior and senior 
years of high school, everything in me said I was not quali-
fied. I have a bit of a learning disability. When I am thinking 
quickly, or speaking quickly, I tend to drop letters or switch 
numbers or words around, which made school a real chal-
lenge. I excelled in math and science, but I really struggled 
with English because I was always switching or dropping 
letters. Reading was a chore. I made it through high school, 
college, and graduate school, but every step of the way I felt 
as though God had the wrong person. Couldn’t he see that I 
was clearly not qualified to be in ministry? Somewhere near 
the end of my graduate program, in a moment of frustration 
and fear, I came across 1 Corinthians 2:3–5:

I came to you in weakness and fear, and with much trem-
bling. My message and my preaching were not with wise and 
persuasive words, but with a demonstration of the Spirit’s 
power, so that your faith might not rest on men’s wisdom, 
but on God’s power.

Of course, I had read it many times before, but on that day 
it seemed to have been written especially for me. I suddenly 
realized God did not need my eloquence. Wise and persuasive 
words were not at the top of God’s list for success. He needed 
my obedience. He would give me the strength to overcome 
any shortcomings I might have. And he has and will continue 
to do so.

Share Your Weaknesses

One of the most important things I have learned about lead-
ership is that people love you more for your faults and weak-
nesses than for your strengths. The world tells us a leader is 
strong, confident, and bold. But the Bible tells us that some of 
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the greatest leaders of all time (Moses, David, Joseph) were 
weak, reluctant, and afraid. As a leader, the most significant 
thing you can share with the members of your group is your 
weakness. If you are afraid to pray out loud, tell them. If you 
don’t know the answer to a question, don’t try to bluff your 
way through it—admit that you don’t know. Then look it up 
and come back with the answer the following week.

When I was home from college one summer, I was helping 
with the youth department of a local church. Mike and Carol 
were the leaders, and I was just there to do whatever. I learned 
later that their job was to give me confidence. They thought 
I could do no wrong; I thought all I could do was wrong. 
They knew I was called into ministry, but I was just halfway 
through my long run of excuses. They used that summer to 
help me do one thing: lead a group. Week after week they 
taught me to be myself. I didn’t have to know it all. I didn’t 
have to be one up on everyone. I did have to be secure in 
the Lord and trust him to use my testimony and giftedness. 
Each week they modeled transparency and authenticity. I 
watched and listened in amazement as their group grew and 
loved them more with every week, even though they didn’t 
have it all together. They showed me that weakness can be 
strength. The people in your small group will not let down 
their guard and share their weaknesses until you are willing 
to do the same. Model the behavior you expect from them.

Develop Your Empathy Quotient

“If there is any great secret to success in life,” industrialist 
Henry Ford said, “it lies in the ability to put yourself in the 
other person’s place and to see things from his point of view.” 
Ford could have been talking about leading a healthy small 
group. After all, if a leader doesn’t develop the capacity to step 
inside the skin of each group member and see through their 
eyes, the group will surely suffer. Guaranteed. Why? Because 
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empathy is essential to creating a safe place. Empathy opens 
a person’s spirit. Empathy cultivates grace. 

The challenge for a group leader, of course, is that empathy 
doesn’t come easy. More often than not, we assume people 
think and feel the way we do. But they don’t. God designed 
each of us with differences. Each person in your group is 
unique. But in time, with shared experiences and by asking 
good questions, the astute group leader begins to recognize 
and appreciate those differences. Indeed, these differences 
become the delight of the group.

That’s why I’m a fan of the online tool called Small Group 
Insights. This simple tool allows a group leader (as well as 
group members) to uncover and better understand each 
member’s hardwiring. Among other things, it’s a tool for 
empathy. For example, if you are inclined to be a Talker and 
you have a Thinker in your group, your impulse may be to 
conclude that this person isn’t engaged in the group like you 
are. But once you empathize—once you step into their shoes 
and understand their personal style—you may discover that 
they are plugged into the group process more than anyone 
else. They simply express it differently.

Studies have shown that most of us think we empathize bet-
ter than we actually do. So do yourself a favor and check out 
www.smallgroupinsights.com. I think you’ll be glad you did. 

Four Questions of  Leadership

The fundamental issue that determines the extent to which 
God can bless your leadership is your heart. If you and I are 
honest with ourselves and with God, it will not take us very 
long to identify areas of our hearts and lives that are divided, 
self-centered, and generally not honoring to God. If we leave 
our hearts unmanaged, they will eventually be our downfall.

Before you can be an effective spiritual leader, you must be 
surrendered as a follower of Christ. The act of surrendering 
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to Christ is a lifelong process as his Spirit grows you toward 
maturity. As a leader, you will need to answer four basic ques-
tions along the way.

1. Identity: Who Am I?

When Moses was an infant, Pharaoh decreed that every 
firstborn child of the Israelites be killed. Moses’s mother 
disobeyed and put tiny baby Moses in a basket, sending him 
afloat in the Nile River. Ironically, Pharaoh’s daughter found 
Moses and raised him as her own. As an adult, Moses had a 
choice. He could live the life of royalty or turn his back on all 
of that luxury and fight for his people, the enslaved Hebrews. 
He chose the latter. Hebrews 11:24–25 tells us,

By faith Moses, when he had grown up, refused to be known 
as the son of the Pharaoh’s daughter. He chose to be mis-
treated along with the people of God rather than to enjoy 
the pleasures of sin for a short time.

Moses was honest about his heritage and who God had 
created him to be. He chose to exchange luxury and power for 
a life of service to God. His allegiance to 
God and the Hebrew people was stronger 
than his desire for personal power and 
wealth.

I’ve been in ministry my whole life. I 
have never had lots of money, and that’s 
probably a good thing. Every time we re-
turn from vacation, I tell my wife, Lisa, 
that I am designed to be independently 
wealthy. I just know I am! I’m meant to 
live on a beach and sip drinks with umbrellas in them. That’s 
my calling, but somehow God hasn’t seen it that way yet.

He seems to have a different purpose for me. And he has 
one for you too. “‘For I know the plans I have for you,’ de-
clares the Lord, ‘plans to prosper you and not to harm you, 

The fundamental 

issue that determines 

the extent to which 

God can bless 

your leadership 

is your heart.
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plans to give you hope and a future’” (Jer. 29:11). God has a 
unique plan for your life; and no one else on this earth can 
fulfill God’s purpose for you. Each one of us has 168 hours 
in a week; and he wants you to use part of your 168 hours 
to influence the people in your small group.

When you understand your identity is in Jesus Christ 
(John 15) and not in the labels you wear, the emblems on 
your car, the zip code or neighborhood you live in, the vaca-
tions you take, the salary you receive, the color of your skin, 
or the church you work at, then you are able to answer this 
first question and move to the second.

2. Priority: What Is Really Most Important?

When Moses gave up living the life of royalty, it was not 
because he knew his life as a leader would be one of im-
portance. He had no idea of the path ahead. He did know, 
however, that the life of an Israelite did not compare to the 
life of an Egyptian, let alone Egyptian royalty. His people, 
the Israelites, lived as slaves. To side with them would bring 
disgrace on his life in the eyes of many. Hebrews 11:26 tells 
us, “He regarded disgrace for the sake of Christ as of greater 
value than the treasures of Egypt, because he was looking 
ahead to his reward.”

Personal disgrace for the sake of Christ was reasonable to 
Moses because serving God was a priority in his life. Moses 
knew how to accept suffering. And there will be some suffer-
ing for Christians because being a Christian does not mean 
that you get a “get out of jail free” card.

I understand what it is like to suffer. My son, Ethan, is au-
tistic, and it is a lifelong struggle. My wife, Lisa, and I don’t 
know if he will ever be able to live on his own. If I dwell on 
that, it can crush me. God is not sitting up in heaven going, 
“Whew! Man . . . what happened down there? That caught 
me by surprise!” God is not surprised at what’s going on in 
my life, and he is not surprised by what is going on in your 
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life. He is using all of the circumstances of our lives to shape 
and mold us. He is not concerned about equity for all in this 
life but about eternity for all in the next life.

Moses had the ability to look at the big picture. He lived 
in light of eternity and looked ahead to his reward. As a 
small group leader, you need to develop that same ability. The 
choices you make will reflect your character and the state of 
your heart, and that will determine how much God is able to 
use you. God is not concerned as much with your comfort as 
he is with your character. Once you decide to follow Christ 
and surrender your life to him, you’re in this for the long haul. 
People may disappoint you; they may misunderstand and 
criticize you. But regardless of hard circumstances and hard 
people, submit yourself to loving Christ, loving his people, 
and looking ahead to your promised reward. It’s the people, 
not the things around us, who matter most in this life.

The wife of one of my friends was diagnosed with cancer 
this past year. Nine short months later, her young life ended. 
During those nine months a group of people got together 
and did an extreme makeover on their home. It was a very 
nice gesture. But in the end, it didn’t matter. Remarking pri-
vately on how beautiful the home looked, she said that she 
appreciated their hard work, but she also said the beauty of 
the home really didn’t matter. When it came down to it, what 
mattered were the people around her. So often our priorities 
are misplaced. We put stuff ahead of souls. If you understand 
your priorities, then press ahead to the third question.

3. Responsibility: What Will I Do with My Life?

Remember that this is God’s small group, not yours. He is 
entrusting it to you as part of his plan for your life. Continu-
ally ask him, “God, what do you want to happen in this small 
group? What can I do to better serve you and the people you 
have entrusted to me?” If you are leading a small group, God 
believes that you have something to offer the people in that 
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group. Read the exchange between Moses and God found 
in Exodus 3:9–11.

“And now the cry of the Israelites has reached me, and I have 
seen the way the Egyptians are oppressing them. So now, go. 
I am sending you to Pharaoh to bring my people the Israelites 
out of Egypt.”

But Moses said to God, “Who am I, that I should go to 
Pharaoh and bring the Israelites out of Egypt?”

Sound familiar? It does to me. God asks me to do some-
thing and immediately I wonder, Who am I that I should go? 
It was no different with Moses. He had his doubts; he felt un-
qualified. But here is the key: Despite his own misgivings and 
feelings of inadequacy, he obeyed. Moses could have shrugged 
off his responsibility to the Israelites, but he made the choice 
to take on the responsibility of serving those people.

Look at it this way. God believes in you so much that he en-
trusted to you his most valuable possessions on this planet—
people. He knows you are the right person to shepherd these 
souls along a journey that gets them closer to him and the 
purpose he has for their lives. Wow, think of it! God is trust-
ing you! The question is, Will you accept that responsibility? 
Is that responsibility enough for you to change your life to 
align with the priority and identity he has set before you?

4. Perseverance: How Far Will I Go?

Moses was the model of perseverance. “By faith he left 
Egypt, not fearing the king’s anger; he persevered because 
he saw him who is invisible” (Heb. 11:27). You will prob-
ably not be asked to leave your country and lead your small 
group around in the wilderness for forty years, but you will 
be tempted to give up leadership . . . many times. The key is 
to persevere when you want to quit. In order to do that, you 
must have faith. Faith and obedience are prerequisites for 
spiritual leadership.
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Faith does not stop with the initial believing; you must 
persevere and obey through every stage of life, by faith. “So 
then, just as you received Christ Jesus as 
Lord, continue to live in him, rooted and 
built up in him, strengthened in the faith 
as you were taught, and overflowing with 
thankfulness” (Col. 2:6–7).

Perseverance is a function of perspec-
tive; you will persevere to the end if you 
keep in mind who Christ is (the vine), and 
who you are (a branch). “I am the vine; you 
are the branches. If a man remains in me 
and I in him, he will bear much fruit; apart 
from me you can do nothing” (John 15:5). 
Baptism is not about getting wet; it’s about 
being obedient. Tithing is not about money; it’s about being 
obedient. Fasting isn’t about being without food; it’s about 
being obedient. Surrendering something, whether it is money, 
food, or your time, is not about the thing you are sacrificing. 
It is a question of obedience. How far are you willing to go 
to be obedient to God?

How to Lead Your Group: Three Essentials

Throughout my years of ministry, three traits stand out in 
leaders who lead groups well. They lead in these ways.

With Heart

Above all else, you need to connect to your small group 
with your heart. Jesus often used the example of a shepherd 
tending a flock. “I am the good shepherd; I know my sheep 
and my sheep know me” (John 10:14). While it may be a bit 
more difficult to relate to the example of a shepherd caring 
for a flock of sheep in our modern world, the principle is 
still the same. As a small group leader, you must know the 
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individuals in your group (your flock), and they must know 
you. The only way that will happen is if you lead with your 
heart and show that you care for them like you care for your-
self. When you do that and show your heart is in the group, 
your members will follow.

With Compassion

The first Scripture verse most of us memorized is John 
11:35, “Jesus wept.” Why did Jesus cry? Because his friend 
Lazarus had died. Jesus is recorded as crying one other place 
in the New Testament. “As he approached Jerusalem and saw 
the city, he wept over it” (Luke 19:41). Your ministry must be 
carried out with this same compassion. As Jesus came closer 
to Jerusalem, he saw the city ahead and he began to weep. 
Luke describes Jesus looking down on Jerusalem and seeing 
all of the lost people—sheep without a shepherd. This sight 
brings tears to the eyes of Christ. He had compassion for the 
people he was serving. How do you see the people of your 
church? Of your greater community? Of the world at large?

In Matthew 9:36 we get another glimpse into the character 
of Christ. “When he saw the crowds, he had compassion on 
them, because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep 
without a shepherd.” Christ does not want us to forget what 
drew him to such compassion. He didn’t weep over buildings, 
fancy programs, or other material things; he felt compassion 
for people. Without a leader, we are harassed, helpless, and 
defenseless as sheep. During the tough times, will you see 
your group members as impositions, or will you see them 
with compassion, as Jesus did?

With Motivation

In 2 Corinthians 5:10 we are told that at the end of time 
“we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ.” 
There are two judgments at the end of time: (1) Unbelievers 
are judged at the great white throne. They are cast into an 
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eternity without God or without Christ, which is the purest 
form of hell. (2) Believers will be judged at the judgment seat 
of Christ. We will be asked two questions: “Did you know 
my Son, Jesus Christ?” And you will say yes! You wouldn’t 
be there unless you had accepted Christ. The second ques-
tion he is going to ask is, “What did you do with what I gave 
you?” Specific to your small group—he is entrusting their 
care to you. At the end time I want to hear him say, “Well 
done, good and faithful servant” (Matt. 25:21). That is my 
motivation. I pray it is yours.

A c t i o n  S t e p S

 1. What are the three things this chapter stirred up in you?

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

 2. What needs to change in your life based on this chapter?

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

 3. What one thing can you do today to honor God in your 
daily life?

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________
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