
Orlando Saer has provided the church with an excellent 
manual for small group ministry. Founded on a clear 
biblical vision, this book is full of sharp insight and 
practical advice, peppered by personal anecdotes and 
the wisdom of experience. Covering everything from 
who should lead to how they should lead and what they 
should aim for, I have great hopes for its positive impact 
in churches of all types and sizes. As someone with 
responsibility for small groups, I know this will come in 
very useful and so commend it warmly.

Mark Meynell
Director of Fellowship Groups

Senior Associate Minister, All Souls Church, London

A really helpful practical guide to small group leadership 
which is simultaneously �‘how-to�’ and �‘can-do�’.

Julian Hardyman
Senior Pastor, Eden Baptist Church, Cambridge, England

One of the strengths of our church life is to have small 
groups of Christians meeting together for study of the 
Scriptures and mutual encouragement and care. Orlando 
Saer is a shrewd, capable and experienced guide and gives 
practical and down-to-earth advice. He has provided us 
with a resource well worth study and action. 

Peter Jensen
Archbishop of Sydney, Sydney, Australia

Orlando Saer�’s Iron Sharpens Iron may well become 
the �‘Bible�’ for small group studies �– as the author�’s six 
 nely wrought chapters cover virtually everything 
essential to initiating and maintaining healthy small 
group Bible studies. There is nothing arm-chair here. No 
bromides. Saer writes from ground-level, providing us 
with hard-won advice that is unexceptionably biblical, 
intensely practical and ever- so- wise. One could wish 
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nothing be  er for small group ministries than that well-
worn copies of this superb book were in the hands of all 
who aspire to lead. It is terri c, truly the best book of its 
kind I have read.

R. Kent Hughes,
Senior Pastor Emeritus, College Church, Wheaton, Illinois

This is an outstanding book full of carefully applied 
theological re ection and valuable practical wisdom. It 
will be of immense bene t to small group Bible study 
leaders. I recommend it wholeheartedly.

William Taylor,
Minister, St Helens Bishopsgate, London

An extremely helpful and practical guide from someone 
who really understands small group ministry �– we shall 
be giving all our small group leaders a copy as soon as 
we can get hold of them!

Richard Coekin, 
Senior Minister, the Co-Mission Initiative,

Chairman of Christian Conventions, London
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9

1

Why Small Group Bible Study?

Small is beautiful. That is one of the maxims of the moment 

in Western Christianity. Recent years have seen a signi cant 

reaction against the mega-church culture in favour of 

smaller, more �‘authentic�’, Christian communities. Quality of 

relationships has once again become more important than sheer 

quantity. Genuine believers want to be participants, not just 

consumers. They want to experience what it is really like to 

live out their Christian lives in the context of a group of fellow 

believers with whom they can share at a deep level.

It is hardly surprising that against this backdrop, 
Christian small groups have proliferated. Call them what 
you will �– �‘home groups�’, �‘fellowship groups�’, �‘ladies�’ 
groups�’, �‘men�’s groups�’, �‘discipleship groups�’, �‘growth 
groups�’, �‘cells�’, �‘Bible study groups�’, or simply �‘small 
groups�’ �– they have become integral to the programmes 
of most Bible-believing churches of any size and indeed 
to many para-church organisations too. 

But is this a good thing? Christians love to study the 
Bible. We�’re convinced that when we do, we hear God 
himself addressing us. But we already  nd ourselves 
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opening it up in all sorts of contexts as it is: on our own, 
at prayer meetings of various kinds, in Sunday meetings, 
sometimes even at huge conventions. We�’re always at it! 
So why add yet another forum for Bible study?

Potential Pitfalls of Small Group Bible Study
Any good and worthwhile activity �– from snowboard-
ing to crossword-solving �– carries with it hazards as 
well as its pleasures. And small group Bible study 
is no exception. Most Christians who have been in-
volved in Bible study groups for a while will have 
their fair share of horror stories to tell. Etched on their 
memories are recollections of times when it all went 
terribly wrong. Experience has left them painfully 
aware of some of the potential pitfalls and drawbacks 
of these kinds of meetings. 

So before we look at the positives, it�’s worth being 
realistic about some of the more common dangers.

The vertical is pushed out by the horizontal 
If the runaway success of social networking websites 
teaches us anything, it is that all of us need to have 
a community where we feel we belong. The technology 
may change, but the principle does not. The need to relate 
is wri  en into our DNA. 

In any sizeable church, there is a tendency for the 
small group to become the primary �‘place of belonging�’ 
or �‘social unit�’ for the average member. And it is not hard 
to see why. You look around at a Sunday meeting and 
�– unless you�’re a particularly gregarious sort �– you feel 
swamped, even intimidated, by the sheer numbers of 
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people all around. So where do you go if you want to get 
to know people? If you�’re anything like the typical church 
member, you retreat to the more manageable arena of 
the mid-week, small group meeting. That seems like the 
right place to develop real, meaningful friendships. And 
so, quite naturally, over time your fellow group members 
become those with whom you want to share your life 
most intimately. Week by week you look forward to the 
meeting for exactly that reason.

And why not? This dynamic is not only inevitable; 
it is quite natural and healthy. As we shall see later, we 
all need an environment where we can encourage one 
another personally and perhaps even become accountable 
to each other in some measure. 

However, there is always the danger that the desire 
of group members to grow in relationships with one 
another will come to dominate the agenda of the group. 
It may not happen straight away, but like the proverbial 
frog in the saucepan, by the time anybody realises what 
is happening, the original �‘culture�’ of the group has died. 
The group�’s social agenda has squeezed out what was 
most likely the group�’s primary purpose at the outset �– to 
encounter God himself and to get to know him be  er by 
studying his Word together.

What has happened? The whole reason for meeting 
has been upturned. The group has become a social club. 
The �‘horizontal�’ is all but enthroned. The �‘vertical�’ is all 
but forgo  en.

The message is sidelined by the method
Some years ago, I used to commute to work across the 
spectacular Dartmoor National Park in South West 
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England. I loved that trip. As you can imagine, the route 
was at least as thrilling as the destination! 

Bible study can be ust like that. The destination �– 
discovering what God is saying right now �– properly 
remains the focus. But the route by which we travel to that 
destination can be a wonderful adventure. Generation 
after generation of Christians has been thrilled by the 
process of taking the �‘raw material�’ of words on a page 
and �– under God�’s direction �– reading, discussing, 
sharpening, re ning, conceptualising and applying those 
words to their daily lives. 

You might be able to identify with this. You know 
what it feels like. You are not being addressed from an 
unanswerable pulpit  fty metres away; you are engaged 
in a lively discussion with friends a mere co  ee table�’s 
length away. You are not simply allowed to think for 
yourself; you are positively encouraged to. You are 
discovering biblical truth for yourself. And �– on a good 
day �– it can be nothing short of exhilarating. 

But you might, ust might, be playing with  re. The 
risk is that small group members become so addicted 
to the process itself that over time they  nd themselves 
turning their noses up at less �‘exciting�’ forms of Bible 
study, such as the Sunday sermon or personal study. 
What has happened is that they have become addicts to 
the method of Bible study. The message �– which ought to 
be, and perhaps once was, the focus �– has been pushed 
into second place.

The blind are led by the blind
Right across history ba  les have been won or lost again 
and again, ultimately by the calibre of the general 
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in command. The one calling the shots is the key to 
a successful campaign. A wise foot-soldier would always 
want to serve under a great leader. 

The same principle holds true in the ba  le for a good 
Bible study. One of the greatest frustrations of small 
group Bible study is simply poor leadership. It is proba-
bly the most common complaint voiced by group mem-
bers. Discussion, they say, is allowed to drift aimlessly. 
Con icting �‘truths�’ are accepted without any a  empt 
at resolving them. Conclusions are drawn more on the 
basis of the force with which the ideas were suggested 
or a general democratic consensus than from a rigorous 
examination of the text. To be sure, nobody has been 
o  ended by their ideas being reected. But, as likely as 
not, nobody has made much progress either. The leader 
has failed to lead; the members leave having failed to 
learn. 

Sometimes this exasperating experience comes down 
to mere force of circumstance. In the student world, for 
example, studies are often led by peers who may be both 
inexperienced and inadequately trained. Such leaders 
understandably  nd it unnatural and stilted to put on 
the leader�’s �‘hat�’. Sometimes it is usti ed by theological 
principle. �‘The spirit will lead us into all truth�’, say the 
advocates of this style of meeting. �‘We don�’t need any 
other kind of leader. A discussion-facilitator, perhaps, 
but not a leader.�’ Either way, whether the cause is 
situational or ideological, the result is simply painful. It 
feels to the members as though the blind are being led 
by the blind.
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Benefits of Small Group Bible Study
With hazards like these abounding, then, is it perhaps 
time to draw stumps on small group Bible study? Is the 
format something to shy away from? Should such groups 
be disbanded in order to refocus solely on the Sunday 
congregational meeting? Not at all! Because the bene ts 
of the format vastly outweigh these dangers. 

Let me be clear on one point here. Despite what is 
suggested in almost every book on small groups I have 
ever read, there is nothing in the Bible to say that a church 
ought to have an organised network of small groups. Or 
that without dividing up into such groups a church will 
necessarily be unhealthy in some way. The basic �‘unit�’ of 
the church is the church itself, not some subdivision of it. 
But that said, small groups can be a very helpful means 

of achieving ends which certainly are demanded by the 
Bible of Christian churches. The New Testament abounds 
with instructions to Christian believers to do things to �‘one 
another�’. For example, we are to teach and admonish one 
another (Col. 3:16), to pray for one another (Eph. 6:18), to 
carry each other�’s burdens (Gal. 6:2) and to work with one 

1. The vertical pushed out by the 
horizontal: they can turn into 
little more than social groups.

2. The message sidelined by the 
method: members can become 
addicts to one way of encoun-
tering God. 

3. The blind led by the blind: meet-
ings can become simply oppor-
tunities to pool ignorance.
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another in evangelism (literally �‘with one mind striving 
together for the faith of the gospel�’, Phil. 1:27 j). 

How can small groups help us to take instructions like 
these seriously?

A good place to listen to God
My wife and I had an unusual engagement: we spent it 
7,000 miles apart! There was no access to any telephone 
communication to speak of. So if I wanted to get to know 
her be  er, all I could do was read and re-read her le  ers. 
There would come a point when I would see her face-to-
face, and I could dispense with the le  er-reading. But in 
the meantime, that wri  en material was what I had to get 
to know her be  er and grow in my relationship with her. 
And believe me, I treasured those words!

One day every Christian believer will encounter God 
face-to-face. But in the meantime we have the great work 
of his Spirit, the Bible. So interacting with God�’s Word is at 
the heart of all authentic Christian spirituality. It is in the 
Bible that God speaks to us personally and powerfully: 
�‘Your Word is a lamp to my feet�’, wrote the Psalmist, �‘and 
a light to my path (Ps. 119:105 ). Christian experience 
without God�’s Word is like a car without an engine: it 
might look good but it is not going anywhere anytime 
soon! This being so, every believer needs to make sure 
he or she is reading the Bible properly. It is important to 
get it right. Small group Bible study is a great way to do 
exactly that.

For a start, this kind of meeting is an excellent place 
to learn good habits (and correct bad habits) of reading 
the Bible �– habits which will be of great use in individual 
study. Often young Christians have li  le idea about 
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how to approach their Bible-reading in �‘quiet times�’ or 
�‘personal devotions�’. They know it�’s something they�’re 
�‘meant to do�’, yet they feel ill-equipped to do it without 
at least the bene t of some notes which tell them �‘what it 
means�’. Sermons can often be helpful here. 

But there is always a limit to how far a preacher can 
show his workings. In a small group, however, this is far 
from the case. Methodology is always bubbling away in 
the background as contributions to the discussion are 
made, re ned or corrected. And more than that, it is 
a natural and unthreatening environment for very basic 
questions on approach to be cleared up.

But it is not ust a question of honing our interpretation 
skills. It is also about ge  ing on and actually learning 
from the Bible. This is where small groups really come 
into their own. If you wanted to learn how to carry out 
basic servicing on your car, which would you choose: an 
hour-long lecture from a pro on �‘The principles of the 
internal combustion engine�’ or an evening�’s practical 
group tutorial, ge  ing your hands dirty down on the 
workshop  oor? It�’s not a di   cult choice. The interactive 
environment of the small group allows for extremely 
fruitful teaching and learning to take place; often much 
more so, indeed, than si  ing in the pew listening to 
a Sunday sermon. It�’s a great place to �‘teach and admonish 
one another�’ (Col. 3:16). 

We have already seen how the primacy of the 
preached word on Sunday can sometimes be endangered 
by the excitement of personal discovery in the mid-
week small group. The fact remains, though, that 
interactive communication is generally vastly more 
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�‘e   cient�’. The minds of group members are highly 
engaged and therefore receptive to information. Their 
particular �‘wavelengths�’ can be reached relatively easily 
and content therefore appropriately packaged. Their 
learning can be forti ed by their articulating ideas for 
themselves and their understanding therefore bolstered. 
Their speci c questions can be addressed and their 
assumptions therefore either con rmed or corrected. 
Their comprehension can be questioned and their grasp 
of di   cult concepts therefore checked. Ge  ing your 
hands dirty down on the workshop  oor has an awful 
lot going for it!

More even than this, in a small group, the door is 
opened to a whole variety of teaching styles. There is 
more than one way to skin a cat �– so the saying goes. And 
there is certainly more than one way to convey biblical 
truth. This means the way information is communicated 
can be tailored to the individual group members. 

It is worth pointing out that a good deal of research has 
been carried out in recent years about the various types 
of learning style favoured by di  erent people. Some are 
�‘visual�’ learners (they understand things best by seeing 

them); others are �‘auditory�’ learners (they understand 
things best by hearing them explained); others still are 
�‘kinaesthetic�’ learners (they understand things best by 
doing something). You can work out which category you 
 t into by thinking about your approach to di  erent 
situations. When you�’re unsure of a spelling, do you 
write it out to see if it �‘looks right�’ or say it slowly to see 
if it �‘sounds right�’ or write it out to see if it �‘feels right�’? 
When you�’re cha  ing with somebody, do you prefer to 
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meet face-to-face, to chat on the phone or to talk while 
doing some task together? We�’re all di  erent. But in 
a small group, there is opportunity to adapt the teaching 
style to the preferred learning styles of di  erent group 
members so that they can bene t the most. It is important 
to be deliberate about this, though; otherwise the leader 
is likely simply to end up teaching in the way he or she 
personally prefers to learn.

A good place to talk to God
Contemporary Western society has a lot to answer for! By 
and large, the quality and intensity of relationships we 
enoy in the West today are not a patch on what many of 
our cousins in the developing world have. 

The impact of this on churches is plain to see. In even 
a relatively small church, it is all too easy for individual 
needs �– and oys �– to remain unnoticed. However well-
intentioned church members may be about trying to look 
out for their Christian brothers and sisters, keeping up to 
date with one another is an uphill struggle. The problem 
is even more acute for those in churches where members 
are drawn from a geographically wide area. If church 
members neither live nor work near each other and their 
only regular meeting is in the context of a large gathering, 
it is hard for them to be meaningfully involved in each 
other�’s lives. 

This being the case, mutual prayer support is likely 
to be tricky, to say the least! It is hard to pray for �– let 
alone with �– one�’s fellow believers when one is largely 
unaware of their concerns and spends little time with 
them. But mutual prayer support is not optional. It is 
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an integral part of every Christian�’s �‘to do�’ list. �‘Pray in 
the Spirit on all occasions with all kinds of prayers and 
requests�’, writes Paul, �‘With this in mind, be alert and 
always keep on praying for all the saints�’ (Eph. 6:18).

A regular small group meeting does allow for signi -
cant relationships to be both developed and maintained. 
So it becomes a very obvious arena where we can share 
concerns and �‘pray for one another�’.

But it is not ust the opportunity to pray in an 
informed way that is on offer here. There is also the 
question of know-how. Most young Christians mature 
in their faith at least as much through example as 
through verbal teaching. We�’ve already seen how this 
works in the area of Bible study. It is perhaps nowhere 
more true, though, than in the area of prayer. Good 
habits for both personal and public prayer are usually 
caught more than they are taught. In a small group, 
prayer can be effectively modelled by more mature 
Christians for the benefit of the younger Christians 
very simply, as shared news and information is turned 
into humble prayer.

There is one more useful spin-o   from this kind of 
regular small group prayer. That is the way it allows for 
a steady  ow of encouragements from answered prayer. 
As issues come up again and again, many can testify to 
the great spur it has given their Christian lives to see God 
acting in response to the prayers of the group. So as well 
as opportunity and know-how, a right a  itude to prayer 
is constantly and subtly being fostered: a proper sense of 
con dence and expectancy.
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A good place to care for each other
Imagine what it would be like to surf the internet if you 
were the only one connected to it. It would be worse than 
useless. In fact, it would be impossible. There would be 
nothing �‘there�’. The internet is de ned by the connection 
of multiple computers. So it is with the church. The New 
Testament takes it for granted that church is de ned 
by relationships. There is the fundamental relationship 
between the church and Christ (as, for example, a bride 
relates to her husband). But there are also the individual 
relationships between members of the church (as di  erent 
parts of the body relate to other parts). 

We have already noticed how small groups can play 
an invaluable role in fostering signi cant relationships 
between Christians. But the importance of this cannot be 
stressed enough in the light of the responsibility we have 
to care for each other and �‘carry one another�’s burdens�’ 
(Gal. 6:2). If individuals are to be e  ectively pastored and 
discipled, it is di   cult to imagine how to achieve that 
without a familiarity and mutual involvement such as 
that fostered by regular small group meetings.

Of course, the most extreme spiritual failure from 
which Christians naturally want to protect each other 
is falling away from faith altogether. Sadly, though, 
while a good many churches hold their front doors wide 
open to the world, with friendly faces beckoning in all 
who will come, their back doors are even wider open 
and stand u  erly unguarded. With the kind of mobility 
we are used to in our society, it could be weeks before 
a disappearance from the Sunday meeting is even 
noticed, let alone acted upon. It is an awful lot harder 
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to �‘drop out�’ from Christian fellowship when one is part 
of a small group of Christians commi  ed to each other�’s 
spiritual welfare.

But as well as crisis-avoidance and damage-limitation, 
small groups o  er a forum for more routine mutual 

care. Christian believers  nd in the small group a place 
where others o  er to bear their burdens, where oys 
can be shared, where encouragements can be given and 
received, and where understanding, wisdom and love 
are available in bucket-loads.

A good base from which to reach the lost
When it comes to evangelism, there are those who seem 
to  nd it a piece of cake and those who  nd it one of the 
most terrifying prospects imaginable. I think I can count 
the number of people I�’ve met in the former category 
on the  ngers of one hand. Which leaves an awful lot of 
us who�’d sooner crawl over broken glass than open our 
mouths to explain to our friends how they can get right 
with God.

What a liberating thing it is, then, to discover that 
we�’re not on our own in the  ght to bring the gospel of 
grace to the world. Far from it. The ambition Paul had 
for the Christians in Philippi was that they would be 
standing together, �‘contending as one man for the faith of 
the gospel�’ (Phil. 1:27). The work of evangelism, in other 
words, is a shared task. It�’s an activity where we�’re able 
to be a real help to one another. 

And what be  er comrades-in-arms than a group of 
Christian brothers and sisters whom you know, trust 
and meet with week in, week out? The small group, of 
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course, provides plenty of opportunity to pray together 
regularly for individual opportunities to speak and to 
be held to account for the way we conduct ourselves in 
this crucial area of Christian discipleship. But more than 
that, it is a ready-made party waiting to happen! It is 
the experience of countless small groups over the years 
that occasional events, activities, meals and other social 
events together provide the easiest and most natural 
opportunities to bring unbelievers into contact with 
a Christian community with the gospel message on their 
lips.

We learn in Proverbs 27:17 a perennial truth: �‘As iron 
sharpens iron, so one man sharpens another.�’ Small 
groups are a wonderful context for Christian believers to 
sharpen one another, to help one another step forward in 
lives of wholehearted Christian discipleship.

1. A good place to listen to God: 
each can help the others 
study the Bible.

2. A good place to talk to God: 
each can pray for the others 
in an informed way. 

3. A good place to care for one 
another: each can carry the 
others�’ burdens 

4. A good place from which to 
reach the lost: members can 
work together to advance the 
gospel.

9781845505752- Iron Sharpens Iron Reprint txt f.indd   229781845505752- Iron Sharpens Iron Reprint txt f.indd   22 11/12/2010   2:36:08 PM11/12/2010   2:36:08 PM



23

Think of those leaders who have made the most profound 

impression on your Christian life over the years. What was 

it about them exactly that softened you to their influence? 

What do you remember most fondly about them? Was it 

particular things they taught you �– sermons, talks, Bible 

studies and the like? Or was it the sort of people they were 

�– the manner in which they communicated those things, the 

qualities of their life, the way they acted towards you and 

shared their experience with you? In the long term, most of 

us, if we�’re honest, are more deeply impacted by the latter 

than the former. The lives lived by the leaders in question 

have remained with us at least as clearly as the message 

they taught.

Biblical Qualifications for Leadership
When we think about our own experience in these 
ma  ers, the priorities of the apostle Paul are perhaps not 
surprising. He knows how we tick. When he deals with 
the kind of credentials that must be found in candidates 
for leadership positions �– as he does in more than one 

2

Preparing for Leadership
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of his New Testament le  ers �– he is almost exclusively 
preoccupied with two areas: character and convictions. 
Look at the candidate pro le he lays down for elders in 
the Cretan church in his le  er to Titus.

An elder must be blameless, the husband of but one 
wife, a man whose children believe and are not open 
to the charge of being wild and disobedient. Since 
an overseer is entrusted with God�’s work, he must 
be blameless �– not overbearing, not quick-tempered, 
not given to drunkenness, not violent, not pursuing 
dishonest gain. Rather he must be hospitable, one 
who loves what is good, who is self-controlled, 
upright, holy and disciplined. He must hold firmly 
to the trustworthy message as it has been taught, so 
that he can encourage others by sound doctrine and 
refute others who oppose it. (Titus 1:6-9)

The list is pre  y comprehensive and it lays down two main 
types of credentials for those exercising eldership or over-
sight. These are the New Testament priorities when it comes 
to choosing somebody for a position of Christian leadership.
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For those who exercise �– or aspire to exercise �– some form 
of Christian leadership (and not ust church eldership), it 
is worth examining this checklist carefully. If I were in 
need of help from a neurosurgeon, I would rest easier 
if I knew the person  ddling about inside my head was 
suitably quali ed for the ob. Members of my small group 
have a right to expect at least as much of me as a leader. 
But there is a key di  erence. It is that skills are not at the 
top of the list. They are, in fact, way down the bo  om. 
How suitable I am for Christian leadership depends 
not primarily on my skill in interpreting the Bible, how 
socially competent I am, my communication skills, how 
e   cient I am in administration, my pastoral abilities, 
or any other such area of expertise, important as these 
qualities can be. Rather, scary as it may seem, it is 
an all-round godliness of life �– allied to a passionate 
commitment to the teaching of the New Testament (and 
therefore of the Bible as a whole) �– that is to mark the 
Christian leader.

This, of course, has great implications for the way in 
which one goes about the role of leading a small group. 
Most importantly, it means that the area which needs the 
hardest work is not relationships, programme-planning, 
or preparing for individual studies. It is proactively and 
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persistently stamping out sinful habits of living and thinking 

in our own lives. Only with this ongoing commitment in 
place and the work of God�’s Spirit can leaders model 
the genuine Christian life. Only as they keep submi  ing 
their minds to God�’s word will they live and breathe 
sound Christian doctrine for the bene t of those they 
serve.

Approach to Group Leadership
It is now time to ask ourselves some tough questions. 
We have our �‘big-picture�’ framework in place for the 
priorities of spiritual leadership. Now we need to zoom 
in a bit and ponder our own approach. This is where the 
rubber hits the road. 

My  rst experience of being a Bible study group leader 
came within a few weeks of starting at university. Despite 
li  le experience of even being part of a small group, let 
alone leading a study, I was asked to be co-leader of one 
of the student Bible study groups. I had not the faintest 
idea what was involved. I was virtually a blank slate.

For most people, though, it�’s a bit di  erent. The typical 
leader (and aspiring leader) will bring a whole hotch-
potch of expectations, motivations and experiences to 
the ob. And, to be quite frank, not all of them are equally 
worthy or helpful. So a good dose of deliberate self-
criticism is an e  ective prescription for all who seek to 
lead small groups but who �– when they look in the mirror 
�– see in their own hearts an a  itude or an approach that 
is not all that it might be.

Here are a few myths and dead-end a  itudes towards 
the leader�’s role which need to be stamped on. 
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Brownie points with God?
One mistake is the �‘spiritual brownie points�’ myth. This 
is the wrong idea that leading a small group is a sure-

 re way to improve one�’s relationship with God. I described 
myself earlier as �‘virtually a blank slate�’ when I started 
leading my  rst group. But even then, when I had no 
experience whatever of the world of small groups, the 
one thing I did have (even if I wouldn�’t have admi  ed 
it) was a vague idea that I would somehow move up in 
God�’s esteem by taking on the ob. I had bought into the 
�‘spiritual brownie points�’ myth.

Leadership is always a beguiling and deceptive 
thing. Any and all Christian leaders can very easily  nd 
themselves feeling somehow more spiritually signi cant 
than others, a bit more crucial to church life and God�’s 
plans, one step up the pecking-order, and so implicitly 
one step closer to God. Few would ever put it quite that 
way. But sadly many who exercise any kind of spiritual 
leadership catch themselves feeling intuitively as though 
they are more important or valued in God�’s eyes than 
those around. 

In one limited sense, of course, this is actually right. 
Paul is keen that churches value �‘word-gifts�’ (preaching, 
teaching and prophecy) even more highly than others. 
Yes, every member is crucial to the well-being of the 
whole body. But some roles �– notably these roles to do 
with verbal instruction �– are fundamental. More than 
that, the experience of many leaders is that leadership 
has been wonderful for their own spiritual maturity. 
They have found that having to teach the Bible has 
helped them to learn be  er and so understand more of 
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God. And having to pastor others has helped them to 
become less self-centred and so serve God be  er. In that 
sense, leadership can indeed foster a sense of increased 
closeness to God.

But �– and it�’s a big BUT �– quite the reverse can also 
be true. There are huge spiritual hazards involved 
in leadership. Any keen golfer knows the challenges 
involved in ge  ing the ball from the tee to the green. 
There may be trees to the left, a stream to the right, 
a bunker before and a dip beyond. Hazards abound! And 
so it is with any form of Christian leadership.

The most obvious hazard is the temptation to pride. 
The  a  ery of being asked to serve in a leadership 
position and the respect the leader is given because of 
the o   ce can easily lead to an unhealthly, distorted self-
image. It feels like being one step further up the ladder. 
Pride is a widespread problem, particularly (though not 
exclusively!) among younger leaders. 

Another danger is the temptation to professionalism. 
That is, leaders can begin to udge their own spiritual 
maturity by how well they perform the task in hand: the 
be  er the group is going, the more �‘in tune�’ with God they 
feel. Spiritual disciplines like personal Bible-reading and 
prayer fade into the background as they focus a  ention 
on the more easily quanti able tasks set before them. 

To succumb to insidious temptations like these can be 
terribly detrimental to the leader�’s walk with God. It is 
helpful to remind oneself �– and often �– that each child of 
God stands on an equal footing in the Father�’s eyes: �‘You 
are all one in Christ Jesus�’ (Gal. 3:28). 

So the right stimulus to Christian leadership is not the 
desire to secure a closer relationship with God. Nothing 
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can be done beyond what Christ has already done in 
achieving this. Rather, it is simply the a  itude of yearning 
to use all that we are and all that we have to build up his 
church and so advance the kingdom.

Getting on to the stage?
A second wrong motivation in aspiring to small group 
leadership comes from viewing the role as an e  ective 

means to increase one�’s standing among fellow Christians. 
Every community has its elite members: the most 
successful, the most good-looking, the most popular, 
the most wealthy. In a church where the place of 
teaching is emphasized and the role of teachers highly 
valued, there is a natural temptation to seek that �‘elite 
status�’ by assuming the mantle of such a leadership 
position. 

And it doesn�’t stop once we are �‘there�’, so to speak. 
Because then the small group leader seeks �‘elite status�’ in 
the new community he or she  nds herself in. Now the 
leader wants to be known as one of the best leaders �– the 
most e  ective, faithful, diligent, pastorally concerned, 
fun and so on. The aim has become, again usually very 
subtly, to increase the esteem in which he or she is held 
in the eyes of others.

And it works! Often not quite as e  ectively as we 
thought it would, but it does work. That is what makes 
this particular temptation so perilous. Just as we once 
looked covetously at others in leadership positions, so 
others begin to look at us in the same way. 

But this can never be a legitimate motivation for 
leadership. And the reason is very simple: ministry in the 
New Testament is not about the service of self, but about 
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the service of Christ through the service of his people. 
Jesus himself both modelled as much in his own a  itude 
and taught his followers to imitate him: �‘If anyone wants 
to be  rst, he must be the very last, and the servant of all�’ 
(Mark 9:35). 

So what drives the small group leader can never 
properly be the regard in which he or she is held by those 
around, but the spiritual needs of those to be served. The 
leader seeks above all else to pray for them, feed them 
and further every aspect of their spiritual maturity. 

A task to be carried out?
A third misconception concerns the kind of responsibilities 
that are actually involved in leading a group. If ever 
a newly quali ed schoolteacher entered the profession 
thinking that his or her responsibilities would begin and 
end with the lesson bell, it would not take many hours of 
a school day to end that foolish thinking!

And so it is with the small group leader. It is sometimes 
assumed that leadership is a ma  er of li  le more than 
a one-hour-per-week task performed for a group. There are at 
least three elements to this perception: the level of time-
commitment; the notion of a �‘task�’ being �‘performed�’; 
and the focus on the �‘group�’ meeting. Each of them is 
wrong.

To lead a small group e  ectively will necessarily 
involve pu  ing in a great deal of time and e  ort. The one-or 
two-hour meeting may be the focal point of the week and 
of one�’s relationship to the group, but it is nothing more 
than that. There will likely be regular meetings with other 
small group leaders for training, support and prayer. 
Diligent preparation of each study will probably take 
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a further evening in the week �– perhaps more. Forming 
a group identity through planning and social events and 
the like will take at least a further slot per term. Still more 
time is needed for regular prayer for each member of the 
group, for planning and debrie ng with a co-leader, and 
of course personal follow-up with individuals, some 
of whom may be extremely demanding. It is a time-
consuming business!

It should, then, be quite obvious that leading is 
not primarily about a speci c task to be performed. At the 
very least it is a ma  er of a whole cluster of tasks. But 
it is more even than that. In truth, it is about living 
in a relationship with the group as teacher, nurturer, 
encourager, rebuker, co-disciple and �– most of all 
�– model. In that sense it is more a way of life than 
a quanti able ob to be done. 

As to the question of focus, the focus of the small 
group leader must consistently remain not so much on the 

group as on the individuals who comprise the group. Working 
to cohere the group and foster relationships among 
group members is an important work in its own right: 
this is often the arena where the �‘body life�’ of the church 
is experienced much more than in the Sunday meeting. 
But it must be a priority of ours to watch individuals 
closely in the group studies, to work hard at developing 
a relationship with them as individuals, and to capitalize 
on this by giving time to meeting with them one-to-one 
as often as realistically possible, in order to hold them to 
account in areas of practical godliness, to further their 
growth in spiritual maturity and to pray for and with 
them in an e  ective and informed way.
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Passing on information?
One  nal �– and related �– misconception is again to do with 
the dynamic of the group and the leader�’s relationship 
with them. That is, there is a trend in some circles for 
the small group to be seen as a forum primarily for the 

communication of information and imparting of knowledge. 
It is interesting to observe the way many churches 

promote their small groups. We have a tendency to market 
them as �‘training courses�’ or �‘programmes�’ or �‘opportunities 
to learn more of the Bible�’. That is, whether it is in order 
to �‘sell�’ group membership or merely to simplify what it 
involves, we buy into the parlance of the adult education 
world and emphasize the �‘intellectual�’ aspect of the group. 

Now in some contexts, there may be a particular 
opportunity to use small groups to achieve an unashamed 
teaching and/or training goal. Indeed to some degree, 
the largely intellectual exercise of understanding parts of 
Scripture is likely to dominate the agenda of a healthy 
small group. And perhaps it is right that it should: 
according to Paul, the mind is the gateway to the person 
and therefore crucial to the path of Christian discipleship. 
However, knowledge is not an end in itself; it is a means 
to an end. �‘Be transformed by the renewing of your mind�’ 
(Rom. 12:2) is Paul�’s instruction. 

This has a number of implications. For one thing, the 
fundamental need of those we serve is not information; it is 
transformation. Personal transformation is our goal for every 
individual under our care and for every Bible study we lead. 

Second, those who will bene t from our group 
meetings are not ust the members, but us leaders too. It is 
the whole church which is addressed by Paul in Romans, 
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not ust the less mature. So transformation is our goal 
for ourselves as leaders, as well as those to whom we 
are seeking to minister. If the leader is genuinely si  ing 
humbly under God�’s word, he or she will inevitably  nd 
areas of life addressed in the course of preparing for or 
leading the studies. 

Third, all this only goes to emphasize the importance of 
modelling godliness as well as simply imparting knowledge. 
Once again, then, we observe the need for working at 
personal godliness and relationships with individuals 
where such modelling can take place.

Goals for Group Leadership
�‘Aim low�’, goes the saying, �‘and you won�’t be disap-
pointed!�’ If we don�’t have great ambitions for those un-
der our care, there is no danger that they will fall short of 
our expectations. 

I doubt if that is a good principle to operate by in any 
area of life. I am certain it is not when it comes to Chris-
tian ministry. Certainly nobody could accuse Paul of be-
ing unambitious for those he served. Look at the goal he 
set himself.

We proclaim him, admonishing and teaching everyone 
with all wisdom, so that we may present everyone 
perfect in Christ. To this end I labour, struggling with 
all his energy, which so powerfully works in me.

(Col. 1:28-29)

Now there is something to aspire to! It�’s worth pondering: 
what might the shape of our leadership role look like if 
we shared Paul�’s goal to present those under our care, 
every one of them, �‘perfect in Christ�’?
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