
This is a very good book indeed. Two things are particularly 

refreshing about it. The first is the author’s conviction that studying 

in a small group can be the richest of encounters with scripture, a 

positive asset in church life rather than a necessary evil. The second 
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Small group ministry can often be a struggle but this timely short 

book will refresh and help Bible study leaders, encourage others 
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help leaders serve their groups as they seek to engage with the 

powerful text of scripture.
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A really helpful resource for any Bible study leader committed to 
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Introduction

When I was a child my parents and grandparents would juggle 

babysitting duties between them so that they could go to their 

midweek Bible study. From my perspective it seemed to be a very 

solemn and serious thing that they were doing. My grandfather, a 

French polisher by trade, wore a large stained apron during the day 

but would change into his suit for the occasion, and my grandmother 

exchanged her ‘pinny’ for a hat and gloves. When I joined them 

in my teens I knew better than to wear my usual attire of jeans 

and reluctantly put on a pencil skirt. I entered a hall with rows of 

chairs and quiet, attentive people. The minister preached much 

as he would do on a Sunday and then several older men prayed 

long prayers. I sat there as an observer and most definitely not as a 

participator. When I think back to those days it seems a world away 

from most expressions of church now.

Today the formality of the old-style midweek Bible study has 

been overturned and a new freedom discovered. In the last forty 

years small-group ministry has proliferated in a whole range of 

expressions. Some meet in churches but others meet in homes, in 

universities, in workplaces, in coffee shops, in fact anywhere. But it 

is not the geography or venue that is significant; the biggest change 

has been the style of leadership. When a church has a small-group 

ministry, it has members who are small-group leaders; it is no longer 
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one man, the vicar or minister, who teaches every Bible study that 

happens in the church.

This exciting evolution has enabled many to develop a ministry in 

their communities as they open up and read the Bible with others. 

I know of people whose first experience of ministry was teaching 

small-group Bible study and from that they grew in conviction that 

they should go into full-time ministry. One London church describes 

its small-group work as the engine room of their church. These 

groups bring Christians together to discuss God’s Word, learning 

how to read it well, working out what it means and praying through 

its implications – all within the umbrella of supportive relationships. 

Over the years, small-group ministry with unbelievers has also 

exploded with such courses as Christianity Explored and Alpha 

becoming nationwide.

Yet this explosion in small groups is not without problems. 

Some groups try hard to lead Bible studies but veer towards 

sharing reflections and fail to really get to grips with the Bible 

passage. In the past the Bible was always taught by a pastor who 

had been set apart for the task of preaching and studied God’s 

Word with care. I know that there were exceptions to this but in 

most evangelical churches the handling of God’s Word was treated 

with seriousness. Now there is an attitude that encourages people 

to ‘have a go’ and that ‘everyone should lead’, so people take it 

in turns to lead their groups. This can be a great opportunity for 

people to develop their teaching gifts but many lead Bible studies 

aware that they do not really understand the passage themselves 

without any help or guidance.

Our world has changed a great deal since the 1970s. We are 

in the age of new technology: an age where every type of media 
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use except reading has increased in the last ten years.1 Many of us 

are unused to reading or what I call really reading. Consequently 

we have given up on spending much time reading and meditating 

on Scripture when we are together. Instead, with a concern to be 

‘current’ or ‘relevant’, we may construct our meetings around clips 

from YouTube or become reliant on bought-in courses that can be 

watched on DVD. Sometimes it seems we have returned to the 

old model of Bible study that I grew up with – one authority figure 

telling a group what the Bible says, although now that figure is 

not the pastor of the local church but international voices from the 

web. Home-group leaders without strong foundations in the Word 

are vulnerable in such a set-up. While there is fantastic material 

available, there are a lot of false doctrines and ideas out there.

We want to achieve so much in our small groups. Lots of 

churches want them to be missional communities: the small groups 

in the church provide not only fellowship, Bible teaching and pastoral 

care but also focus on outreach in the community and evangelism. 

All these things are very good but (to use an old English idiom) we 

must not throw the baby out with the bath water. God’s Word must 

remain central in all that we do because it is the foundation of our 

fellowship, the wisdom for our pastoral care and the message we 

have to share with others.

I am passionately committed to small-group ministry as a means 

of building up believers in the knowledge and love of the Lord; 

supporting and encouraging each other in the gospel; and training 

us to better handle Scripture. I believe we are at a critical time: a 

time when we have never had better access to God’s Word yet 

spend less and less time reading it; a time when new expressions 

of church are growing with enthusiasm and yet within them the 
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gospel message is unproclaimed; a time when young people who 

have grown up in our churches have no background knowledge of 

the Old Testament and struggle to articulate what Jesus achieved 

on the cross.

This book has been written to help anyone who has responsibility 

for leading a small-group Bible study, whether it is a group for 

teenagers, students, women, men, old or young. My aim is to give 

you a vision for your task, to help equip you to read God’s Word 

and finally to give you confidence to lead others in Bible study. I 

hope this will also encourage you to open up the Bible and read it 

one-to-one in a variety of settings. I have hesitated in the past to 

put pen to paper (or fingers to keyboard) because I know the best 

way to learn to lead Bible studies in groups is at the coalface by 

doing them. I have made plenty of errors if not every mistake over 

the years, which has led me to keep on thinking how to do the 

studies better. But some have asked me if I could put this thinking 

in a book and so this is an attempt to communicate something that 

really needs working out in practice. If it leads to others taking the 

Bible seriously and helps them communicate it to others, I will by 

God’s grace rejoice. Let us recapture serious Bible reading for our 

generation and listen to His Word.
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Should we give up on  
small-group Bible studies?

What has been your experience of small-group Bible study? Has 

it been a joy, a time of encouragement, an opportunity to grow in 

your love and knowledge of the Lord? Perhaps it has been all of 

those things or none. Maybe some weeks the Bible study has been 

really good but at other times it has felt as though you were going 

through the motions. Possibly, if you are honest, the Bible bit of the 

evening is the weakest part and you go along because you enjoy 

getting together with other Christians. These relationships are what 

encourage you – they provide accountability in your Christian life and 

a sense of responsibility for your church family – whereas the Bible 

study is like an added extra but not central.

Perhaps you lead a Bible study. Have you ever had a sinking 

feeling before you set off to lead? Maybe you took the job on 

because you know it is important and no one else was willing to 

do it, however now you feel out of your depth and scared every 

time you begin. Or maybe you work really hard studying a passage 

before you lead and prepare lots of questions, but when you begin 

the group look at you blankly and none of your questions work. Or 
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do you feel frustrated by your group? It takes so much effort to 

prepare for it and yet often group members fail to turn up and don’t 

even let you know they’re not coming. You know that Bible truth 

is life-changing and transforming but no one seems to be excited 

or challenged or convicted. The Bible study feels like an academic 

exercise, a duty not a delight. Or perhaps no matter what you do 

people always drift away from discussing the Bible and end up 

sharing their own experiences.

Many of us approach group Bible studies with conflicting 

emotions; we want to study God’s Word with others, we know it 

is important but sometimes the whole exercise feels like ploughing 

through treacle. The most animated anyone gets all evening is when 

the discussion turns from the Bible and people begin to talk about 

football or the latest film they have seen. Each reply to a question is 

hard won and every answer is brief and followed by a long silence. 

As a consequence the leader fills in the gaps and talks far too much 

while gradually becoming aware that everyone else is switching off 

and looking at their watches. The remarkable thing is that each week 

folk turn up. They want to come, they do want to meet together and 

study God’s Word but they can’t help feeling that they are being 

short-changed. Is there a way of really engaging with God’s Word 

together so that everyone benefits?

People who have a heart to serve can find themselves given 

the responsibility of leading a Bible study group but often feel out 

of their depth in terms of both Bible knowledge and leadership 

skills. There can be several consequences of this: the leader may be 

dependent on published material of mixed quality and which does not 

translate well into their particular setting; the group can begin to lack 

cohesion and people perhaps become erratic in their attendance; the 
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small group possibly starts to spend most time sharing and praying 

together, with less and less time engrossed in reading God’s Word; 

eventually the group may focus on alternative activities instead or 

gradually diminish in size until they decide to give up altogether.

Of course there are many positive experiences of small groups in 

churches. Some testify to their enormous value: I am one of them. 

I look back to my student days at St Helen’s Bishopsgate when 

I reluctantly joined a small group to study Mark’s gospel. I thought 

I knew the gospel, after all I had been brought up in a Christian 

home and became a Christian as a small child, so I confess I was 

enormously arrogant. I now thank the Lord for those who persevered 

in encouraging me to join this group because it revolutionised the way 

I studied the Bible. It not only gave me clarity about who Jesus is and 

what He came to do but it began my journey in how to understand 

the Bible. I suppose you could say it taught me how to read. Over 

the years I have led many Bible study groups in various settings and 

seen the same thing happen to others. Reading God’s Word together 

reveals God’s truth to us while simultaneously teaching us how to 

understand God’s Word better and therefore know Him better.

But some churches are losing confidence in small-group Bible 

study. There are several reasons for this. Perhaps they are fed up 

with the frustration of sitting around together in a Bible study that 

feels like pulling teeth, or perhaps other multi-media presentations 

seem more dynamic and immediately relevant. In some churches 

small-group ministry can become quite unhealthy: a place where 

teaching is not accountable, relationships become cliquey or people 

fall out. One Christian leader was once reduced to saying, ‘Small 

groups are the worst thing that has happened in the church in the 

last thirty years.’ Church leaders are not routinely taught how to 
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lead Bible studies in theological college and their experience of 

them may have been poor. Preaching and leading small groups are 

different skills and small-group ministry may be something they do 

not naturally feel comfortable with. It is also hard for busy pastors 

to prepare Bible study material for their home-group leaders to use, 

therefore the midweek Bible study becomes one more pressure 

and an extra burden. So perhaps small-group ministry should be 

avoided? In a strong Bible-teaching church, are Bible study groups 

an unnecessary extra meeting?

To answer this it is important to consider what small-group Bible 

ministry adds to the life of a church. By meeting together to read 

and study the Bible in small groups we are living out the instruction 

that Paul gave to the Colossians: ‘Let the message of Christ dwell 

among you richly as you teach and admonish one another with all 

wisdom’ (Colossians 3:16).

This injunction was addressed to the whole body of Christ, for 

everyone to be involved, not just in speaking any encouraging words 

but also in speaking to one another the message of Christ. Our Bible 

studies can be a place where we help one another to dwell richly in 

the Word and begin to teach and admonish one another. They can 

help us begin to talk about the Bible together and for the Bible to 

be the natural focus of our conversation. In our churches we want 

Christ’s Word to govern us, but how often do we manage to talk 

about it even after we have all sat through a sermon? It seems to 

be amazingly difficult for us to talk about the Bible; instead we find 

ourselves discussing the sports results, our weekend, our kids, our 

plans for the week to come, in fact everything but God’s Word. 

Speaking the Word of Christ is not our natural inclination. Even 

when we have a strong desire to talk about the gospel, we hesitate 
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even among ourselves because we fear we may be seen as ‘overly 

spiritual’ or pushy. Yet small-group Bible studies are a place where we 

can begin to talk together over an open Bible in a safe environment 

and help one another grow in gospel confidence. Discussing God’s 

Word together not only teaches us to feel comfortable talking about 

Christ with other believers but can begin to give us boldness to open 

up a Bible when we are in one-to-one situations, maybe eventually 

reading and studying the Bible with a non-Christian friend.

The best small groups complement the life of a church by adding 

something that Sunday services alone cannot provide. In the sermon 

the preacher speaks into a large group. He has prayerfully prepared, 

not only seeking to understand the text but also working out how 

to communicate it and apply it in the most appropriate way. God 

speaks through this proclaimed Word and the Spirit applies it to our 

hearts and minds. Even though we struggle to discuss the sermon 

afterwards, we know that God’s Spirit works in every hearer’s life, 

convicting them of the truth of the Word and transforming individuals 

to become more like Christ. The preacher rarely gets instant 

feedback (although some address this by building in a question time 

or even receiving tweets during the talk) but it is generally fair to 

say the sermon is a process that involves one man communicating 

to many in a kind of scattergun approach. He hopes to faithfully 

teach the truth in a way that will relate to those he is teaching but 

is aware that he may not be able to engage everyone. However, the 

group study is an interactive process which brings the opportunity of 

engaging directly with individuals. It is hard to fall asleep in a small 

group and not be noticed! (Actually when my husband was a junior 

doctor he did fall asleep but the group in kindness only woke him up 

if he snored too loudly.)
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The dynamic nature of group Bible study is its strength; God’s 

Word is being taught in a relational way. The preacher may guess 

that hearers will find a particular verse difficult and seek to address 

it; in a Bible study these difficulties will be made explicit and it may 

turn out that people have difficulties and questions that you have 

never thought of. As a study develops it can become clear that 

people are further on in their understanding or further back than you 

had imagined. The Bible study leader has to be responsive and think 

on their feet in a way that the preacher does not. It is this element 

of small-group work that is at once thrilling and daunting. This is the 

truly scary bit of small-group ministry; you have no idea what others 

are going to say!

As a leader this can make you feel very vulnerable. For example, 

in one of my studies someone once started speaking authoritatively 

about the original Greek of the passage and it turned out that he had 

studied ancient Greek at Cambridge. However, this proved to be 

of great value to us all, although it was a little intimidating to begin 

with! We worry that we do not know enough, and that we will not 

be able to answer people’s questions. We worry that we will not be 

able to manage a discussion, or that people will disagree, or that they 

won’t say anything. In short we worry that we will fail both in our 

understanding of the Bible and in our ability to lead a discussion around 

it. But we can turn this fear on its head because the very thing we find 

difficult – the response of others – is the strength of a small group.

A small-group leader is not there to lecture group members, 

but to help them engage with the text. Through this engagement 

individuals can see if their understanding fits with what the passage 

says. In a study wrong thinking about the Bible can be exposed in a 

way that provides an opportunity for the leader to help people move 
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on in their understanding. In a small group where individuals know 

and trust one another, we can help each other become more in line 

with God’s Word. Sometimes we will discover that we thought 

that the Bible said something that it doesn’t; at other times we will 

be discovering things that are completely new to us. Reading the 

Bible like this together in a group should sharpen everyone. The key 

element for the leader in this process is knowing what questions we 

need to ask of a passage in order to help one another read it.

Paul urged Timothy to: ‘Do your best to present yourself to God 

as one approved, a worker who does not need to be ashamed and 

who correctly handles the word of truth’ (2 Timothy 2:15). This is a 

valuable injunction for the Bible study leader. Our task is to correctly 

handle the Word of truth. Bible handling is a skill that we improve on 

even as we lead our studies week after week. As we ask questions 

of a passage we model to our groups how to handle the Bible better.

One of my greatest joys as a leader has been when people in my 

group grapple with the text, and ask challenging questions of me. It 

gives us all an opportunity to check out if we are handling the Bible 

correctly. I confess that in the middle of a study when someone 

challenges something I have said, it can initially knock me off guard, 

but after a few moments of reflection I am really grateful as it teaches 

me too. It is vital at this point to acknowledge what has happened: 

‘Yes, I am wrong – that point is really helpful. Does everyone else 

see this?’ So rather than questions being something to fear, I rejoice 

because they are part of what it means for us to be just like the 

Bereans: ‘Now the Berean Jews were of more noble character than 

those in Thessalonica, for they received the message with great 

eagerness and examined the Scriptures every day to see if what 

Paul said was true’ (Acts 17:11). Asking questions and checking 
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what the Bible says is something that we should encourage. The 

real tragedy is when people show no appetite to really understand 

God’s Word, not when people carefully keep checking everything.

At heart the task of a leader is to help others discover what 

God’s Word says. A small-group Bible study can help us really read 

the Bible instead of just assuming we know what it says. When 

this is done well, the Bible study becomes a place that involves 

everyone in changed understanding to changed thinking and living. 

I am convinced that small-group ministry is a brilliant way to engage 

with others over God’s Word, and these principles of small-group 

ministry are transferable to a variety of other settings – from youth 

groups to investigating Christianity groups as well as for groups of 

mature believers meeting together to build one another up in their 

faith and even in one-to-one ministry.

So as we approach the idea of leading a Bible study, we have 

two aims in our minds: the first is to get people to really engage with 

God’s Word so that they are rooted in Christ; the second is to make 

sure the Bible is handled well within a context that handles people 

well. The model of Bible study that this book will seek to outline is 

based on these two principles: we need to read God’s Word well 

and listen to others motivated by our love of God and our love for 

those in our group.

I hope that by the time you have finished this book you will have 

greater confidence that leading Bible studies in groups and reading it 

with individuals is something that you can do. For now it is important 

to underline the fact the Bible study leader does not need to know 

everything but does need to model a desire to sit under the authority 

of God’s Word, a hunger to learn and a heart for others.


