
SMALL GROUPS MANUAL 

Lesson 1: Overview of the Small Group Ministry 

Purpose Statement: 

To equip the Christian leader with an understanding of the basic principles of a small group 
ministry in the local church. 

Learning Objectives: 

This lesson provides the Christian leader with the following: 

1. Understanding the value of small groups 
2. Understanding six ministry areas within every small group 
3. Familiarity with the “Seven Steps of Christian Living” 
4. Consideration of practical guidelines for organizing small groups 

Introduction: 

Small group ministry is an important part of the local church. It is vital for a believer to 
continue to grow in Christ through relationships with other Christians. One of the best ways 
to cultivate such relationships is in smaller circles of fellowship – small groups. This manual 
provides foundational guidelines for establishing a small group ministry.  

Those who have gone through the “Seven Steps of Christian Living” have already examined 
Lesson 1 of this manual. Even if this is the case, we encourage the student to study this 
material again in order to become thoroughly acquainted with the principles of small group 
ministry.  

I. Value of Small Groups 

A. Jesus ministered to small groups 

During His earthly ministry, Jesus accomplished much of His teaching and discipleship 
in small group settings, especially with the twelve disciples. Although His following was 
growing, He chose to invest time in relationships with a small group of people. 

Jesus went up on a mountainside and called to him those he wanted, and they came to him. He 
appointed twelve that they might be with him and that he might send them out to preach (Mark 
3:13-14). 

B. The early church met in small groups in homes 



After Paul and Silas came out of the prison, they went to Lydia’s house, where they met with the 
brothers and sisters and encouraged them … (Acts 16:40). 

Greet also the church that meets at their house (Romans 16:5). 

The churches in the province of Asia send you greetings. Aquila and Priscilla greet you warmly in 
the Lord, and so does the church that meets at their house (1 Corinthians 16:19). 

C. Small groups develop good relationships within the church and provide warm and close 
fellowships, even if the church becomes large.  

D. Small groups can be an effective setting for evangelism and discipleship. 

II. Six Ministry Areas within Small Groups 

A. Bible Study  

1. Commitment by the group to study the Bible regularly. 

2. Occasional study of a particular topic or Christian book. 

3. Opportunity for each member of the group to ask questions and participate in group 
discussions. 

B. Prayer Ministry  

1. Regular prayer support for each member of the group, especially in times of need. 

2. Regular prayer support for the church and its leaders. 

C. Caring Ministry  

When practiced “inside” the group, the Caring Ministry includes the following: 

1. Provision for physical needs of members. 

2. Encouragement to group members in times of crisis, illness or loss. 

When practiced “outside” the group (which can be helpful in evangelism demonstrating 
the love and compassion of Christ to the world), the Caring Ministry includes the 
following: 

1. Reaching out to meet needs of individuals beyond the group.  



2. Serving the nearby community (such as visiting an orphanage, serving elderly people, 
serving at a medical clinic, etc.) 

D. Fellowship Ministry 

1. Time and opportunity for relation-building activities. 

2. An opportunity to develop friendships in a non-threatening atmosphere. 

E. Evangelism Ministry (see Step 6 of the “Seven Steps of Christian Living”) 

1. Group members are to build relationships with unbelievers. These may include 
neighbors, friends, co-workers, class-mates, etc. 

2. Group members consistently pray for at least two unbelievers to come to Christ. 

3. Each small group should have an annual evangelistic Bible study (see Lesson 4 of this 
manual for more details). 

F. Discipleship Ministry (see Step 7 of the “Seven Steps of Christian Living”)  

1. Group members practice together the “Seven Steps of Christian Living.” 

2. The small group leader identifies, trains and equips maturing believers to assume 
leadership when the group divides into additional groups.  

III. Seven Steps of Christian Living 

The “Seven Steps of Christian Living” are very helpful in the spiritual growth of every 
Christian. Every small group leader is to teach and encourage the group to practice the 
“Seven Steps.” 

A. Understanding the “Seven Steps”  

1. Repentance 

2. Personal Devotions 

3. Corporate Worship 

4. Small Groups 

5. Service 



6. Evangelism 

7. Discipleship 

B. Practicing the “Seven Steps” in the small group  

1. The first seasonal study of the small group should be the “Seven Steps.” 

2. Every few years the group should repeat the study of the “Seven Steps.” 

3. If new individuals join after the group has completed the study of the “Seven Steps,” 
they should be discipled in the steps by group members. 

4. Small Group members commit to practice the “Seven Steps” in their personal lives. 

5. Provide regular opportunities during the small group meetings for members to share 
their progress and challenges in practicing the “Seven Steps.” 

6. Small group members use the “Seven Steps” as the tool for discipleship. 

IV. Practical Guidelines for Organizing the Small Group Ministry 

A. Beginning small groups 

1. Small groups should be formed when the church attendance reaches 30 adults. Until a 
church has over 30 people the church itself should function as a small group. 

2. The pastor – or key church leader – spends time teaching the congregation about the 
importance of a small group ministry.  

Note: 

Because there are many churches without a pastor, we will use the term “key church 
leader” hereafter. 

B. Small group leadership 

1. A very important principle to remember is that the small group ministry will be only be 
as healthy as the leadership of the small groups.  



2. The key church leader trains the initial core of small group leaders. The core should be 
made up of spiritually willing and growing individuals who demonstrate leadership 
potential. 

3. As the small group ministry begins to expand, the key church leader appoints another 
trained individual to oversee the small group ministry. At all times the key church 
leader must participate in order for the small group ministry to be effective. 

4. Additional leaders for new small groups are developed as small group members are 
encouraged to follow the “Seven Steps” and demonstrate Christian leadership.  

5. Each small group leader is recommended to sign the Small Group Leader Covenant, 
which outlines requirements and expectations for the group leader (see Appendix I at 
the end of this lesson). 

C. Small group size 

The following numbers serve as general guidelines.  

1. The minimum number in a group should be 5 people. 

2. The maximum number in a group should be 20 people.  

3. When the group consistently has more than the maximum, the group should divide into 
two or three small groups. 

D. Options for small group meeting place 

1. A group member’s home. This is the preferred option. 

2. At the church building.  

E. Length and frequency of small group meetings 

1. Small group meetings should last from 1 – 2 hours. 

2. Small groups should meet at least one time during the week and no less than twice a 
month. 

F. Composition of small groups 

1. Small groups are oftentimes composed of both men and women.  



2. Some churches practice men-only and women-only small groups.  

G. Managing the meeting 

It is important to remember that the small group leader is the shepherd of the group and, 
therefore, responsible for the actual meetings. 

1. Start the meeting on time. 

2. Direct the activities of the meeting which should include:  

a. Fellowship; 

b. Opening prayer;  

c. Share updates on personal spiritual growth with the emphasis on the “Seven Steps of 
Christian Living”; 

d. Pray by name for the two individuals you are reaching for Christ; 

e. Bible study and discussion; 

f. Singing (optional). 

3. End the meeting at the established time. 

H. Ensuring commitment in small groups 

Commitment in small groups can be encouraged in the following ways: 

1. The key church leader provides one or more special services during the year to renew 
the commitment to the small group ministry program. 

2. Members of each small group are recommended to express a commitment (either by 
verbal agreement or covenant form) to a Small Group Member Covenant to fulfill the 
requirements and expectations for small group members (see Appendix II at the end of 
this lesson). 

3. Members practice the “Seven Steps of Christian Living” and keep each other 
accountable throughout the process. 



I. Adding new members to small groups 

As the small group ministry develops, questions will arise about creating new groups or 
adding more people to existing groups. The following considerations are helpful: 

1. The church may choose to add people to existing groups regularly, or to have several 
new small group starting points during each year, or a combination of both.  

2. It is important to remember the priority of building personal relationships in each small 
group. Groups must be a safe place for personal sharing.  

a. If the people already know each other well, it may be valuable to add them to 
existing groups. 

b. If people do not know each other, it is best to add them into new groups, which 
should start at different times during the year.  

3. New small groups starting points may be seasonal.  

a. Small groups may stop meeting for a few weeks between the seasons. During this 
time the start of new groups may be announced.  

b. After the break, the leaders of existing groups can either continue to meet with the 
same group, or start a new group with two or three members of their previous 
group. 

5. Church and small group leaders must invest time and effort in discipleship and 
building up of new leaders at all times. The church will not have effective new small 
groups without new leaders prepared to shepherd the groups. 

J. Review the Results 

1. Periodically it is important to discuss the effectiveness of the small groups with the 
small group leaders. 

2. Frequently provide opportunity for testimonies and sharing to the entire church on how 
lives are being changed through the small group ministry. 

Review Questions: 

1. What are some reasons for a small group ministry in a local church? 



2. What are some of the ministries that should occur in each group? 

3. What are the minimum and maximum amount of people in each small group? 

4. What are some ways that testimonies from people in the small groups could encourage the 
entire church? 

5. Why is it important for the small group to practice the “Seven Steps”? 

6. What are the initial steps for organizing a small group ministry? 

7. What are the options for adding new people to small groups? 



APPENDIX I 

Small Group Leader Covenant 

The Small Group Leader Covenant outlines the small group leader’s responsibilities and 
commitments for directing an effective small group ministry.  

The Covenant should be signed by the small group leader and the key church leader (or small 
group ministry coordinator) before he starts leading a small group. One copy stays with the 
leader and the other stays with the key church leader (or small group ministry coordinator). 

I covenant to: 

1. Practice the “Seven Steps of Christian Living.” 

2. Oversee the six ministry areas of my small group. 

3. Make certain that members of my small group express their agreement with the Small 
Group Member Covenant at the beginning of each session.  

4. Seek to disciple potential small group leader(s). 

5. Pray for the members of my small group. 

6. Contact missing group members.  

7. Attend occasional small group leader meetings of the church.  

Signatures: 

Small Group Leader:              

Key church leader/Small Group ministry coordinator: 

Date: __________________________ 





APPENDIX II 

Small Group Member Covenant 

The Small Group Member Covenant outlines responsibilities and commitments for small group 
members. 

Each small group member expresses a commitment (either by verbal agreement or by signing). 
The leader and group members each keep a copy of the signed Covenant. 

I covenant to: 

1. Practice the “Seven Steps of Christian Living.” 

2. Actively participate in small group meetings, and make them a priority. 

3. Regularly pray for each small group member. 

4. Cultivate an atmosphere of friendship. 

5. Embrace the principle that no one person should dominate the Bible study discussion 
time. Everybody needs to share and has equal rights on the time of participation and 
sharing in the meeting. 

5. Keep all shared information confidential. 

6. Practice biblical conflict resolution. 

7. Treat each person with kindness.  

Signatures: 

Date: ________________________ 



APPENDIX III 

Midsize Groups 

Some churches place a strong emphasis on Adult Sunday School (also known as “Adult Bible 
Fellowships”). We are calling this ministry Midsize Groups. Many of the principles are similar to 
those of small groups. But there are also some differences and unique features that are important 
to understand. 

A. Midsize group size 

 The following numbers serve as general guidelines. 

1. The minimum number in a group should be 10 people. 

2. The maximum number in a group should be 200 people. 

3. The typical number in a group ranges from 20 to 50 people. 

B. Location and length of midsize group meetings 

Midsize groups typically meet before, during, or after congregational worship services at 
the church building. The length of meeting should correspond to the flow of schedule 
with the congregational worship service(s). 

C. Composition of midsize groups 

Some churches design all, or at least some, of their midsize groups to be diverse. But 
most churches that utilize midsize groups strongly encourage the groups to be defined by 
commonality. Some examples might include a common age group, a common stage of 
life (young marrieds, widowed, etc.), a common gender (men or women), a common 
nationality or language, a common interest (sports, building, cooking, etc.), or a common 
ministry service (choir, youth, etc.). 

D. Ministry areas of midsize groups 

The six ministry areas of small groups (see Section II above) are the same for the midsize 
groups. The key difference is not in what is being done, but the sensitivity to the issue of 
the size of the group. 

E. Leadership of midsize groups 



The leadership of the midsize group is the same as the small group’s (see Lesson 2 of this 
manual). 

F. Distinctives of the midsize group ministry 

1. Size of the building 

In order to develop an effective midsize group ministry a church must have enough 
rooms to accommodate multiple midsize groups. However, in most churches around 
the world, this is simply not possible. This issue alone can rule out the midsize group 
ministry for most churches. 

2. Flow of schedule 

One of the primary attractions of midsize groups is that they easily fit within the flow 
of schedule of congregational worship services. Childcare is easily taken care of, there 
is no need to prepare a house, and everyone is already at the same location, etc.  

3. Size Dynamics 

The larger number of people in each midsize group (compared to a typical small 
group) provides some advantages, but also many disadvantages. One of the advantages 
is that some people, particularly if they are naturally shy, feel intimidated or awkward 
becoming involved in a small group where everyone participates and interacts. 
However, the key disadvantage to the midsize group is that not everyone can share 
freely on a consistent basis because of the size of the group. Also, the Bible Study is 
generally more lecture oriented due to the larger size rather than discussion oriented. 

G. Final Considerations 

Every church needs to prayerfully consider what style of small group ministry is most 
effective for a particular setting. The reality is that due to building limitations, most 
churches simply cannot even consider a midsize group ministry structure.  

Among churches that have adequate space some prefer the primary emphasis to be on 
typical small groups, while other churches have a combination of small groups and 
midsize groups. 



APPENDIX IV 
Diagrams of the “Seven Steps of Christian Living” 

 



 






