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Introduction 
 
Small groups…throughout church history Christians have acknowledged the need to walk with one another 
in communities where people can know one another, learn and be shaped as they followed Jesus 
together.  The ancient church connected new converts into smaller groups for instruction before baptism. 
Methodism formed its small societies for accountability and teaching.  The Sunday schools gathered 
believers into smaller groups for specific biblical instruction and relationships. The contemporary church 
acknowledges the importance of smaller groups as well. Ask anyone – you need to do it!  Yet what should 
you do?  
 
Formulating a strategy for smaller communities is of utmost importance in church planting and a matter for 
serious prayer and reflection. Some churches have groups to connect believers in community, others have 
groups that are focused on study and prayer, still others ask why the smaller formation cannot live out the 
totality of church life and mission. Each small group emphasis has strengths and weaknesses but church 
leaders must seek God for how believers will connect in smaller communities in their context.  The 
following are several points to help you in focusing your strategy to connect believers in communities 
“where everybody knows your name.”  
 
#1 - Begin with Clarity 

Any ministry strategy must have clarity of purpose. Why are we doing THIS rather than THAT is a 
question that should be before us.  This is particularly important when defining your strategy for 
smaller communities/groups in the mission of God.  The following are just a few of the small groups 
strategies being utilized today in churches: 

• Small Group Bible Studies – curriculum, content and discussion usually drives this paradigm  
• Sunday School Classes – usually age-graded and content driven, Sunday school classes give 

relational connection and learning opportunity 
• Community Groups – usually focused on connecting believers to pray for one another, share 

life with one another and care for one another 
• Missional Communities – a holistic focus to live out the Christian life together as God’s 

community living out gospel mission in a particular context 

As you begin to live out the gospel it is of utmost important that you be very clear on what the purpose 
of your smaller communities really is. If they are for prayer/care/share for believers then you need to be 
clear about that.  If they are to be about gospel/community/mission together then be clear about that.  

These decisions will influence all sorts of strategic considerations as you move forward. You cannot 
answer any of the following questions without first seeking clarity on why the groups exist.  

• How large are the groups and why?  
• How long do these groups stay together? 
• How are they formed?  
• Affinity? Life Stage? Geography? Consumer Preference? 

If you do not seek God for the end/purpose for the church gathering in smaller community you will 
have confusion in the church. Leaders should have clarity as to the purpose of these communities and 
then work forward in that vision. If the purpose of smaller community is not defined well by leadership, 
people will shape the groups with their own expectations, past experiences and personal desires. Even 
when you do shape it well people will seek to do this anyway, but don’t start you vision for smaller 



groups with a vacuum for every sort of idea to fill. “At the church I grew up in we did this…at my old 
church we did this…in my youth group, college ministry…we did this.” This is coming; you have been 
warned.  

#2 - Train and Equip for this Purpose  

Once you have sought God for the purpose of your communities you must train potential and future 
leaders for this purpose. This may sound simple but if your groups are focused on caring and 
community you need to coach people on creating that environment. If you are calling your 
communities to live out the holistic mission of God you need to equip them well. The life you expect to 
be lived out in small groups you must both model and equip people to lead.  

#3- Teach and Model 

In order for your church to “get what you are after” with your group strategy you must teach it often 
with clarity and model it in your lives. You must communicate often what your groups are and, often 
more importantly, what they are not. Give yourself to your best leaders and empower them to disciple 
others. Celebrate their wins and bear their burdens as they stretch out their legs to serve and lead.  

You will need to come up with a body of teaching and training for your group leaders and potential 
leaders that becomes the gold standard for equipping them. Your “training manual” cannot give 
people everything they need as God wants us to learn in the context of living and following him. Yet, it 
can give people a good start on their journey of servant leadership and give your church a common 
language and culture. This will help you move forward in unity as a community of leaders. 

#4 - Live with a Community of Leaders 

As you form new leaders it is wise to facilitate a community for them to learn from one another. Top 
down instruction from your elders is essential but never underestimate the value of the voices of your 
community leaders in one another’s lives. Your leaders will empathize with one another, share what 
they are learning through the crucible of serving and will be able to help one another immensely. 

As a leadership team, you can facilitate this sort of life together without overburdening the schedule 
with too many things. At Jacob’s Well, our missional community leaders and their spouses connect with 
one another once a quarter for sharing, teaching one another and intentional equipping from our 
deacons and pastors.  

#5 – Expectations and Freedom 

Our philosophy seeks to promote two things. First, we want to clearly shape our baseline expectations 
for all of our missional communities. For us it is living out the mission and identities of our church in 
geographical space with the expectation of multiplication. Second, within these basic parameters we 
want to encourage and allow diversity knowing that each community will not look and function in 
exactly the same. Why? Each community has different leadership and different members. Some 
leaders are more caretakers, some are evangelists, and still others have a passion to serve the poor or 
show hospitality to new people. What we want is the leader to find their own legs and then lead the 
community that is with them, not an imaginary one described in our training manual.  

This is a constant tension that needs to be embraced. You do not want your groups to be hammered 
into exact clones and copies of one another. You also do not want rogue groups which are not living 
out the DNA of the church and how God is leading the elders.    



#6 - Celebrate and Struggle Together 

As God works through your smaller communities celebrate what God is doing in the individual groups 
and in the church as a whole. When the Lord does something significant in one of your groups, tell that 
story in your corporate gatherings. When leaders grow and learn celebrate their progress in the 
gospel.  When things are hard in communities don’t try to deny it or make it all go away. Lament our 
sins, work towards repentance and faith and live in honesty. Our communities and leaders need to 
learn to rejoice and lament together and both are dialects of the gospel in our lives.  

#7 – Gathered and Sent 

Finally, as you shape your group strategy you need to think through how your larger corporate 
gatherings connect and fit together with the church sent in smaller communities. It is easy to say 
“gospel in community” matters and give all your energies towards Sunday. It is also easy in our day to 
neglect the role of the corporate gathering in favor of smaller groups that can become ingrown and 
insular from our joint mission.   

Your church’s DNA (its mission, purpose and identities/values) should shape your larger and smaller 
gatherings. They should be seen as complementary contexts towards the same mission. On your staff 
and in your leadership you will need to advocate strongly for the church gathered and the church sent 
in community. The elders should openly embrace pulpit, living room and the community park for the 
glory of God. As leaders we must resist neglecting the central importance of Word and Sacrament for 
the church gathered.  We must also resist treating smaller formations as side functions that are not as 
important as Sunday worship services. This again is a tension that must be embraced for God both 
gathers and sends his church. The both/and is our friend. 

There are many more questions that can and should be addressed but we do hope this is a good start to 
your discussion of your small group emphasis. I have intentionally not pressed our particular vision and 
model because shaping that is part of your seeking the face of the Lord for your church. At Jacob’s Well we 
call our groups are “missional communities” for they are charged to fully live out the mission of God 
together. We see our communities as places of care, prayer, evangelism, serving and gospel hospitality. 
They are also places of frustration, real life, falling short and the glory of the gospel of grace for it all. We do 
not see them as a program, an event or something to just come to and leave every so often. Our prayer is 
that they would be communities of people, centered on the gospel, living out the mission of Jesus in our 
time.  

I say this to our people often. Our missional communities are places of great sanctification; God will shape 
us through them if we are committed to him and one another. They are also always lacking and will never 
meet any sort of utopian expectations. Yet God’s purposes are to shape us in community and send us as 
his people with the gospel to the world. He has always worked through this glorious and messy reality.  

Our communities will not be perfect but we do pray that Jesus will be formed in us and his rule and reign 
will be our reality more and more, day by day. Any small group strategy must have this as its focus.  
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