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Ten Ways to Grow a Small Group
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By Chuck Lawless

Small groups matter in the church. Regardless of a church’s size,
the small group is a place of teaching, fellowship, prayer, and
pastoral care. The adage, “A church must grow smaller as it grows
larger” is more than a church growth cliché; it is a principle of Great
Commission growth.
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Many small groups, though, turn inwardly. Here are some ways to
strengthen the outward focus of your church’s small group ministry.

1. Be clear about the purpose of the group. Every small
group exists for some reason. Some focus on evangelism.
Others emphasize discipleship. Some are short-term focused
studies, while others have an ongoing curriculum. The
problem is that many small group leaders and participants
don’t think about, aren’t clear about, or even disagree about
the group’s purpose. Unfocused small groups—like
unfocused churches—often plateau or decline.

2. Make sure the teachers/facilitators are good teachers.
This point might seem obvious, but I cannot make this
statement strongly enough: bad teachers/facilitators produce
weak small groups. Being unprepared or boring is
inexcusable—especially if the goal of the small group is Bible
teaching. Don’t be surprised if groups with poor leaders don’t
grow.

3. Enlist teachers/facilitators who want to multiply the
group. The leader’s influence here is huge. If leaders want
only to grow a crowd to hear them teach, the potential for
producing kingdom growth will ultimately be weakened. If the
goals of a leader are to grow a group, raise up new leaders,
and send them out to reach others, the group will likely catch
that vision.

4. Train teachers/facilitators to think as guests. No longer
can we assume that guests—or group members, for that
matter—have even basic biblical knowledge. Guests may not
understand our Christian terms or denominational lingo. The
best teachers/facilitators recognize these truths and adjust



their teaching accordingly by explaining basics and defining
terms.

5. Be aware of the 80% percent rule. At least in North
American culture, physical space matters. When a group
reaches 80% of its space capacity, numerical growth is likely
to plateau or decline. Outreach often becomes less a concern
when group members perceive the space is already full.

6. Use nametags. Some groups provide a nametag only for
guests. I understand that thinking, but it actually puts the guest
at a disadvantage. Others may call her name, but she cannot
respond in kind if the “regulars” aren’t also wearing
nametags. At the same time, the group that says, “We don’t
need nametags because we already know everybody” is
likely not thinking about growth.

7. If your group uses written curriculum, have extra copies
available for guests. Suppose new guests attend, but you
have no copies of the study for them. You have essentially
said to them, “We weren’t thinking about the possibility of
others coming. We weren’t prepared for you.” A lack of
material for guests indicates a lack of expectation among the
group members.

8. Train a pastoral care team for each small group. Get
ready for growth by putting a small group pastoral care
infrastructure in place. Small groups do not automatically
follow up with and care for their members. The cracks through
which members fall are sometimes quite wide. A strong
pastoral care team (perhaps as few as two people) can help
correct this problem. No small group member should be
absent without follow-up, ill without care, or needy without
assistance.

9. Enlist an outreach leader for each small group. Few



small groups default into an outward focus. Instead, they turn
inwardly, often without recognizing the resulting stagnation. A
strong outreach leader can continually remind the group of the
need to do personal evangelism and guest follow-up.
Intentionality is important, and the outreach leader can lead in
developing a strategic growth plan.

10. Lead groups to pray for people who have never
attended.  We most often pray for people who regularly
attend—that is, for those we know and see. The most Great
Commission-focused small groups, though, pray also for
those they are trying to reach.

A quick review of these suggestions should show you this point: the
one who leads the small group matters. Good teachers will teach
anywhere. They will take bad curriculum and make it interesting.
They will figure out how to address a group member who
dominates discussion. They will enlist and organize other members
for outreach and follow-up. They will lead the group to multiply itself.
Getting the right leaders will take your church a long way toward
growing effective small groups.

What other strategies do you recommend for growing small
groups?
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Allen James says
April 23, 2013 at 10:07 am

1) Consistently cast vision for multiplication of the group.
This should include regularly reminding all to share the
gospel. People need to know WHY the group should grow
/ multiply.
2) Train those in the group to share the gospel. Everyone
needs to know HOW to help the group grow / multiply.
3) Hold everyone accountable each week to share the
gospel. Take time to ask who shared and how it went
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each week. Celebrate obedience.
4) Use a name list to help everyone know WHO to reach
out to to grow / multiply the group.
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clawless says
April 23, 2013 at 11:02 am

Thanks, Allen. You’ve hit on the importance of
INTENTIONAL evangelism, including vision, training,
and accountability. Great points.
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priscilla says
September 15, 2013 at 12:31 pm

great points pray for those who not reach
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April 23, 2013 at 11:45 am
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Awesome ideas for outreach-oriented small groups! But
do you think there’s anything to the idea of inwardly-
focused small groups producing outwardly-focused
Christians?
http://wp.me/p3h6PU-2W
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clawless says
April 23, 2013 at 1:30 pm

Fair question, Aaron. Here’s my thinking. You
recognize in your blog that groups should also focus
on health and maturity. I agree with that thought, and I
agree that churches must have small groups that
lead in this direction. I would not equate that kind of
group automatically with an “inwardly-focused”
group, however. A group that produces genuine
disciples will produce believers who are outwardly
focused, even if that particular small group (which
could, in fact, be limited in duration) does not show
numerical growth. I suspect we’re on the same page.
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Don Matthews says
April 23, 2013 at 4:16 pm

# 8 – Pastoral Care is critically important. Small groups
are glued together by ministry, fellowship and friendship.
Friendships bring them together, fellowship gets them on
common ground and ministry bonds them together.
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Chuck Lawless says
April 24, 2013 at 5:42 am

Good point, Don.
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Robert Bowman says
April 23, 2013 at 7:57 pm

Speaking of defining terms – what is considered a “good”
number of attendees for a small group?
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Chuck Lawless says
April 24, 2013 at 5:43 am

My preference would be a maximum of 12-15
students. Of course, a group that large should also
already be working toward multiplying itself.

Reply

Andrew Mason says
October 16, 2013 at 2:10 pm

#3 is Huge! Healthy life grows and multiplies. Having
leaders who are bought into that vision are critical for
success. Pastors and Small Group Pastors/Directors
need to answer the question, what happens AFTER a
small group is successful? The answer to this questions
needs to be constantly talked about or referred to in every
small group meeting.
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Small group is vital for the church growth. In any local
church we see people are in different levels of spiritual
maturity. The challenge for the Pastor and leaders of the
church is to find out the spiritual levels of the people and
place them in the relevant group, this enable the person to
graduate from level to another level. Mainly there should
two major groups one open and another is closed. Open
group invites people who are seekers or unsaved and the
closed groups are believers maturing in Christ. Leaders
of the group should be mentored and monitored by Pastor
and leaders who are theologically trained.
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