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INTRODUCTION 
 

 Churches across the United States are constantly fighting the loss of members, 

especially the younger generation. “But their children, and especially their grandchildren, 

did not respond accordingly1. Some of these younger generations left town 

completely…So the church began its death march.” (Rainer 2014, 26) Many attempts to 

stop this bleeding through a series of catchy sermon series, fun events, and eye-candy 

worship productions. What is it the church truly needs though; what do those who leave 

need? The answer for many is found in small groups. A church that is seeking to 

transition to small groups, also known as cell groups and home-based groups, will need to 

understand the task they are about to take on. There are many motivating factors to 

consider, the foundational history that dates back to the early church, and understanding 

what exactly a small group is and what it should do.  This manual will help guide you in 

understanding small groups as well as provide information on how to develop leaders, 

groups, and growth.  

MOTIVATION FOR DEVELOPING SMALL GROUPS 

 There are numerous motivations for developing a small group within your church. 

One such reason is that is creates a true body of Christ among the believers. Paul teaches 

in 2 Corinthians 12 that the body is made up of many members who all work together to 

serve others, thus honoring God. “But as it is, God arranged the members in the body, 

each one of them, as he chose. If all were a single member, where would the body be? As 

it is, there are many parts, yet one body.” (vs. 18-20) A small group are like condensed 

                                                 
1 Respond to churches not changing to meet the changing culture.  
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versions of the body of Christ2. Members of the group are better able to identify and use 

their spiritual gifts to serve those in their community (and hopefully beyond).  

 In this manner, groups also are a means to promote outreach and serve others. 

This is vital as it is the main purpose for all believers. Christ commanded that His 

followers are to go into all the world in order to make, baptize, and train up disciples3. 

Small groups are designed in a way that this can be accomplished much easier. 

 Along these same lines, it fosters the growth of believers, no matter how long they 

have been a follower of Christ. A leader is able to identify where a member is in their 

walk with Christ, and can better meet them at that place to encourage and challenge them 

in their relationship with Jesus. Small groups are better able to dive deeper in to Scripture 

and begin to break down the passages taught in church. Questions that can’t (normally) 

be asked in a congregational setting can be freely inquired in the small group. This leads 

to further discussion and understanding of biblical truths which in turn will, hopefully, 

lead to a deepening in one’s relationship with Christ. Dempsey believers that small 

groups can lead believers through the various stages of growth which include salvation, 

sanctification, servanthood, strategic service, bearing fruit, and glorifying God. 

 Small groups create a true community among believers, something that many feel 

is extremely healthy for individuals. People have a need to interact with others on a 

deeper level, and to feel a sense of belonging Dempsey believes this need and desire to 

connect with community is actually part of our genetic makeup. Quoting Bill Donahue 

and Russ Robinson, “God chose to embed in us a distinct kind of DNA. God created us 

all with a ‘communal gene,’ an inborn, intentional inescapable part of what it means to be 

                                                 
2 Meaning that the entire church and all believers, makes up the body of Christ.  
3 Matthew 28:16-20 
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human.” (Dempsey 2015) Therefore, being a part of a small group should be seen as a 

priority for an individual and for the loved ones. It is not only beneficial for their own 

life, but also in their walk with Christ. At its core, however, small groups main purpose is 

to promote the growth of believers in order to train them to reach out to help those in 

need of Christ. “Unlike cliques, however, these communities or groupings are 

intentionally small, outward in focus and intent on participating with Christ in the 

building of his kingdom.” (Arnold 2004, 23)4 

BIBLICAL FOUNDATIONS OF SMALL GROUP 

 The concept of small groups can find it’s beginning as early as the creation of the 

world by the work of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. In his book “Biblical Foundations 

for the Cell-Based Church, Comiskey focuses on passages in both the Old and New 

Testament. Starting with Genesis 1:26, he shows that God sought for human relationships 

to resemble to closeness of the Trinity. “In other words, God is saying he created 

humanity to reflect his own relational essence.” (Comskiey 2012, 39) The Trinity is 

interpersonal, living and working together as one. While Comiskey understands that it is 

difficult for people to live in such a way, especially due to their fallen nature, such 

closeness can be achieved by the work of the Holy Spirit working within an individual. 

This can change a person’s heart to become less closed off and more relational.  

 There are also many passages throughout the Bible that create a foundation for 

small groups. As mentioned in the previous sections, The Great Commandment lays the 

groundwork for a small group’s main purpose – to share the Gospel of Christ with others 

                                                 
4 Brad House contends that growth of groups isn’t the important factor, at least not in the 
beginning. Rather he believes that the importance of community needs to be rediscovered 

first and foremost.  



 6 

and to train them up as disciples so they too can share the Good News with the lost of the 

world. This is spurred by The Great Commandment5 where Jesus commands us to love 

God with all our heart, mind, and soul, and to love others as we love ourselves. One of 

the very first looks we have of an actual small group occurs in Acts 2:42-47. Mark writes, 

“And they devoted themselves to the apostles' teaching and the fellowship, to the 

breaking of bread and the prayers. And awe came upon every soul, and many wonders 

and signs were being done through the apostles. And all who believed were together and 

had all things in common. And they were selling their possessions and belongings and 

distributing the proceeds to all, as any had need. And day by day, attending the temple 

together and breaking bread in their homes, they received their food with glad and 

generous hearts, praising God and having favor with all the people. And the Lord added 

to their number day by day those who were being saved.” This serves as an example for 

churches. Early believers fellowshipped together (“breaking bread”), praying, serving 

(“many wonders and signs were being done”), nurturing and encouraging (“had all things 

in common”), giving (“distributing the proceeds to all”), worshipping (“praising God”), 

learning together, and winning souls for the kingdom (“the Lord added to their number”). 

This was all done as they met together in one another’s homes. 

 Paul discusses the body of Christ in Ephesians 1:20 and the importance of serving 

one another, our neighbors, and the world around us. As discussed above, this is 

extremely important for all believers. Finally, the fourth chapters of Ephesians, Paul 

explains the functions of the church, the roles that must be filled, and how each part can 

                                                 
5 Matthew 22:37-39 
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be fostered in growth (through individual attention, intentional focus, and continual 

effort. 

 Jesus himself was a small group leader. The bulk of Christ’s ministry was spent 

investing in the lives of those who followed him everywhere. While these followers were 

in the hundreds, He still spent the most time with his twelve followers. Even from there, 

he was closest with the twelve disciples, providing them further insight into his teachings 

as well as training them to go out and duplicate (or multiply) the same process. As Jesus 

traveled with his followers, they would stay in homes along the way. Jesus stayed in the 

home of Peter’s mother-in- law6, whom He also healed. He visited and taught in the home 

of Mary and Martha7 as well. As the early church grew, it became a necessity that they 

meet in smaller groups in homes as the Roman Empire began its persecution of 

Christians.  

 The idea of community and small groups is nothing new, but part of the very 

design and plan set forth by God. Churches should examine these verses and the history 

of the early church in order to better understand a group’s importance and how it can 

benefit their church.  

WHAT IS SMALL GROUP? 

  While small groups are not a new concept, they can have many different looks to 

them. There are closed groups, and open groups. A closed group isn’t seeking to add to 

its numbers and is more focused with inward growth of its members. This can be good 

for the short term if it has a plan in place to eventually move to an open format. An open 

                                                 
6 Matthew 8:14 
7 Luke 10:38-42 
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group is seeking to bring in new members via neighbors, family, coworkers, and even 

other church members who haven’t found a small group yet. 

 Small groups may meet throughout the entire year, while others have a semester 

by semester format. Some follow the lead pastor’s sermon and go deeper into what is 

taught on Sunday, while some others may do their own Bible study, topical study, or 

another type of study. Groups can meet anywhere, though in a member’s home is the 

most desirable. Where ever a group decides to meet, it should provide a safe, comfortable 

environment so that its members feel safe and thus are more likely to open up and share. 

Sizes may also vary, though Dempsey warns that anything over 40 people can begin to 

cause a group dynamic breakdown.  

 Groups are led by a leader. Their task is to guide the group through the study, 

fellowship, and worship time. They can also identify those within the group that show 

potential for future leadership. These members may be chosen as an apprentice who will 

help the leader facilitate the group and will be trained with the hope that they’ll 

eventually begin their own group. Finally, there is the member who handles hospitality; 

they open up their home for the group to meet at each week. 

 Groups should have a regular meeting time and locations. There are five W’s for 

small groups to follow: welcome, worship, word, witness, and works. The welcome time 

is for fellowship, allowing members to catch up and connect with one another after the 

long week. Worship is a time of prayer and possibly signing. Word is obviously a time of 

study in God’s Word. Witness is a time of reaching out and praying for the lost; coming 

up with plans to reach those in need of Christ in each members’ life. Finally, works is a 
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time of services. Prayer is a vital tool in small groups which will be discussed further in 

an upcoming section. 
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