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Why Groups?
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CHAPTER 1

Why Groups? 

THIS IS A STORY we will never forget. A few years ago, Naomi, who 
is a widow, was invited to her daughter’s small group. She did 
not believe in Jesus and was forthright and polite about that, 
but she was at group every week for months. As they grew closer 
together, she was included in the community. She still did not 
attend the church services or profess belief in Jesus. One night as 
the group was having honest conversation with one another, they 
asked her why she kept coming to group, not being a Christian 
or a church attender. Some of them admitted that she was more 
devoted to the group than they were. Her answer: “I keep coming 
here because nobody in my life ever loved me like you have.” 

Groups are not easy ministry, but such ministry bears the 
kind of fruit in the above story. Maybe you are a group leader 
on the edge of giving up. We’ve been there too. Maybe you are 
launching groups for the first time ever, and you’re dealing with 
an excess of nervous energy and excitement. We’ve been there 
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many times as well. You’re either a person who loves groups or a 
person who wants to love groups. Either way, this book is for you. 

Groups are an ancient art form that demands the attention 
of church leaders and members today. They are an invitation 
into all that God has for us, and part of that inheritance is one 
another. 

Groups are an art, not a science.
A lot of approaches to groups are formulaic: that + this = a 

great group. But neither a person nor a group of people can be 
reduced to an equation. That’s the truth of Naomi’s story. It was 
supernatural relational care that kept her coming back to the 
group. The love she found in a small group eventually led to her 
attending a church service for the first time in her life, which 
eventually led to her calling Jesus her Lord and Savior. That’s 
why groups matter. There was no formula for Naomi’s transfor-
mation. It was simply a group of true Christians in community, 
ready to receive and love her. 

The success of groups isn’t a formula; it’s relationships. There 
is no lasting transformation in a person without another person. To 
facilitate such transformation, we have to create an interdepen-
dent relational system in our churches. This takes time, inten-
tionality, and a lot of prayer. 

Groups are certainly art, but what is good art? There are a 
few agreed-upon rules and standards, and even those go out the 
window many times, and we are often amazed at the impact 
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when they do. Similarly, groups are unpredictable, which drives 
some of us crazy. There are so many variables and unknowns. 

Yet the unknown is right where we need to be. This is the 
place where our faith is tried and refined, where heaven meets 
earth. Uncertain circumstances and unfinished people are most 
often the focus of God’s greatest transforming work. It’s here that 
God moves in the life of groups. 

WHO HAS GOD GIVEN yOu TO LOVE?

Good art challenges us. It may make us change our mind or 
transform our thoughts, and it may make us uncomfortable. The 
right goal for groups is to be good art. Nothing is more uncom-
fortable than walking into a room of people you may or may 
not know, aware that they are going to ask you about the Bible 
you haven’t opened in weeks and the sin that plagues your heart. 
Groups are uncomfortable because you can’t hide or just show 
up—at least not if it’s a good group. You have to participate.

Groups also challenge us like a good movie or book. We look 
at groups like we look at good art, desiring one thing: a trans-
formative experience. But the way we find that transformative 
experience seems counterintuitive. 

Groups rub up against our preferences like an art piece in 
shocking colors that just don’t seem to work. Yet groups also 
speak to our inherent human desire for change, betterment, 
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encounter, and transformation. Each of us has to choose to com-
mit to the intense (and often awkward) interpersonal friction 
necessary for transformation. It is easier to say, “I changed my 
mind” or “I’m now different” because I read a book, took a class, 
had a coaching call, listened to a podcast, or went to a confer-
ence. All those are good things and can be parts of the picture of 
transformation and growth. Indeed, there is no lasting transforma-
tion in a person without another person. 

The people in your group are a partial 
inheritance from the Lord right now.

So, whom has God given to you? Where has He placed your 
church? What’s unique about your church? Context? Who’s com-
ing? And do you love them? The people in your group are a partial 
inheritance from the Lord right now. This is why we lead and launch 
groups. We seek to obey God’s imperative command to love one 
another. The New Testament records more than fifty individual 
“one another” commands. As you read them, ask yourself how 
many of these we can fully accomplish in a typical Sunday morn-
ing worship gathering? How about in a small group setting?
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The One Anothers of the New Testament (CSB)

1. “Be at peace with one another” (Mark 
9:50). 

2. “Wash one another’s feet” (John 13:14).
3. “Love one another” (John 13:34).
4. “Love one another” (John 13:35).
5. “Love one another” (John 15:12).
6. “Love one another” (John 15:17).
7. “Love one another deeply as brothers and 

sisters” (Rom. 12:10).
8. “Take the lead in honoring one another” 

(Rom. 12:10).
9. “Live in harmony with one another” (Rom. 

12:16).
10.  “Love one another” (Rom. 13:8).
11.  “No longer judge one another” (Rom. 

14:13).
12.  “Welcome one another, just as Christ also 

welcomed you” (Rom. 15:7).
13.  “Instruct one another” (Rom. 15:14).
14.  “Greet one another with a holy kiss” 

(Rom. 16:16).
15.  “When you come together to eat, welcome 

one another” (1 Cor. 11:33).
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16.  “Have the same concern for each other” 
(1 Cor. 12:25).

17.  “Greet one another with a holy kiss” 
(1 Cor. 16:20).

18.  “Greet one another with a holy kiss” 
(2 Cor. 13:12).

19.  “Serve one another through love” (Gal. 
5:13).

20.  “If you bite and devour one another, . . . 
you will be consumed by one another” (Gal. 
5:15).

21.  “Let us not become conceited, provoking 
one another, envying one another” (Gal. 
5:26). 

22.  “Carry one another’s burdens” (Gal. 6:2).
23.  “With all humility and gentleness, with 

patience, bearing with one another in love” 
(Eph. 4:2).

24.  “Be kind and compassionate to one 
another” (Eph. 4:32).

25.  “Forgiving one another” (Eph. 4:32).
26.  “Speaking to one another in psalms, 

hymns, and spiritual songs” (Eph. 5:19).
27.  “Submitting to one another in the fear of 

Christ” (Eph. 5:21).
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28.  “In humility consider others as more 
important than yourselves” (Phil. 2:3).

29.  “Do not lie to one another” (Col. 3:9).
30.  “Bearing with one another” (Col. 3:13).
31.  “Forgiving one another if anyone has a 

grievance against another” (Col. 3:13).
32.  “Teaching . . . one another” (Col. 3:16).
33.  “Admonishing one another” (Col. 3:16).
34.  “Overflow with love for one another” (1 

Thess. 3:12).
35.  “Love one another” (1 Thess. 4:9).
36.  “Encourage one another” (1 Thess. 4:18).
37.  “Encourage one another” (1 Thess. 5:11).
38.  “Build each other up” (1 Thess. 5:11).
39.  “Encourage each other daily”(Heb. 3:13).
40.  “Consider one another in order to provoke 

love and good works” (Heb. 10:24).
41.  “Encouraging each another” (Heb. 10:25).
42.  “Don’t criticize one another” (James 4:11).
43.  “Do not complain about one another” 

(James 5:9).
44.  “Confess your sins to one another” (James 

5:16).
45.  “Pray for one another” (James 5:16).
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46.  “Love one another, and be compassionate 
and humble” (1 Pet. 3:8).

47.  “Maintain constant love for one another, 
since love covers a multitude of sins” 
(1 Pet. 4:8).

48.  “Be hospitable to one another without 
complaining” (1 Pet. 4:9).

49.  “Just as each one has received a gift, use it 
to serve others” (1 Pet. 4:10). 

50.  “Clothe yourselves with humility toward 
one another” (1 Pet. 5:5).

51.  “Greet one another with a kiss of love.” 
(1 Pet. 5:14).

52.  “Love one another” (1 John 3:11).
53.  “Love one another” (1 John 3:23).
54.  “Love one another” (1 John 4:7).
55.  “Love one another” (1 John 4:11).
56.  “Love one another” (1 John 4:12).
57.  “Love one another” (2 John 5:1).

In the hundreds of times we’ve walked congregations and 
leaders through this quick exercise, we’ve never heard anyone 
say most or all could be achieved on a Sunday morning. Groups 
are the right place for these “one anothers” to come to life in our 
congregations. 
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GROuPS IN SCRIPTuRE

In our limited views it’s easy for us to think group ministry 
came about in the last forty years, but groups are not a new idea. 
They have been gathering for multiple millennia. God set apart 
the Israelites so they would be a picture to the nations of what it 
looks like to follow after God. Even in exile, where they didn’t 
have much cultural favor, God tells them to 

build houses and settle down; plant gardens and 
eat what they produce. Marry and have sons 
and daughters; find wives for your sons and give 
your daughters in marriage, so that they too may 
have sons and daughters. Increase in number 
there; do not decrease. Also, seek the peace and 
prosperity of the city to which I have carried you 
into exile. Pray to the Lord for it, because if it 
prospers, you too will prosper. (Jer. 29:5–7 niv) 

Settling into a particular place with a particular people 
was God’s vision for community and blessing to the world. We 
carry on the charge God gives to Abraham: “I will bless you and 
make your name great, so that you will be a blessing” (Gen. 12:2, 
emphasis added).

Jesus continues this idea with the twelve disciples in John 
13:34–35: “A new commandment I give to you, that you love one 
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another: just as I have loved you, you also are to love one another. 
By this all people will know you are my disciples, if you have love 
for one another” (emphasis added). 

Jesus shows we don’t come together just for the sake of our-
selves but also for the sake of those who do not yet know Christ. 
We gather to love one another, and by that love others see God’s 
Son. 

In John 17, as Jesus prays to the Father, He is also looking 
through history and praying for you and for me. He says, “I do 
not ask for these only, but also for those who will believe in me 
through their word, that they may all be one, just as you, Father, 
are in me, and I in you, that they also may be in us, so that 
the world may believe that you have sent me” (John 17:20–21, 
emphasis added). 

“By this,” “so that” the world may believe the Father sent 
the Son. The Scriptures don’t reveal a people of God who only 
focus on one another or only focus on neighbor. To truly follow 
Jesus is to do both. 

As you show love for one another, “they will know you are 
my disciples.” There is a missional aspect to the family of God 
as we love one another. Francis Shaeffer says it this way, “Love—
and the unity it attests to—is the mark Christ gave Christians to 
wear before the world. Only with this mark may the world know 
that Christians are indeed Christians and that Jesus was sent by 
the Father.”1 It’s a unique, Christian love. 
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It’s hard for many of us to get outside of our “knowledge 
transference” mindset even when we want to. It’s easier to talk at 
people than take the time to build the relationships such love and 
unity require. The call of Christian community is not to down-
load information into one another; it’s a call to live relationally 
in deep, unified community. The less relational your church is, the 
less transformational your church will be. 

The less relational your church is, the less 
transformational your church will be.

Many of us in the West don’t have a value of community, 
especially compared to “collectivist cultures” in other parts of 
the world where community is of utmost importance. No, we 
increasingly value personal space and individuality, often above 
all else. Yet the Scriptures speak of the people of God as the 
opposite. The church tends to create a lot of opportunities to do, 
but we have few places to be. The deepest level of community 
should be found in a spiritual family, and in most churches that 
is clearest in the group ministry. 

When Jesus says to His disciples, “They will know you by 
your love,” He wasn’t just speaking to award-winning small 
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group members. He was saying this to Matthew the tax collec-
tor and Simon the Zealot, two men who, viewed from our time, 
were political enemies. A quick history lesson teaches us that 
Matthew would have been hated by his fellow Jewish brothers 
and sisters and seen as a traitor to his people because he carried 
forth the taxation of Rome on the Jews. Further, as with most 
tax collectors, Matthew would add a higher tax rate than Rome 
was asking for in order to take a larger cut for himself. He would 
have been disowned by his family and community, but Jesus 
invited this man into his small group. This was no small amount 
of human risk. On the other side of the relational equation is 
Simon. Simon saw the oppression of Rome as a judgment from 
God and believed it was his responsibility to bring about redemp-
tion for the Jewish people through the destruction of Rome. This 
usually meant resorting to physical aggression, murder, or assas-
sination. Yet again, he was brought near by Jesus. 

To these two Israelite group members, Jesus says, “Love one 
another.” Can you imagine?! There would not have been two 
enemies who hated each other more. 

To a much lesser extent than this extreme example, groups 
need to be a space where the “least of these” and the “churchgoer” 
can not only sit next to each other but also be in fellowship with 
each other. Many groups’ philosophies or habits have the tendency 
to exclude one or the other, but Jesus calls us to be together regard-
less of class, station, income level, or political persuasion. 
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This is the call of Christ: to love one another. Love that leads 
us to fulfill the great commandment and the Great Commission. 
The church has been meeting for thousands of years, and it’s our 
turn to step in and faithfully steward one another toward unity 
and mission through love.

GROuPS AND THE PRIESTHOOD OF BELIEVERS

But those who want to be Christians in ear-
nest and who profess the gospel with hand 
and mouth should sign their names and meet 
alone in a house somewhere to pray, to read, 
to baptize, to receive the sacrament, and to do 
other Christian works. . . . Here one could set 
up a brief and neat order for baptism and the 
sacrament and center everything on the Word, 
prayer, and love. —Martin Luther2 

If you had asked Martin Luther what it would take to be a 
true community of faith in a local church, he would have told 
you that it takes the priesthood of all believers. That is, all believ-
ers can read and understand Scripture’s plain meaning, have 
equal access to communion with God, and are actively involved 
in the work of ministry. Said differently, there’s no special class of 
mediators for knowledge of God, presence of Christ, or ministry 
to others.
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This is a doctrine he fought for years to reclaim in the 
Reformation, so he was certainly invested.

Then, if you asked Martin Luther (so kind of him to entertain 
all our questions) how the priesthood can be activated in a local 
church, his answer would revolve around small groups meeting in 
homes. He’d go on about how meeting in homes leads to deeper 
expression of some spiritual realities surrounding the priesthood 
of all believers, and these groups are best positioned to “do other 
Christian works” that are not possible in the institutional church 
meeting once a week. Joel Comiskey writes, “Luther saw the 
potential of the house church and had a vision of meeting in homes 
for deeper expression of faith, which was absent in the institu-
tional church. We know from Luther’s writings that he could see 
great possibilities for ministry in the small house churches, but he 
refused to go that route because of cultural ramifications.”3

Martin Luther thought small groups in homes were the way 
to activate the priesthood of all believers, but he never started 
them due to fear that it might create a lack of control. Before we 
pile on Martin, though, we should recognize that he was facing 
the same frustration that we often do: a lack of trust in God to 
make other brothers and sisters who Scripture calls them to be.

“Sounds Good in Theory” 

One church leader recently shared with a group, “Yeah, priest-
hood of all believers sounds good in theory,” then pantomimed 



WHy GROuPS? 

17

a verbal ellipsis with a shoulder shrug meant to imply that it 
doesn’t really work in practice. It doesn’t pan out. Hire staff to 
do the work. If you can pay them, you can fire them. Volunteers 
are messy—like farming. So mechanize the ministry. 

Yes, all of this can be said with a shrug. We understand this 
line of thinking. We get it, but it’s also what keeps so many of 
our churches from seeing an empowered priesthood. Our first 
mistake may be that we too often talk about the “priesthood of 
the believer” (singular) instead of the biblical “priesthood of all 
believers” (plural). It’s not about individuals; the community of 
saints is the primary consideration when it comes to church.

The biggest opposition we see to the activation of the priest-
hood of all believers in our church and yours is that favorite idol 
of church leaders: control and comfort. These two are so inter-
twined that it is nearly impossible to unravel them. The inner 
critic of the church leader who’s lived too many disappointments 
throws his soul’s hand in the air and gives in to the voice that 
says, “What you can control can’t hurt you.” Far too often we 
listen to that voice instead of God’s.

We are so committed to arranging a happy little church that 
suits our needs and comforts and caters to our gifts, but God 
often thwarts those efforts by allowing for our continued frus-
tration. You feel it, right? That’s the loss of wonder. It happens 
because we want a perfectly controlled church but also want to 
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make an impact for God’s kingdom. That dichotomy can’t hold. 
It has devastating consequences when we try to carry it out.

Luther experienced deep depression in realizing that he 
couldn’t bring himself to release this kingdom of priests as he 
knew was best. For some it may be a lack of joy in equipping 
saints. You may be unable to stand the saints altogether. You 
grow short with them. You find ways to avoid them. You fig-
ure it’d be easier to run a company, a capital campaign, or a 
Christian nonprofit. Honestly, it might be.

Equipping the saints for the work of the ministry in a local 
church is like agriculture. If you’re called to pastor and lead in the 
church, you’re running a farm, not a manufacturing plant. Live 
human beings and their souls are your sheep and soil. And there’s 
no chance of seeing lasting growth without an activated priesthood 
in your church. People are our true capital campaign. Flesh-and-
blood human beings are our building program. The priesthood of 
all believers (plural) is both our occupation and our product.

People are our true capital campaign. 
Flesh-and-blood human beings 

are our building program.
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Relationships of Trust Are Stronger than Theory

The good news is that this priesthood already exists. It only 
has to be discovered, developed, and deployed throughout your 
church. And it all comes down to trust. While there’s no pain 
like broken trust in vocational ministry, there’s also no fruitful-
ness like when trusted saints serve as God’s priests.

First Peter 2:9 speaks to the sleeping giant of frontline min-
isters that exists right now in church small groups: “You are a 
chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for his 
own possession, that you may proclaim the excellencies of him 
who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light.”

Every time a small group meets, the potential for har-
vest exists. People want to be changed and to see those they 
love change. Church leaders often can’t spread themselves far 
enough to sustain interpersonal connections throughout their 
church, but many hands make light work when the priesthood 
of all believers is equipped and entrusted to serve by loving one 
another. This has always been the best means of true growth and 
transformation in a local church. That’s the power in the local 
priesthood of believers meeting in small groups throughout the 
week. Martin Luther envisioned it. He didn’t activate it, but we 
can. The beginning and end of this activation are trust and love.
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Developing a Love for One Another in the Church 

The call is clear: we are to love one another, revealing the 
heart of Christ to a watching world. It’s about relationships. The 
less relational your church is, the less transformational your church 
will be. 

But how? The “one another” commands we discussed earlier 
cannot be practiced in a single hour in a worship service. So 
many of these commands involve our direct, physical ministry to 
one another and to our neighbors. It happens best in proximity. 
There are dozens of opportunities for disunity whether it’s due to 
isolation because of working from home; a tense (isn’t that put-
ting it mildly?) election year; the wildly differing considerations, 
convictions, and information regarding public health; parenting 
styles; or worship song preferences. At every turn we can seek to 
love one another well, not being blown off course by the frustra-
tions of even one of these matters, let alone all at once, as the 
world expects.

For the church, this isn’t the fire drill of the day. This is the 
continued movement of God through one another in your small 
group. 

Groups exist for community with God and one another. Small 
groups are the greatest opportunity a church has to consistently 
practice the “one another” commands of Scripture. Now more 
than ever, we need groups to lead the pursuit of true biblical 
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friendship and practice the “one another” commands, using all 
our gifts to share the gospel together. We need the “one anothers” 
to guard and guide our relationships. 

Groups exist for community 
with God and one another.

Our greatest fear is that we have created churches that have 
no room for these commands. We don’t create environments 
where members of the body use their gifts “for building up the 
body of Christ” (Eph. 4:12), and too many of our ministry envi-
ronments create space for one to three people to use their gifts 
(mostly emphasizing teaching) to build up the body. In doing so, 
we limit our churches. 

What if we didn’t? That’s the art and opportunity of groups 
ministry. It can change a church. We’ve seen the two are inex-
tricably connected. They are one. In fact, we go so far as to say: 

So goes groups, so goes the church. 

So goes the church, so goes groups. 
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So, where do we start? The “one anothers” are not a sequen-
tial game board. They are a palette of possibilities and creative 
obedience. Just like groups, the “one another” commands are 
an art, not a science. Like the Israelites in the wilderness or Jesus 
leading His disciples, this art begins with people.

A practical start is to pray the “one another” passages listed 
earlier over your group. When you are together or apart, you can 
tangibly ask the Lord to make these commands an increased real-
ity of your shared ministry and multiplication. They’re both your 
game plan and your prayer list.

The “one anothers” are God’s guide to healthy relationships 
with fellow brothers and sisters. Write them out and keep them 
with you. Make cards and pray one a day as a group. Take time 
every group meeting to specifically pray one or two or more of 
them over the group. 

With repetition comes practice, connectedness, and growth. 
These commands were necessary for the original recipients, and 
they are commands for us today, so we can ask for help obeying 
them. Together.

In the following chapters we highlight some aspects of 
groups ministry. This isn’t a strategy book, but we will share 
some real practicalities. This isn’t a philosophy book, but we’ve 
got some things to make you think. This isn’t a poetry book, but 
we will attempt to be artful in some places. There’s variety. You 
can skip around. You can read straight through. You can have 
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it on your desk or coffee table for a jolt of inspiration. This is a 
book for people who love groups ministry. Or want to. 

We will repeat some key phrases on purpose. We want them 
to stick with you and be a guide as you read and seek to imple-
ment the learnings in this book: 

There is no lasting transformation in a person 
without another person.

The less relational your church is, the less trans-
formational your church will be. 

The people in your group are a partial inheritance 
from the Lord right now.

Groups exist for community with God and one 
another. 

Groups are an art, not a science.

So goes groups, so goes the church. 

So goes the church, so goes groups. 

We want to introduce groups to you all over again: the most 
widespread, diversified, exciting, and essential ministry a church 
can engage! 
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Discuss

1. What has been your most memorable experience as a group 
member?

2. If you’ve led a group before, what experience brings back the 
most joyful memories? The most painful?

3. At this moment in time, what is the biggest challenge you face 
in leading a group?

4. What is the biggest need you have right now to help you be a 
more effective group leader?

5. How many of the “one anothers” does your church address 
during a Sunday gathering? How might groups facilitate more of 
the “one anothers” being lived out in the body? 

6. How can you lead your group in practical ways to implement 
the “one anothers”?






