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Why Small Groups don’t work. Tony Mckeown 

1. Purpose and Function 

Without a clear mandate and strategy growth wains and purpose is lost. Small groups are ineffective 
when the church meeting is viewed as the place of ministry. New Testament principles surrounding 
the issues of body life, spiritual gifts, and the fact that real spiritual ministry is the business of every 
member in the local church cannot be effectively brought into practice in a large group setting. 
(Rom. 12; I Cor. 12,14; Eph. 4:11-16; Col. 2:19)  

The church must provide smaller group settings where relationships can grow between members so 
they will be able to discover each other's needs. Only then will they be able to meet those needs on 
an individual level. Until the whole church moves from the thinking of a church WITH small groups, 
to a church OF small groups, such groups will always be seen as an optional extra, rather than the 
engine room for growth and development of our people. 

The focus of small groups is not just social, but equipping centres for evangelism and growth. Small 
groups are not a new concept or new style of holding church, they are central to vision and mission. 
“Oh we’ve tried that and they don’t work.” Or “our people won’t get involved” and such reasoning, 
are all excuses that justify small group failure. 

Successful small groups start and end with a public awareness and vision strategy which is 
continually emphasised in our teaching, preaching, and daily priorities. To say small groups are 
important to us, yet we promote alternatives that conflict or weaken our priorities, is a sure way to 
send a subliminal message that they aren’t really that important. It small groups are not important 
to the senior leadership, the congregation won’t see them differently. 

2. Leadership 

Success of any group rests upon the leadership of it. All too often blame and judgement is placed on 

everyone else for lack of growth. Leadership provides the necessary strategy and skills to create an 

environment of growth and health. Leadership is both the answer and the problem. In order to be 

effective, small group leaders should be hand chosen and developed into the vision an strategy of 

the Church. 

Leaders should not be chosen because of their availability, status, financial giving, longevity, church 

membership and title or business acumen. They should be chosen because of their character 

qualities, their maturity, commitment to church attendance and service along with their biblical 

qualifications as seen in scripture. (I Tim. 3:8-13) 

Leaders should feel part of a larger objective, but never stifled in their creativity and ability to be led 

by The Holy Spirit. Dividing small groups into two streams provides adequate support and direction” 

 Focus Groups 

Focus groups are defined as that. They have a specific focus, which has its emphasis is not overtly 

spiritual. They are connecting groups designed to draw people into a small groups setting which may 

provide insight or discussion around a particular interest such as: 



 2 Why small groups fail – Tony Mckeown / Courses / Training / Small Groups / 2006 

 

Computers, Gardening, Star Trek, Movie club, creative writing, public speaking, painting, DIY, book 

publishing, website development, singing, creative ministry, cooking on a budget, etc etc. The focus 

is relationships built around a common interest. Focus groups do not provide theological content 

and as such do not form a central part of the growth path in the church. 

 Growth Groups 

Growth groups form part of the spiritual direction of the church. They exist to connect people to the 

vision of the church as the primary focus for growth and development. Leaders of growth groups are 

chosen by the senior leadership and developed to impart the vision and strategy of the church. They 

are partners of the vision and fully commit to the vision and values of the church, and have followed 

the leadership development path. 

Growth groups have a spiritual component which provides an environment for personal growth, 

commitment and expression. Each leader meets monthly for support and personal development in 

their leadership and group vision. Subject matter is discussed and provided where necessary, but its 

implementation remains the leader’s responsibility. Growth groups are designed to spread the 

responsibility and care for shepherding the flock. The groups assist in de-centralising the process of 

pastoral care, to a team approach. Growth in church life comes as we provide a structure for it. 

3. Empowerment 

Perhaps the single most empowering factor a leader can provide is trust in those around you. People 

don’t naturally plan to fail, they fail to plan. Leadership should provide all the necessary support to 

succeed. Authority with Accountability and Responsibility is a sure way to build maturity.  The early 

church began in a series of small groups and public expressions. It wasn’t an either or, it was both. 

Since the New Testament instructs us to respect our leaders and to follow their lead in the running 

of the home church, we can assume those leaders had many decisions delegated to them.                   

(I Corinthians 16:16. Hebrews 13:17. I Thessalonians 5:14.) Empowerment is all about providing the 

resources to get the job done. It is not self-seeking or controlling, it is appreciating the gift graces 

which each leader has. 

Our focus in building the leadership team is to provide initiative and personal growth on all levels.  

The trickle-down effect is discipleship in action. Each growth group leader will be part of the ongoing 

leadership training, which will equip them in skills and empower them to act. As each growth group 

leader develops, the benefits are passed to the group, providing an environment of growth. 

4. Health and Temperature 

The main reason that groups do not grow is their lack of focus.   

All too often, the leader of a small group will place the responsibility for growth on someone else, 

blaming others for their lack of growth. Not enough advertising, not enough mentions in the 

sermon, too many other options, etc etc. More to the truth is the lack of initiative and focus by the 

leader.   
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Another reason groups don’t grow is the health of the group or more succinctly, how much life is in 

it. Often times, a group or ministry will have a season. Because a specific group enjoyed success in 

years gone by, it doesn’t guarantee its success in the future. A thriving and living ministry must 

evolve with time. A baby doesn’t remain as a baby, it must grow and mature into an adult.  Good 

leaders recognise the seasons and times, initiating changes and even closure if the health dictates it. 

Some of the key temperature tests are seen below: 

 Create a chart of numbers attending in the past year? 

 How many new visitors have you seen this year? 

 What plan do you currently have to reach none Christians? 

 How’s your personal spiritual growth? 

 What different about your vision for the group this year 

 On a scale of 1 – 10, (10 being excellent) how do you rate your group? 

When a group of people occupy themselves with each other to the exclusion of the outside world, 

discontent is sure to follow. Kodak, the camera and film manufacturer believed their product was 

future proofed. Today’s technology has made a once thriving industry almost defunct.  Prolonging a 

concept beyond its life expectancy will not create a new synergy. 

5. Connection to overall vision 

A key reason for small groups being ineffective is their lack of dependency due to their 

independency. Groups which do their own thing and operate external to Godly order, direction and 

discipline are always vulnerable.  The independent nature of man is to live outside of authority. 

Quite simply, discipleship requires godly order and discipline. 

In cases where home fellowships are set up with no provision for church discipline, a very distressing 

and familiar pattern emerges. Some people are attracted to small groups for the wrong reasons. 

There are those who come to exploit others, or simply to use the group to become the center of 

attention. 

The impact of such people is greater in a small group than it would be in a large meeting. As a result, 

the whole character of the group can be altered to such an extent that it becomes difficult to attract 

new people, or even to hold the interest and loyalty of the productive members. 

The New Testament provides a solution to this kind of situation. Those members who are willing to 

damage others or themselves are to be confronted in love about their attitude and/or actions (see I 

Thessalonians 5:14; Matthew 18:15). If they are not responsive, a legitimate amount of pressure can 

be applied—even to the point of removing them from the group. 

The dynamic of a small group is so easily affected by the one leading it, which is why leadership 

consistent with the overall church vision is essential. This does not restrict the leader; in fact it 

provides focus, direction and safeguard to those within it. Those who take part in our small groups, 

should have the assurance that we have endorsed them and in good relationship with its leadership. 
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6. Sameness with no diversity 

If you want a person to grow and keep their feet on the ground, put responsibility on their 

shoulders. If you want a person to remain immature, place no expectation on them at all. The key 

factor in growing is placing expectancy on those around us. 

There is no “one size fits all” mentality in small groups. Whilst the vision and values remain constant, 

the creativity in how those groups are led is down to the individual. However, multiple visions are 

really division. We have devised focus groups and growth groups for this reason. Focus groups have 

almost unlimited outward focus and vision. Growth groups have a corporate vision and strategy. 

Focus groups connect with the community, another with the overall church vision. 

God is a creative God and each one of us has their own talents, skills and abilities. Together, we have 

an overall vision and strategy. 

7. Lack Training 

No one can come to the fullness of maturity, without others. Vision requires a strategy and time 

frame. Without a clear objective and process, the chances of success are limited. Training provides a 

framework of expectancy and procedure. Ephesians 4:11-12, places the responsibility of the 

leadership of the local church to provide quality training in Christian work ("the work of service")  

It is ignorance, to assume that those within our care will train themselves. If they were to do so, we 

would likely have to re-train into our vision and application. Each church should have a practical and 

theological programme which develops its people for works of service. Expecting potential leaders to 

come in “ready and prepared” is foolish. By providing a systematic training programme with clear 

expectations, is wisdom. 

Once our leadership team are in training, provision is then made for equipping those in small groups.  

(Matthew 28:18-19, I Timothy 2:2) 

8. No  Growth Strategy      

“Without a progress plan, the people dwell dangerously.” Success rarely comes by accident, but 

rather intent. A plan requires us to think ahead and consider alternatives. The ultimate purpose for 

any group is growth both numerically and relationally. 

At the commencement of each group the emphasis should be developing others in order to 

duplicate the leadership and provide for planting a second group. Once numbers consistently reach 

double figures, a second group should be facilitated with new facilitators, but not at the expense of 

the relationships already made. Leaders shouldn’t appear punished for growth; neither should they 

be lulled into staying small in order to keep the close friendships.                                                                                                                                                                                                       

9. Perspective. 

If the congregation views small groups as being external to the overall vision, (in other words, church 

is first priority, small groups I intend if I am not busy), then the vision of small groups will always be 

peripheral to the overall vision. Our ultimate responsibility is to draw our people into a relationship 
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which provides growth and development. We do this by providing the overall perspective of why 

small groups are essential to a healthy growing church.  

Only when the church body is fully involved in small groups, can we be truly effective. Knowing God, 

finding freedom, discovering purpose and making a difference is achieved through a commitment to 

process. Our process commences with connecting people to our vision. 

Until we connect the congregations view of small group participation as being part of the vision and 

purpose for each believer, (Ephesians 4:15,16), we will struggle to position them as being peripheral 

to the church. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

10. Negative Impact  

In order to be effective in change management, one has to sell the benefits ahead of the 

disadvantages. Every sales person understands this and yet as leaders, we can err on the 
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disadvantages and threats ahead of the benefits. It’s not uncommon for pastors to view small groups 

as an opportunity for false doctrines to be taught, independence to be caught and splinter groups 

drawing people out of church life. Such things are possible, but effective vision and strategy provides 

safeguards in those events. 

In small churches, it’s not uncommon for the senior pastor to be involved in all areas within the 

church, from finances to pastoral visits and leading most groups within the church. In such cases, the 

church will only grow to the capacity of that leader. Leadership will become a bottle neck and a high 

turnover of gifted people will ensue.  In such cases, the transition stage can be fraught with 

confusion and misunderstanding.  

As leaders, our goal is to clarify Gods vision and equip others to fulfil it. It’s only when we establish a 

healthy attitude towards small groups and train our people to do the same, can we expect to sustain 

growth at the level which God wishes to give us.   

11. Ministry versus Vision 

There are three majour styles of church leadership: 

 Ministry (focus is on prayer and public celebrations) 

 Programmes (focus is on events) 

 Vision (focus is on purpose) 

Whilst each one is a valid expression of Gods intent; it’s only when all three are balanced in a clear 

strategy and time frame that effectiveness is achieved. 

Small groups are a natural way in which we as humans connect. The moment we turn that process 

into a programme it ceases to be natural and becomes a programmed series of events. The moment 

we focus on getting people into church to get saved, we lose the natural progression of being drawn 

to Christ. (See assimilation programme notes). Small groups provide a natural progression through 

relationship.  

The natural (and Biblical) process of small group development is seen through Jesus strategy of: 

 Selecting people (not asking for volunteers) 

 Training them in the Word, and Lifestyle 

 Dependence on The Holy Spirits leading 

 Showing them how it’s done 

 Overseeing their actions and adventures 

 Meeting to review and talk over their experiences 

 Setting them free to replicate in others the same principle 

 

12. Disobedience 

A daily relationship with Jesus places a responsibility of obedience. We all have a responsibility to 

grow, and that requires us to let go of the things which grant us security, in order to take up this 

which don’t. This is called faith. Faith requires us to believe and act on things which we currently 
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cannot see or touch. All growth is dependent upon Gods enabling and The Holy Spirits leading. 

However; such results may reveal our unwillingness to let go of the glory, when success is seen.  

This can lead to trusting in our own abilities and achievements, expressing itself in disobedience. 

Understanding the corporate vision and how small groups provide the infrastructure in achieving it, 

is paramount to replicating partners within it. Small groups are not peripheral to the church but 

central to its mission and strategy. 

The fact is, small groups DO work if the leadership of them is in sync with the vision and philosophy 

of their operation. As we provide accountability and training for all our people, they begin to see 

small groups as being central to the focus of our purpose and not peripheral to it.  

Making small groups mandatory is never as effective as drawing people into the vision of small 

groups out of meaningful relationships. Nothing in life begins fully matured, start with a seed of life 

and feed it appropriately and growth is a bye-product of life. 

 Appoint the right people 

 Train and equip in vision, values and philosophy 

 Maintain healthy accountability and ongoing support 

 Promote, exemplify, value and honour as priority 

 Evaluate effectiveness and change where it’s needed 

 Schedule them  to be effective (not competitive) 

 Build your calendar of corporate events around  them (consistency) 

 Have clear goals of achievement in place before they commence 

 Review monthly by way of reporting and discussion 

 Link all other ministries out of and to them. (Pastoral care) 

Small groups are not an opportunity to promote a person’s personal ministry, vision or para-

organisation. They are the life blood of the church vision, and not to be seen as a recruitment 

ground for external activities. More than one vision is division, and whilst encouraging others in their 

God given gifting is applauded, our primary responsibility is to help people to find their place in our 

church; thus fulfilling our mandate.   

Acts 20:28 Keep watch over yourselves and the entire flock of which the Holy Spirit has made you 

overseers. Be shepherds of the church of God, which He purchased with His own blood. 29I know that 

after my departure, savage wolves will come in among you and will not spare the flock  28Keep 

watch over yourselves and the entire flock of which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers. Be 

shepherds of the church of God, which He purchased with His own blood. 29I know that after my 

departure, savage wolves will come in among you and will not spare the flock. 30 Even from your 

own number, men will rise up and distort the truth to draw away disciples after them. 31 Therefore 

be alert and remember that for three years I never stopped warning each of you night and day with 

tears. And now I commit you to God and to the word of His grace, which can build you up and give 

you an inheritance among all who are sanctified.… 

 


