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Tips
Did You Know? 

You Can Share Articles 
With Your Congregational 

Leaders! 

On the other hand, why 
not get a Net Results 
subscription for all your 

church leaders?

With your subscription to Net Results, we give you 
permission to print, photocopy, or even email relevant 
articles to members of your congregation. So, send 
that article on stewardship to your fi nancial secretary. 
And the one on discipleship to your Christian education 
chair. And the one on preaching to your pastor. And ... 
and ... and ... You get the idea! Share the wealth!

Why Your Small 
Groups Don’t Change 
Lives ... and What to 

Do About It

By Bill Tenny-Brittian

Back in the May–June issue we took a look at the 
primary reasons most small groups don’t change 
lives. You may remember that the primary reason 

is because most small groups aren’t designed to make dis-
ciples – they’re designed to accomplish something entire-
ly diff erent. Th ey connect, they teach, or they accomplish 
some task (like studying the Purpose Driven Life or the 
epistle to the Philippians). Although these are noble pur-
poses, in the end, even those who have been a part of a 
small group for years are largely unchanged in terms of 
their discipleship practices. In other words, they don’t 
pray more; they don’t engage the scriptures more; they 
don’t spend their time, talent, or treasure any diff erently; 
and most importantly, they don’t share they faith any 
more than when they started. Th ey may have made some 
good friends, read a number of excellent books, and even 
got their hands dirty in a ministry or mission, but when 

it comes to the core of their life, they’re still the same 
folks they used to be. 

As a pragmatist, I see the Western church in a lot of trou-
ble. I needn’t go into all the details and statistics, but to 

say the church and even Christianity in the Western 
world is on the decline in terms of both numbers and 
reputation is perhaps an understatement (if you want to 
see current statistics, check out Clegg’s Lost in America 
and Missing in America, and Olson’s American Christian-
ity in Crisis). As I pointed out in the previous article, 
North American Christianity has largely been embraced 

Continued on next page

Part two of two

North American Christianity has 
largely been embraced as a hobby 

rather than as a way of life. 
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as a hobby rather than as a way of life. It’s something we 
mostly fi t into our Sundays between 9 AM and noon 
(well, only 14.8 percent of us do the Sunday thing accord-
ing to Olson) and/or we call upon in times of trouble. 
With that in mind, it’s clear something’s has to change, 
but it’s not in our structure or our organization. Th e 
change has to move from the head to the heart to the 
hands. Th at’s where Discipleship Small Groups come in. 

Discipleship Small Groups
Th e diff erence between a Discipleship Small Group and 
most other small groups is found in the purpose. Disci-
pleship Small Groups are created for one thing alone: to 
make disciples. Although a whole article could be devot-
ed to defi ning exactly what a disciple of Jesus is, let’s 

simply settle on a simple defi nition for the sake of this 
article. A disciple is a Christian who not only believes, 
but is actively engaged in patterning their life and behav-
iors according to Jesus’ teaching. Th e key word in that 
defi nition is “behaviors.” 

Once upon a time, our culture embraced a core belief 
and practice that information changed lives. Th is belief 
penetrated the church and we became almost obsessed 
with ensuring Christians had all the right beliefs and 
understandings about who God, Jesus, and Spirit were. 
We didn’t just teach the Bible, we taught theological pre-
cepts and concepts from our pulpits and in our Sunday 
school classes because we were convinced that the more 
we know about God, Jesus, Spirit, and the Bible the 
better Christians we’d be. We expected the information 
to move from our head, into our hearts, and ultimately 
into our hands. Unfortunately, that doesn’t work in this 
culture and, if you weigh the evidence by the state of the 
church today, it’s unclear that it ever really worked. 
Simply put, the formula head > heart > hands doesn’t 
work today. However, we’ve found that, when it comes 
to spiritual practices, what does work is head > hands > 
heart. Th at pattern is at the core of Discipleship Small 
Groups. 

It turns out that learning about Jesus’ commandments 
doesn’t motivate us to obedience. However, when a dis-
ciple actually puts his commandments into practice they 
discover something wonderful. With obedience to Jesus’ 
teachings, that “life to the full” stuff  in John 10:10 
becomes a reality. Th e heart isn’t moved until the hands 
put into practice what the head has been taught. 

Let me share an example. Sarah was a part of a Disciple-
ship Small Group I was leading on Th ursday evenings. 
During our fi rst week, I taught the group how to do “Just 
in Time” prayer and I gave them an assignment: put this 
into practice at least once before we met again. On 
Sunday morning, Sarah bounced into the fellowship hall 
with a fl ushed expression of excitement. On Friday a 
young coworker had asked her for prayer ... his brother 
had committed suicide and the family was devastated. 
Sarah responded, “Sure, I’ll pray for you.” Th en she put 
her hand on his shoulder and, she reported, she stam-
mered through a very brief and inelegant Just in Time 
prayer. When she looked up, the coworker was in tears, 
thanked her, and said, “No one has ever done that for me 
before.”

Ultimately, I’m not sure what the eff ect was on the 
coworker, but I can tell you that this event changed Sar-
ah’s life. She became one of the most committed prayer 
practitioners in the congregation. Th e last time I spoke 
with her, she was still off ering Just in Time prayer on 
nearly a daily basis with both Christians and non-believ-
ers alike. 

Th e head > hands >heart principle regularly changes 
lives whereas the head > heart > hands formula often 
does not. Th e key practice of Discipleship Small Groups 
puts this principle to work by introducing a little-used 
word in the church. Accountability.

Th e Disciple Development Questions
Accountability has a Wal Mart shopping cart full of neg-
ative connotations. Accountability, and it’s sibling 
Responsibility, are two practices that appear to be largely 
missing from our culture today, practices that are miss-
ing in the church as well. Accountability, in popular par-
lance, means to hold someone responsible for their 
behaviors. It raises its head most often at work when 
we’re called on the carpet for something we’ve done or 
left undone. Being held accountable often means our 
head is on the chopping block and we’re in danger of 
becoming a statistic in the unemployed column. On a 

A disciple is a Christian who not 
only believes, but is actively 

engaged in patterning their life 
and behaviors according to Jesus’ 

teaching. Th e key word in that 
defi nition is “behaviors.”
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“lighter” note, accountability conjures up images of fi nger 
wagging, guilt, and shame.

And yet, one of the key reasons the church is in deep 
trouble is because there is virtually no accountability. 
Most churches, especially those that are not growing, 
have their share of bullies and terrorist whose behaviors 
are both tolerated and excused: “You know, that’s just 
Leo. You know Leo, he doesn’t really mean anything by 
it. He’s just that way sometimes.” Th ese behaviors 
wouldn’t be tolerated anyplace else in our society ... an 
employer would fi re them, a store manager would “86” 
them, and even a service club would eject them. But not 
the church. Somehow we’ve got the impression that 
holding one-another accountable would be less-than 
Christian. And so, bullies throw their weight around 
and terrorists take the church hostage with their “If you 
do ____, then I’ll ____,” and lives generally remain 
unchanged. (For more on how to deal with church bul-
lies and their ilk, see my blog at www.BillTennyBrittian.
com.)

Accountability is actually the church’s best hope for real 
disciple-making and in our experience, the Discipleship 

Development questions can be instrumental in that 
endeavor. Whereas, most small groups rarely evoke 
behavioral changes in their members, Discipleship Small 
Groups not only evoke these changes, they expect them. 
Th at expectation is elicited by asking one-another the 
Discipleship Development questions in their gatherings.

Th ere are fi ve key Discipleship Development questions 
that are interwoven into a small group’s conversation 
[see sidebar]. At most, only two or three questions are 
asked during any individual small group gathering, but 
over the span of twelve to sixteen weeks, each question 
will have been asked no less than three times (in succes-
sive weeks – but more on that in a moment). Th e key to 
the success of Discipleship Development Groups is con-
sistency, sometimes known as tenacity. At least one of 
the Discipleship Development questions is asked every 
week. 

Of course, there is another pivotal issue that success rests 
on: how the questions are posed. Accountability in these 

groups doesn’t mean that there’s someone who lords the 
questions over the rest of the group. Indeed, everyone is 
accountable to everyone else in Discipleship Develop-
ment Groups – there are no “leaders” in this exercise ... 
only participants. Th ere is no judge or jury here. Th ese 
questions are simply asked of each person and each 
answers as they see fi t. No one has to answer, and regard-
less of the answer, there are no follow-up questions. No 
prying inquiries. Not even a furrowed brow. Th e ques-
tion is asked, answered, and the focus moves on. 

In practice, it looks a little bit like this:

“Bill, what did you read in scriptures this week that 
intrigued you?” 

“Well, it was a pretty busy week. I didn’t have time to 
read anything.”

“Yeah, I’ve had weeks like that. Kris? What did you 
read in scriptures this week that intrigued you?”

And so it goes. No recriminations. Ask, answered, and 
move on. 

In our experience, the foundational and most basic ques-
tion for life transformation is the Bible reading question: 

“What have you read in the scriptures this week that 
[intrigued, troubled, confused, excited] you?” For what-
ever reason, when people start regularly reading and 
refl ecting on the scriptures the Spirit seems to show up 
and begins to work on the heart. But we’ve also learned 
that most folks, even life-long church members, don’t 
really know how to approach Bible reading and refl ec-

Continued on next page

Discipleship Development Questions

What intrigued [confused, excited, 1. 
challenged, puzzled] you the most in 
your Bible reading this week?

What is the most signifi cant word/2. 
message you heard from God in your 
listening time?

How have you shared your faith this 3. 
week? What was the result?

Whose life is diff erent this week because 4. 
of your witness to Jesus? 

Who did you encourage in their faith 5. 
journey this week? 

Accountability has a Wal Mart 
shopping cart full of negative 

connotations.
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tion eff ectively. We often hear, “I tried reading the Bible 
once, but by the time I got to Genesis 11 I got lost.” And 
so we recommend our group members to begin reading 
the Gospel of Mark. It’s a short, quick read and covers 
the life of Jesus pretty well. Th en we recommend either 
Luke or Matthew followed by the book of Acts. Th at way 
they get familiar with the life of Jesus and the life of the 
early church.

We also regularly hear, “I tried reading from the Bible my 
grandmother gave me. I just didn’t understand it, so I 
gave up.” And so we talk about translations. I personally 
recommend getting Eugene Peterson’s Th e Message 
because it’s written with today’s idioms, but we also rec-
ommend Today’s New International Version, Today’s 
English Version (the Good News), and we often discuss 
other versions. Th e point is to get the group reading the 
Bible on their own.

Finally, here’s what we’ve discovered when we ask any of 
the Discipleship Development questions. Th e fi rst week 
we ask, “What did you read ...,” we get blank stares, shuf-
fl ing feet, and a lot of excuses. Again, no recriminations. 
Ask, answered, and move on. However, during this fi rst 
week invariably someone responds with one of the above 

comments about how they tried once. But even if they 
don’t, we’ll talk about the two issues. 

In week two, we ask the same question. “What did you 
read ....”  Most of the time, no one will have read again. 
By week three, though, when we ask the same question, 
someone will have read something and they’ll share. 
Often they’ll have a question about what they read and 
it will launch a good discussion. By week four, almost 
everyone will be reading and we fi nd that fi lling up an 
hour or more of discussion in the scriptures becomes a 
norm. It’s in that fourth week, or in the fi fth at the latest, 
that we’ll add an additional question from the Disciple-
ship Development questions. And, once again, few if any 
will have accomplished that particular spiritual disci-
pline. But if you’re consistent, in three more weeks you’ll 
see behaviors starting to change.

What we’ve found in congregations across the nation, 
those small groups who engage in the Discipleship Devel-
opment process will see their members becoming more 
faithful in their spiritual habits. But even more impor-
tant, the participants themselves will begin to comment 
on the spiritual transformation they experience as they 
are encouraged to engage in those habits.  


