
 

 
In community we discover who we really are and how much transformation we require. This is 
why I am irrevocably committed to small groups. Through them we can accomplish our God-
entrusted work to transform human beings. However, experience tells us that simply meeting 
with a group does not automatically result in spiritual growth.  
Here are five essential practices that must occur to facilitate the transforming work of Christ in 
us. The presence of these things is what makes the difference between all-too-typical small 
groups and life-transforming communities of spiritual formation. 
 
Confession: Remove the Masks 
We all wear masks. We hide from each other. It’s part of our fallenness. That is why one of the 
most formative practices in a small group is confession. Confession is the appropriate disclosure 
of my brokenness, temptations, sin, and victories for the purpose of healing, forgiveness, and 
spiritual growth. Without confession we are a community hiding from the truth. 

We need to avoid “confession killers” in our groups. These include the inappropriate use of 
humor. Some people are embarrassed by deep honesty, so they may mock the person confessing 
or diffuse the atmosphere with a joke. It sends a signal that this is not a safe place to confess, and 
the masks go back on. 

Judgmental statements also shut down confession. I recall a small group where a man admitted 
his struggle with lust. That was a risk, and then someone else said, “I can’t relate to that struggle 
at all.” I wanted to say to that guy, Why would you say that? His statement shut down an 
opportunity for new openness in the group. 
 
Application: Groups as Schools of Life 
What we desperately need are small groups to be schools of life. Imagine someone has a problem 
with anger—a small-group leader should ask them: “What kinds of situations tend to get you 
angry, and how do you respond?” Give them some alternatives to sinful patterns of anger. 
Roleplay these situations in the small group. Then next week ask, “How did it go?” If they got it 
right, celebrate it. If they didn’t, investigate what happened, and encourage them to do it 
differently next time. 

If this kind of application doesn’t happen in small groups, it may not happen anywhere, and 
people will not be transformed. 
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Take Your Group Deeper 
Five practices that take small groups beyond polite “sharing.” 
By John Ortberg 



Accountability: Stand on the Scale 
A scale is a tool of accountability. Small groups are the place for people to get on the scale and 
reveal how intentional they have been in their pursuit of transformation into the image of Christ.  
We need to make key decisions on our journey of transformation: what are my commitments 
about prayer, about Scripture, about money, about evangelism, about servanthood, about truth? 
Keeping these commitments requires a community of accountability to serve as a scale revealing 
how we’re achieving our goals or missing them. 
 

Guidance: Decision-Making in Groups 
In every church there are people facing decisions about vocations, ministry involvement, 
finances, relocation, and relationships. How sad if they make these decisions without the benefit 
of community. Their decisions may be impulsive, emotional, based on too little information. The 
result is too many broken lives. 
Small groups should be places where people gather to hear God through prayer and listening. 
Every small-group meeting should include the question, “Is anybody facing a significant 
decision this week?” And in community the group should seek the Spirit’s voice for the person 
facing the decision. 
Church of the Savior in Washington, D.C., practices this discipline by what they term “sounding 
the call.” When someone has a significant decision to make, the community enters a time of 
prayer and listening to God. They speak openly with each other about their sense of what God is 
saying. They take seriously the leading of the Spirit while avoiding any sense of superiority or 
control. 
 
Encouragement: Embrace Each Other 
A hug is a gesture of love and encouragement. An embrace represents what we all need from a 
community of transformation. We need to know that someone is committed to us and loves us. 
That cannot happen when we are alone, and it cannot happen in a large gathering. It’s going to 
happen through small communities. 

Today small groups have the privilege of loving and accepting human beings for whom Christ 
gave his life. In these groups we can supply the love, encouragement, and embrace people need 
to continue their journey of transformation.  
That kind of love is what we ultimately need in small groups to transform lives. We can make 
small groups so complex and difficult, we can build the perfect small-group strategy, but if we 
do not have the love of Christ present, we are not really engaged in transforming people into his 
likeness. 
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