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3.1 

Four Essential Qualities

Leading a group can be frightening if you focus on the millions of things 

that could go wrong. Don’t worry. God takes pleasure in using people 

who don’t have all the answers, but who are in the process of learning. The 

Bible is full of stories of how God used imperfect people to accomplish His 

great purpose. 

	 What, then, does it take? Perfection is not required. If it were, none of us 

could lead a small group. But all small group leaders need to be in the process 

of developing certain qualities: godly character, compassion, competence, 

and commitment. 

1	 Authentically Experiencing Christ

The character of a group leader is crucial. It’s inevitable that members in your 
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group will look to you as a spiritual role model. You know you’re not perfect, 

so take off the pressure and don’t even pretend to be perfect. Be real and 

model an eager desire to grow in your own walk with the Lord. You have the 

same needs as those in your group: the need to be in God’s Word, the need 

to confess your sins, and the need to daily seek to honor God with your life.

“Don’t let anyone look down on you because you are young, but set an 
example for the believers in speech, in life, in love, in faith and in 
purity.” — 1 Timothy 4:12

“Be diligent in these matters; give yourself wholly to them, so 
that everyone may see your progress.”	 — 1 Timothy 4:15

	 Personal progress is the key. No one would ever lead a group if they 

waited until their character is perfectly godly. On the other hand, if a leader is 

living in disobedience to the Lord, it will be difficult for those in the group to 

learn to walk with the Lord.

	 Jesus taught, “A student is not above his teacher, but everyone who is 

fully trained will be like his teacher” (Luke 6:40). Jesus did not say, “Every‑

one, when he is fully trained, will be like his teaching.” It’s sobering, but true, 

your life will have great influence on the people in your group. They are watch‑

ing you to see your personal commitment to walk with the Lord. 

2	 Compassion

Compassion  is emotion turned into action. Sympathy causes us to feel for 

others, compassion causes us to do something about it.  As Jesus viewed 

the large crowds, He “had compassion on them, because they were harassed 

and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd” (Matthew 9:36). Jesus willingly 

gave His life for the lost, harassed and helpless—following through on His 

compassion.

	 As a small group leader you need compassion for others. You need to 

truly care about people and be actively involved in giving to them. It’s been 

said, “People don’t care what you know until they know that you care.” It’s 

true. Your love and concern speaks as loudly as anything you teach them. Giv‑

ing and caring for people in your group is one of the greatest privileges and 

responsibilities of leadership. It’s a key to the success of any group.

	 What happens when people say they’ll be there but don’t show? Or when 

something promised doesn’t happen? As the leader your first response might 

be hurt or anger. Compassion allows you to look past your fear of failing and 

to the needs and concerns of those group members. It enables you to think: 

What pressures might they be facing? How can I encourage them? How can 

I let them know they really are wanted as part of the group? A compassionate 

leader is focused on the needs of the group members.

Chanin’s Care 
I once discipled a girl named Aimee. Only a few weeks before we met, Aimee 
had lost her parents and her brother-in-law. As if that weren’t enough, in 
the fall she found out her sister had lymphoma cancer. While at the Dallas 
Christmas Conference, Aimee learned her sister died. All I could do was hold 
her and cry with her. It really taught me that leading a small group often 
involves being intimately involved in the lives of individuals.

Kirk’s Timing 
I can’t tell you how many times something would come up in my group that 
God had dealt with me literally the day before. It was funny that God knew 
ahead of time what I needed to lead my group, and He prepared me for it. I 
was never more than a step ahead of the people in my group.

Ben’s Push-ups 
Our group memorized scripture each week. Each time we got together we 
had to recite our verse and we had to do a push-up for every word missed. 
Some weeks a lot of push-ups were done by the guys. One week our group 
leader, Dave, had us recite our verses, and as usual we made many mistakes. 
But he said this week we didn’t have to do any push-ups. Instead Dave did 
a push-up for each of our mistakes. He wanted us to understand that Christ 
had done that for us.  I’ve never forgotten that lesson or Dave’s example.
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3	 Competence

Moses is an example of someone who lacked competence (or at least thought 

he did). God thought differently. He said to Moses, “I want you to lead the Isra‑

elites out of Egypt.” Moses retorted, “No way. There‘s no way I can lead the 

Israelites. They won‘t believe me. I might say something stupid. Who am I that 

I should ask Pharaoh to let the Israelites leave Egypt? Can‘t you send someone 

else, like maybe Aaron? Yeah, Aaron would be perfect. Great hair. White teeth. 

Winning smile. You know he’s a communication major, don’t you?”

	 But God didn’t want someone else. He didn’t want Aaron. He wanted 

Moses. God simply assured him, “I will be with you. That‘s enough for you” 

(Exodus 3–4). Over and over God uses seemingly inadequate people by mak‑

ing them adequate. Gideon noted, “My clan is the weakest in Manasseh, and 

I am the least in my family” (Judges 6:15), and Paul said, “I did not come…

with eloquence or superior wisdom”  (1 Corinthians 2:1).

	 Competence involves two issues. First, as you depend upon the Lord to 

use you, He makes you adequate. Paul sets forth faithfulness, not giftedness, 

as the prerequisite for those who are to teach others in 2 Timothy 2:2. God 

is looking for men and women who fear Him and walk humbly before Him. 

These are “competent” group leaders. Second, you are also responsible to 

develop leadership skills. These skills will develop over time, and reading this 

book is a great place to start, but nothing takes the place of actually learning 

as you go.

4	 Commitment

Leading a group takes time, emotional energy and effort. Just like anything 

else worth doing, there is a cost involved. Students who play varsity sports, 

write for the school newspaper, or lead a fraternity or sorority, all pay a price 

for something they desire to accomplish. Small group leaders do the same, 

but it is worth it to see God transform lives. 

	 Sometimes your small group will flourish, and you’ll think this is the great‑

est thing you’ve ever done. At other times you might wonder how you ever 

got to be captain of this sinking ship. Commitment will keep you trusting the 

Lord and sticking it out. Just think, at one point even Paul wrote, “Demas, be‑

cause he has loved this world, has deserted me and has gone to Thessaloni‑

ca. Crescens has gone to Galatia, and Titus to Dalmatia. Only Luke is with me”  

(2 Timothy 4:10,11). Everybody left Paul but Luke. Paul knew what it was like 

to stick it out! 

	 Sometimes individuals in your group might disappoint you, hurt your feel‑

ings, or totally blow you off. It’s tough being involved with people because 

they are fickle and sinful (as you are sometimes). But they’re worth it.

Maurice’s Wake-Up 
My first group at Ohio State was a disaster. I had to literally wake up each of the 
three men in the middle of the afternoon to drag them to Bible study. I couldn’t 
figure out why they weren’t more committed. Then my group leader attended the 
Bible study and pointed out that I lectured the entire time, while everyone else dozed. 
I learned that day I needed to develop competence by developing skills in leading a 
group discussion.

Jimmy & Nathan’s Persistence 
We never realized leading would be so hard. After one semester of leading a small 
group at the University of North Texas, we found out it was hard getting the guys to 
show up, and even if they did show, they weren’t always into it. Our leader always 
reminded us that the group we co-led wasn’t a failure. By the end of the semester, 
twelve guys were regularly involved. However, leading the group meant hours of 
phone calls, dropping by dorm rooms, inviting guys over for pizza and Monday Night 
Football, or for Friday night videos when no one had dates.

How to Be a Leader No One Wants to Follow
• �Put on a religious facade for your group, but live  

differently outside of group. 
• �Be more concerned about whether people show up  

for your group than how they are doing in life. 
• �Subtly let the group know you’ve gone beyond them in the Christian life. You are 

the leader. You used to have their struggles.
• Tell the group you can’t make it next week because you’re too busy.
• �Assume you’re a natural born group leader and don’t need to work at leading the 

group. You’ve done quite well winging other things, so try it in your group.
• �Be more concerned with how well you’re leading, not how much the group is 

learning. 
• Be sure to tell your group how much you know.
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For Thought / Discussion

	1	 Which of these four qualities—godly character, compassion, competen-

cy, commitment—seems most overwhelming to you? Why? Which qual-

ity seems to be most natural for you?

	2	 Talk about a group you’ve been in previously. Discuss how the character 

of the leader influenced the group.

	3	 Do you think it is more important for a group leader to be compassionate 

or competent? Why?

	4	 In 1 Peter 5:2–4, Peter gives instructions to the elders about leading 

those under their care. What qualities do you see in Peter’s “small group 

leaders”? How can you demonstrate these qualities in your specific situ-

ation?

You may find it helpful to look up some biblical references for each of 

these four areas and pray that God would further deepen and develop 

them in your life. 

Authentically Experiencing Christ

Colossians 3:1–17, Matthew 22:34–40, 

Ephesians 4:17–5:21

Compassion

Matthew 9:35–38, 1 Thessalonians 2:1–12

Competency

2 Corinthians 3:4–6, Exodus 3:1–4:17

Commitment

Colossians 1:28–29, 1 Corinthians 15:58, 

Acts 20:17–38

Conclusion

The prerequisites to leading a small group—godly character, compassion, 

competence, commitment—are areas which can progressively develop in 

each of us over time. God doesn’t measure your success by how many stu‑

dents you recruit to go to conferences or by how many stick with your groups. 

Your success as a group leader is ultimately measured by Jesus Christ. He 

simply wants you to use your unique gifts and abilities to step out in faith and 

teach others about Him.

	 People are God’s ultimate concern. When Jesus returns, He will not 

come back for libraries, cars or the Grand Canyon. He will come back for 

people. When God became man, He said His purpose was to “seek and save 

that which was lost” (Luke 19:10). He was talking about people. His heart for 

people is so contagious that those who follow Him become “fishers of men” 

(Matthew 4:19). As a small group leader, you have the great privilege of being 

involved with that which is dearest to God—people.

Maybe you’re looking at the qualifications for leadership and 
you’re thinking, There’s no way I stack up to those standards. I 
can barely carve out enough time in my schedule for a quiet time. 
Remember that none of us, by ourselves, are adequate to be used 
by God to change lives. If you trust 
Him by stepping out in faith to give of 
yourself to others, He will use you. 
	 “Such confidence as this is ours 
through Christ before God. Not that 
we are competent in ourselves to claim 
anything for ourselves, but our competence comes from God. He 
has made us competent as ministers of a new covenant...”    

— 11 Corinthians 3:4-6




