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Becoming a Small Group 
Architect 
Product Determines Process 

Before Milton Hershey could begin the process of manufacturing chocolate bars, he 
had to have final product in mind. “The object on which Milton Hershey was to 
concentrate his efforts was not a complicated thing like an automobile: it was a simple 
chocolate bar. And the chocolate would be milk chocolate made with fresh milk from 
the Pennsylvania herds.”1  

“Sometimes his experiments were complete failures…Sometimes he worked all day 
and night, not stopping either to sleep or to eat a meal…By the time they had started 
to raise the factory walls (March 2, 1903), he had worked 
out his formula.2

Four years later, on July 1, 1907, the first Hershey’s 
Kisses were manufactured.3  

                                                                          

1 Katherine B. Shippen and Paul A.W. Wallace, Milton S. Hershey (Hershey, Pennsylvania: Hershey 
Enterprises, 1959), p. 25. 

2 Ibid., pp. 26-27. 

3 “A Hershey Chronology,” from the Hershey’s website: www.hersheys.com 
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Building the “Factory” 

In order to produce the Hershey’s Kiss, a factory had to be built and the right equipment 
installed. Looking at the process as a mathematical formula, it might look something 
like this: 
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The Church as Factory 

The Apostle Paul wrote that we are to “proclaim Him, admonishing every man and 
teaching every man with all wisdom, that we may present every man complete in Christ 
(Col. 1:28). In Eugene Peterson’s The Message, the same text reads: “We preach Christ, 
warning people not to add to the Message. We teach in a spirit of profound common 
sense so that we can bring each person to maturity (emphasis added). To be 
mature is to be basic. Christ! No more, no less. That’s what I’m working so hard at day 
after day, year after year, doing my best with the energy God so generously gives me.”4  

Churches that are intent on building mature disciples have taken a hard look at what 
maturity might look like, and then designed processes by which character, knowledge, 
and skills might be built into the lives of their people. Using a similar diagram to the 
one on the previous page, we find assistance in determining how to become small 
group architects. 
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4 Eugene H. Peterson, The 
NavPress, 1993), p. 423. 
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Types of Small Groups 

1. Committees 

2. Task-Oriented groups 

3. Prayer groups 

4. Discipleship groups 

5. Accountability groups 

6. Mission groups 

7. Fellowship/Sharing groups 

8. Literary groups 

9. Service-oriented groups 

10. Project-oriented groups 

11. Study groups 

12. Therapy groups 

13. Support groups 

14. Strategic planning groups 

15. Focus groups 

16. Evangelistic groups 

17. Organizational boards 

18. Families 
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First Step: Determine the Kind of Group 

We will use a circle as a useful tool to graphically represent a small group. On the line 
in the center of the circle, write the kind of group that you intend to begin. 
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Second Step: Examine the Various Elements of Group Life 

The following is a partial list of the various elements that can be selected for use in 
small groups: 

1.  Prayer 

2.  Worship 

3.  Bible Study 

4.  Mission Project 

5.  Evangelism 

6.  Fellowship 

7.  Read aloud   

8.  Plan 

9.  Accountability 

10.  Shared meal 

11. Spiritual Disciplines 

12. Music 

13. Arts 
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Third Step: Make Your Selection 

How many and what kind of elements will you select as you define your group? Use 
circles within the larger circle to display these elements. 
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Five Elements of Group Life: An Illustration 

 

1. Accountability 
 Personal Life 
 Family Life 
 Corporate Life 
 
2. Spiritual Disciplines 
 Worship 
 Quiet Time 
 Prayer Life 
 Bible Study 
 Scripture Memory 
 Witnessing 
 
3. Bible Study/Discussion 
 
4. Sharing Together 
 Good News/Victories 
 Temptations/Defeats 
 Prayer Requests 
 General Information 
 
5. Prayer 
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Sample Schedule for Discipleship Groups 

 

 

 

Element 

 

Time 

 

Accountability 

 

10 minutes 

 

Spiritual Disciplines 

 

10 minutes 

 

Bible Study/Discussion 

 

45 minutes 

 

Sharing Life Together 

 

15 minutes 

 

Prayer 

 

10 minutes 

 

 

 

1 ½ hours 
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Accountability 

There is one appointment that all of us, without exception, will keep. In a way that 
we cannot comprehend now, we must humbly appear before the God of the 
universe to give an account of our lives. “So then each one of us shall give account 
of himself to God” (Romans 14:12). 
 
But what does this mean? What is the nature of this accountability? Will He ask us 
questions (yet He knows all)? Will it be immediate (since He is omniscient and 
never has to “discover” anything)? Will we be afraid (since we failed Him so 
often)? Disappointed? Filled with regret? Speechless? Horrified (that we never 
received Jesus Christ as our personal Savior)? 
 
The Scriptures do not provide us with all the answers we might like to have 
regarding the final judgment. So our curiosity over this coming event can never be 
completely satisfied in this life. But we must also understand that the Bible is 
certainly not silent on the issue. God has not left us clueless.  
  
The following five principles from God's Word can help you prepare for your 
personal accounting before your Creator, and if you are a Christian, your 

edeemer, Master, and Friend.  R
 
P rinciple 1 

G iving An Accounting to God is Mandatory For All 
No one is exempt. All people, irrespective of race, color, nationality, language, 
tribe, religion, or creed, will give an account of their lives to God. “For we will all 
stand before God's judgment seat” (Rom. 14:10).  Solomon wrote: “Whatever is 
has already been, and what will be has been before; and God will call the past to 
account.....God will bring to judgment both the righteous and the wicked; for there 
will be a time for every activity, a time for every deed” (Ecclesiastes 3:17).  
  
P rinciple 2 

A ll Secrets Will Be Exposed 
God knows all things. Nothing is hidden from His sight. “The Lord is in his holy 
temple; the Lord is on his heavenly throne. He observes the sons of men; his eyes 
examine them” (Ps. 11:4). This truth led David, with overwhelming astonishment, 
to cry out, “Such knowledge is too wonderful for me; it is high, I cannot attain 
unto it” (Psalm 139:1-6).  
 
The very words that we speak, even in private, are open to His scrutiny. “And I 
say to you, that every careless word that men shall speak, they shall render account 
for it in the day of judgment” (Matt. 12:36). Deeds done in the darkness, even the 
very motives of our hearts, will also be exposed. “Therefore do not go on passing 
judgment before the time, but wait until the Lord comes who will both bring to 
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light the things hidden in the darkness and disclose the motives of men's hearts; and 
then each man's praise will come to him from God” (I Cor. 4:5). “For God will 
bring every deed into judgment, including every hidden thing, whether it is good or 
evil” (Eccl. 12:14). 
 
P rinciple 3 

The Quantity and Quality of Our Work Will Be Measured 
 
God has made each one of us a steward (one who manages His affairs; Luke 
12:42; I Cor. 4:1) and will hold us accountable for that trust. In the well-known 
Parable of the Talents, the three slaves were held accountable for their stewardship.   
“Now after a long time the master of these slaves came and settled accounts with 
them” (Matt. 25:19). Our Lord obviously expected these men to multiply His 
investment. In this text (Matthew 25:14f.), the quantity of their work was inspected. 
 
A.B. Bruce, commenting on The Vine and the Branches (John 15:1f.), notes that Jesus 
was also concerned about the quality of the fruit: “He gave the disciples to 
understand that He expected of them not only fruit, but much fruit, and fruit not 
only abundant in quantity, but good in quality.”   
  
P rinciple 4 

C hrist Will Judge Us Righteously and Fairly          
No one will have an unfair advantage – nor disadvantage – at judgment. Because 
He is the Righteous One – O Lord, God of Israel, you are righteous! (Ezra 9:15) 
— Christ's judgment will be unbiased, perfect, and true: “Now we know that 

od's judgment against those who do such things is based on truth” (Rom. 2:2). G
 
P rinciple 5 
O ur Eternal Rewards will Be Based Upon His Judgments 
“If any man's work which he has built upon it remains, he shall receive a reward” (I 
Cor. 3:14). God will dispense His rewards according to our faithfulness in obeying 
and serving Him. Though we are not given the exact nature of the rewards, we can 
trust our heavenly Father that they, like His creation, are good. “For the Son of 
Man is going to come in his Father's glory with his angels, and then he will reward 
each person according to what he has done” (Matthew 16:27). 
 
These rewards will not be based on our self-proclaimed deeds, on what others say 
about us, nor what our reputation has been among our fellow creatures. Rather, 
they will be based on our real character, our real deeds, and our real speech. Those who 
have never trusted Jesus Christ as their personal Lord and Savior will have no hope 
in that day, but be lost forever.  
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“God will not be mocked and cannot be deceived; 
the character of every man will be clearly revealed 
in the sight of God and in the sight of the man himself. 
All self-deception will be banished. 
Every man will see himself as he appears in the sight of God.... 
His conscience will be so enlightened 
as to recognize the justice of the sentence 
which the righteous judge shall pronounce upon him.” 
 

– Charles Hodge, Systematic Theology 
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Why Be Accountable to Another Person 

If we are ultimately only going to answer to God for the way we have lived our 
lives, then what is the purpose of having one or more accountability partners in 
our discipleship groups? 
 
 God did not create us to live the Christian life alone. We need one another as 

we make the journey to the Celestial City (heaven). Your accountability partner 
prays for you, encourages you, and checks up on you – for your good and 
God's glory. 

 
 If and when you yield to temptation and sin against God, they are there to lift 

you up and see you restored (Gal. 6:1-2). These sins in your life can be 
confronted courageously and lovingly so that you will return to the path of 
righteousness where Christ wants you to walk. 

 
 There is an intrinsic value in having a relationship with the person who holds 

you accountable. Many times accountability partners become life-long friends, 
deeply committed to one another. 

 
 When your [mature] accountability partner unconditionally accepts you (not 

necessarily your behavior), and is committed to helping you grow spiritually, 
you receive a little taste of God's grace, forgiveness, and unconditional love. 
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Principles Governing Our Accountability to Another  

 It must be voluntary.  You must come to the place in your life 
where you give permission to another person to hold you personally 
accountable.  Accountability only works in an environment of love and safety 
that is offered by a trusted friend – then received by you.  

   

 Establish the boundaries of accountability with 
your partners.  Let those holding you accountable know where you 
are struggling so they can serve you better.  As the relationship and trust 
deepens, you will be able to feel safe about sharing more and more of your life 
with them. 

  

 Aim for character development as well as 
performance standards.  The goal of the Christian life is 
Christlikeness – not outward conformity or performance. Your accountability 
partners should not just focus on what you do, but also on who you are. 

 

 Plan your evaluation time – when and how it will 
be done.  Consider using the time at the beginning of your group to pair 
up and ask each other the questions pertaining to the issues you have agreed to 
help each other in.    
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Accountability to God: A Definition 

Having our character, motives, words, and behavior (i.e., our 
lives) weighed and measured by Christ in the light of His standards as preserved in 
His righteous Word. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Accountability to Another Person: A Definition 

Openly and willingly submitting our character, motives, words, and behavior (i.e., our 
lives) to be weighed and measured by trusted friends in the light of God's righteous 
Word for the purpose of preparing us for the final Day of Reckoning when we will 
give an account of our lives to Christ. 
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Accountability Questions 

Personal Life 
1. In general, how are you doing? 

2. Are you reading your purpose statement, objectives, and goals each morning? 

3. Are you accomplishing the objectives you have established for yourself? 

4. Are you using your time wisely? 

5. What has your thought life been like this week? 

6. Are you managing your finances well? 

7. How have you been tempted this week? Were you victorious over the temptation, 
or did you fall? 

8. Did you read, see, or hear something this week that strengthened you? 

9. Did you read, see, or hear something this week that you need to confess? 

10. Are you keeping up with important friendships (writing, calling, visiting, etc.)? 
Whom do you need to contact this week? 

11. Is there anyone you need to forgive? 

12. Are you exercising regularly? 

13. Are you taking any time just for yourself? 

14. Are you involved in serving others? 

Family Life 
1. How is your relationship with your wife/husband? How can you improve it? 

2. How are your relationships with your children? What can you do to be a better 
father or mother? 

3. Are you leading your family spiritually? 

4. Are you spending enough time with your family? 

Becoming a Small Group Architect 4-16 



C L A S S I C  D I S C I P L E S H I P  

5. What is the biggest issue you face in your home? 

6. What is your greatest joy in your home? 

Corporate Life 
1. How is your job going? Does it give you a measure of fulfillment? 

2. What is your greatest worry or frustration in your job? 

3. Are you currently doing what you would like to be doing two years from now? If 
not, what do you see yourself doing? 

4. What temptations do you face at work? 

5. Are you ethical in all of your business dealings? 

6. Do you have a sense that God called you to this work? 
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21 Questions that Members of John Wesley’s Holy Club 
Asked Themselves Each Day 

1. Am I consciously or unconsciously creating the impression that I am better than I 
really am? In other words, am I a hypocrite? 

2. Am I honest in all my acts and words, or do I exaggerate? 

3. Do I confidentially pass on to another what was told me in confidence? Can I be 
trusted? 

4. Am I a slave to dress, friends, work, or habits? 

5. Am I self-conscious, self-pitying, or self-justifying? 

6. Did the Bible live in me today? 

7. Do I give the Bible time to speak to me everyday? 

8. Am I enjoying prayer? 

9. When did I last speak with someone of my faith? 

10. Do I pray about money I spend? 

11. Do I get to bed on time and get up on time? 

12. Do I disobey God in anything? 

13. Do I insist upon doing something about which my conscience is uneasy? 

14. Am I defeated in any part of my life? 

15. Am I jealous, impure, critical, irritable, touchy or distrustful? 

16. How do I spend my spare time? 

17. Am I proud? 

18. Do I thank God that I am not as other people, especially as the Pharisee who 
despised the publican? 

19. Is there anyone whom I fear, dislike, disown, criticize, hold a resentment toward or 
disregard? If so, what am I doing about it? 

20. Do I grumble or complain constantly? 

21. Is Christ real to me? 
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Spiritual Disciplines 

The writer of  the book of  Hebrews tells us that spiritual maturity comes through 
practice: “For every one who partakes only of  milk is not accustomed to the word 
of  righteousness, for he is a babe. But solid food is for the mature, who because 
of  practice have their senses trained to discern good and evil” (Heb. 5:13,14). The 
Apostle Paul exhorted Timothy to "discipline yourself  for the purpose of  
godliness (I Tim. 4:7).   
 
One of  the functions of  a discipleship group is to encourage and strengthen 
spiritual disciplines in each person’s life. Immediately following the accountability 
time, focus on each of  the spiritual disciplines: worship, quiet time, prayer life, 
Bible study, Scripture memory, and witnessing. A general question can be asked at 
the beginning of  this time to set the topic in motion: “How are you doing with the 
spiritual disciplines?” Each person can then respond within the time parameters 
and receive encouragement from his/her friend who continues to commit to 
praying that the disciplines will be established in his/her life. After the first person 
has finished sharing, the second one responds. 
 
It is important that both the accountability time and sharing about spiritual disciplines 
does not become a dreaded activity. It must be remembered that each person will be at 
a different level of  growth and will respond to the questions differently. Guilt or 
pressure should never be used as a motivator for the person to “do better.” Rather, 
loving acceptance and encouragement through kind words and the commitment to 
pray for each other is the direction in which to go.   
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Some Key Spiritual Disciplines 

Worship 
1. Did you attend church last Sunday? 

2. Did you have freedom in your worship of God, or were you distracted by internal 
or external noise? 

3. What would help you have a more meaningful worship experience each week? 

Quiet Time 
1. Are you faithful in meeting with the Lord each day? 

2. Would you say you are having your Quiet Time out of a sense of duty or desire? 

3. What would help you have a more meaningful devotional life? 

4. Do you try to apply the truths you learn during the day? 

Prayer 
1. How is your prayer life? 

2. What you pray, are you really conversing with the Lord, or are you just going 
through the motions? 

3. Is God speaking to you? Are you listening? 

4. How can you improve your prayer life? 

Bible Study 
1. Are you spending time studying the Bible each week? 

2. What would help you become a more diligent student of the Bible? 

3. Are you seeking to apply the truths you learn in your study? 
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Scripture Memory 
1. Are you faithful in hiding God’s Word in your heart? 

2. Do you meditate on the passages you memorize? 

Witnessing 
1. Are you striving to live a life of obedience so you can experience God’s power 

working through you as you seek to share the Gospel with others? 

2. Do you consciously look for people with whom to share your faith? 

3. What do you need in order to be more effective in bringing people into a saving 
knowledge of Jesus Christ? 

4. Do you pray for those who are without Christ? 
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Bible Study/Discussion 

At this point, all the group members reassemble. The group leader then offers a 
prayer for the study (or asks another to pray) and begins the study. The study 
follows the assignment given in the previous week. 
 
The timekeeper in the group should notify the leader when he has about 5 minutes 
remaining, so he can begin wrapping up the study. There will be a great tendency to go 
beyond the time allotted. When it does, the sharing time and final prayer together will 
be reduced or lost. In the 45 minutes allocated for the study, the leader should be able 
to cover the most important aspects of  the lesson. 
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Sharing Together 

15 minutes are set apart for another vital part of  group life – sharing. There is no 
agenda for this time, nor is their any preparation to be done. Following the study, 
the leader transitions with the group members into a time of  sharing good 
news/victories, temptations/defeats, prayer requests, or general information about 
things going on in their lives. 
 
The main issue the leader may have to contend with is the person who 
monopolizes this time. Since there is only 15 minutes available for sharing, it 
would be appropriate to prepare for the time by encouraging brief  comments so 
each one can have time to comment. Having said this, there may be times when 
one person takes the whole sharing period because he is hurting or needs the 
advice and wisdom of  the whole group. 
 
Sharing produces bonding. Encourage the group members to meet together at 
times other than the weekly group time so they can get to know one another 
better. After the group has been going for some time, this usually happens 
naturally and spontaneously. 

Becoming a Small Group Architect 4-23 



C L A S S I C  D I S C I P L E S H I P  

Prayer 

This is the most important part of  the group's time together. God works in our 
hearts and in the world in response to believing prayer. The invitation should be 
extended to everyone to participate in the time of  prayer, yet no one should be put 
on the spot. Avoid “going around the table” so that no one feels pressure to pray. 
 
This is a time to bring before God the issues that arose during the lesson and the 
sharing time. Sometimes matters that rose to the surface during the accountability 
and spiritual disciplines times can be prayed for, but only when the person gives 
permission (usually by bringing it up him/herself). Be careful of  breaking 
confidences even within the group itself. 
 
Believers are encouraged when they see their prayers answered. Teach them to 
pray in faith. Teach them to persevere in prayer, and to pray with the right motives.  
Encourage them to pray expectantly and to wait patiently for God to answer.  
Help them over the difficulty of  not seeing immediate answers. Teach them to 
work as if  everything depended on them, but to pray as if  everything depended on 
God. In all, as Jesus did for His disciples – teach them to pray. 
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