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Objective

When using the Flex Model of Community Group Facilitation® to prepare for a group discussion,
the main objective is to write several well designed questions that will stimulate the group's
discussion toward greater understanding and personal application of the biblical text or sermon.
When conducting the group meeting, the objective is to use the questions to provide a basic
structure for the discussion, but to respond flexibly to the comments and interests raised by the
group.

This document provides the guiding principles and practical helps for preparation and facilitation
using the Flex Model for a Sermon Based Community Group.

Communities not Classes

There is a common misconception that leading a Community Group is like teaching a class.
Those who hold this misconception tend to fall into two broad categories: those who embrace this
wrong idea, and those who are intimidated by it.

Those who embrace it are often those with the gift of teaching. The classroom metaphor feels
natural and desirable to them. So it may be very tempting for a teacher to lead a group like a
class. Playing the part of the resident authority on the subject matter, he focuses on saying what
he has to say, and the group members fall into their roles, waiting to hear what he has to say. If
the teacher is a good one, the resulting group dynamic may in fact feel rather comfortable to all
involved. But this isn't the desired dynamic for a Community Group.

To the group leader not aspiring to be a teacher, the thought of having to bluff his way through a
group meeting where everyone is waiting to hear what he has to say can be very intimidating.
Sometimes it's so intimidating that he never steps up to lead a group at all, which is a tragedy.

While Community Groups are like classrooms in that learning happens in both settings, there are
important differences. A Community Group is more like a sports team, with everyone actively
participating toward a common goal. A Community Group leader is more like a team captain,
drawing out the contributions of each team member and keeping the group focused on the goal.

An appropriate biblical metaphor is that of Shepherding. A shepherd’s responsibilities include
keeping the flock together, ensuring its safety, protecting it from intruders, leading it to fresh grass
and water, and rescuing strays.

Guiding Principles

Modeling

How you lead your group is an example for others, a model for how they might eventually
lead a group. As they watch you lead, you want them to be thinking, "I could do this!"
Not: "I could never do that. | could never come up with such a clever insight. | could
never find 20 hours to read every single commentary on that one verse. | could never
exegete the Greek. | could never..."

People over Program

The focus of a Community Group should be on the people in the Group, the people
growing closer to God and to one another. The content of the study is a means to that
end.

Spontaneity over Structure

Sometimes things won't go as you plan, and sometimes that’'s ok. You never know when
someone might share a story or a need for prayer that you didn’t plan for. But don’t see
these as sidetracks. The whole point of the group is for the people to draw close to God
and then to share in the work that God is doing in their lives. Those moments of sharing

! Mars Hill Pastors also recommend the Delta Model for facilitating Community Group discussion. While the the Delta
Model shares the same Guiding Principles as the Flex Model, the preparation and facilitation objectives are very different.
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are often unpredictable. Don't be so focused on “getting through” some material that you
overlook or rush past the very moments that give the group its meaning and vitality. Be
ready to throw out your plan.

Dialogue over Monologue
If you find yourself talking for more than five minutes at a time, you're probably talking too
much. Remember that the focus is on the group’s interaction, not on your presentation.

Electric Fences: Where Not to Lead the Sheep

Here are some things to avoid when preparing to lead a group discussion.
Piles of Insights

Your aim shouldn’t be to generate esoteric or clever insights of your own or to gather
those of commentators. It is wonderful when someone has the “Aha!” moment. But don't
make it your mission to overwhelm your group with Aha’s! The Holy Spirit is at work. He
will teach and convict as the group applies itself to the basics of reading and wrestling
with the Word. Trying to do His job will wear you out.

The Whole Nine Yards of Bullet Points

Don't attempt to identify and cover every possible meaning, application, and cross
reference from the text or sermon. If you read commentary after commentary, you'll find
thought after thought that could be added to your discussion. Resist the urge.

Eating the Whole Buffet

Don't feel pressured to cover large swaths of Scripture or every point of a sermon all in
one setting. It's usually better to have a meaningful conversation about one verse or one
idea than to attempt to cover everything superficially—to savor a single morsel than to
sample everything on the buffet.

The Sermon Quiz Show

Your group is not a game of Jeopardy! The point is not to regurgitate sermon and Bibe
facts. Something's wrong if your group discussion sounds like this: "Remember when
Mark said X?", "Yeah, that was really interesting. And remember when he said Y?",
"Yeah, | never thought of it that way before." A string of semi-relevant comments will
eventually bore anyone to tears. However, if you are prepared to ask questions that
probe more deeply, these comments have the potential to start up meaningful
conversations.

Two Movements of Discussion: Planned and Unplanned

Group discussion tends to flow back and forth between two general movements. One movement
is the discussion you planned for. We'll call it the Planned Discussion. The other is the
discussion you didn’t plan for! We'll call it the Unplanned Discussion. Each movement has its
place, contributing something important to the group’s discussion. Each movement can also be
misplaced, hindering the group’s discussion. A Community Group leader should be ready for
both, and see to it that each finds its proper place.

Planned Discussion

Its Sources

Planned Discussion comes from your mind, from what you prepare, what you fix ahead of time as
your expectation of where the group might or should go in its discussion. It also comes from
whatever was planned in the sermon you are discussing. The sermon fixes the broad road map
for your discussion even prior to your adapting the sermon to your group’s discussion.
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At Its Best

At its best, Planned Discussion can accomplish the following:

Keeps the group on target

Ensures that attention is paid to subjects that are important

Provides a valuable sense of progress

Guides discussion with group member’s particular needs and interests in mind

At Its Worst

At the other extreme, Planned Discussion hinders the group when it:

Ignores the pressing issues of people in the group

Stifles unanticipated creative contributions by group members
Limits participation

Becomes predictable and boring

Disregards the dynamic of the group

Unplanned Discussion

Its Sources
Unplanned Discussion tends to come from at least three sources:

surface thoughts at the forefront of people’s minds
thoughts that are triggered in one person because of a comment shared by another
the Holy Spirit

Holy Spirit

The Holy Spirit is obviously a welcome source of Unplanned Discussion. In fact, you might say
that if there’s one goal that you should have in facilitating a conversation, it is to keep your eyes
and ears open, looking and listening for a particular working of the Holy Spirit, and then either
step back or fan the flame, whatever is most appropriate in the moment.

The key here is that you can never do the work of the Holy Spirit. Your discussion questions will
never be good enough, your Bible knowledge never comprehensive enough, to put your finger on
the issue in someone’s soul that God wants to deal with in that moment. That's His work. So it's
important that you learn to recognize the moments when the Holy Spirit is doing something
special in your group so that you don't kill it by firing off the next bullet point in your Planned
Discussion. Your plans are not as important or as helpful to the group as His.

Surface Thoughts

Some times people come to the group feeling chatty and happy and just for the pure enjoyment of
talking and creating discussion, they will have something to say about almost anything. This can
be a very good thing that stimulates the building of relationships in the group as people talk about
everyday things. To an excess, it can be a distraction, never allowing the group to move into
deep thinking or rigorous dialogue. Bouncing from one superficial topic to another may seem fun
at first, and has its place, but only in limited quantities.

At other times, people come to the group feeling burdened with some trial in life. Or with a story
of something exciting that’s been happening. If they aren’t given an open opportunity to share it
during a separate sharing time, this thought may come out at any other point in the discussion.
This is not all bad. It's good for the group to stay current with what’s going on in one another’'s
lives. And if they learn about one another a little out of order, and sometimes a little off topic,
that’s ok.
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It becomes a problem when one person begins to dominate the discussion with his random
interjections. That sort of person is often not so concerned with sharing his life as he is with
making many soap box speeches. He is ultimately motivated by pride and is willing to sacrifice
the comfort of the group, intentionally or unintentionally, to make his speeches. In such cases,
the leader’s responsibility is to preserve the dynamic of the group while retaining the dignity of the
overly outspoken individual, if possible.

Triggered Thoughts

This can be very fruitful discussion. It could indicate that a person whose thought has been
triggered is paying attention to an issue that he hadn’t considered before discussing it with the
group and hearing what others have to say about it. Different people think and process
differently, and sometimes being in an environment where people think and communicate
differently from ourselves provides just the perspective that we need to see into our blind spots.

Again, there may be someone in the group who is so eager to share his thoughts that he can be
triggered by just about anyone saying just about anything. Such outspokenness usually isn’t
helpful to the group, whether or not his comments are true, and generally only creates “noise” in
the conversation.

At Its Best
At its best, Unplanned Discussion can accomplish the following:

Indicates that the group is thinking, learning, or sharing together

Makes the topic of discussion more appealing and interesting

Invites shy people to participate in an exciting discussion

Increases group participation

Creates a sense of life and vitality

Revitalizes conversation that might otherwise seem dry by adding a sense of drama
Allows for individual personalities to be expressed

Invites personal stories to be shared

At Its Worst
Unplanned Discussion hinders a group when:

Disussions are off topic and irrelevant

The group’s sense of progress is lost

Nothing important is ever discussed

There is an uncomfortable sense of lacking leadership or organization

One or more overly outspoken people alienate the rest of the group, making the group
feel uncomfortable and further limiting participation

Discussion Movements Summary

Most people feel more comfortable in a group setting when there is some structure. Planned
Discussion helps to provide that structure. But the best structure will be skeletal, minimal. It will
be like a lattice in a garden that provides a structure for vines to grow around. You build and set
up the lattice, but the vines have a mind of their own. They will grow up and around the lattice in
patterns that you could not have predicted. But they will form these patterns around the structure
you provide.

The test of worth for both Planned and Unplanned Discussion is fruitfulness. If the discussion
reflects or encourages spiritual growth in the group or an individual, then it should be welcome
and encouraged, whether planned or unplanned.
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Three Kinds of Questions

There are three general kinds of questions that are used in guiding the group’s discussion:
Discovery, Deepening, and Application. During your prep time, you'll be primarily concerned with
writing the Deepening questions that will guide your group. We’'ll see how these questions fit
together dynamically in the course of a group discussion in a later section: Facilitation Method.

Discovery

A Discovery question broadly asks, “What do you see?” Itis general and very open. A
Discovery question can take many forms.

“What did you notice?”
“What does it say?”
“What did you learn?”
“What stood out to you?”

O O O O

A Discovery question opens things up and invites general participation. It provides an
opportunity for group members to offer the thoughts and reactions that are on the top of
their minds. You may choose to prepare a simple Discovery question that is
contextualized for the particular study. Or you can use one of the standard Discovery
guestions above in just about any context.

Deepening

A good Deepening question gets below the surface and stimulates thinking and dialogue
beyond the Discovery question. The set of Deepening questions you prepare will form
the core of your discussion plan for each meeting.

Sample Deepening questions can be found in Appendix B: Sample Questions.

Application

Application questions probe for personal impact, confession, or stories. After a rich
dialogue, an Application question can be the final touch that drives home the message
and draws out stories of life change from the group.

Preparation Method: Step by Step

Use these steps as a basic outline and feel free to create your own approach that follows these
principles. The key objective your prep time is to create a set of Deepening questions that will
form the core of your discussion plan.

1.

Listen to the sermon live or online.

It may be helpful to take notes during the sermon catching key thoughts, themes, or
points of emphasis. Those notes will come in handy later during your prep time. If there
are printed sermon notes or a sermon booklet, this may also help to identify key themes
in the text and tie your group's conversation to points emphasized in the sermon.

Read the text a few times?

For a whole book sermon series, read the passage of scripture corresponding to the
sermon. For topical sermon series, read through the key passages.

As you read and re-read, make note of any key difficulties or curiosities.

You may consult dictionaries, lexicons, or commentaries for help in resolving the
difficulties. But remember to keep your focus on the text, using commentaries only as a
supplement after first spending time in the text yourself.3

2 Gordon Fee'’s book “How to Read the Bible for All Its Worth” is a recommended guide to reading the Bible well.
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Identify key themes

Consider all that you've gathered from reading the text, writing sermon notes, and
consulting dictionaries and commentaries. ldentify the key themes that are fitting for your
group to address. It is reasonable to expect that your key themes will typically follow the
main points of the sermon.

Focus on themes that pertain to views and beliefs about God, views of self, the
conditions and motivations of the heart, relationships between God and Man, or
relationships among people.

Write some discussion questions that would probe these themes

The goal isn't to get the group to reiterate all of the sermon points, or to simply call out
phrases in the text like a word hunt.

Consider using the guide "Deepening Questions for Bible Study Discussion" to help
stimulate thoughts on how to write good Deepening questions. You might also consider
writing a tailored Discovery and Application questions for the meeting, though it's also
acceptable to use standard questions for these.

5. Evaluate® and refine your questions by asking them of yourself

a. For each question, imagine the group's response.

b. If you imagine a yes or no answer, rewrite it.

c. If you imagine the question can be answered by simply quoting some passage of
the text (the word hunt game), rewrite it.

d. If you have a hard time asking the question because it is too long or too
complicated, rewrite it.

Facilitation Method

A Community Group meeting is more than a Bible study. It also involves socializing, catching up
with one another, eating, sharing, and praying. Most groups have a meal or some refreshments
before gathering for the Bible study. Once the group has gathered, there is usually a time of
sharing, prayer, or announcements.

For the moment, let's assume that your group has gone through these preceeding phases of the
meeting, and that you're ready to begin the Bible study.

Again, use these steps as a basic outline. You can follow it as-is or adapt it.

1.

Read the passage of scripture

For an expository sermon (following a particular main text), it may be helpful to read the
entire selection of scripture up front. For a topical sermon, it may help to read the key
verses.

Start off with an opening comment

Sometimes, it helps to refresh the memories of the group members, particularly if it has
been more than a few days since hearing the sermon. This is also an opportunity for the
the leader to model openness in sharing.

It isn’t necessary to make such an opening comment. But if you find it helpful to do so,
remember that your goal is to get the group engaged in dialogue quickly, and sustain the
dialogue for the majority of the meeting. If you ever find yourself talking for more than
five minutes, you're probably talking too long!

® There are a number of helpful and free online resources for Bible study including http:/biblegateway.com,
http://blueletterbible.org, and http://studylight.org .

* See the Appendix A: The 10 C's of Quality Questions for more help with evaluating your questions.

Version: 5/16/2006 Page: 7



3. Open things up with a Discovery question
“What in the sermon stood out to you?”

This provides a wide open opportunity for a wide variety of responses. With such a wide
open question, don't expect a particular kind of response. People will reply with whatever
happens to be on their minds if they are an eager group.

4. Listen for one of your planned themes to emerge

Often, in responding to your open Discovery question, someone will make a comment
that is related to one of the Deepening questions you've prepared. This is a good time to
offer your Deepening question.

It's good to allow a few responses before moving on to drill down on one of them.

If they are a less eager group, it may stall on such a wide open question. Give it some
time—silence isn’t bad—they might be thinking.

5. Ask a Deepening question

Ideally, your Deepening question will be a follow up to some comment that was offered in
response to the initial Discovery question. It's ideal because, in this case, you know that
the group has expressed some interest in the idea that your question targets.

This is an example of how the Planned and the Unplanned can come together. You
planned the particular Deepening question, but not timing of its use; its use it triggered by
the group’s discussion. When you offer the question, it's in context. You're going with
the flow of the dialogue and helping to drive it deeper.

In a less than ideal scenario, the group will stall on the Discovery question. This could
happen for any number of reasons: shy people in the group, confusing Discovery
guestion, none of them paid attention to the sermon and have nothing to say, or they are
tired. After allowing the silence to linger for a bit, giving plenty of time for responses, if
the group is stalled, go ahead and offer your first Deepening question. The hope in doing
this is to stimulate the quiet group to discussion with a more focused question. If you
have a provocative or controversial question on your list, this might be a good time to use
it—to stir things up a bit.

6. Model Active Listening

As the group responds to your questions, you can insert followup questions to further
stimulate the discussion. If you think of the Deepening question as having set the course
for a stint of the discussion, then these followup questions help the group stay the course
and keep the discussion active. Furthermore, when your group members ask questions
that draw out others, it shows that the group members are paying attention to and caring
for one another. You can model this for them by doing it yourself.

For example, as someone shares a point that is perhaps unclear, rather than nodding
politely and dismissing the unclear point to get on the next person’s response, you might
attempt to restate what you think you heard and ask, “is that what you're saying?”

Listen to the Holy Spirit as others are sharing, and ask followup questions that explore
one another’s lives, sin, right and wrong beliefs, and relationships with God, and with
people. The idea here is not to ask questions just for the sake of making conversation,
but to follow the Spirit's leading into someone’s life.

If you imagine that facilitating a group discussion is like building a brick wall, then Active
Listening is the mortar that holds together and unifies the bricks. The bricks themelves
are your prepared questions. There isn't a static formula for Active Listening. It flows out
of your love of God, your genuine desire to participate in the work He's doing in the lives
of your group members, and out of your love for your group members. You are motivated
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to pay attention and to be curious because you are participating in Jesus’ plan to build
the members of his body up to maturity (Ephesians 4:11-16).

Larry Crabb’s book “SoulTalk” is very helpful on this subject.
7. Make your own contributions

You are part of your group too! So share your own thoughts and stories. It's good for
you to show that you're part of the group, and again, to model sharing. But remember
that your role in the group is slightly different from everyone else’s. Because you are the
group’s facilitator, you should be especially mindful of the way in which you share. It may
be natural for the group to see you as delivering a monologue or “lesson” or making
some sort authoritative summarizing point whether or not you mean to. So when you
share, be sure that it sounds like sharing, not teaching.

Also, watch out that you don’t develop a pattern that reinforces the idea that once you
speak, the discussion is over. As if once you've spoken, there’s no more room for open
discussion because you've said all that needs to be said on the subject. You must be
sensitive to the effects that your contributions have on the group dyanamic and adjust
appropriately. The general principle to follow is that you want both the questions you ask
and the personal contributions you make to stimulate the discussion rather than to stifle
it.

8. Reset the discussion with another question

Sometimes, discussion flows naturally, actively, and productively and requires almost no
further intervention. At other times, it may feel like the discussion around one idea has
come to a conclusion and it's time to move on.

You have several options at this point. Each option essentially equates to going back to
a previous step and kick starting the discussion again from that point.

o Go back to “Ask a Deepening question”

This might be best option if you have another Deepening question that flows naturally
out of the present discussion.

o Go back to “Open things up with a Discovery question” and re-ask the Discovery
guestion

This might be best if none of your remaining prepared Deepening questions would
follow naturally from the present discussion. Sometimes it helps to take a “breather,”
jump back up to a more open mode of discussion, and gather more general thoughts
and reactions from the group, any of which may offer the next opportunity for drilling
down with another one of your Deepening questions.

o Go back to “Listen for one of your planned themes to emerge”

As group members share thoughts and ideas, each idea represents a potential
discussion thread that the group could follow. In an effort to maintain the group’s
focus, you won't follow every potential discussion thread as it comes up. But it's
good to keep them in mind, because in moments such as these, you can recall a
previous idea and use it to set up the discussion thread with your next Deepening
question.

9. Conclude with Application

Application questions ask the group to relate what has been discussed to their own lives.
It can be all too easy to generate ideas and discuss truths in abstract forms. James 1:22
reminds us not to “merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says.”
Application is about doing what it says.

As with your Discovery question, your Application question could be standard question
like, “What did you hear tonight that you can personally apply to your life?”
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Or, supposing forgiveness had been a subject of conversion in the group, you could ask
a more focused Application question like, “Who do you need to seek forgiveness from?”

The hallmark of application is personal understanding worked out in personal practice.
When asked an Application question, it is common for members of the group to resort to
impersonal or generalized applications for other people, or simple restatements or
elaboration of facts or ideas that have already been discussed. Your job in facilitating at
this point is to consistently redirect attention to the realm of personal practice.

Here are some inappropriate but common examples of responses to Application
guestions.

o ‘I think people should...”

o “Society pressures us to...”

o ‘I have a friend who...”

o “Here's another idea | want to throw out there...”

o ‘“l disagree with the point that...”

o “lthought it was interesting when...”

Keep in mind that these are bad responses to Application questions, but they may be
perfectly acceptable reponses to other questions at other times. It's ok to think
abstractly, apply ideas to other people and situations, understand how society affects us,
or to tell stories about what we've experienced in life. But those aren’t personal
applications.

So when it comes to redirecting member’s attention to personal application, be ready to
ask follow up questions like:

o “So how would you put that into practice?”
o “How do you personally struggle to maintain self-control?”
“What do you plan to do about it?”

Often, application will occur right in the flow of the discussion. In this case, it may not be
necessary to explicitly ask an Application question. Use your judgement as to whether
the group needs the Application to focus its attention on personal applications.
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Appendix A: The 10 C’s of Quality Questions

Concise
Good questions cover only one idea at a time.

Clear
Keep it understandable. Don't go over their heads.

Complete
Make sure participants have all the information they need to answer the question.

Connected
Try to avoid asking questions that lead the group on tangents.

Conversational
The aim is to facilitate conversation.

Challenging
Stretch their minds. Silence is okay- it means they are thinking.

Contestable
Doesn't have one right answer.

Creative
Get members to look at both sides of an issue.

Controversial
Make a controversial statement and see how the group responds. Use this method
sparingly with discernment.

Considerate
Don't embarrass. Don't get personal too quickly.
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Appendix B: Sample Questions
Synonyms

a. What are some words or phrases that describe “abundant life?”
b. Can you think of another word for “grace?”
c. What is another way of saying “living sacrifice?”

Definitions

a. What are some implications of the word “truth?”
b. What is your concept of the word “Lord?”
c. What do you think the term “laborer” really means?

Differences

a. What is the difference between “praise” and “thanksgiving?”
b. What do you think is the difference between “fear” and “anxiety?”
c. What difference is there between “unity” and “uniformity?”

Similarities
a. What are some attributes of a physical child that might parallel those of a spiritual
child?

b. How are “light” and “purity” alike?
c. In what ways is the written Word like a seed?

Opposites

a. What is the opposite of truth?
b. What are the opposite traits to these characteristics we have listed?
c. What words or phrases describe the opposite of “peace of mind?”

Relationships

a. How do you think patience is a part of claiming the promises of God?
b. How are “lordship” and “obedience” related?
c. What is the relationship between “pride” and “being teachable?”)

Examples

a. What would be some examples of how the Holy Spirit helps someone understand
the Bible?

b. What are some examples of two being better than one?

c. What are some biblical examples of impatience?

Why

a. Why do you think the word “race” is used in Hebrews 12:17?
b. Why do you think Jesus wept over the city of Jerusalem?
c. Why do you think an attitude of thankfulness is important?

Explain

a. What is the meaning of the 2 Timothy 3:16 diagram on page 687

b. How would you explain a Christian’s spiritual immaturity if he is in an excellent
church?

c. Whatis J. Oswald Sanders saying in his quotation on page 76?

Extremes

a. Which of these attributes of God do you think most exalts Him?
b. Which of the six elements of “The Wheel” do you think is most important for you?
c. What kind of praying do you think takes the least effort?
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Quantity/Quality

a. How many of our sins should we talk about with another Christian?
b. How long-range can our understanding of God'’s will be?
c. How important is the eyewitness element of the biblical record?

How

a. How do you think we sharpen one another as Christians?

b. How can we press toward the future and still live in the present?
c. How does this work?
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