
 
 
 
 
 

On Small Groups and Friendship 
Relationships are a key ingredient in group life, but we must understand the 
limitations. 
 

We live in a world of independence. We want to do everything ourselves. People can order any item they 
wish online. Customers like to go through self-check-out lines at stores to avoid conversation with an 
employee. We get our food "to go" instead of sitting inside the restaurant. And after a long day at work, we 
tend to relax by watching television or reading by ourselves—or communicating with others from a safe 
distance via social media or texting. 
 
Lonely People 
But one of the main outcomes of our independence is loneliness. And our country is packed full of lonely 
people. In fact, sociologists call our country "The Loneliest Nation on the Planet." 
 
Jenny is a good example. She wakes up early and drives to her job alone. She sits in an isolated cubicle and 
talks to people on the phone all day. In her attempts to sell her company's product, she never makes a 
relational connection with her customers, and her business prevents her from taking needed breaks and 
talking with fellow employees. She even eats her lunch in the confines of her cubicle. At the end of the day, 
she is exhausted. She gets in her car and buys dinner through a fast-food window. As she pulls into her 
driveway, she notices her neighbor smiling and waving at her. Jenny offers a nervous smile as she pulls into 
the garage, closing the door immediately. I'm too tired to talk to anybody right now, she thinks. Eating her 
dinner by herself, she watches television. Before going to sleep that evening she thinks, There must be 
something else that life has to offer. 
 
We are surrounded by lonely people like Jenny who lack relationships and yet aren't quite sure how to 
acquire them. Some are even afraid of relationships. They've been taught a lie by our culture that they must 
be independent—not relying on anybody for anything. Unfortunately, this just makes us miserable. 
 
As small group leaders, we hold the cure to loneliness: community. By allowing God to use us, we can show 
people a different way to live—together. In Genesis 1:26, God said, "Let us make mankind in our image, in 
our likeness . . ." God is a community in himself, and he created us to walk in community, too. By helping 
people find community in our small groups, we help break the chains of loneliness. And when those chains 
are gone, people are free to reflect the image of our Creator. 
 
Not Everyone Will Be Best Friends 
It's unrealistic to expect that everyone in the group will form equally deep and meaningful relationships with 
every other person in the group. Instead, we need to have a proper understanding of how relationships really 
work in small groups, and we need to avoid becoming bogged down by unrealistic expectations. 
 
For example, Jim and Katherine ran into some fellow small group leaders in a restaurant and decided to 
share a meal together. Jim and Katherine asked their friends how their group was doing. Immediately, their 
faces lit up as they talked about how well everyone was connecting. Close friendships were forming and their 
group even enjoyed spending time together outside of their regular gatherings. Throughout the rest of the 
meal, Jim and Katherine felt like they were failures as group leaders because their group members were not 
as close as their friends'. 
 
 



In truth, Jim and Katherine held a false expectation in their minds. They believed that a connecting small 
group will always have people who are becoming the best of friends. This is a lie that can trap a leader in the 
chains of false expectations. 
 
Every group has a unique personality because of the different personalities of the people involved. Some 
groups will connect more than others; they may even develop close friendships and do so quickly. Other 
groups will never reach this level of intimacy. But that doesn't mean the group failed to connect. 
 
In group life, "connecting" refers to developing a growing relationship with a specific group of people. It's 
that simple. And that means different groups will connect at varying levels of depth. Some groups will 
connect through intimate friendships. Others will connect by simply showing up each week. It's good for a 
leader to carry hopes to have a group of close friendships. But a leader should also celebrate if they simply 
have a group that keeps showing up! 
 
Trust Is a Vital Ingredient 
Whatever level of connection and friendship develops in your group, trust will play a part in solidifying those 
relationships. 
 
Tom was a part of my first small group. I noticed early on that Tom seemed nervous and shy during our 
discussion times. One day he approached me, one on one, and explained that he was afraid to pray in front 
of people. Tom requested that I never call on him to pray during our group gatherings. I assured him that I 
would not embarrass him like that. 
 
Several weeks later, Tom was hosting our small group meeting. Before we began our dinner, he announced 
that he was going to pray for the evening meal. We all bowed our heads as he gave thanks for our food. I was 
grinning from ear to ear! 
 
What empowered Tom to overcome his fear of praying in front of our group? Trust. Over a span of several 
weeks, Tom learned that he could be himself around the group. When the group members accepted Tom, he 
developed a trust in us. 
 
While not everyone in a small group will become best friends, it's crucial that small group participants 
establish a strong trust with one another. This trust must be established early within a group's existence. 
Although trust will take time to grow, plant the seed immediately. 
 
Here are two easy ways you can begin to establish and build your group's trust level: 
• Establish a "come as you are" environment. Let people know they can be genuine. 
• Have your group commit to the following statement: "What is said in the group stays in the group." 

Nothing destroys trust faster than gossip. 
 
Once you have established a trust within your group, guard it well. Trust always determines the health of a 
group, and relationships will only develop if trust is present. 
 
Think about: 
• Think back on the last time your group had a newcomer. How well did the group welcome him or her? 
• How can you model proper welcoming of newcomers to your group members? 
• Who in your group can you enlist to help you welcome newcomers? 
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