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Discussion Question 1: Why are questions so important to leading a small group?

I am sure that we have all been to small groups where the study has either been dominated by the leader or where the group has been in effect leaderless. These scenarios can lead to a lack of discussion and a tendency to focus on tangents and not to actually engage with the passage. As leaders, we need to strike a balance between intentionally leading and directing the group and allowing it to naturally discuss and engage with the passage. 

I asked a recent Southampton student what they found helpful and unhelpful about how a group is led. The individual said that they find it helpful when the leader asks questions and allows you space to think and ask questions rather than being told the answer and they said that they find it unhelpful when the leader drones on as they tend to switch off. 
Jesus regarded questions as an important way of learning. It is clear from the the gospels that Jesus often asked his disciples questions and they felt most at ease to ask him questions as well. Furthermore when Jesus engaged people he met in discussion both individually and in groups he asked questions:

Jesus asked the Pharisees "Which is lawful to do on the Sabbath: to do good or to do evil" (Mark 3:4)
Jesus asks two blind men "Do you believe that I am able to do this?" (Matthew 9:28)
Jesus asks the leaders "Which is easier to say, your sins are forgiven or get up and walk?" (Matt 9:5)
Jesus asks his disciples "Who do people say that I am?" and "Who do you say I am?" (Mark 8:27,29)
Jesus asks the rich young man "What do you ask me about what is good?" (Matthew 19:17)
Jesus asks two blind men "What do you want me to do for you?" (Matthew 20:32)
Jesus asked the leaders "Of all the commandments which one is the most important?" (Mark 12:28)
Discussion Question 2: What are the characteristics of a good question?

There are 3 main areas for asking questions; Observation, Interpretation and Application. In a nutshell studying the Bible is about getting into the passage, working out what it is saying and then applying it to our lives. To think about these three aspects we need to dig deeper into the art of asking questions.

Open & closed questions - It is important not to ask obvious questions that will often be met with an awkward silence. It is easy to feel patronised when asked what seems to be an obvious question derived direct from a passage particularly if you are told where to find the answer. Try to ask questions that make people have to think not just ask comprehension questions about what is in the passage.

So rather than "Looking at verse 72, which city was Jesus heading toward?" you could ask "How do you think Jesus felt as he headed for Jerusalem?"

Remember though that silence in small group should not always be seen as a bad thing as it gives people an opportunity to have their say. There is a need for giving people time to think. 

When asked the question, "What makes a good question?" a student recently replied that the question should have a "right or wrong" answer. A good question will rarely have a single "right" answer and may sometimes yield a number of varying views. We need to get into the habit of valuing each and every contribution within the group, some maybe way off track, others might be a little confused but as a contribution they are important and need to be treated with respect. For the leader to pronounce your answer as "wrong" can be somewhat disheartening and will probably not encourage you to make further contributions. 

1. Starter Questions: How do you get the study started?

Discussion Question 3: What starter questions would you ask from 2 Timothy 1?

Often the hardest part of leading a small group is getting the study started. Experience has taught me that it is important to get the group talking together as soon as possible. It is probably true to say that most people who come to small groups will not have looked at the passage or prepared in any way. They will therefore be unfamiliar with the passage and will be in need of something to help focus their minds on what the passage is saying. Sometimes a good strategy is to read the passage several times (perhaps using an alternative translation) and use some general questions such as:

What struck you as you read through the passage?
What things do you find difficult to understand or challenging in what we have read?
What do you think is happening in this section?
How would you have felt if you had been there / these words had been written to you?
The aim is to encourage the group to observe what is actually there in the passage for themselves and to start talking to each other. Sometimes general questions work well, sometimes they do not. You could start by asking a question about a controversial or provocative issue raised in the passage in order to get people sharing their ideas straight away.

Another way of doing this might be to have a pre-study discussion before you read the passage about an important issue in the passage. E.g. Asking the general question "what does God have to say about boasting?” before a study on 2 Corinthians 12.
2. Understanding Questions: What does the passage actually mean?

Discussion Question 4: What understanding questions would you ask from 2 Timothy 1?

Some of the best questions to ask start with "what does ... mean" or "why does..." These are largely focusing on interpretation and will help you to grapple with what the passage is really saying. Other good questions you can ask are questions about differences, similarities, definitions and examples. These questions are vital in seeking to understand a passage. Other good questions you can ask are questions about differences, similarities, definitions and examples. For example: 

What does it mean when the writer says...
What is another word for...
What is the difference between...
How are ... and ... similar... 

Can you explain what is meant by... 

What does...look like in practice? 

In the gospels, there is a lot more action going on and usually a number of different people to talk about. You can ask character based questions or try to encourage people to "put themselves in the shoes" of someone in the passage. This can often bring good insights into what was really going on and roots it into reality. 

Probably some of the most important questions are "can you explain what you mean by that" or "what do other people think". Try not to answer your own questions and resist the temptation to give an immediate answer to the thoughts of others. Try to encourage people to explain what they mean as fully as they can (don't settle for the "off the shelf answers" often given so nonchalantly) and encourage discussion from the rest of the group about points raised or issues that arise. You will often find that the answer that you were dying to share comes out in the discussion anyway - remember it is better to let people learn and discover for themselves. 

3. Application Questions: How do we apply the passage to our lives?

Discussion Question 5: What application questions would you ask from 2 Timothy 1?

Small groups are not just there to academically challenge our minds about sections of the Bible. We need to ask what God is trying to say to us. Having gone some way to understanding what a passage might be saying we can then start to ask what it means for us today. 

  

These kinds of questions lend themselves to a more personal discussion about our encouragements and struggles. Sharing of ones self does not always come easily or quickly to a small group, particularly when relationships are new. The key as a leader is to set the tone and share of your own lives - Paul certainly didn't keep his struggles to himself. This will show others that it is a safe environment to open up and encourage your group to go beyond the superficial. When people do share of what they find hard try to encourage your group to share what they find difficult about that issue.  

  

What are you going to take away from what we have talked about? 

How do you think we do... in practice? 

How do you deal with...in your life? 

  

Remember that it is the wise man who puts into practice what he has heard!! 

  

Conclusion: Tips for leading a small group 

Prepare a good list of questions in advance of the study 

Don't ask more than one question at once 

Don't be afraid of silence - people need time to think 

Use open not closed questions 

Try not to ask questions with the aim of getting a specific answer 

Ask questions naturally and with 

Allow others ample time to answer before sharing yourself 

Make questions clear and concise - you don't need a 5 minute buildup!! 

Encourage the group to raise their own questions during the study 

“However far you go, it is not much use if it is not in the right directions.” William Barclay (1907-1978).

