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	Finding the Right Bible Studies
How to choose helpful material for your small group
By Rachel Gilmore


Here is a question that strikes fear into the heart of many small-group leaders: what are we going to study next? Like the proverbial fork in the road, choosing new material can be a deceptively simple decision filled with potentially disastrous consequences. Some studies are too hard, some are too easy, some are too homework-driven, and some are too unrelated to life—all in all, there's nothing worse than getting your group members all moving in the same direction only to have people immediately get lost or wander off track.

So how do you choose which way to go?

Know Your Destination
In order to find the best material for your group, you first need to know what your group's study goal is. Consider whether or not your group wants to:
· Begin building its biblical knowledge (meaning, learning the Bible from scratch).
· Use existing biblical knowledge to dig deeper into a particular book of the Bible.
· Focus the study time around issues that connect faith with real life—things like Christian dating, marriage, parenting, developing spiritual friendships, finding a personal mission field, keeping true to Christian values in the workplace, and so on.
· Devote study time to a particular area of spiritual formation: prayer life, becoming more compassionate, resolving conflict peacefully, living patiently according to God's time, and so on.
· Spend most of your time together in hands-on service projects.
· Support and encourage one another emotionally and spiritually, building up friendships and faith. 
Just as God created us to be individuals, all small groups are also fearfully and wonderfully made. What works for one group may not work for another, so don't be discouraged and don't waste your time comparing yourself to others. When your group formed, hopefully you talked about your study goals. (If not, now's the perfect time.) However, the longer a group has been together, losing and gaining members, it's possible that these goals have changed or become assumed and unspoken. 

The next time you approach a fork in the study road, make time during your meeting to talk openly about group goals. Ask the questions above. Let people share their thoughts and opinions. Pray for God's wisdom and discernment. Then come to a consensus—affirm your group goal and prepare to move in that direction with your next curriculum choice. 

Note: don't be offended if some members choose to leave the group and take a different path at this time. God's Word lights our way, and we need people to be traveling different paths in this world in order to make disciples of all nations. Bless those departing and continue on, secure in the knowledge that you have prayerfully asked for God's guidance and are moving forward according to the Spirit's leading.

Know Your Group
Once you know your destination, make sure you know the individuals travelling with you. Having a sense of your members' background and current lifestyles (and your own) will help you choose. So ask yourself:

· Have any of these people ever done a group study before, or is this a brand new experience for most?

· Do I have any non-believers or seekers in this group?

· Do our members attend worship regularly at our church? Another church? Not at all?

· How willing and/or able are the participants to do homework in between meetings?

· Do the people in my group like to talk, or do they typically keep their thoughts to themselves?

· Can our members discuss different perspectives/opinions calmly, rationally, and respectfully?

· Does my group see me more as teacher/instructor (having more knowledge) or facilitator (I'm the tour guide in this learning journey)?

· How much time do I personally have for study and preparation?

· How comfortable is our group with incorporating technology into our study time—watch a DVD, have follow up conversations on Facebook, use Twitter to share insights instantly during the study?
· Do any of our members have any special learning/physical needs that would impact learning/group discussions? 

If your group is made up mainly of people who have limited group study experience, or if you have non-believers or seekers attending, you will likely need to choose a low key, user-friendly study that is straightforward, incorporates personal stories, makes practical connections between Scripture and real life, and does not assume deep Bible knowledge. On the other hand, if you have a group of mature Christians who can handle Spirit-led debate, you can don the facilitator hat and lead the group through an in-depth analysis of Job or James, or maybe a character-building study on how to faithfully raise your children to be in the world but not of it.

Other group dynamics to consider are the age, gender, cultural/ethnic background, and financial situation of participants. These factors may affect things like your group's ability or willingness to utilize technology or discuss certain topics. Don't assume that everyone likes watching DVDs, is comfortable reading out loud, has access to a computer, is comfortable using a computer, or shares the same political opinions. Take time to get to know your members and find your shared values and interests. The more you know, the clearer the curriculum path will become.

Know Your Options
Now that you've identified your destination and the needs of the people traveling with you, it's time to find the best vehicle for getting there. Equipped with the answers from the questions above, consider these final qualifiers before perusing the local Christian bookstore or online retailer:

· Would my group do better with a study that covered Bible basics (key people/events/timeline), a particular book of the Bible, a relevant life experience theme, a spiritual formation topic, or something else?

· Would my group do better with a DVD-based or book-based study?

· If DVD-based, would they prefer to watch an expert teacher/speaker present a lesson, or watch a "real life" vignette to illustrate the lesson's point?

· If book-based, would my group prefer a fill-in-the blank workbook or open-ended reflection questions that that correspond to life stories or Bible passages?

· Can I choose a study that requires homework in order to be prepared for the next lesson?

· How long will our group meet? (Consider both time dedicated for study during the meeting and total number of weeks/months you'll be together.)

· Do I need to stay within my denomination or use church-approved authors/publishers?

Note: It's always good to preview a new study before introducing it to your group. If researching online, make a short list of titles to take to your local Christian bookstore (or your church's small-group library). Plan to spend some time, maybe with another group member or two, looking through your top three to five choices. Or, if you're financially able, order a copy of your top three choices online and preview them at home. Just be sure to check the return policy on open/used products before ordering! 

Psalm 119 reminds us that it is only through God's Word that we can find our way in this world. "I'm single-minded in pursuit of you; don't let me miss the road signs you've posted," the psalmist begs God (Psalm 119:10, MSG). As you approach the next fork in the road, be prepared to slow down, read the road signs, and plan carefully the way your group should go. 

—Rachel Gilmore is author of The Complete Leader's Guide to Christian Retreats and Church Programs and Celebrations for All Generations.
Discussion
1. How have you selected study material in the past? 

2. Did the material meet the needs of the group? If not, why do you think it didn't?
3. What questions from the article will help you better focus the direction of your next study?
