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A statement regularly made, is that the gifts of the Spirit should be learnt in small groups. 
I agree, you should start small. However, it is not that simple, because all the problems 
mentioned before still apply in a smaller form. In fact I am certain that most problems 
have their origin in small groups or in small(ish) churches, where the leaders provide 
little to no useful direction or guidance.  
 
I’m sure people think I have nothing good to say about anything. Not true! I have I have 
been a number of churches that use small group structure very efficiently, and I give 
them full marks for that. However this site is  designed to encourage the emergence of 
quality prophets.  
 
Unfortunately, I only know a few churches that encourage (and I mean encourage, not 
just allow) the use of spiritual gifts and ministries at the small group level and do it well. I 
stands to reason that if you just tolerate it, you will never do it well, and you will have to 
deal with a number of the usual irritating problems. 
 
It is worth listing some of the problems that leaders allow / encourage / pass on. These 
normally result in the multiplying of ongoing damage. I would like to stress that they are 
all avoidable! After you understand the problem it is possible to implement a valid 
alternative that is a genuine positive and formative encouragement, rather than continue 
the problems answers, that normally fall into either the anything goes camp (doesn't 
matter, or lessee-faire) or the policed discouragement (big stick approach) camp.  
 
Firstly, it appears that people are so reluctant to give offence these days that little real 
assessment is being made of the impact of various bad practices in cell groups. Too 
many things are taken lightly (* lessee fare), and as a result there is very little corrected. 
The result is that people are left to learn mostly by themselves.  Therefore most of the 
problems and errors picked up along the way are also polished, perfected, integrated 
and accepted as reasonable practice. Rubbish in, rubbish out as the saying goes. These 
problems can appear odd or mildly irritating when experienced in a small group, but are 
often variations of the same problems multiplied five or ten fold when applied to a much 
larger people group. 
 
Secondly, not many small group leaders have sufficient experience or expertise in 
teaching and mentoring spiritual gifts. If we add to this a severe limit in the time available 
we have quite a problem. In essence the beginner the small group leader is trying to 
assist or coach may already know more than they do, so the element of respect 
becomes difficult and the ability correct bad ideas before they have become bad habits 
becomes almost impossible.  
 



Thirdly, a general lack of prophetic discernment in the church of today means that 
people using bad practice have regular air time and preaching spots in many churches. 
The theory is that practice makes you perfect. The reality is that learning best practice at 
the same time as live practice with will achieve that ten times faster. In fact some people 
find it very difficult to correct their own mistakes, and some just don’t notice they are 
making them. 
 
 
A Matter of Scale 
It's all a matter of scale and effectiveness. When it comes church, no matter what the 
task, the number of the people you have to deal with is an important ingredient. Having 
been a worship leader for an 8, 25, 50 and up to 400 people group, I can tell you there is 
a huge difference in the approach required. Some of the things you might do and say in 
a cell group are just not appropriate, don’t work, or even have the opposite effect you 
intended when used on a large scale. Similarly some of your small group mannerisms, 
tone of voice, etc are also inappropriate. You can no longer mumble into the 
microphone, apologize for your lack of preparation, waffle on till someone interrupts you, 
and give a word of knowledge when you are really not sure if it's for real, apologizing just 
in case it doesn’t apply to anyone, etc. It's not just a matter of making everything you do 
bigger and bolder. All that does is make the irritating habits and inaccuracy you learned 
to live with in a small group stand out like '________' (add your preferred expletive here). 
The secret is to learn from your mistakes, and learn to be more specific, more focused 
and more accurate as your target group grows, but clearly this is harder than it seems. 
 
A vision is also played out on a stage, the question is how big? So guess what, the 
secret is still learning to be more specific, more definite, more focused and more 
accurate as your target group and authority grows. There are some differences, for 
instance when you work with a vision there is no one you can impress with your 
showmanship, so you might as well leave that outside the door before you start, and 
even if you fool yourself it is not possible to fool God if you failed to do what was asked. 
 
Of course some will say I am exaggerating, after all, 'what can go wrong?' Well the 
answer is quite a lot! The combined influences of bad theology and bad practice can be 
considerable. 
 
 
Here's a short but serious list. You can end up learning: 

To trust a 'mixed' voice 
Ultimately this can lead people to question the whole basis of their faith, because they 
when it comes to big personal decisions they can listen to God and end up with an 
answer just as wrong as when making small decisions for others. 
 
Unacceptable 'Listening Triggers' 
What is a listening trigger? There are many things we hear that trigger a response, the 
trigger is not always what someone else says, it is often the thing or association inside 
us that causes us to react in some way. 
Not all are acceptable! For instance, there are many things that trigger cultural or 
political associations in our minds. There is no guarantee that the cultural association 



should be important or appropriate; however, if we are not aware that our mind is taking 
off on its own course, or if we can not stop it happening, we will end up saying the wrong 
thing.  
 
Endless repetition of phrases and ideas 

 Some people use an endless repetition of Christianeese words in their 
sentences; for example inserting ‘Lord God’ or ‘Father’ after every four or five 
words. This seemingly endless use and accumulation of repetitive phrases can 
double the length of a paragraph and sounds very strange to most church 
visitors. 

 Other people string together and repeat popular catch phrases that are meant to 
help convey some deep and meaningful experience or message, but 
unfortunately most of them lack any definite meaning for a visitor, unless of 
course you supply your visitor with a popular Christian phrase dictionary 
(something I have often thought of doing, and would be a great way to have a 
laugh at our own expense).  

 
Changed voice or language  

 King James prophesies were popular for decades, they were filled with numerous 
thee’s and thou’s and used to make me squirm on the inside. Fortunately, I am 
happy to announce that they have almost faded out (for good I hope). 

 
Invasive or offensive habits 

 Shouting, acting out, pushing people, etc. When people do this they wrongly 
think it is God telling to do it.  

 Providing no choice, when normally people should have a choice of either 
accepting or rejecting the prophetic word you offer them. 

 
Incorrect assessment of prophetic symbols 

 For instance, suggesting interpretations that are the opposite of Biblical 
examples 

 Making thought associations of convenience, rather than letting someone apply 
the word to more relevant areas of their lives 

 Adding in a personal or politically biased interpretation 
 
Inappropriate disclosure habits 

 Proclaiming personal sin 
 Invading people's space 

 
Prophetic manipulation 

 Emotional manipulation 
 Financial reward 
 Interpretations of convenience 
 Total misquotes of the Bible 

 
Watering down the word 

 Using vague Bible quotes (or messy scripture combinations!) 
 Messing up your theology, and then calling it ‘the word of the Lord’ 



 Using 200 words too many! 
 
Etc! 
 
 
Final Comments 
All of the bad habits just mentioned usually start as small bad habits (in small groups). In 
turn they can progress and bloom into full maturity as the audience and confidence level 
grows. Most of these bad habits are usually picked up from the little enthusiasms of the 
pastor or visiting preachers, and that provides an excellent reason for pastors to choose 
their visiting preachers carefully. 
 
The silly thing is that all of the above problems can be fixed or at least understood, by a 
mixture of good advice, mentoring, appropriate and timely teaching, occasional 
correction, and sensible operating techniques. Bad habits may be catching, but so is 
common sense, once we establish what that common sense should be, lead by example 
and make it commonly known. 
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