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Tips for Tackling 
Five Common Challenges

Challenge #1: Preparation

Do you know that feeling when Bible study is in two days and you haven’t even 
fi nished the homework, much less prepared for the group session? We’ve all been there. 
I’m hurried, scattered, and less confi dent when I haven’t dedicated the proper time for 
preparation. I check myself with a little acronym when I prepare to lead: S-S-S. Many 
years ago I was asked to lead a segment on teacher training for a group of VBS leaders. I 
remember asking the Lord, “What are the most important things to remember when we 
handle your Word to teach?” As I sat listening, He gave me this process of S-S-S that has 
stuck with me through the years. It looks like this:

S – Savior. Know your Savior. We must spend time talking, listening, and 
staying closely connected with Jesus in order to lead well. As we keep our 
walk with Him close and vibrant, we can then hear His voice about how to 
structure our lesson, what questions to ask, and which verses in His Word to 
focus on. 

S – Story. Know your story. Though God has been gracious to me when I have 
winged it, I feel the most freedom with God’s truth when I have prepared 
thoroughly. Try not to cram in multiple days of homework at one time. Let 
it sink into your soul by reading curiously and slowly. Go back to areas that 
especially strike you and allow God to use His Word in your heart and mind 
so that you can teach with authenticity. 

S – Students. Know your students. Who are these women God has given you 
to shepherd? Are they struggling with fi nances, relationships, or body image 
issues? Are they mature Christ-followers who need to be challenged to go 
deeper in their study of God’s Word or seekers who need extra explanations 
about where the books of the Bible are located? Most likely, you will be teaching 
to a wide range of backgrounds as well as emotional and spiritual maturity 
levels, and you will need God’s wisdom and guidance to inspire them. 

Challenge #2: Group Dynamics

Have you experienced that uncomfortable feeling when you ask a discussion question 
and a long silence settles over the group? With your eyes begging someone to break the 
ice, you wonder if you should let the question linger or jump in with your own answer. 
Other problems with group dynamics surface when Silent Suzy never contributes to the 
conversation because Talking Tammy answers every question. What does a good leader 
do in these situations? While every group has a unique vibe, I have found these general 
concepts very helpful in facilitating discussion:
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First of all, a good leader asks questions. Jesus was our greatest example. He defi nitely 
taught spiritual truths, but one of His most effective methods was asking questions. As 
leaders, we must be intentional askers and listeners. I try to gauge myself throughout the 
discussion by refl ecting often on this simple question: “Am I doing all the talking?” When 
I fi nd I am hearing my own voice too much, I make a point to ask and listen more. Even 
if waiting means a little silence hangs in the air, eventually someone will pipe up and 
share. Women learn from each other’s insights and experiences; we rob them of others’ 
comments when we monopolize as leaders.

Now what about Talking Tammy? She not only answers every question but also 
makes a comment after each woman shares something (often relating to one of her own 
experiences). Try one of these transitional statements: 

• “Thanks Tammy, let’s see if someone else has some insight as well.” 
• “Let’s hear from someone who hasn’t shared yet today.”  
• “Is there anyone who hasn’t talked much today who would be willing to answer 

this question?”

The hope is that Talking Tammy will realize that she has had a lot of fl oor time. 
Sometimes Talking Tammy also struggles to “land the plane.” She can’t fi nd a stopping 

place in her story. Help her out by jumping in when she takes a breath and make a 
summary statement for her. For example, “I hear you saying that you could relate to the 
Corinthian believers in their disagreements. It’s diffi cult to be loving when we see things 
so differently. Anyone else fi nd the problems in the church at Corinth resonating in a 
similar way?” Occasionally I have had to take someone aside in a loving way and address 
her amount of talking. Pray hard and be gentle, but address the issue.

I once had several ladies leave the group because they were so frustrated by the 
continual barrage of talking by one woman in particular. Some of her many comments 
were insensitive and offensive to others in the room. I don’t like confrontation, so I didn’t 
want to address it. However, God grew me as a leader to speak loving truth even when it 
hurts for the benefi t of those we are called to shepherd. 

Sometimes even more challenging than Talking Tammy is Silent Suzy. We must walk a 
fi ne line as leaders, not putting on the spot those women who are uncomfortable talking 
in front of others. I have scared women away by being too direct. So how do we get Silent 
Suzy to talk without singling her out? Here are some ideas:

• If she is new to the study, don’t push her during the fi rst few sessions. Let her feel 
safe and get comfortable. Never call on her to pray out loud or single her out with 
a pointed question. I once said, “I want to know what Suzy thinks about this.” All 
eyes turned on her, and I’ll never forget the tears welling in the corners of her eyes as 
she said she wasn’t comfortable being called on. She didn’t come back to the group 
after that incident. I learned a valuable lesson from that Silent Suzy—don’t push!

• Listen with recall as she answers the All Play question that everyone is asked to 
answer. Watch for an opportunity to talk about something she has shared with a 
follow-up question that doesn’t pry.  
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• Take her out for coffee and get to know her. With time, she might warm up and 
begin to contribute to the discussion. Through a deepened relationship, you’ll get a 
better read on whether you should encourage her to talk. 

Challenge #3: Prayer Requests

How often do we run out of time when sharing prayer requests, leaving us no time 
to actually pray? How do you handle those women who aren’t comfortable praying out 
loud? What if your group has fi fteen to thirty women, and just listening to everyone’s 
prayer request takes half an hour? It’s so important to take the time to hear what is going 
on in each other’s lives and to pray for one another. Here are some creative ideas I have 
learned from others to help keep prayer time fresh:

• As women enter the room, direct them to take an index card or sticky note and 
write their prayer request on it. Then during prayer time, each woman can read her 
request aloud, and pass it to the woman on the right for her to keep in her Bible as a 
reminder to pray for the request until they meet again.

• Ask someone to record all the prayer requests and e-mail them to the group each 
week.

• If you have a small group, use a one- or two-minute sand timer when you are short 
on time. (Look in your game closet for one of these.) Lightheartedly tell each woman 
that she has one or two minutes to share her request so that each woman can have a 
turn. (You might want to fl ip it over again if tears accompany the request.)   

• If you have more than ten women, divide into two or three groups for prayer 
time. Assign a leader who will facilitate, keep the group on track, and follow up. 
Sometimes our prayer group has gone out for breakfast together or gathered in 
someone’s home to watch the teaching video again. 

• Have women pick one or two partners and split into small groups of two or three to 
share prayer requests and pray for each other. 

• Have an open time of popcorn prayer. This means let women spontaneously pray 
one-sentence prayers as they feel led. 

• After everyone shares requests, ask each woman to pray for the woman on her right. 
Clearly say that if anyone is uncomfortable praying out loud, she can pray silently 
and then squeeze the hand of the woman next to her. 

• Another option is to close the group in prayer yourself or ask a few women you 
know are comfortable praying in front of others to pray for the requests mentioned. 
Always be sensitive to others and affi rm that they will not be looked down on if 
they don’t like to pray out loud.

Making a change in your prayer time occasionally keeps it from becoming routine or 
boring. Talking with Jesus should be fresh and real. Taking an intentional, thoughtful 
approach to this important time of your study will add great value to your time together. 
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Challenge #4: Developing Leaders
Women’s Bible study groups are a great avenue for fulfi lling the 2-2-2 principle, which 

comes from 2 Timothy 2:2: “You have heard me teach things that have been confi rmed by 
many reliable witnesses. Now teach these truths to other trustworthy people who will be 
able to pass them on to others.” As a leader, God calls us to help raise up other leaders.

Is there a woman in your group who is capable of leading? How can you come alongside 
her and help equip her to be an even better leader? Wonderful women have invested in 
me through the 2-2-2 principle, even before I knew that term. As an apprentice, I watched 
them lead. They gave me opportunities to try leading without handing the full reins over 
to me. Then they coached and corrected me. I have since had the privilege of mentoring 
several apprentices in my Bible study group and watching them go on to lead their own 
groups. This is multiplying leaders and groups, and God loves it!  

Here is the 2-2-2 principle as laid out by Dave and Jon Ferguson in their book Exponential.1 
(My notes are added within brackets.)

• I DO. You WATCH. We TALK. 
• I DO. You HELP. We TALK. [Have your apprentice lead a prayer group or an activity 

or portion of the session.]
• You DO. I HELP. We TALK. [Ask your apprentice to lead one session with you 

assisting with facilitation alongside her.]
• You DO. I WATCH. We TALK. [Give your apprentice full ownership for leading a 

session and resist the urge to jump in and take over.]
• You DO. Someone else WATCHES. [As God leads over time, encourage your appren-

tice to start her own Bible study group.]

My mentor and I led a Bible study group together for years. As the group grew larger, 
we both sensed God leading us to multiply the group, forming two groups. It was painful 
as we missed studying and working with each other. However, God blessed and used 
both groups to reach more women. Then a woman in my group felt called to lead her 
own study. She worried that no one would come to her group. She asked many questions 
as we worked through the 2-2-2 principle. Her fi rst group meeting included eighteen 
women who now, fi ve years later, still love meeting together. I’ve seen pictures of them on 
Facebook enjoying special times together, and I praise God for all that He is doing. 

From our one study there are now over fi ve groups of women that meet regularly to 
study God’s Word. This kind of growth begins with commitment to share leadership, 
follow the 2-2-2 principle, and multiply so that more women can grow in their walk with 
Christ. Don’t miss the opportunity to develop new leaders with intentionality as you 
model and encourage other women to use their gifts.

Challenge #5: Reaching Out

How do you welcome new women into the group? This is especially tough if yours is 
an ongoing group that has had the same women in it for years. Newcomers can feel like 
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outsiders if it seems like everyone already knows the unspoken rules of the group. Also, 
what about those who are fi nding their way back to God? Are they welcome in the group? 
While the purpose of the group is primarily Bible study, I’ve seen the Great Commission 
of making disciples happen many times through women’s groups that meet for Bible 
study. God’s Word will do the transforming work in their lives through the Holy Spirit. 
We are called to reach out by investing and inviting. Here are some ways a leader can help 
create an open group:

• End each Bible study with a closing celebration brunch, encouraging the women to 
bring food and friends. Some ideas for this time together include:
1. Have an open time when women can share how God worked in their lives 

through the Bible study. 
2. Have one woman in the group share her testimony of how she came to 

understand the gospel and how it has been transforming her life recently.  
3. Bring in a speaker from outside the group to share a testimony.  
4. Make it fun! We play a fun group game (such as Fishbowl, Pictionary, or Loaded 

Questions) and have a white elephant jewelry exchange at Christmas. Women 
who might think Bible study is a foreign concept can see that you are just a 
bunch of regular women in pursuit of a supernatural God.

• Leave an empty chair in the group and pray for God to show you someone who 
needs a group of women she can study the Bible alongside.

• Though the main purpose of the group is Bible study, consider doing a service project 
together that you can invite other women to participate in (schedules permitting). 
Our group has made personal care bags for the homeless and also adopted a family 
at Christmas, which included going shopping for the gifts and wrapping them 
together. Depending on where God is leading your group, serving together can help 
put hands and feet to the truths you are learning. 

• Socials outside of Bible study also provide an opportunity to invite friends as a 
non-threatening transition. While the focus of your group is much more than social, 
planning an occasional social event can be a good way to forge deeper connections. 
Our Bible study group has gone bowling together, had a backyard barbecue, and 
planned a girls’ night out at a local restaurant. These times together not only help 
women get to know one another better but also give them a great chance to invite 
friends. These same friends who attend a social might later try a Bible study session 
once they have made connections with some of the women in the group. 

_______________ 

1.  Dave Ferguson and Jon Ferguson, Exponential: How You and Your Friends Can Start a 
Missional Church Movement (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2010), 58, 63.
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