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Turning Obstacles into Opportunities 

Use the Group Rules as the foundation for this. 

I’ve observed one, underlying fear that pulls people away from “popcorn teaching” and 

interactive learning more than any other. Usually it’s unspoken so unaddressed. “I know I’ll run 

into problem people and problem situations if I teach like this.”  

Let me assure you: yes, you will over time. This style teaching spreads a large measure of control 

to the group and dangers do arise. But it’s worth it, to you as the teacher, to the group and to 

individuals. Conflict is not a negative. Close relationships often experience conflict as a 

byproduct.  

And there are answers. Here are a few of mine gleaned from experience. Freely add your 

comments in the margin and make this your own.  

Problem Situations  

1. SILENCE: We have prepared our launching and guiding questions well, and can’t wait to 

throw them out. We ask them with energy...and we are greeted with blank stares. Now what?  

Silence is a great learning environment so don’t be afraid of it. Use silence to teach. In fact, ask 

questions occasionally where you instruct them to be quite for a certain amount of time to think it 

through. It gives the reflective members space to speak after processing, forces the verbal people 

to take time to process before engaging, and teaches the group to appreciate the power of silence, 

all positive results. Don’t be intimidated by silence or feel a need to fill in silent moments with 

words. Since we are focused on the process of growth, it’s okay if the group does not hit a home 

run every night. What are some reasons for silence?  

• The question is unclear: Look at the more active members and ask: “Is the question 

unclear or do you just need time to think?” If they answer, the group is on the move 

again. Take the heat personally, and restate. “My question was not very clear. What I 

wanted to ask is...” If it’s still not clear and is important, laugh at yourself a bit and ask 

for help to formulate a question. You may also need to answer your own question if it’s 

still unclear (do some “popcorn” teaching before moving on to the next question). Then 

make a mental note for future question writing. Remember, writing good questions is an 

art and you will learn over a lifetime.  

• They need time to think: If they understand the question, be patient! This is our desire, to 

get them to think. Some of us are more deliberate thinkers by nature. Take time to draw 

from these deep wells. Express with words, actions, and posture that you believe in them 

and are not in a rush. “Go ahead and think about the question a bit.” Let them know that 

silence is not a threat to you, as we pray silently. Remember, they just heard the question 

for the first time and you’ve been chewing on it all week.  

• They have fear or discomfort: Silence can provide a powerful learning opportunity and 

deepen dialog, but it can threaten some, specially when they are not used to this style of 

learning. Sometimes commenting on the silence helps break the ice. Make it safe for 

them to share their feelings. Remember, if you put down one person in the group, it also 

affects the others because they are listening in and could think, “I’m next!” So be 

sensitive and gentle, like Jesus. Ask: “Is the question a bit too threatening?”  
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• It’s a lethargic group at this time: Many come from a busy, pressure filled day. This may 

be the first time today they’ve relaxed. Lethargic people used to bother me until the Lord 

brought to mind the sacrifice they made in coming to the group even though they are 

tired. It would have been easier for them to stay home. These people can draw from your 

enthusiasm (enthusiasm comes from the words “God” and “in us” so be enthusiastic 

about what God has given you). Pray silently for them; only God can ignite them. Love 

them where they are. Maintain smiling eye-to-eye contact. The last resort for that night if 

everyone remains lethargic, go for the punch- line through short, direct teaching. Then 

break earlier for prayer and refreshments. You may accomplish more in informal 

conversation and care afterwards.  

2. DIFFICULT QUESTIONS: The question they ask is on the theme, but tough to answer. Be 

honest; don’t pretend to know an answer if you don’t. We are not “The Answer Man or Woman.” 

What if the question is not worth investing more time in during the group? “If you are interested 

in looking into that, I could help point you towards some sources during cookies after the 

meeting.” “  

• “That’s a very good question!” [affirming] “What do the rest of you think?” [redirecting 

to involve the group, especially when the question calls for personal experience that some 

of the others in the group may have.]  

• If no one knows (or it becomes a sharing of ignorance), cut it off. “That’s a great 

question. I don’t know either. Why don’t we all look into this question during the week 

and talk about it first thing next meeting?”  

• When might we as teachers answer the question ourselves? If there is a need for 

specialized knowledge that you have and it is on theme. Remember, though, that we do 

not want to come across as the “answer expert.”  

3. WRONG ANSWERS:  

• If it’s wrong information, but comes from the text, take the heat personally for the 

confusion. “Sorry! My question was probably not clear.” Then restate the question and 

re-read the passage for them, emphasizing what the answer is if it’s clear in the text. Have 

them reflect back what they said. “I’m not sure if I understood you correctly. Would you 

mind repeating that same idea with different words?”  

• If it’s biblically accurate, but just does not come from this passage, say something like: 

“Thanks. This is consistent with the ‘main & plain’ of the Bible. I’ve never seen that 

before in this text. Help me. Could you show me where you got that from this passage?” 

If they come up with something close, give them the benefit of the doubt, even if it’s a 

stretch since our desire is to release thinking. Then move on by redirecting the group with 

your previous question. “What are some other ideas?”  

• If the answer is biblically accurate, but does not answer the question, then affirm the truth 

in their response, reread the verse, restate the question and redirect with “What do some 

of the rest of you think about our theme of...?”  

• What if the answer is theologically inaccurate? I seldom correct the person in the group if 

they are wrong (my seminary profs may turn over in their graves). I believe that the long 

term benefit of people interacting around Scripture and the illuminating ability of the 

Holy Spirit to teach and correct outweighs most errors. Also, many groups will monitor 

themselves, especially if we have trained them well. Our Christian journey is a marathon 

and not a sprint. I don’t have to correct everything in one night. Redirect to the whole 

group with a neutral comment. “Interesting thought. What other thoughts do the rest of 
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you have on [then reword the original question, not the wrong answer]?” Redirect with a 

more direct question, “Does anyone know other Scripture passages that may help us to 

understand God’s mind here?”  

Then when you summarize after several other correct answers, summarize what was correct and 

ignore the incorrect. Most people in the group know the person is off base. Others will understand 

when you summarize. Perhaps you may want to talk to the person privately afterwards since you 

are interested in his/her growth as a disciple. Relationship goes a long way toward smoothing out 

any rift. Begin by asking questions for clarification, not with statements. “I’m interested in your 

comment during the group about.... What do you think about [related subject to draw out what 

they think]?” Occasionally we may need to correct a member publicly in the group, but be careful 

of the collateral affect on the other members.  

• What if the group is way off on something that is “main and plain” so when you try to 

redirect, the group is also off base? It’s probably best to move on from that point as 

quickly as possible. You have group dynamics against you, even if the Holy Spirit is 

behind you! Choose your battlefields carefully in the group setting. Then teach on the 

topic some weeks later, laying a thorough biblical foundation that counteracts their false 

assumptions before re-addressing this question again.  

• Always dignify their answer. Even a wrong answer may be the right answer to another 

question!  

4. DISAGREEMENT: Is disagreement healthy or unhealthy in a group?  

It depends! Some tension can be very helpful for proper group harmony, but too much 

can be harmful, like with a violin. Discussing a controversial issue from Scripture could 

ignite a desire for God’s Word as they see how current and life-changing Scripture is.  

• In pregnant moments like this, we will probably teach more by how we respond then by 

what we say. Respond humbly, teachable. They may be right. If you must disagree, 

disagree without being disagreeable.  

• Clarify! Many disagreements are merely semantics. Put yourself in their moccasins and 

think through their eyes. “Do you mean...?” (then restate using their words when 

possible) or “Could you tell me in your own words what you heard me say? I don’t 

always say what I think I say!” “That’s interesting, John. Could you share with me how 

you arrived at your conclusion?”  

• Focus on points of agreement on the “main & plain” as you summarize, not the points of 

disagreement (Rom 14:1). “Here’s what I hear us saying that we agree on, ....”  

• If the difference is a rabbit trail or too controversial, postpone for the sake of the group. 

“Thanks for your openness! You have a good point, but that’s too large a subject to 

handle now. Let’s talk about that over cookies.” or “If this is something that’s potentially 

life-impacting for you, let’s both look into that, and maybe we can have lunch next week 

together.”  

102 / Teaching that Transforms  

5. VULNERABLE SHARING: How do you respond when someone shares inappropriately or too 

vulnerably about a difficult problem they are facing (TMI)? Begin by shooting up a silent prayer 

to see what that Father is doing, and then by responding with a tentative opening so you can let 

others know that you are seeking to genuinely understand.  
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• “It sounds like...” 

• “What I’m hearing is...” 

• “I’m not sure, but I hear you saying...”  

Accurately restate the feelings you heard the person share. Until they know you heard, there will 

not be a lot of openness. Mirror back the feeling that you heard or sensed. Mad? Glad? Sad? 

Scared? Confused? Angry? What are the facts of what the person has openly shared (don’t guess 

here or you could possibly be judging motives). Content identifies the who, what, when, where, 

why of what was shared. Problems at work? Challenges in their walk with God? Struggles with 

their teens? Putting active listening to work? Be sensitive, but remember this is not the context to 

solve long-standing problems nor is this a place for long term counseling.  

• “It sounds like (tentative opening]...you’re feeling really angry [feeling]...because your 

teenage son is doing poorly in school [facts].”  

• “What I’m hearing is [tentative opening]...that you feel sad [feeling]...because of your 

struggles to follow Jesus [fact].  

6. AUTHORITY PROBLEM: If someone does not respond to our authority, how do we 

respond? As leaders we have the authority to set boundaries for our group. God has given 

this authority.  

• Explore this thoroughly outside of the group setting, perhaps alone with the person if 

same-sex, but not if opposite-sex.  

• Then include the other mature people in the group, if necessary, but also in a setting 

outside the group.  

• Also, other levels of authority are available in a local church to assist and to support us in 

prayer and counsel, and even to help directly with the process, if necessary. Work 

together on these tough problems.  

• Ultimately, we may need to ask a person not to return after due process (although I’ve 

never led a group personally where I’ve needed to go that far).  

Problem People  

1. WILMA WALLFLOWER (a group member who sits quietly and seldom participates). 

What do we do? People like Wilma are one of my favorite challenges because I believe 

there is uncommon potential in this common person. Wilma does not normally 

understand the tremendous gifts she can bring to the community.  

• Never quit on Wilma and don’t criticize or poke fun at her in the group because she will 

disengage!  

• This shy or shut down person is a valued treasure full of untapped resources. Find 

opportunities to affirm her in the group and encourage her personally afterwards.  

• Direct an easier knowledge/fact question or launching questions or open an ended 

question to her. Look for any positive signs of body language from her (leaning forward, 

nod, sparkle) “Were you about to say something?” (but then also be ready to give an easy 

out).  

• Assign a question to be discussed in pairs or threes and invite several to read answers, 

including Wilma. “We need everyone’s responses and ideas in the table group.”  
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2. MONA MONOPOLIZER: (a group member who usually jumps in and talks for long 

periods of time before others have a chance). How do we respond?  

• What does this do to group dynamics? It will shut group dynamics down so we need to 

deal with Mona for the health of the group as well as for her spiritual health.  

• Mona may be unaware of the “Group Guidelines,” so review.  

• Perhaps she is afraid of silence and fills the gaps with noise.  

Teach again, “Silence is good, healthy”  

• Ask Mona Monopolizer a direct question, affirm her, and  

demonstrate that she is valued and recognized. Often times a deep need is to feel valued. 

After her answer (or when she takes a breath!), direct a question to the group: “What do 

the rest of you think?” in order to redistribute to make space for others to participate in 

the dialog.  

• Ask a question, and then say “Could someone who has not yet answered tonight...?”  

• Up the pressure if needed: “Mona, thanks for your good answer. I would also like to hear 

what others have to say. In order to give everyone a chance, let’s not speak a second time 

until everyone has had a chance.”  

• Talk to Mona outside the group and enlist her aid. “You have many good ideas, Mona. 

You could help me keep the group on track by selecting a couple that are most helpful for 

the group.”  

• Escalate as needed, although in my experience it has seldom been necessary. Mona and 

the group are both worth the effort. If we do need to confront, do it privately for her sake 

and for the group’s good. It may be appropriate to go with another person (especially if 

opposite-sex). If this still does not work, set appropriate boundaries. Remember that God 

has given us authority to maintain the health of the group.  

3. BOBBY BUNNY-TRAIL: (a group member who gets off the subject being discussed 

and focuses on other tangential issues).  

• Some rabbit trails are actually the Holy Spirit’s leading, His plan for the hour that is 

better than our plan. So determine if this is a valuable rabbit trail.  

• How can we tell if it’s valuable? Ask God. “Lord, is this a benefit to the group, the topic 

and the timing?” Then go with your gut! Trust that as you have prepared yourself by 

delighting in the Lord that He will give us His desires (Ps 37:4). What if in hindsight after 

the group-time you come to believe that it was not healthy? Turn to God. “Lord, I think I 

blew it. Please speak louder because I’m a bit deaf.” Then push back in and delight afresh 

in the Lord without condemnation.  

• Listen to the question beneath the question/comment. That unexpressed question may be 

on target. Honestly affirm and then redirect. “That’s an interesting take. I never thought 

of it that way before. Let’s talk about that afterwards over cookies. But the question we 

want to look at now is....”  

• Rephrase rabbit-trail comment so that it redirects towards your question. “There are many 

times in our lives, like Bobby mentioned..., how do the rest....”  

• Take the heat. “I’m sorry, Bobby, but I missed the connection. Help me see the 

relationship between (rabbit trail) and (theme).” They will often admit that they’re off the 
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theme, and then it’s easy to move back. Humor is good...but not directed at them 

personally.  

4. THELMA THEOLOGIAN: (a group member who brings up obtuse theological 

controversies that are tangents to what the lesson is targeted for). Now what?  

• “Interesting question. Maybe we can talk about that afterwards over cookies. For now, 

what do some of you others think about....” and redirect your eye contact on the rest of 

the group.  

• Be sure, though, to take personal time afterwards. Encourage a “sanctified curiosity” in 

them, but major on the “main ‘n plain,” those truths that are clear and central. You may 

also want to ask Thelma afterwards: “If we came up with an answer to that question, how 

would it change your life or the lives of others?” If it wouldn’t, I would rather spend time 

in areas that are the “main and plain” and will change lives.  

• If Thelma does this repeatedly, talk to her in private to encourage her to cooperate with 

where the group leader is going in the discussion, using the “Group Guidelines” as a 

basis. If she will still not respond, her problem is exposed as an authority problem and 

can be dealt with as such.  

5. ROBBY REVEALER: (a group member who will tell more than is appropriate in the 

group or reveal a level of emotions that may not be appropriate in an open group). Robby 

begins to cry as he tells about the difficulties in her childhood, beginning to reveal scenes 

that he would relate to his therapist. Now what?  

• Be sure you as the teacher are comfortable with emotions, and you’re not struggling with 

your own stuff. How we react as teachers will strongly influence the feelings of security 

and respect in the group.  

• There is no formula. Utilize “L-shaped” listening. “Wow, Robby, that seems like it’s still 

a painful memory for you  

Delight yourself in the LORD and he will give you the desires of your heart (Ps 37:4). 

(acknowledgement). It’s difficult to be put down (validation). Thanks for giving us a chance to 

learn from your experience (appreciation). There are several in here who would be glad to pray 

with you later if you want, but now let’s take a look at how we might influence a situation...” 

(redirect).  

6. ALVIN ADVICE-GIVER: (a group member who will tell another member exactly what the 

other needs, even though advice was not requested). How do we respond?  

• Protect the person that the advice is directed towards. Sometimes this means intervening.  

• Remind the group again of the “Group Guidelines.”  

7. CHARLEY CRITIC: (a group member disagrees beyond reason and points out how 

flawed an idea is). What do we do?  

• •  

•  

If it’s persistent and insistent, then Charley probably has an authority problem.  
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Begin to note who the disagreement is with. With you? With one group member in particular? 

With the group as a whole? With someone outside the group? 

It’s best to refocus the group and deal with the problem outside the group. Go to him alone 

“When you meet resistance, move to relationship” If the person continues, see the responses 

under “monoplizer.”  

Summary Responses  

Now that we have explored a few specific responses for specific circumstances, you have 

probably begun to see some similarities. Let’s dialog about some tips for tough times as a general 

strategy for handling most problems. Freely utilize the margins for insights that hit you as you are 

working through this, additions, stories, illustrations or questions.  

1. Pray: A short, silent “fox hole” prayer is a good beginning to any and every problem. In your 

private prayer times away from the group, pray for any problem people or people needing a 

breakthrough (and have your core group do the same). Prayer changes people.  

2. Serve: Keep the desire of serving God’s highest purposes for the group in the forefront of our 

heart. Don’t take conflict or attack personally, but learn and grow personally from it. Don’t get 

hooked by getting goaded into a conflict during the group discussion. Maintain respect and 

acceptance for the person and for their opinions.  

3. Affirm: Always dignify the learner’s response, often verbally in as positive, but honest a way 

as possible. “That a perceptive answer.” “Interesting.” “I appreciate your response.” Give them as 

much credit as possible (as a minimum, credit for participating). Most every answer is the right 

answer to some question, although maybe not the one the group is addressing.  

4. Remind: Coach the group with the group guidelines. Listen before speaking. Don’t jump to 

conclusions. Avoid unsolicited advice giving unless that is what you want the group to engage in 

because of the power of modeling. Speak from your “1
st 

person story” conversation rather than 

projecting your thoughts on them. Remind as appropriate “what is shared here stays here.”  

5. Guide: Use spontaneous or planned guiding questions to clarify what the person means. 

“That’s a good thought, but help me see how your answer relates to the question...?” [than restate 

your question.] Often this will either help the person to refocus or give you the thread of the 

person’s thinking so that you can then affirm and move on.  

6. Redirect: Use redirecting questions to rely on others in the group for help. “Thanks for that, but 

what do the rest of you think about...?” [then rephrase your original question.] This allows the rest 

of the group to bring the targeted dialog back on track without needing to correct the person.  

7. Postpone: Postpone the discussion if it’s too hot or too involved. If the group member will not 

let it lay, remember that God has given you authority in this group. Use it in a gentle spirit to 

serve the highest purposes of the group.  

• Postpone until after this meeting: “Great thought! [or “Interesting thought,” depending] 

That’s beyond our present topic so let’s talk about that later over cookies, okay?” Then be 

sure to talk to the person afterwards. This is not an avoidance technique.  
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• Postpone until another meeting. “You’ve touched on a huge topic” or “I don’t have any 

idea on that.” or “Give me some time and we’ll spend a night looking at that subject in 

the group.”  

8. Private conversation: Speak to the person in private outside the group if the person is 

not getting a clue in the group (with another person if opposite-sex). If the offense is 

serious enough and frequent enough, you may have to place boundaries on the person. 

Use the Group Guidelines and the purpose of the group to involve everyone as 

participants as the basis for this. Work this through with your core. It’s a great leadership 

development time, corporate wisdom is a great help, and then you also have multiplied 

support in the group setting. Set escalating boundaries since the goal is restoration (Matt. 

18, Gal. 6:1). For example, don’t jump the first time directly to, “If this ever happens 

again, you can’t ever come back to this group.” If the person persists, however, they have 

an authority problem, and it may be time to involve the local church leaders, at least on a 

prayer basis.  
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