OUTLINE OF LESSONS ON ‘CHURCH GROWTH’

Introduction

A.  Before thinking about ‘church growth’ it is important to establish what kind of church we want to grow.

1.  There is no blessing in helping a church grow that is headed in the wrong direction (Matt. 15:13).  Sometimes things need to be corrected within the church before it seeks to enlarge itself (Rev. 2-3).  Otherwise we do the wrong things in a bigger way.
2.   We want the kind of church growth that God approves and blesses.

B.  The kind of church we want to see growing is . . .
1.  The one started by Jesus (Matt. 16:18-20) and founded on Him (1 Cor. 3:11).  The people who make up Christ’s church are simply people who have become Christians as described in Scripture.
2.  A church that strives to worship the way God instructs (Matt. 15:9; 1 Cor. 14:26, 40).

3.  A church that strives to have biblical leadership (Acts 14:23; 20:17, 28-31; 1 Tim. 3:1-7; Tit. 1:5-9; 1 Pet. 5:1-5).

4.  A church that teaches and encourages the members to be Christ-like, holy in their lives (1 Thess. 4:1-8; Heb. 12:14-17; Matt. 5-7).

5.  A church that places emphasis on studying, understanding and obeying the Word and will of God (Eph. 4:11-16; Heb. 5:12-14; Eph. 5:17; compare Ezra 7:10; Psa. 119).

6.  An important biblical study of the church is Everett Ferguson, The Church of Christ (use Korean title), translated by Kee Jun Suh. 
Body
I.  Three ways in which a biblical church should grow.

A.  Numerical growth; growth in size.

1.  Important:  we want to see more and more people come to Jesus Christ.  

2.  The gospel is to go to “all the nations” (Matt. 28:18-20).

3.  Paul tried to reach people who had not heard the message (Rom. 15:20-21).

4.  This means that efforts will be made to evangelize new people.

B.  Spiritual growth:  growth in nature, spirit, and quality.

1. Throughout the New Testament people are urged to grow spiritually, not to remain in the same position year after year.

2. Christians come to partake of God’s divine nature (2 Pet. 1:2-4), his holiness (Heb. 12:14).  Refusing to grow spiritually means that people follow their own nature rather than God’s nature.  That does not please Him.
3. Worship, instruction and congregational encouragement and discipline are regular activities designed to help Christian grow.

4.  The letters Jesus wrote to the seven churches of Asia give us some ideas about what He expects of His churches (Rev. 2-3).

C.  Organic growth:  growth in relationships as a body of believers.

1.  The New Testament places much emphasis on doing things to and for “one another.”

2. The Greek word appears about 100 times, one third of which relate to Christian relationships.  The “one another” relationships involve love, forgiveness, encouragement, prayer, and many other things.  Churches have to grow in these relationships.
3.  Congregations must grow in the ability to live in harmony, unity, and to pull together in doing God’s work.

Note:  To achieve all of these kinds of growth requires that constant and faithful teaching and encouragement be done.  Christians must pray for these kinds of growths.

II.  How good, strong churches develop.

A. Allen Tippett (1911-1988), Australian anthropologist of Fuller's School of World Missions and Church Growth and Methodist missionary to the South Pacific, states in his Verdict Theology in Missionary Theory,
 proposed six components of developing stable churches.  A growing, stable church must have . . .

1. Self-image, seeing itself serving as Christ's church in its own right.  It must ask, “Are we Christ’s church in the world?  Are we Christ’s people?”

2. Self-functioning, able to carry on all the normal functions of a church, such as worship, Christian education, edification, and so forth.  Preachers and teachers must develop churches through teaching, encouragement, prayer and discipline.

3. Self-determining, making its own decisions before the Lord.  While churches may learn from others, they must make their decisions and live with those decisions.  We will deal with this more extensively later. 

4. Self-supporting, carrying its own financial burdens and paying for its own ministry activities.

5. Self-propagating, seeing itself as responsible for carrying on the great commission of Jesus. It is taught to reach out through many members.

6. Self-giving, endeavoring to minister to the social and spiritual needs of its own community.   Like Jesus, we are not here to be served, but to serve (Matt. 20:28).
B.  It is important here to notice the ways in which churches grow and decline, how they have gains and losses.

1.  Gains come in four ways:  baptism of our children, conversion of outsiders, people who transfer in, and people who are restored or reclaimed from unfaithfulness.

2.  Losses may come through transfers out, death or apostasy.  

3.  Churches grow numerically be increasing the gains and reducing the losses as far as that is possible.  But we are unable to control all of these factors:  deaths, moves because of occupation, etc.
4.  But the church can make some decisions that affect outcomes.  We can make decisions that affect satisfaction within the congregation (transferring out) , whether or not people remain faithful to Christ (apostasy),  and the number of conversions.

5.  This leads to the next factor of importance. 
C.  The importance of good ministry decisions.

1.  Some aspect of the church’s life and work are in direct response to the Word of God, like evangelizing and helping the poor (Matt. 28:19-20; Acts 20:34-35; 1 Thess. 5:17; etc.).
2.  Other aspects of the church’s ministry are produces of human decisions.  They are decisions about ministry that are not directly mentioned in Scripture.  These decisions about ministry often determine whether a church grows or not.  It may not be the doctrines the church teaches and practices that make the difference, but the decisions about practical ministry.  
3.  In these matters we are to be wise and thoughtful.
a.  The church should pray for wisdom in making the decisions (Jas. 1:5).

b.  It is not wise to do things just because they are done by other congregations of the churches of Christ.  Each congregation needs to look at its own situation, its own context of ministry, and make good ministry decisions.  A church in a small town  is in a different position than the one in a large city.
c.  It is a point of spiritual weakness to do things because they are done by Protestant denominations, Roman Catholics or independent groups since they do not have the same commitment to Scripture that churches of Christ  have.  Remember, Israel became very displeasing to God when she wanted a king so she could be like the nations about her! (1 Sam. 8:4-9).  This issue came up repeatedly as a blemish in Israel (I Sam. 10:19; 12:12, 17; Hos. 8:4; 13:10-11).   Things are not wrong because they are done by others, but it is wrong of the church to do thing in order to be like others.   If we do what others do we should have good biblical reasons for doing so.  Our first goal should be to please God, regardless of what others do.
d.  Ministry decisions must be made within the bounds of biblical principles like these:  what will bring glory to God (1 Cor. 10:31), will build up the church (1 Cor. 14:26), will encourage Christians (1 Thess. 4:18; 5:11), etc.

4.  In some cases we can use good research that has been done by others that will help us make good decisions.

a.  Research on how non-Christians have been attracted to Jesus Christ, who were the most influential in bringing non-Christians to Jesus, aspects of the church’s life and ministry that was attractive to non-Christians, etc.

b.  It is important to check whether the research is responsible.

c.  Questions for discussion:  What factors attracted you to the gospel of Jesus and the church of Jesus?  Do you know which factors attracted others? 

D.  A list based on the work of Jesus and the early church.

1.  When Jesus was on the earth doing His ministry it was often summarized under three headings:  teaching, preaching and healing/showing compassion (Matt. 4:23; 9:35-38; Mk. 1:21-28; 6:34; Jno. 18:20-21).
2.  Interestingly, but not surprisingly, the early church is found doing the same things:

a.  Preaching/teaching the good news of Jesus and the kingdom (Acts 8:1-4, 12, 35; 11:19-21; 13:5; 20:25; 28:30-31; 1 Thess. 1:6-8; etc.).
b.  Teaching to strengthen the church (Acts 11:22-26; 14:21-23; 15:32, 41; 16:5; 20:32; Eph. 4:11-16; etc.)
c.  Being compassionate; deeds of love (Jno. 13:35; Acts 11:27-30; 20:33-35; Rom. 15:25-28; 2 Cor. 8-9; Gal. 2:10; 6:9-10; Col. 3:12; 1 Jno. 3:16-18; etc.).
3.  If a church wants to grow as taught in the New Testament it will check itself out to see how well it is doing in these three areas:

a.  It is evangelizing?  What steps is it taking to make known the gospel to the people in its area?  Is it training its members to speak meaningfully about Jesus to their friends and acquaintances?  Does the church create events to which the members may invite their friends?  Remember, if people are not being exposed to the gospel they are not likely to obey it!  Discussion:  spend some time sharing what you are doing or what you know others are doing to evangelize.
b.  To what extent is the church being taught so it can mature in the faith?  Does it have meaningful Bible classes?  Does it receive printed materials that will be helpful to it?  Does it know how to take advantage of good materials on the Internet?  Does it ever have special teaching by a visiting teacher?  Discussion:   Spend some time discussion how you or others you know are strengthening the church by teaching.  

c.  Does the church engage in compassionate service?  Does it help local people that need help?  Does it help people at a distance who are in need?  Discussion:  Spend some time sharing ways your church or others are engaging in compassionate services to those who are in need.
 E.  Self-examination (2 Cor. 13:5; Gal. 6:4-5) by a church and its leaders.
1.  It is known that churches go through certain “Health Cycles” (see diagram).  Those who have studied hundreds of congregations, local churches, have discovered that churches often go through a cycle in their lives.  This chart portrays the stages in this cycle.

a. Dream:  People conceive the idea of planting a new church.  They begin to visualize what can happen.  That is good.

b. Beliefs:  Ideally, they should state the beliefs behind the beginning of a new church.  What are they in terms of God, Christ, the Holy Spirit, the salvation of people, the praise of God?

c. Goals:  Usually people set certain goals, which is a good idea.  But they need to be realistic goals.  A little later in this class we shall look more carefully at the dynamic of setting goals.  But at this time people are encouraged and even excited about possibilities.

d. Structure:  When the church is finally planted and people begin to meet for worship and depart for service they have a certain structure with which they work.  Various people are responsible for certain tasks; regular times of meeting are established.  Financial stewardship is discussed and focused.

e. Ministry:  When the church grows with its structure to the point it is both larger and stronger in faith it is able to engage in ministry, realizing some of its potential.  This is usually the high point in the life of a congregation.  Some churches stay in this position for several decades while others seem to last no longer than twenty years.  Environmental shifts, age changes in the congregation, and other factors can cause change in focus of the church.  Sometimes they turn in on themselves, spending most of their funds and energy on themselves rather than reaching out to others in compassion and evangelism.  This can lead to the next phase:

f. Nostalgia:  The best days are in the past.  People are proud of their past and spend too much time talking about it, even living in the past.  I have seen it is several congregations.  The downward trend can be stopped there if the leadership will engage in realistic assessment of its environments and ministry potential, and then cast a new vision.  But otherwise the church moves downward another step;

g. Questioning:  Discouraged at their lack of grown, members begin to question within themselves and even ask questions of the leaders.  They can question the leadership; it is easy to place blame on someone.  Discontent increases, and this can lead to the next downward step.

h. Polarization:  With the leaders either no acting, or making decisions everyone does not accept, several people begin to surface with their own ideas.  The church becomes polarized.  Bad feelings occur.  Some members, disliking dispute and disagreement, simply go to other churches.  Others stay behind and participate in the dispute, sticking up for their ideas about what should be done.  This is a bad time and things need to be handled carefully and constructively.  If that does not happen, then the next step is seen:  dropout.

i. Dropout:  When enough people drop out and go elsewhere the church is in danger of being dissolved. 
2.  Here some questions to ask about your congregation:

a.  How good are our church’s attitudes?   

i. Does the church have unity and love among the members?  (Eph; 4:1-1-3]   

ii. Would outsiders feel welcome if they came to our meetings?  
iii. Is there a sense of mutual help among the members?  (Gal. 6:2)
b. What is our church now doing to teach non-Christians the gospel?

i. Remember, if we are not teaching the gospel to people who are not Christians we cannot expect the church to grow in numbers.

ii. It is important to make a distinction between simply making contacts with people and actually teaching them the gospel of Christ.

iii.  Some activities are designed simply to make contact with new people.  But that must be followed up with serious teaching of the gospel.

iv.  Some members are good at making contact with others even though they cannot each them the gospel in a good way.  Use those members to do what they do best.  A preacher will do well to teach others how to communicate the gospel (compare 2 Tim. 4:1-2 with 2 Tim. 2:1-2).  He is not to do it all.  A part of his work is to equip others (Eph. 4:11-16).

c.  How well does our congregation accept new converts and make them

     a functional part of the congregation?

i. Some churches are satisfied with their own group and do not do a good job of accepting others into their fellowship.

ii. New members need to be welcomed; they need to become an active part of the church’s life.  If that does not happen then they tend to fall away.

d.  How well does our church give post-baptismal training and encouragement to new converts to Christ?
i. People do not automatically know the meaning of the Lord’s supper, the hymns we sing, the nature of prayer, how to read the Bible for themselves, and basic Christian living—unless they are taught by a more mature Christian.

ii. The early church took seriously the task of giving instruction to new believers.  All the books of the New Testament are in one way or another designed to help Christians to understand Christian beliefs and practices.  

iii. It is a very good idea to train members of the congregation how to instruct new Christians.  That can be their special ministry for the Lord.

iv. There are some things that Christians all over the world need to know in order to function in the congregation and to be faithful to God:  the meaning of worship, the Lord’s supper, prayer (public and private), stewardship (supporting God’s work); the nature of the Christian life:  relationships with fellow-Christians and with non-Christians, life in the family, loyalty to Jesus in all things pertaining to work, money and other things (1 Cor. 10:31); Rom. 12:1-2).

v. It is also important to address those specific threats to the Christian life that you find in your country and area.  1 Corinthians is a good example of addressing local threats to Christian belief and life.  So is the Epistle to the Colossians (3:5-4:6).  Christian leaders in every area of the world need to learn how to address the primary challenges and threats to the Christians’ faith.
F.  Potential problem # 1:  does a “clergy system” hinder the ministry by the body of Christ.

1.  One clear principle in the New Testament is that there is no single group within the church that is supposed to do the ministry of the church.  Rather, the church itself, as the body of Christ, is to do the ministry of the church.  

2.  In no passage is this made more clear than Eph. 4:11-16:

a.  The ascended Christ “gave gifts among men” (vs. 8-10).

b.  Christ is the one who instituted positions of ministry like apostles, prophets, evangelists and pastors-teachers (these last two words refer to the same position or ministry).  The emphasis is not how long each ministry lasts, but on its function.

c.  Each ministry is important and different, but here it is affirmed that they are to “equip the saints for the work of ministry” (v. 11).  While those who do these four ministries were themselves “saints”, their function is to equip the other “saints” for ministry.  Ministry is to be done by the body itself, not just special persons within the body.  Note:  when the Christians were scattered after the death of Stephen, it was not the apostles who were scattered (Acts 8:1c).  But those other Christians were the ones who preached the gospel (v. 4).  

d.  The twelve apostles no longer live but we have their writings.  We no longer have the “gift of prophecy” or “prophets”, but we have apostolic teachings.  Evangelists and pastors-teachers remain.   Evangelists are not mentioned often in the NT (cf. Acts 21:8; 2 Tim. 4:5), but they evidently specialize in evangelizing.  The Greek “poimenas” uniformly refers in the NT either to literal shepherds who take care of sheep (Matt. 9:36; Lk. 2:8), as a metaphor of Jesus  who cares for His followers (Jno. 10:11-14; Heb. 13:20; 1 Pet. 5:4) or as a metaphor of those men who are otherwise designated as “overseers” (episcopoi) or “elders” (presbuteroi)(Acts 20:17, 28; 1 Pet. 5:1-4; cf. Tit. 1:5, 7).  One never reads of a single “pastor” who is over a church; when a church has “pastors” they are always in the plural and are synonymous with “elders” and “overseers.”

e.  In Eph. 4, even though there may be “pastor-teachers” work is to be done by the saints “for building up the body of Christ” (v. 12).  Here “building up” particularly refers to understanding Christian truth so clearly that they cannot be “tossed about” by human doctrines and schemes (vs. 14-15), and to being Christ-like (v. 15) and living by the characteristic Christian principle (I Cor. 13) of  love (v. 16).

f.  It is very important for church leaders—formal leaders or informal leaders—to help every member to find some kind of ministry that he or she—young or old, male or female—can do for God.  The church is not pictures in the NT as merely a community of people who come together to worship, important as that is.  It is a body that ministers (Rom. 12:3-8; 1 Cor. 12:12-26).
III.  Moving toward growth.

Transition:  There are many variables in the growth of churches.  The contexts in which they are located has much to do with growth possibilities.  But many internal factors also affect the growth or decline of churches.  We shall look at these various factors, giving greater attention to the internal things that affect growth.

A. Context factors.

1.  Must pay attention to your context since it affects many aspects of your work.

a. The nature of the people who live there.

b. Are they settled or are they on the move.  Normally, settled people are harder to reach than people on the move.

c. Is the population increasing or decreasing or stable?

d. Are there majority and minority populations?

e. What about students?  Itinerant workers?  

f. There are big differences between city and village/small town populations.

2. Be sensitive to changes in your context.  Use research where that is available.

B. The Rogers-Shoemaker diagram of the “Innovation-Decision Process” is useful for thinking through church growth and its various components.
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1. “Knowledge” means only awareness of the existence of something and that it might have some relationship to the hearer.  That is, a non-Christian comes to be aware that being a Christian, or a particular kind of Christian, is  possible and potentially attractive.  But at this stage the non-Christian does not know enough to do much with his knowledge.  He/she needs to be moved to the second stage of “persuasion.”  Notice at the bottom of the diagram is a “time” line.  This diagram moves over time from left to right.
2.  “Persuasion” is the stage in which the outsider begins to learn enough about this new thing to think of a decision to accept or reject it.  Putting up a church sign or inserting an advertisement in a newspaper supplies insufficient information to convince a person to take steps.  Much more is involved, and we shall pay more attention to this later.

3.  “Decision” is the stage at which a person begins to take steps either to accept this new thing or reject it.  The decision may come quickly or in stages over time, depending on a wide variety of factors involved in the person, his context and the message itself.

4.  “Acceptance” means that the person has decided to accept the new thing and takes steps to do so.  In communicating the gospel this means that the person decides to follow Jesus:  he or she believes in (trusts) Jesus, repents of sins, confesses Jesus and is baptized into Christ.  That is not the end of the process, but it is the result of the initial decision to accept.  
5. “Continued Acceptance” or “Later Rejection.”  Over time the person, in this case the new Christian may remain steadfast and grow in the Christian faith, or he or she may later turn away.  These two options are a produce of further decisions by the new Christian, but many factors figure into that decision.  The church has much to do with their person’s continuation in the faith.  This leads to the next element, Confirmation.

6.  “Confirmation.”  Rogers and Shoemaker use this word to refer to the way in which the communicator, in this case the Christian or the church, reinforces the new believer, strengthens him or her and helps to manage problems that arise.  This is a multi-faceted activity to which the church should pay careful attention.  Failure to do so can contribute to the new Christians discouragement and eventual departure from the faith.
7.  “Rejection” is the other alternative response.

8.  Application:  what message shall we preach/teach?

a.  When we compare the sermons to Jews and the sermons to Gentiles recorded in Acts we gain some insight.  The two sermons to Gentiles (Acts 14:14-18 at Lystra & 17:22-31 at Athens) mention the Creator God and His care for people.  That was an important beginning point in their context.  Of course, that was not the whole story, but it was a good and appropriate beginning point.  There were no references to the Old Testament materials.  By contrast, the sermons to Jews (Acts 2, 3, 7, etc.) regularly use the OT materials, and refer to Abraham, Moses, David, and the prophets as forecasting the events they had  been seeing.  The affirmation that the Messiah had come and that forgiveness of sins was now fully available was good news to Jewish people.  

b.  In our own day it is important to have a good sense of where to begin.  Note a few examples:

i. Guatemalan Indians:   a Jesus of power over evil.

ii. Buddhists:  deliverance from the punishment of sins.

iii. Euro-Americans respond to many strains:  forgiveness, superior way of life, salvation from punishment of sins.


​​​Conclusion

A.  It is a wonderful thing to be a Christian as outlined in the New Testament.  Our emphasis on the restoration of New Testament (biblical) Christianity is a very defensible and sensible approach to the Scriptures and the nature of God.    If I knew a better way to serve God I would follow it.  We need not to be ashamed of this approach, but rather to embrace it, preach it and life it (Cf. Ezra 7:10).

B.  Let us rise up and be faithful to God.  Prepare yourself and your congregation to do better and better work for our Lord.  You may be preparing people who can go elsewhere to preach the gospel!
� South Pasadena, CA: William Carey Library, 1973. Pages 148ff.





