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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Every year, thousands of churches close their doors in the United States.!
While the particulars of every church’s story are different, almost all of these closed
churches have something in common: the strategy they used to turn things around after a
season of decline did not work. When a community loses its gospel influence, when church
property is sold to developers, and when faith families lose their place of fellowship, this
grieves the heart of God.

Any gospel-preaching church closing its doors is bad news, but a case can be
made that the news is worse when a large, influential church comes to an end. While one
would not say that large churches are better than smaller ones, it is fair to say that their
impact often appears to reach farther. When a large church fails, the gap it leaves behind
in a community can be massive. The heart of this project is to see some of those large

churches who are declining experience a revitalization toward a new season of ministry.

Context

On January 15, 2017, a new Lead Pastor stepped into the pulpit at Christ
Community Church in Huntersville, NC after an overwhelmingly affirmative vote from
the congregation the previous month. He took over a church that had seen the highest of
highs and lowest of lows. Once perhaps the most prominent church in the area, Christ
Community was then a shell of its former self. In the mid-2000s, the church saw more

than 1,500 worshippers attend service every week. By late 2016, less than four hundred

! Yonat Shimron, “Study: More Churches Closing than Opening,” Religion News Service, May
26, 2021, https://religionnews.com/2021/05/26/study-more-churches-closing-than-opening/.
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people attended weekly. A myriad of issues accompanied this numerical decline. Giving
decreased sharply, staff were either laid off or found jobs at other churches, and ministry
programming was cut. Each step taken to try to keep the doors open only led to less and
less people attending the church. The result of this downward spiral was a church with no
forward momentum, no leadership, and a massive amount of debt.

Christ Community is a Southern Baptist church in a suburb of Charlotte, NC.
Originally started as a mission of First Baptist Church of Huntersville, the church was
chartered as East Huntersville Baptist Church in 1985. In 1992, the church called its second
pastor, who led the congregation through a period of steady growth. Along the way, the
church changed its name, adopted a seeker-sensitive model of ministry, and took on two
major building projects. As mentioned, in the early 2010s, the church began to decline. In
2015, the long-tenured senior pastor took another church in the area and Christ Community
was without a leader for eighteen months.

Beginning in 2017, the new Lead Pastor formulated a plan to bring the church
back to a place of health and fruitfulness. That plan consisted of four areas of emphasis
that would become the top priorities for the next several years: healthy discipleship, healthy

membership, healthy leadership, and healthy stewardship.

Healthy Discipleship

Coming off an extended period where the focus of the church was primarily on
the lost attenders instead of the believers within the fellowship, making disciples of the
Christians already present was a major factor. The strategy centered on two things: a
strong pulpit ministry and Word-centered small groups. The church moved from topical,
felt-need sermons to a primary diet of expositional book studies. This included walking
through books like 1 Timothy, Mark, Acts, Psalms, Esther, Genesis, and others.
Additionally, small groups became a major area of emphasis. These groups used a sermon-

based discussion guide to help members press even deeper into the Scriptures.



Healthy Membership

Part and parcel with a renewed emphasis on discipleship, the church also began
to prioritize meaningful membership. This meant instituting a robust membership process
that included a multi-week class covering theology, member commitments, church values,
and mission. Once prospective members completed the class, they met with someone from
the pastoral staff to discuss their personal salvation story, their understanding of the
gospel, and any theological issues that might arise.

Additionally, the church conducted a membership audit whereby they contacted
every inactive member on the roll to check on them. In that contact, pastors would
determine if they had moved, changed churches, abandoned the faith, or were simply
neglecting fellowship. This allowed for shepherding conversations to help those who had
strayed to return to fellowship with the church. Those who had moved cities or churches
were cleared from the rolls. These conversations enabled the pastors to have a firm grasp

on who exactly they had a duty to shepherd.

Healthy Leadership

The next area of emphasis was the leadership of the church, particularly the
staff. The Lead Pastor began a series of strategic hires, as the budget allowed, to lead in
vital areas of ministry. I was the first of these hires, into the role of Discipleship Pastor. I
was charged with developing and implementing much of the strategy outlined in the
previous two sections. Next, a full-time staffer was hired to oversee audio production,
video production, and all other technical aspects of the church. After him, a full-time kids
director was recruited to build a program suited for the large population of young families
in the area. Next, a student pastor was brought on to continue the emphasis on next
generation ministries. These staff decisions were prioritized by needs in the church and
opportunities in the community so that the church was able to maximize its impact at

each step.



Healthy Stewardship

Finally, the finances were addressed in this initial phase. The church was
carrying more than $3.75 million in debt due to a building project and the purchase of
several parcels adjacent to the church property. In 2017, 45 percent of the church’s budget
was allocated to debt service payments. This financial unhealth crippled the church’s
ability to do ministry and reach the community.

To combat this, the church launched a capital campaign to raise the funds to
eliminate the debt. Bolstered by an anchor gift from a longtime member, the capital
campaign eliminated about half of the debt. This made the remaining debt more
manageable. Coupled with a church that was growing in the number of givers each month,
this allowed Christ Community to pay off the entirety of their debt in 2019, a full three

years earlier than planned.

Declining Southern Baptist Churches

Christ Community is just one of thousands of churches who have experienced
a sharp decline in attendance in recent years. The Southern Baptist Convention has seen a
steady decline in total attendance and membership metrics over the last fifteen years.? That
decline has been felt in churches across the United States. While there are certainly plenty
of growing churches, a recent Lifeway Research study found that 35 percent of churches
could be described as “declining” and another 35 percent are “plateaued.”
While it might be tempting to blame this downward trend in attendance on the

recent COVID-19 pandemic, research shows that churches in the United States have been

facing this problem for quite some time. The Barna Group summarizes it this way in a

2 Travis Loller, “Southern Baptists See 13th Year of Membership Decline,” Associated Press,
June 4, 2020, https://apnews.com/article/7af47e665b966ba6fa837246274473c5.

3 “Becoming Five Multiplication Study,” Lifeway Research, February 2019,
https://research.lifeway.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/2019ExponentialReport.pdf.
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report released before COVID-19 lockdowns were implemented: “In actual numbers, 36
percent fewer Americans attended church weekly in 2020 than in 1993.”

The news is not all bad, however. The previously mentioned Lifeway study
shows that 30 percent of churches are growing year over year. An additional 7 percent of
churches are not just growing, but they are growing at such a rate that they are able to

multiply themselves by starting new churches.’ These success stories, like the one

experienced at Christ Community, are the focus of this project.

Rationale

These glimmers of hope amidst overwhelming reports of declining church
attendance provide the rationale for this project. Replanting and revitalization have been
major areas of emphasis in the Southern Baptist Convention over the last ten years or s0.°
Much of these discussions, however, have focused on smaller congregations. What is to
be done for large churches who have declined? Despite the fact that just 10 percent of
churches fall into the large category,” nearly 60 percent of church attenders attend these
congregations.®

Every church who has experienced significant decline wants to see things turned
around. The reality is that few know how to make that happen. This leaves pastors to

attempt to turn the ship with a limited knowledge base for what will be effective. By

studying churches who have been successful in building back the attenders that they have

4 “Signs of Decline & Hope Among Key Metrics of Faith” (Barna Group, March 4, 2020),
https://www.barna.com/research/changing-state-of-the-church/.

5 “Becoming Five Multiplication Study.”

® Bob Smietana, “For Dying Congregations, a ‘Replant” Can Offer New Life,” Baptist Press,
January 6, 2022, https://www.baptistpress.com/resource-library/news/for-dying-congregations-a-replant-
can-offer-new-life/.

7 For the purposes of this project, a “large” church is defined as a church with an average
weekend attendance, including adults, students, and kids, that is 250 or more.

8 Aaron Earls, “Small Churches Continue Growing—but in Number, Not Size.” Lifeway
Research, October 20, 2021, https://research.lifeway.com/2021/10/20/small-churches-continue-growing-
but-in-number-not-size/.



lost, common themes should begin to emerge. Being able to distill the primary drivers for
revitalization will provide deeper insight into what makes growth happen in congregations
that have been on a skid.

From there, these learnings will aid in putting together a roadmap for growing a
church that has seen significant decline. A new pastor will essentially have a customizable
battle plan for his church based on real evidence. This sense of direction and confidence
could be invaluable to leaders who find themselves at the helm of a church that is
shrinking. By creating a roadmap for large churches to be revitalized, the opportunity exists
to see some of the once-great churches in the Convention come back to life. In so doing,
the decades of work done to build these great churches can continue for generations to

come.

Purpose

The purpose of this project was to create an adaptable plan for church growth
to be implemented by a pastor who leads a church that was once large in size but has

since experienced a season of significant numerical decline.’

Goals

The goals of this project centered on understanding successful revitalizations
and then creating a ministry plan for a church who has experienced significant decline.

1. The first goal was to identify a list of churches that meet the criteria of being
successfully built back after a period of significant decline.

2. The second goal was to identify the best practices from pastors who have successfully
revitalized large churches.

3. The third goal was to develop a ministry plan for pastors who lead large churches that
have experienced a period of significant decline.

A research methodology has been developed that evaluates the successful completion of

® For this project, a “season of significant numerical decline” is defined as an average weekend
service attendance, including kids, that decreases by at least 40 percent during a period of not less than six
months and not more than five years.



these goals. This methodology is explained in the next section.

Research Methodology

This project utilized two tools to achieve its goals: a series of pastoral
interviews and a ministry plan evaluation rubric.!® Success for this project will be based
on achieving the following three goals.

The first goal was to identify a list of churches that meet the criteria of being
successfully built back after a period of significant decline. This goal was measured by
compiling a list of large churches that declined by 40 percent or more and then
successfully grew back to at least 75 percent of their previous high average attendance.
Churches will be contacted to secure permission to be included in the study. The original
goal was to identify twelve churches meeting the criteria. This goal was considered
successfully met when fourteen churches met the criteria and were added to the list.

The second goal was to identify best practices from pastors who have
successfully revitalized large churches. To measure this goal, an interview was conducted
with a pastor with knowledge of the turnaround. The data from the pastoral interview was
studied to find which factors played the most significant role in turning the church
around. The interview consists of ten questions about the circumstances of the church
surrounding the decline, the strategy used to see attendance rebound, and the impact of
the elements of that strategy on the church’s success.!! This goal was measured by listing
the best practices that emerged and ordering them by the amount of impact they had. The
goal was considered met once at least three best practices had been identified from the
pastoral interviews.

The third goal was to develop a ministry plan for pastors who lead large

10°All of the research instruments used in this project will be performed in compliance with and
approved by The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary Research Ethics Committee prior to use in the
ministry project.

! See appendix 1.



churches that have experienced a period of significant decline. This plan was to include a
series of steps pastors can take to lead their church back to a season of numerical growth.
The goal was measured by an expert panel of three pastors who have successfully led
churches to seasons of significant growth. They evaluated the plan using a rubric that
assesses the feasibility and adaptability of the plan.!? This goal was considered met once
a minimum of 90 percent of the rubric indicators met or exceeded the sufficiency level. If
this benchmark was not met, then the material would have been revised until it met that

standard.

Definitions and Limitations/Delimitations

The following definitions of key terms will be used in the ministry project:

Large church. A church with an average weekend attendance, including adults,
students, and kids, that is 250 or more.'?

Revitalize. While numerous factors are involved in the vitality of a local church,
for the purposes of this project revitalize/revitalized/revitalization refers to successfully
leading a church back to 75 percent of peak attendance after seeing that attendance decline
by 40 percent or more.

Significant decline. For this project, a season of significant numerical decline is
defined as an average weekend service attendance, including kids, that decreases by at
least 40 percent during a period of not less than six months and not more than five years.

This project has three limitations. The first is that the data used in the research
is limited by the respondents to the pastoral survey. The integrity of their data, the accuracy
of their recall, and their assessment of the significance of the elements of their strategy
will determine the direction of the project. The second limitation is the small number of

churches who fit the criteria to be studied. With just 10 percent of churches in the United

12 See appendix 2.

13 Thom S. Rainer, “The New Very Large Church,” Church Answers (blog), November 28,
2022, https://churchanswers.com/blog/the-new-very-large-church/.
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States fitting the definition of a large church, there are relatively few churches to study.
To mitigate this, the ministry plan this project develops will be evaluated by seasoned
leaders who will be able to attest to the soundness of the plan based on their personal
experience. The third limitation is the potential inability to evaluate sustained success of
these revitalizations. Because this project will be complete within just a couple of years,
there is no way to evaluate whether the turnarounds were lasting or simply flash-in-the-
pan growth that did not last.

Several delimitations will apply to this project. First, this project will only
study churches in the American South, which includes Alabama, Arkansas, Florida,
Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina, Oklahoma, South Carolina,
Tennessee, Texas, Virginia, and West Virginia. The reason for this delimitation is to
minimize the influence of cultural factors on the analysis of the data. These southern
states generally have enough in common culturally for best practices in church leadership
to be applied to most churches in the region. Second, only churches in friendly
cooperation with the Southern Baptist Convention will be evaluated. This allows the
project to assume a basic level of doctrinal conformity among churches studied and
therefore rule out theological issues as the cause of increase or decline in attendance.
Additionally, data prior to 1973 will not be considered for this project. Limiting the study
to the last fifty years will ensure that the findings are relevant to the modern period.
Additionally, the project relies on firsthand experience of the turnaround that would be
impossible to gather if the rebuild occurred too far into the past. Finally, the numerical
boundaries mentioned previously will be used: (1) churches who previously had an
average attendance of 250 or more, (2) then experienced a decline in average attendance
by 40 percent or more, and (3) then successfully grew back average attendance to at least
75 percent or the previous high attendance level. This delimitation narrows the scope of

the project to the type of churches it intends to analyze.



Conclusion

This project will analyze the common themes from successful numerical
turnarounds of large churches and use those learnings to build a ministry plan for pastors to
lead churches to seasons of growth after a period of decline. This project will articulate
the biblical and theological underpinnings for such a revitalization as well as the pastoral
leadership principles that drive it. Next, the project will detail the data collected from the
pastoral interviews and offer an adaptable ministry plan based on those results. Finally,

the project will contain an analysis of the success and effectiveness of the work done.
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CHAPTER 2

BIBLICAL AND THEOLOGICAL BASIS
FOR THE PROJECT

Many years ago, | found myself in a relatively heated debate with an intern that
was serving under me in the college ministry I was leading. The subject of the debate was
whether or not it was right for us as leaders to actively seek to grow the ministry
numerically. The intern’s contention was that God did not require us as ministry leaders
to pursue numerical growth, but rather to pursue faithfulness in teaching the Scriptures
and discipling those who were already present. If God wanted to send more people our
way, the intern argued, God could, but we should not expend any effort in trying to get
more students into the ministry.

By contrast, I argued that of course God wanted to add more people to our
ministry. After all, God wants people reached with the gospel, discipled to follow him,
and sent out into the world. That is what our ministry was designed to do, so it stands to
reason that we should go and get students to come in. Something about the tenor of that
conversation bothered me that day. Despite being convinced that I was correct, I left that
conversation feeling less spiritual than the man I was arguing with. The framing of the
discussion seemed to present me as a pragmatist who did not trust God and was trying to
manufacture fruit in my own strength. The reality, of course, is that both things are true at
the same time: God is sovereign over ministry growth and we have a duty to pursue it.

I do not know any pastors who are not seeking to grow their church
numerically. Most job descriptions spell it out as an explicit duty. But what does the
Bible say about this topic? Should increasing church attendance be a priority? Does God

care how many people come to church? What role should pastors play in leading their
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church to increase attendance? Should those who lead churches that have declined just
accept this as the Lord’s sovereign will and not try to reverse the trend?
The goal of this chapter is to demonstrate that pastors have a scriptural duty to

seek the numerical increase of their churches.

The Great Commission is a Growth Commission:
Matthew 28:18-20

The ending of Matthew’s Gospel is often referred to as the Great Commission.
In it, the risen Lord instructs his disciples to make more disciples by reaching them with
the gospel and teaching them to follow the Lord’s commands. The Great Commission
was issued at a time when the disciples were still reeling from the aftershocks of Jesus’s
resurrection from the dead. Prior to resurrection Sunday, the disciples were distraught and
scattered. In just a matter of days, the men had gone from watching crowds cheer Jesus
upon his entrance into Jerusalem to watching him bloodied and gasping for air on a cross.
It appears they are just beginning to come to grips with the reality that Jesus is dead.
Peter and six of the other disciples had gone fishing, the occupation of at least four of
these men before Jesus called them to follow him (Matt 4:18-22).

Matthew 28:16 makes the poignant observation that eleven, not twelve,
disciples are present for this charge from the Lord. At this point in the narrative, Jesus has
already appeared to the disciples in the locked room in Jerusalem (Luke 24:36—43). Now,
they find themselves on an unnamed mountain in the Galilee region that Jesus appointed
for them to meet at. Scholars have pointed out that that the Gospel of Matthew follows a
chiastic structure which is marked by the use of seven mountains.! The events on
mountaintops carry an added importance in the narrative as they are the sites of revelation

in Matthew’s Gospel.2 David L. Turner points out that the setting evokes not only major

' R.T. France, Matthew: Evangelist and Teacher (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2004), 145—
49.

2 Grant R. Osborne, Matthew, Zondervan Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament
(Grand Rapids: HarperCollins, 2010), 1154.
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mountaintop moments in Matthew’s Gospel, but also from Israel’s history: “Jesus’s
meeting them on a mountain echoes the giving of the Torah from Mount Sinai as well as
previous mountain experiences in Matthew. In this way, the location of the
Commission heightens its meaning. Furthermore, Matthew’s usage of the Commission as
the closing to his gospel amplifies its importance all the more. Wilkins describes it as the
church’s “clarion call to hear and obey Jesus’ final words in this magnificent Gospel.”*
After telling the story of Jesus, the call to make that story known to the world
reverberates as the book closes.

Some form of the Great Commission is given in the other three Gospels as well
as in the book of Acts. It is included in the disputed longer ending of Mark in 16:15-16,
though the setting is described as a table rather than a mountaintop. Luke’s Gospel tells
of a surprise appearance in a room where Jesus tells the disciples that “repentance for the
forgiveness of sins should be proclaimed in his name to all nations, beginning from
Jerusalem (Luke 24:47).”° This formula reads like a hybrid between the Matthew 28:19
text and the Commission in Acts 1:8 which reads, “But you will receive power when the
Holy Spirit has come upon you, and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all
Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth.” Finally, in John’s Gospel, Jesus simply
tells his disciples that just as the Father sent him, he was sending them (John 20:19).
While harmonizing the resurrection accounts and subsequent appearances is difficult and
beyond the scope of this chapter, the varied commissions with apparently varied locations
serve to strengthen the command. Whether looking at a synoptic Gospel, John’s Gospel,
or the book of Acts, readers of the story of Jesus will see that the disciples are sent to

their neighbors and the nations to make disciples.

* David L. Turner, Matthew, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (Grand
Rapids: Baker Academic, 2008), 688.

4 Michael J. Wilkins, Matthew, NIV Application Commentary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan,
2004), 728.

5 All Scripture quotations are from the English Standard Version, unless otherwise noted.
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Speaking to the disciples, Jesus prefaces the Commission by saying “all
authority (méoa é£ouaia)” had been given to him in heaven and on earth. This authority
claim is all-encompassing and is meant to tie Jesus to the “one like the son of man” who
is given dominion in Daniel 7:13—14.% Jesus claiming authority for himself is not new. At
least eleven times in Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus has highlighted some form of divine
authority.” In this instance, however, the authority is elevated as Jesus now “receives
from His father his preexistent glory and authority.”® With his total authority established,
Jesus gives the disciples their mission: “go therefore and make disciples.” Donald Hagner
connects Jesus’s authority with his Commission well: “It is accordingly the one who has
‘all authority in heaven and on earth,’ i.e., the sovereign authority of God, who now sends
out his disciples on the mission to evangelize the world.”

While earlier in Matthew’s Gospel the disciples had been sent to proclaim the
kingdom of God to the Israelites, now the disciples are sent to “the nations” (ta €6vy)
(Matt 10:5-6). This phrase can be translated as either to “the Gentiles” or to “the
nations.” While some have argued for the former, “the nations” is to be preferred. We
should understand this phrase to mean the Commission is now for the Gentiles in addition
to the Jews, not instead of the Jews.!? Hagner explains, “Since the main verb has for its
object mavta ta €6vy, “all the nations,” it is implied that the disciples are to go into all the
world. The universal authority of Jesus is the basis of the universal mission of the

church.”!! The scope of disciples’ mission of proclamation has permanently widened to

% Osborne, Matthew, 1156.
7 Osborne, Matthew, 1156.
8 Osborne, Matthew, 1156.

° Donald A. Hagner, Matthew 1428, Word Biblical Commentary, vol. 33b (Grand Rapids:
HarperCollins, 2015), 886.

19 Turner, Matthew, 689.

' Hagner, Matthew 14-28, 886.
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include all people.

The text indicates that making disciples is the primary objective: “The
commission itself is given by means of one main imperative verb, pafyredoate, ‘make
disciples,’ together with three syntactically subordinate participles that take on an
imperatival force because of the main verb.”!? In short, the Great Commission is to make
disciples. In order to accomplish that, the disciples must “go” and engage in two steps
that encompass making disciples: baptizing and teaching. Baptism, now, has more
meaning than it did in earlier points of the Matthean narrative.!? Here in the Great
Commission believers are baptized not just as a sign of repentance but “in the name of
Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.”!# This being baptized “in the name of” is
more than a liturgical saying that Jesus is instituting. Matthew understands it to
symbolize union with and submission to Christ, which can only take place after the new
birth:

Jesus then adds the meaning of baptism, which brings the believer “into the name”
(eig T6 8vopa) of the triune Godhead. Some have interpreted “into” (eic) in a local
sense and made it a formula for baptism (“in the name of”) on the basis of the fact
that “into” (eig) and “in” (év) in the Koine period were sliding together. However, it
is generally recognized that in Matthew “into” (gi¢) retains its classical force, and it

is better to see this as a baptism “into fellowship with” or “into the Lordship of” the
Godhead, expressing a new relationship.!?

The second step of the Commission is the discipling of the new convert. Jesus
phrases this as “teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you.” This portion is
much more involved and appears to bear the brunt of the meaning of “make disciples.”

Hagner brings clarity to what is meant by “disciple” and “teaching”:

12 Hagner, Matthew 14-28, 889.

13 See Matt 3:11. John the Baptist offered a baptism “for repentance” that indicated a turning
from one’s sins. He prophesied, however, that Jesus would offer a baptism “with the Holy Spirit and fire,”
indicating an indwelling of the Spirit in the life of a regenerated believer.

14 Osborne, Matthew, 1158.

15 Osborne, Matthew, 1154.
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The word “disciple” means above all “learner” or “pupil.” The emphasis in the
commission thus falls not on the initial proclamation of the gospel but more on the
arduous task of nurturing into the experience of discipleship, an emphasis that is
strengthened and explained by the instruction “teaching them to keep all that I have
commanded” in v 20a. To be made a disciple in Matthew means above all to follow
after righteousness as articulated in the teaching of Jesus. !¢

Together, baptizing and teaching constitute making disciples. Both of these
tasks center on the church. The first being an initiation rite into the church and the second
being the ongoing ministry of the church to those who are initiated. Craig Blomberg
summarizes the Commission this way: “The truly subordinate participles in v. 19 explain
what making disciples involves: ‘baptizing’ them and ‘teaching’ them obedience to all of
Jesus' commandments. The first of these will be a once-for-all, decisive initiation into
Christian community. The second proves a perennially incomplete, life-long task.”!”

The command to make disciples in Matthew 28:18-20 was given to the eleven
disciples that remained after Judas’s betrayal. It is worth asking whether this Commission
was for these eleven men only or if it extends beyond them. If it does extend beyond
them, it is also worth asking to whom does it extend and what exactly is required of those
it applies to? First, the final words of Matthew 28:20 provide a clue as to the extent of the
Commission. Jesus concludes by saying, “And behold, I am with you always, to the end
of the age.” Bearing in mind that Matthew’s Gospel is written for the reader’s benefit,
why include Jesus’s reminder of his enduring presence to “the end of the age”? Certainly,
it must be because Matthew understands the Commission to apply beyond the end of the
disciples’ lives and on to the end of time before Jesus returns. R.T. France says clearly
that the Commission is not limited to the disciples who heard it originally: “To accept
that only the eleven were present does not, of course, require us to believe that the

commission and the promise of vv. 18-20 applied only to them; here as often, they

16 Hagner, Matthew 14-28, vol. 33b, 887.

17 Craig L. Blomberg, Matthew: An Exegetical and Theological Exposition of Holy Scripture,
New American Commentary (Nashville: B&H, 1992), 369.
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represent the whole body of Jesus’ ‘brethren’.”!® Further, the thrust of the Commission is
for the disciples to make more disciples. It stands to reason that the commands given to
these disciples would also apply to future disciples who will join their ranks as this
mission is carried out. Blomberg is right to point out that “the church has disobeyed one

part of Jesus’ commission” 1

if it fails to take the gospel to non-Christians and call for a
response. He goes on to say that “the church has disobeyed the other part™?° of the
Commission if she fails to teach converts the whole counsel of Scripture. To be sure, the
Great Commission was the marching orders not just for the original disciples, but for all
followers of Jesus to come after them.

What does this mean for the local church and specifically for the task of
seeking to grow the church? Primarily it means that the task of reaching the lost and
teaching them to follow the Lord is a task given to the church. Turner again encapsulates
this in his comments on Matthew 28:19: “All this implies the central role of the church as
God’s primary agency for mission. Only in the community/family that is the church can
disciples be baptized and taught to observe all that Jesus has commanded.”?!

The disciples who received the Great Commission passed the command to the
next generation, who passed it down to the next, and so forth, until it has now fallen to us
to continue. We, disciples of the Lord Jesus, make up the church universal. We gather in
local expressions of that church and are charged to make disciples in this generation.
Faithfulness to carry out this mission will naturally lead to the growth of our local

churches. As more and more people hear the good news of the gospel, believe it, turn

from their sins, and follow Jesus, they will follow him right into our church gatherings

18 R.T. France, Matthew: An Introduction and Commentary, Tyndale New Testament
Commentaries (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2008), 453.

19 Blomberg, Matthew. 369.
20 Blomberg, Matthew, 369.

2! Turner, Matthew, 690.
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where we can teach them to obey all that Jesus has commanded. The Great Commission

necessarily involves church growth. The Great Commission is a Growth Commission.

Addition Worth Celebrating: Acts 2:42—47

In the forty days between Jesus’s resurrection and his ascension into heaven,
the Lord spent time encouraging and establishing the disciples as well as giving them
their marching orders. As the previous section demonstrates, those orders included
reaching people with the message of the gospel and teaching them to follow Christ. Acts
1:8 records the Lord giving these instructions as well as sharing with them that the Holy
Spirit will empower them for this task. Not long after that, Acts 2:2—4 records the
fulfillment of Jesus’s promise to send the Spirit: “And suddenly there came from heaven
a sound like a mighty rushing wind, and it filled the entire house where they were sitting.
And divided tongues as of fire appeared to them and rested on each one of them. And
they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues as the Spirit
gave them utterance.” It is at this time that the church comes into existence. While this
“gathering” of believers is not yet called the church—the first usage of éxxAnaia to
describe this group does not occur until Acts 5:11—this group of believers is the first
expression of the church of the Lord Jesus Christ.?> Commenting on the connection
between Pentecost and the founding of the church, Darrell Bock says, “The presence of
the Spirit indicates a washing and acceptance by God as a result of forgiveness. In fact,
11:15 looks back to Acts 2 as ‘at the beginning’ (év apyJj, en arché). A new community,
which has come to be known as the church, emerges from this special work.”??
With the mission of the church clear and the Holy Spirit empowering her, the

church sets about on the activities the Lord has called her to. Acts 2:42—47 summarizes

22 Joseph Barber Lightfoot, The Acts of the Apostles: A Newly Discovered Commentary, ed.
Ben Witherington, III and Todd D. Still, The Lightfoot Legacy Set, vol. 1 (Downers Grove, IL: IVP
Academic, 2014), 96.

2 Darrell L. Bock, Acts, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids:
Baker Academic, 2007), 205.
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the activities of the early church this way:

And they devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and the fellowship, to the
breaking of bread and the prayers. And awe came upon every soul, and many
wonders and signs were being done through the apostles. And all who believed were
together and had all things in common. And they were selling their possessions and
belongings and distributing the proceeds to all, as any had need. And day by day,
attending the temple together and breaking bread in their homes, they received their
food with glad and generous hearts, praising God and having favor with all the
people. And the Lord added to their number day by day those who were being
saved.

In this passage, we find four core activities of the church: teaching, fellowship,
breaking of bread, and prayer. These four activities certainly describe the normal pattern
of church life even to this day and Luke shows that this has been the case from the very
first days of the church’s formation. Teaching (0tdayJj) is coming directly from the
apostles themselves in Jerusalem and these new believers made it their practice to listen
to and apply what was taught.?* The teaching’s credibility comes from the apostolic
authority garnered through their observation and interactions with Jesus. It would have
included accounts of “Jesus’ earthly ministry, passion, and resurrection, a compilation of
his teachings, and a declaration of what all this meant for human redemption.”??
Fellowship (xotvwvie), which should be understood as the “personal, fraternal

”26 is the second activity to

coherence of the individual members of the congregation,
mark the early church. While xotvwvia is used nineteen times in the New Testament, this
is the only time it occurs in Acts. The word helps to emphasize the mutuality of the

relationships within the church, as the root “xotvd” means “in common.”?” These are not

superficial affiliations but rather deep, connected relationships centered around their new

life in Christ.

24 Eckhard J. Schnabel, Acts, Zondervan Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2012), 177.

25 Tremper Longman III and David E. Garland, eds., Luke-Acts, rev. ed., Expositor's Bible
Commentary, vol. 10 (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2009), 926.

26 Schnabel, Acts, 178.

27 Bock, Acts, 200.

19



Next, Luke lists “breaking of bread” (xAaagig Tol &ptov) as one of the regular
activities of the church. While the translation of the phrase “breaking of bread” is well-
established, there is not a consensus as to what Luke means by it. Some see the phrase as
meaning the ritual of taking the Lord’s Supper. They read Luke to be pointing to the
practice of remembering Christ through the ceremony of the bread and wine in a formal
church service.?® Others understand Luke to only be referring to simple table fellowship
that occurs when sharing a meal with Christian friends.?® Still others do not believe these
views need to be reconciled but instead understand Luke to mean both the ordinary
sharing of a meal that was elevated by taking the opportunity to remember Christ’s
sacrifice on their behalf.3® Schnabel’s summary of this last option is helpful: “The
‘breaking of bread’ is best understood as a reference to the ordinary meals that the
believers regularly shared, during which they remembered Jesus’ death on the cross for
the forgiveness of sins and for the establishment of the new covenant, linked with the
command to remember Jesus and his sacrifice during meals.”!

Finally, these early church gatherings were marked by prayer (mpogeuyais).
While this is a common New Testament term for prayer, the fact that Luke uses the plural
form with the definite article toic raises some questions. On one hand, “the prayers” may
refer to set, repeated prayers that were recited often. This practice was prevalent in
Judaism at the time and so therefore would logically be present in early Christian

communities.*? Conversely, the phrase could indicate the presence of both set and

28 John Calvin, Mikeal Parsons, Howard Marshall, and J.B. Lightfoot are among those who
take this position.

2 Bock, Acts, 200. Bock acknowledges the difficulty in pinpointing the meaning of “breaking
bread” but leans towards a broad understanding meaning a simple fellowship meal.

30 Both Richard Longenecker and Eckhard Schnabel hold this view.
31 Schnabel, Acts, 179.

32 Longman and Garland, Luke—Acts, 928.
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spontaneous prayers.>®> Regardless of the form used, it is clear that the early church made
going to the Lord in prayer a priority in their gatherings.

Luke goes on to explain that in their interactions with the broader community,
the people who made up the church had earned a good reputation. Further, we read that
day-by-day people were being added to the newly founded church as they put their faith
in Christ. Schnabel surmises that this happened as more and more people began to attend
with interest the discussions of doctrine that Christians were having around the temple.>*
In his mind, curious onlookers would have listened to the teaching, believed the gospel,
and then would have been added to the faith community. Marshall, on the other hand,
believes that the activity of the Jerusalem church generated conversations with
individuals that led to opportunities to proclaim Christ to those in the community. This, in
turn, led to conversions and new members being added to the church.>> Whatever the
method, these new Christians lived evangelistic lives that had them daily sharing the truth
of Christ and seeing people put their faith in him.

What is clear is that the command of Christ in Acts 1:8 to take the message of
salvation to the world, beginning with Jerusalem, was taken seriously. Rather than keep
their faith private, these early Christians made it their mission to tell others what they had
seen and believed. Bock and Kostenberger directly attribute the ministry activities of
these new believers to the growth of the church community: “Various summary
statements underline the church’s proclamation role as a bearer of the word and/or as
believers are responsive with faith . . . . That word is about the message of the gospel. In

various ways, these verses speak of the word growing or the community growing as a

3 Bock, Acts, 200-201.
34 Schnabel, Acts, 184.

35 1. Howard Marshall, Acts: An Introduction and Commentary, Tyndale New Testament
Commentaries (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2008), 91.
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result of the church’s activities.”3°

We should not take the comment that “the Lord added to their number” to
mean that the early church had no part in the mission. Rather, we should understand the
Scripture to be telling us that just as the church did their part in the mission, God did his.
Just as Jesus as promised, their efforts were empowered by the Holy Spirit and the Lord
blessed their work by turning hearts to himself.

Taken together, the first two chapters of Acts show that: (1) the Lord created
the church with the sending of his Spirit, (2) Jesus commissioned the church with a
mandate to increase in number, (3) the Spirit equipped the church to carry out her task,
and (4) the church responded to these things by actively pursuing those outside the faith
and brought them in. Because the church’s activities are directly connected to the Lord’s
Commission, we are to see this daily increase in the church’s size as a positive outcome.

We are meant to celebrate it and emulate it in our churches today.

Building Bigger: Matthew 16:16-18

Only two times in the Gospels is Jesus recorded as speaking directly about the
church. One of those instances, Matthew 18:17, is in the context of church discipline and
removing an unrepentant sinner from a local church. The other, Matthew 16:18, is Jesus’s
statement about what he will use to build the church. The context for that statement is a
conversation that Jesus initiates about his identity. Jesus wants to know who people say
that he is. After the disciples respond with the varying theories about who Jesus is, he
presses them further and asks who they, the disciples, say that he is. Peter responds, “You
are the Christ, the Son of the living God” (Matt 16:16). Peter has hit the nail on the head.

This is the turning point in Matthew’s Gospel, as Peter finally comprehends what Jesus

36 Darrell L. Bock, 4 Theology of Luke and Acts, Biblical Theology of the New Testament
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2012), 312.
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has been trying to show the disciples thus far.’” Jesus affirms Peter’s confession and says
to him, “And Jesus answered him, ‘Blessed are you, Simon Bar-Jonah! For flesh and
blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father who is in heaven. And I tell you, you
are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of hell shall not prevail

29

against it”” (Matt 16:17). In this statement, Jesus reveals his plans and his methods to
build his church.

What does it mean that Jesus is “the Christ”? Matthew begins his Gospel using
this term to identify Jesus. Xptotds, the Greek form, comes from the Hebrew word for
Messiah, and is meant to function as a title. By contrast, “Jesus” is the Lord’s personal
name. Taken together, reading “Jesus Christ” should cause us to think “Jesus the
Messiah.” The Messianic title delineates Jesus as the promised Son of David who would
come to establish the kingdom of God again. Turner summarizes the significance of the
title by saying, “In Matthew, Xptotds is a key christological title that portrays Jesus as the
one who fulfills the biblical-historical pattern and eschatological hope.”® Blomberg notes
that “there was a great diversity of Jewish messianic expectation in the first century and
previous eras,” but goes on to say that “one common thread involved liberation of Israel
from its enemies.”® In identifying Jesus as the Messiah, Peter is declaring that Jesus is
the promised one of God on whom all the hopes of Israel lie.

This passage also tells us another significant fact about Jesus: he is the one
who builds his “church” (éxxAnciav). This is the first use of the term in the Gospels and
Matthew intends us to understand it as simply the assembly of believers gathering around

Christ.* While the term was commonly used to refer to the congregation of Israel, by

37 R.T. France, The Gospel of Matthew, New International Commentary on the New Testament
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), 440.

38 Turner, Matthew, 57.
39 Blomberg, Matthew, 45.

49 Osborne, Matthew, 665.
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using the personal pronoun pov to describe this gathering, Jesus is likely suggesting that
this will be “a new, or renewed, congregation.”*! Because this assembly is a new or
renewed gathering and it belongs to Jesus, it should not surprise us that he will be the one
to build it. This, of course, has always been the case with the people of God. Psalm 127:1
reminds us that “unless the LORD builds the house, those who build it labor in vain.” It is
clear that Peter understood and applied this truth. Writing to believers years later the
apostle declares, “You yourselves like living stones are being built up as a spiritual
house, to be a holy priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through
Jesus Christ” (1 Pet 5:2). This spiritual house, the church, is a structure of the Lord’s
design and the Lord’s doing. What tool does the Lord use to accomplish the project?
People like Peter proclaiming who Jesus is and what he has done.

The way Jesus responds to Peter’s confession has been the subject of debate.
Because the Roman Catholic Church has based their doctrine of papal succession largely
on this verse, many Protestants have insisted that Jesus is making Peter’s confession,
rather than Peter himself, the thing upon which Jesus will build his church. To argue for
this is to stretch the text at best and to approach it with “prejudice,” at worst.*? Instead,
we should take Jesus to mean what it sounds like he means: that Peter would be
foundational in the building of the church. Indeed he was, as the book of Acts chronicles
for us. This does not mean, however, that Peter’s confession of Jesus as the Christ is not
significant in the building of the church. On the contrary, the very reason Peter and the
other disciples get to play a central role in building the church is because the Lord has
revealed to them his true identity. In other words, the best way to reconcile the two views
of what the “rock” Jesus will build upon is to see them as connected. Jesus will build his

church on the rock of Peter who proclaims Jesus as king.

41 Osborne, Matthew, 665.

42 Hagner, Matthew 14-28, vol. 33b, 456.
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This means that when it comes to how the church grows, Jesus is both the
architect and the builder. For this reason, Jesus’s declaration that he will build his church
can be taken as a certainty. The word translated “I will build” (oixodounow) is in the
predictive future tense but “probably expresses more of a promise than a mere
prediction.” Peter, the disciples, and subsequent gospel-proclaimers are the tools
through which he does it. As believers respond to the Great Commission and go out into
the world, they preach the gospel. They declare that the Messiah has ushered in the
kingdom of God through his death, burial, and resurrection. When the lost hear this news,
their hearts are changed. The Spirit of God makes them alive by grace through the faith
they place in Christ. Then, just like Peter in Matthew 16, the believer makes the same
confession that Peter did: that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the Living God. As Romans
declares, “Because, if you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in your
heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. For with the heart one
believes and is justified, and with the mouth one confesses and is saved” (Rom 10:9-10).
Each person who is saved is a person added to the church God is building.

What can we learn from this exchange between Peter and Jesus? First, we see
that Jesus intends to grow his community of followers that we call the church. The Lord’s
desires and plans are to accomplish numerical growth in the local church. Because the
church is an assembly of people confessing Jesus as the Christ, building the church
necessarily means gathering more and more people into that assembly as they make that
profession.

Second, we learn that Jesus intends to use men like Peter to accomplish these
plans. Peter was a man with many flaws and shortcomings but was nonetheless used by
the Lord in incredible ways to build the church. Peter was a leading figure in the

Jerusalem church, was instrumental in opening the gospel to the Gentiles, and still speaks

43 Charles L. Quarles, Matthew, Exegetical Guide to the Greek New Testament (Nashville:
B&H Academic, 2017), 9.
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to us today through his writings in the New Testament. Similarly, the Lord wants to use
ordinary, sinful people today to accomplish his purposes and plans. Weak men
proclaiming a strong gospel is still the instrument of choice for growing the church.
Finally, we can see that pastors and church leaders are aligned with God’s
plans and purposes when they seek to build the church by growing it numerically. Does
this mean we should adopt a purely pragmatic approach that only seeks to grow the
church numerically? No. The fact that Jesus insisted that his disciples understand who he
is and is not speaks to the fact the getting Jesus right is vital to entrance into the kingdom
of God. But it does mean that we ought to seek out ways to reach the lost in our
community and invite them into our faith families. In so doing, God is glorified by his
growing church and we get the joy of knowing we were used by the Lord to accomplish

his plans.

Nonbelievers Welcome: 1 Corinthians 14:20-25

In Paul’s first letter to the church in Corinth, we get one of the most in-depth
looks at what worship services were like for the early church. In the epistle, Paul
discusses what should be worn at church, the Lord’s Supper, the practice of spiritual
gifts, music, and teaching. Tucked away in all of these instructions for the local church
are a few verses that shed light on who was and was not welcome in the church
gatherings. In the context of the usage of the gifts of tongues and prophecy, Paul writes
this:

If, therefore, the whole church comes together and all speak in tongues, and
outsiders or unbelievers enter, will they not say that you are out of your minds? But
if all prophesy, and an unbeliever or outsider enters, he is convicted by all, he is
called to account by all, the secrets of his heart are disclosed, and so, falling on his

face, he will worship God and declare that God is really among you. (1 Cor 14:23—
25)

In this passage, Paul is arguing that prophesying is of more benefit for nonbelievers who
might be present than the gift of tongues is. While the validity and the usage of the sign
gifts is beyond the scope of this project, Paul’s concern for “outsiders” and “unbelievers”
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in the worship service help us understand better our target audience for the worship
gathering.

In this passage we learn that there are at least two, and possibly three, types of
people at the worship gathering Paul describes. First, believers are present. In verse 20
Paul uses the term brothers (&0eAdoi) which is a term of endearment meant to describe
believers.* Then, in verse 23, we find the typical terms “believers” (mioTedouatv) and
“unbelievers” (&mioTolg) which mean “to have faith in” and “disbelieving,” respectively.*’
Verse 24 complicates the task of determining who is in the room. There, Paul writes,
“But if all prophesy, and an unbeliever or outsider enters, he is convicted by all, he is
called to account by all.” In this verse, a potential third type of person is introduced: who
the ESV calls an “outsider” (iditng).*¢

Commentators are divided on how to understand these two words for people
who do not fall into the category of “believer.” According to ineriner, some interpreters
take the words translated “unbeliever” and “outsider” to be synonyms that can be used
interchangeably.*’ “Believers” and “brothers” function this way, adding plausibility to
this argument. Others, however, see the unbeliever and the outsider to be different
people.*® According to this view, an unbeliever would be someone who has not professed
Christ and is not a part of the faith community. An outsider would be one who is either
considering faith in Christ or have professed some measure of faith but have not been

admitted as full members of the church. Paul Gardner summarizes the discussion this

4 Joseph A. Fitzmyer, ed., First Corinthians: A New Translation with Introduction and
Commentary, The Anchor Yale Bible Commentaries (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2008), 243.

4 Paul Gardner, I Corinthians, Zondervan Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2018), 615.

46 For a discussion on why this should not be translated “outsider,” see: Craig L. Blomberg, /
Corinthians, NIV Application Commentary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1994), 115.

47 Thomas R. Schreiner, I Corinthians: An Introduction and Commentary, Tyndale New
Testament Commentaries (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2018), 289.

“8 Gordon D. Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, Rev. ed., New International
Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 2014), 554.
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way:
The question arises then as to whether Paul signals two different groups when he
speaks of “outsiders” (idiétat) and “unbelievers” (&miotot). As we noted, in v. 16 the
word translated here as “outsiders” (iow&tat) must apply to those who are already
Christians but who find themselves like an outsider in not understanding what is
going on. Here Paul may be using the word in a more technical religious sense. Yet
it may simply be used as a synonym in this context for people who are not

Christians, the “unbelievers.” The point is that these people do not understand what
they hear.¥

While we may not be able to concretely identify who was present at these
Corinthian worship services, at least one thing is certain: non-Christians were in the
room.

Can we infer from this passage that the Sunday morning worship service ought
to be an evangelistic event? Yes and no. First, the broader testimony of Scripture is clear
that the Sunday worship gathering is an event built for Christians.>® Even the context of
this passage teaches us that the activities of the church were meant for those who were
believers. Paul is arguing that the Corinthians should move away from speaking in
tongues, something clearly only meant for Christians and something only Christians are
encouraged by. Conversely, he says, a word of prophecy that can be understood by both
believers and nonbelievers is more likely to be evangelistically effective than tongues
would be. Schreiner explains, “Enquirers and unbelievers also recognize that they
deserve judgment because on the last day God will judge ‘people’s secrets through Jesus
Christ’ (Rom. 2:16). They fall in worship and repentance, acknowledging that ‘God is
really among you!””>! Paul is encouraging the church to think beyond the Christians in
the room and consider those outside of the faith who are present. Paul is not, however,
calling Christians to fundamentally change the focus of their worship gatherings. He

continues to prescribe worship and teaching for the “building up” of the Christians who

4 Gardner, I Corinthians, 614-15.
50'See 1 Cor 14:12, 26; Eph 5:18-20; Col 3:12-17; 1 Tim 4:13; and 2 Tim 4:2.

31 Schreiner, I Corinthians, 293.
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gather (1 Cor 14:26).

On the other hand, Paul is rebuking the Corinthians for not considering the
nonbelievers in their midst. He is trying to help them see that they ought to be mindful of
everyone in the gathering, not just the believers. Paul, always the missionary, sees an
opportunity for those who are far from Jesus to hear, understand, and believe the gospel.
That, he tells them, is reason enough to adjust their worship practices. Carson explains

Paul’s reasoning this way:

Of course, this interpretation of the passage means that although prophecy serves as
a sign to believers, it also has more positive effect on unbelievers than does the gift
of tongues. This does not mean Paul is reversing ground; for the prophesying of
verse 24 is not evangelistic preaching. The unbeliever comes in and overhears what
is going on in the assembly, and by that means is brought to recognition of need, and
to repentance and worship.>?

The Apostle Paul wants the church at Corinth to exercise the spiritual gifts that will be
most beneficial to nonbelievers in their midst so that they might come under conviction
of the Spirit, repent, and believe. He is not advocating for shifting the entire service in
their direction. Prophesying would still benefit the believers gathered, but the
nonbelievers would have an opportunity to believe in a way that would not be possible if
only tongues were being spoken instead.

In 1 Corinthians 14, we read of a church who is exercising the full range of the
gifts of the Spirit that they have been given. They are prophesying, speaking in tongues,
interpreting, teaching, and singing. Paul affirms these things and encourages them to
continue. But he wants them to consider their audience. In the gathering, not just
believers are present, but also nonbelievers, and perhaps even people who have a seed of
faith already planted that has not blossomed. As a result, Paul wants them to limit the
practices that are unintelligible to nonbelievers. Why? Because they would not make

sense to an unbeliever and Paul wants the person who is lost to hear and understand the

52D. A. Carson, Showing the Spirit: A Theological Exposition of 1 Corinthians 12—14 (Grand
Rapids: Baker Book House, 1987), 116—17.
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gospel.

What Paul does not say, however, is that service should be shaped primarily
for unbelievers. At the end of the day, the gathering is still for the building up of the
Christians in this faith community. The goal is to help them worship God, know God
better, and be encouraged. But Paul argues that this can be done in such a way that lost
people in their midst might be saved. So, he encourages the church at Corinth to make
those adjustments to that end.

How should pastors and church leaders apply this passage? First, they should
not only allow but encourage the attendance of nonbelievers to worship services. Asking
church members to invite their friends is a valid evangelistic approach. Unbelievers,
when the Spirit begins to stir questions about their faith, ought to be able to walk into our
churches and hear the gospel in a way they can understand. Pastors may want to consider
avoiding insider language in their services that only those who are regular attenders
would know. In our preaching, the gospel should be present so that hearers can put their
faith in Christ if the Spirit moves. Pastors may also want to consider invitations to trust
Christ where they speak directly to the nonbelievers in the room. Any number of
adjustments for nonbelievers might be a wise course of action to consider. It is safe to say
that pastors certainly have a duty to attempt grow their churches numerically by reaching
the lost, as we have seen. But they may also be permitted or even encouraged to grow
their Sunday attendance by inviting the lost into their gatherings.

Caution is warranted, however. At the end of the day, the worship service
remains primarily for Christians. It is for their edification, training, and worship. We are
simply meant to achieve those things while being aware of who might be watching.
Recent church history has shown us that when churches fundamentally change the point

of the service from building up believers to drawing a crowd in hopes of reaching the
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lost, bad things can happen.>? First Corinthians 14 does not give us permission to make
the church service primarily an outreach event. It simply encourages us to think about

lost people as we are planning services designed to encourage Christians.

Conclusion

When you add up passages like Matthew 28:19-20, Acts 2:42—47, Matthew
16:16-18, and 1 Corinthians 14:20-25, we begin to see that the Lord wants more people
gathered in his name, not less. He wants more people to hear the gospel and believe. As
Christians in a community live out their faith, he wants that to lead to people being saved
and belonging to the church. He intends to build his church person by person as they
confess Jesus as Lord. And he even wants nonbelievers to come to church gatherings so
they might hear the gospel. What should pastors do with this information? Go out to the
highways and byways and call any and all to come in. Numerical growth is not a bad
thing, it is one of the primary goals of a church. The reality that the Lord desires for
faithful churches to grow should function as fuel to the fire of pastors leading
revitalization efforts. Pastors are pursuing God’s goals for their church when working to

bring them back to life.

53 For a discussion on the impact of pragmatic and seeker-driven church, see the introduction
to Mark Dever, The Church: The Gospel Made Visible (Nashville: B&H Academic, 2012), xiv—xix.
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CHAPTER 3

THEORETICAL AND PRACTICAL ISSUES
RELATED TO GROWING CHURCHES

There is no shortage of literature available on the topic of church growth. The
Church Growth Movement traces its roots to Donald McGavran and the publishing of his
1954 book Bridges of God, but had its heyday in the 1990s with figures like Bill Hybels
and Rick Warren.! These larger-than-life figures led their churches to staggering growth
and, in their wake, pastors have lined up to discover the playbook used so that they might
replicate their success. One of the byproducts of the Church Growth Movement is a
continuous stream of books and conferences marketed to pastors promising them the
growth—either implicitly or explicitly—they have seen other churches experience. It is
not uncommon for these books, curricula, or programs offer the silver bullet that, if
enacted by a church, will lead to significant numerical growth. The reality, however, is
that the elements that predict church growth are relatively consistent and not all that
surprising. A recent Lifeway Research study identified four predictors of a growing
church: evangelism, assimilation, small group discipleship, and church size.? In the
conclusion of the article accompanying the study, Aaron Earls summarizes their findings
this way: “The focus should be on the first three factors—reach new people, get them
involved, and plug them into a small group. Regardless of a church’s size today, if a

congregation is committed and successful at those three factors, they’re much more likely

! Elmer Towns, “The Rise and Decline of the Church Growth Movement,” Great Commission
Research Journal 4, no. 2 (2013): 159-81.

2 “Church Health Indicators in Protestant Churches” (Lifeway Research, 2022),
https://research.lifeway.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Pastors-Sept-2022-Church-Health-Indicators-
Report.pdf.
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to be a healthy and growing congregation in the future.” In short, the research reminds
us that reaching people, connecting them to the life of a church, and sending them out to
live on mission is the tried and true formula for church growth. It is true for new churches
as well as for the types of churches in view in this project. By focusing on these key
building blocks of church growth, pastors leading a revitalization effort can once again

see their church thrive.

Growing Churches Prioritize Evangelism

As the previous chapter demonstrates, reaching the lost with message of the
gospel is one of the central purposes of a local church. It is not uncommon, however, for
established churches to forget this mandate. As a church moves out of the planting phase
to a place of stability, their focus can turn inward and away from the spiritually lost
around them. On top of that, evangelism is hard. Church members are often reluctant to
engage in it because of the relational strain it can introduce. Ed Stetzer and Daniel Im, in
their how-to manual for planting missional churches, explain these difficulties: “Further
compounding the problem, many Christians think evangelism is passé and out-of-date in

today’s world.”*

They go on to point out, however, that “church plants need to take

evangelism seriously because there is good news to tell, and sharing that good news with
a lost world is the essence of the mission of the church and the occasion for new churches
being birthed.” This is as true for established churches as it is for church plants. In order

for a church to excel at evangelism, it must have pastoral leadership that prioritizes

evangelism as well as members who get out and share their faith.

3 Aaron Earls, “4 Factors That Predict Church Growth” (Lifeway Research, March 22, 2023),
https://research.lifeway.com/2023/03/22/4-factors-that-predict-church-growth/.

4 Bd Stetzer and Daniel Im, Planting Missional Churches: Your Guide to Starting Churches
That Multiply, 2nd ed. (Nashville: B&H Academic, 2016), 239.

5 Stetzer and Im, Planting Missional Churches, 239.

33



Evangelism Modeled

If a church is going to take evangelism seriously, it must begin with the
pastors. As the spiritual leaders of the congregation, the responsibility falls to the pastors
to set the tone and the pace in terms of evangelism. It is foolish to expect church
members to live on mission in their communities when their own pastors are not willing
to do so. Many pastors, however, find it challenging to create space in their calendar for
evangelism. Between preparing sermons, church administration, events, counseling,
visitation, and a myriad of other duties, pastors have little room to add something to their
schedule. More than that, the expectations a church places upon her pastor generally do
not include personal evangelism. Articulating this dilemma, Bob Henard points out that
“in the end, little time is left for evangelism. The most unfortunate issue in this entire
scenario comes from the fact that the pastor will be criticized if he does not visit Aunt
Susie, or if he misses seeing a church member who just needed a visit, or if his sermons
are not as exciting or uplifting as that guy on television who smiles a lot. Rarely do
people become upset if he has not done any evangelism.”¢ It is incumbent upon the
pastors, therefore, to build a schedule that allows space for modeling evangelism. To do
this, they will likely have to articulate its priority to those who may take issue with it. He
will need to develop other leaders and pastors to share the load of the other pastoral
duties that compete for his time. He must do this if he wants his church to develop a
culture of evangelism. Without making this a priority, there is little chance that his church
members will take up the cause. Mack Stiles, in his book on evangelism, puts it this way:
“One of the key elements for a culture of evangelism is the leadership of the church or
fellowship. If it is important that the members be ‘on game,’ it is doubly important for the

elders and pastors to lead by teaching and modeling evangelism.”” Two components of

® Adam W. Greenway and Chuck Lawless, eds., The Great Commission Resurgence: Fulfilling
God’s Mandate in Our Time (Nashville: B&H Academic, 2010), 278.

7 J. Mack Stiles, Evangelism: How the Whole Church Speaks of Jesus, 9Marks: Building
Healthy Churches (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2014), 97.
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spiritual leadership are mentioned here: teaching and modeling. Pastors should first
model evangelism by embracing the duty every Christian has to live on mission. They
should look for opportunities to include church members in this activity, highlight their
evangelistic efforts in corporate settings, and encourage their staff to these ends as well.

They should also equip their church members to do the same.

Evangelism Taught

Pastors should prioritize teaching on the topic of evangelism. Faithful
shepherds will draw out from Scripture the biblical imperative of reaching the lost. They
will also communicate what is at stake if the people of God abdicate their duty to take the
gospel to those in need. As pastors lead their churches, the passion that they have for the
lost should show through and be conveyed to the hearts of their people so that his burden
might become their burden. Pastors also must instruct their members in how to share their
faith. Much of the apprehension around personal evangelism stems from a lack of
equipping for the task. After highlighting the frustration that Christians feel after failed or
clumsy attempts at evangelism, Paul E. Little expresses the need for training this way:
“To pinpoint the problem, we can see that many of us need to learn how to communicate
Christ’s offer of reconciliation in a clear, attractive way.”® Pastors who are committed to
leading their church to evangelize will make time for it not only in their personal
calendar, but in the church calendar, too. Will Metzger advocates for a weekend seminar
to equip members for the task of evangelism.? In his model, he encourages time be set
aside in the seminar for “field experience” where church members go out and practice

what they have learned in real evangelistic encounters.!® Similarly, Jimmy Scroggins

8 Paul E. Little, How to Give Away Your Faith: With Study Questions for Individuals or
Groups, 2nd ed. (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1988), 50.

°® Will Metzger, Tell the Truth: The Whole Gospel Wholly by Grace Communicated Truthfully
and Lovingly: An Evangelism Training Manual for Group and Individual Use, 4th ed. (Downers Grove, IL:
IVP Books, 2012), 269-71.

10 Metzger, Tell the Truth, 269.
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advocates for trainees to get “reps” (short for repetitions) in sharing the gospel using his
Three Circles method.!! The particular approach or presentation strategy will change with
culture and context, but at minimum it is clear that pastors must give their people the

tools necessary to do the evangelistic task that they have been called to.

Evangelism Celebrated

In addition to modeling evangelism and teaching evangelism, church leaders
who are serious about reaching the lost should also celebrate church members who step
out in faith and have evangelistic conversations. The oft-repeated psychology axiom
“what is rewarded is repeated” applies here. When a church celebrates members who
make evangelistic effort, it causes others to want to join in. Sharing the gospel with a
neighbor, coworker, friend, or member of the community requires faith, courage,
conviction, and skill, among other things. By noticing and honoring the big step of
personal evangelism, pastors communicate that it is important. There are a variety of
avenues pastors can take to celebrate evangelism in their congregation. Many churches
require baptism candidates to share their salvation testimony with the church. If this
testimony includes the influence of a church member, highlighting that fact and honoring
that member reinforces the need for evangelism. Sharing stories of church member
evangelism from the pulpit is another avenue available to pastors. As stories of gospel
conversations make their way to the preacher, he can use those as illustrations and
examples of what it could look like for the rest of the church to live evangelistically.
Mack Stiles shares another strategy of a pastor named John who “regularly starts a
fellowship time by asking for stories from those who had opportunities to speak about
Jesus that week. After they share, he has someone pray for them. This practice of

celebrating evangelistic efforts is simple and doesn’t take much time, but it’s hugely

1 Jimmy Scroggins, Steve Wright, and Leslee Bennett, Turning Everyday Conversations into
Gospel Conversations (Nashville: B&H, 2016), 115.
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important in developing a culture of evangelism.”!? The ways a pastor chooses to
highlight evangelism will vary from church to church. But Stiles warns us that we must
prioritize this: “There is nothing so discouraging as feeling that a church is more

interested in manning the nursery than sharing the faith.”!?

If pastors want church
members motivated to share Christ with the lost, celebrating them when they do so is a

bare minimum.

Evangelistic Members

With church leadership committed to modeling, teaching, and celebrating
evangelism, congregations will begin to see their members living on mission. This is
where the rubber meets the road and the members of the church begin to be mobilized as
a mission force in their community. In Center Church, Tim Keller points out that as our
culture has changed, the urgency for church members to live on mission in their
community has increased: “Under Christendom, people simply came to the church to
receive the administration of the professional clergy. We can no longer assume that
people will come ... one critical focus of that ministry must now be the discipling of the
laity for ministry in the world.”'* Lost people are stepping into church gatherings less and
less frequently, so church members must instead take the gospel to the lost in their sphere

of influence.

Evangelistic Momentum

This is also the most challenging step for a church because it involves the most
personal risk for her members. Reputation, relationships, and career opportunities can be

in danger when individuals began sharing Christ with those in their life. At the same

12 Stiles, Evangelism, 57.
13 Stiles, Evangelism, 57.

4 Timothy Keller, Center Church: Doing Balanced, Gospel-Centered Ministry in Your City
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2012), 277.
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time, this is when a church has the greatest potential to reach the lost. Little phrases it this
way:
Unequivocally, it is when we get involved personally with others that our
evangelism begins to take off. Unless we stop theorizing and reach out and knock on
the neighbor's door, we'll never get to the real nuts and bolts of witnessing. Lifestyle
evangelism begins with talking to people who in some way touch our lives. It is not

a superficial, quick relationship or an overni%ht coup. It involves time and sacrifice,
and most of all it involves giving ourselves.!

It is precisely because of this time and sacrifice that pastors must have laid the
groundwork of teaching the priority of evangelism, modeling it personally, and creating a
culture that celebrates it. If a church member knows why evangelism is a priority, feels
equipped for the task, knows their pastor is in it with them, and believes their sacrifice
will be honored, the chances that they take this step of faith increase dramatically. Then,
once that happens and the church experiences the fruit of this evangelistic effort, the
flywheel begins to turn and the church will see a steady increase in the frequency and
impact of this evangelism. Keller estimates that “when at least 20 to 25 percent of a
church’s people are engaged in this kind of organic, relational gospel ministry, it creates a
powerful dynamism that infuses the whole church and greatly extends the church’s ability
to edify and evangelize.”'® Once this tipping point is reached in the church, pastors can
anticipate an increase in professions of faith, baptisms, and, by extension, attendance.
This movement of evangelism will also breathe life into a congregation who has been in
decline as they see the Lord at work once again in and through their church. An emphasis
on reaching the lost can function like shot of adrenaline in the arm of a church seeking to

be revitalized after they have seen their numbers dwindling.

15 Little, How to Give Away Your Faith, 21.

16 Keller, Center Church, 281.
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Growing Churches Prioritize Assimilation

After evangelism, the second marker of growing churches is a prioritization of
a robust assimilation process. Assimilation has been defined as “the process used to
encourage your first-time guests to continue coming back until they see and understand
God’s power, accept Jesus as their Savior and commit themselves to the local church
through relationship.”!” In a study of assimilation processes, Chuck Lawless identified
four components of an effective assimilation process: membership expectations, ministry
involvement, convictional preaching, and relationships.!® Essentially, assimilation is
developing a sense of connection and ownership in the people who attend a church. They
should have strong relationships with others in the church that allow them to feel known
and loved. They should also have a sense of ownership or responsibility for the church
and her mission. Rick Warren echoes Lawless when he summarizes the assimilation
process and goals this way: “Assimilation is the task of moving people from an
awareness of your church to attendance at your church to active membership in your
church. The community talks about ‘that church,” the crowd talks about ‘this church,’ but
the congregation talks about ‘our church.” Members have a sense of ownership. They are
contributors, not just consumers.”!? Both strong relationships and a personal sense of
ownership are significant factors in a growing church. As people build connection to
others within the church, those relationships create a tether to the faith family that
incentivizes consistent attendance. Then, a measure of ownership of the mission of the
church moves people to join in the ministry activities both within and without the

congregation, further extending the reach of the church. For this reason, a strong

17 Nelson Searcy and Jennifer Henson, Fusion: Turning First-Time Guests into Fully-Engaged
Members of Your Church (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2017), 28.

18 Chuck Lawless, Membership Matters: Insights from Effective Churches on New Member
Classes and Assimilation (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2005), 48—49.

19 Rick Warren, The Purpose Driven Church: Growth without Compromising Your Message
and Mission (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2007), 309.
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assimilation process is vital to a growing church. In order for an assimilation process to
achieve these ends, it must have clear goals, clear next steps, and clear systems to help

people take the steps to reach the goals.

Clear Goals

First, both the church staff and church visitors should be clear about what the
goal of the assimilation process is. In other words, the church should have an
understanding of what the desired outcome of the system is. For many churches, formal
church membership will be the stated goal.?’ For others, joining a small group may be the
definition of success.?! Still others may see getting attenders committed to a volunteer
role as the win.?? Regardless of what the decided-upon aim of an assimilation process is,
it must include the two elements stated above: connection and ownership. Without both
of these in place, the individual cannot be considered assimilated. Instead, they remain in
the category that Warren calls either the “crowd” or the “congregation.” The goal, he
explains, is to move people into the category of “committed” and then ultimately to being
the ”core” of a church.?? Only when a target is determined can a church begin plotting the

path to move attenders towards it.

Clear Process

With a goal established, effective assimilation processes offer clear and
accessible next steps for people to take towards that goal. Having a pathway towards

church membership, or whatever assimilation goal a church has decided on, gives the

20 Jonathan Leeman, Church Membership: How the World Knows Who Represents Jesus,
9Marks: Building Healthy Churches, (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2012), 64—66.

2l Warren, The Purpose Driven Church, 324-27.

22 Chris Hodges, “8 Characteristics of Growing Churches,” March 4, 2024, in The Grow
Leader Podcast, 35:26, https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/growleader-podcast-with-chris-
hodges/id1578049120?i=1000647900600.

23 Warren, The Purpose Driven Church, 138.
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church visitor a roadmap that they can walk. In his how-to manual on church
assimilation, Nelson Searcy explains, “The Assimilation System builds a bridge allowing
those in the Crowd a way to cross into the Congregation. That bridge is composed of
three sections—three smaller bridges, if you will—that allow your guests to move from
step 1 to step 2 to step 3.72* This concept of creating steps—as opposed to giant leaps—
makes it significantly more likely that a prospect will move towards being fully
assimilated. Warren’s Saddleback Church popularized this gradual approach to
assimilation with their baseball diamond illustration for their church’s discipleship plan.
Each step is a “base” and moves them into deeper and deeper commitment level with the
church. Warren explains it this way: “It is also okay to break big commitments into
smaller steps and lead people gradually along. As you’ve already seen, that’s the idea
behind our Life Development Process (the baseball diamond). We don’t expect people to
grow from being new believers to the commitment level of Billy Graham or Mother
Teresa overnight—we let them take baby steps.” In addition to breaking down
assimilation into achievable steps, Saddleback’s baseball diagram has the added benefit
of communicating clearly what the process is and where the individual is in that process.
This clarity helps the individual to know precisely what is expected of them to grow in
their relationship with the church. In the same vein as Warren’s baseball analogy, Andy
Stanley, Lane Jones, and Reggie Joiner makes the case for a stepped approach to spiritual
growth. They argue that within the church, the steps people are asked to take must be
“easy, obvious, and strategic.”?® They explain that, essentially, if a step is not easy to
take, people simply will not do it. Therefore, in any assimilation process, churches must

be deliberate about minimizing what is asked of the prospect in each step. Whether it is a

24 Searcy and Henson, Fusion, 45.
25 Warren, The Purpose Driven Church, 445.

26 Andy Stanley, Lane Jones, and Reggie Joiner, Seven Practices of Effective Ministry
(Colorado Springs, CO: Multnomah, 2008), 37.
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membership class, joining a small group, completing a pastoral interview, or finding a
place to volunteer, if churches want people to take the next step, they must make it as
easy as possible. From there, Stanley, Lane, and Joiner argue that “a good step has to be
obvious, or your people may go the wrong way. This is sort of like clarifying the win on
each step. You don't want them to have to guess where second base is.”?” Clarity is
paramount. Prospective members have to know what their next step is at every point in
the process. A lack of clarity leads to hesitation which can then turn into inaction, leaving

people stalled along the road to being assimilated into the life of a church.

Clear Systems

Lastly, a strong assimilation process is held together by clear systems. Systems
are the mechanism by which the church helps visitors move through the assimilation
process to the end goal the church is aiming for. Without an effective system, churches
will see prospects stall out or quit at varying steps in the assimilation process. Nelson
Searcy points out that there is a gap between each step and if churches are not careful,
prospects may fall through this gap and out of the process altogether. He advises, “The
white spaces, or gaps, along the arrow’s path need to be bridged in order for your first-
timers to step from one box to the next. You certainly don’t want to lose anyone in those
cracks. Churches that have a lot of first-time guests but few new members are losing their
people in these gaps.”?® The axiom “everything communicates” is relevant here. A failure
of the internal systems that help visitors take next steps communicates to the visitor that
they do not matter to the church. When no one calls, emails, or texts to encourage the
next step or ensure the previous step went well, visitors feel overlooked and unimportant.
Technology can go a long way in ensuring this does not happen, but at the end of the day

systems must be monitored by church staff. Mark Waltz drives home this reality: “If

27 Stanley, Jones, and Joiner, Seven Practices, 37.

28 Searcy and Henson, Fusion, 45.
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people in your church are going to move from visiting to belonging, it will be primarily
because of people like you. People need to know they matter. They need to know
someone thinks it’s a good thing they’re around.”?® Ensuring visitors do not fall through
the gap requires church staffs to create thoughtful, efficient systems to monitor visitors’
progress through the assimilation process. Then, someone must own that process. In their
book on staffing for churches, Bill Easum and Bill Tenny-Brittian argue that “every
effective church has four core processes.”? An assimilation process, called the “retain
them” process in the book, is one of those four. While the number of staff a church has
will vary, Easum and Tenny-Brittian argue that once a church hits five hundred in weekly
attendance, one staff member should have the assimilation process as their primary
responsibility.®! In other words, truly prioritizing assimilation means prioritizing it in the
church budget and with the staff’s time. There are a variety of software platforms
available to aid in the assimilation system. Many church management services offer the
tools to build such systems, but it is up to each church to define their own goals and steps.
They must also build time into their weekly workflow to monitor these systems for
effectiveness, otherwise it will all be for naught.

A church that has clear goals for their assimilation process, clear steps for
visitors to take, and clear systems behind the scenes will see visitors turn into regular
attenders and regular attenders turn into members. Those members, then, can become
missionaries in their community which leads to more visitors, continuing the cycle. If
done thoughtfully and diligently, a strong assimilation process can be a major driver of
church growth. The aftermath of a period of decline for a church is the ideal time to

evaluate their assimilation processes. A thorough assimilation process must be in place

2 Mark L. Waltz, Lasting Impressions: From Visiting to Belonging (Loveland, CO: Group,
2013), 153.

30 William M. Easum and William Tenny-Brittian, Effective Staffing for Vital Churches: The
Essential Guide to Finding and Keeping the Right People (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2012), 29.

3! Easum and Tenny-Brittian. Effective Staffing for Vital Churches, 31.
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for the church to come back to life. For that reason, it is essential that pastors leading

revitalization efforts understand and prioritize this work.

Growing Churches Prioritize Small Groups

In the Lifeway study cited at the beginning of this chapter, researchers advised
pastors, “If you want a growing and a healthy church, strive to increase the percentage of
churchgoers involved in a small group.”*? The research demonstrates that there is a strong
correlation between a church’s growth trajectory and their success in getting people
connected to small groups. To be sure, one of the reasons for this correlation is the role
small groups play in the assimilation process discussed above. Getting visitors connected
to a small group dramatically increases the likelihood that the person is committed to the
church for the long haul. In fact, Warren sees groups as the final step in the assimilation
process: “Small groups are the most effective way of closing the back door of your
church. We never worry about losing people who are connected to a small group. We
know that those people have been effectively assimilated.”* The “back door” that
Warren is referring to is the people who leave a church, often quietly. In contrast to the
“front door,” the ways in which people visit and begin getting connected to a church, the
back door often gets less attention. Growing churches, however, understand that it is just
as valuable to hold on to the members a church already has as it is to add new members.
By keeping people connected to a church through groups, the work a church does to
reach people is amplified. The opening chapter of Larry Osborne’s book on small groups
explains that, for them, closing the back door is a primary objective of their small group
ministry:

If the back door of a church is left wide open, it doesn’t matter how many people are

coaxed to come in the front door—or the side door, for that matter. Yet most
churches give the back door scant attention. We’ve discovered lots of ways to reach

32 Earls, “4 Factors That Predict Church Growth.”

33 Warren, The Purpose Driven Church, 327.
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people. We’ve offered the high-powered programs and slick marketing of
attractional churches, the cultural savvy of missional churches, and the relational
intimacy of small churches. But we’ve often become so focused on reaching people
that we’ve forgotten the importance of keeping people.>*

Osborne goes on to say that groups are not only a good retention tool, they also make
churches healthier in a spiritual sense.>® For these reasons, Osborne’s church has made
small groups the centerpiece of their ministry model.

Once a church has made the decision to prioritize groups, another decision
remains: what should people do within those groups? A myriad of options exist.
Saddleback, for example, sees five biblical mandates for small group ministry. These
mandates are fellowship, discipleship, ministry, evangelism, and worship.?® Ed Stetzer
and Eric Geiger offer a menu of no less than eleven activities that small groups could
focus on but leaves the decision as to which are best up to the ministry leader.>” Henry
Cloud and John Townsend go even further, pointing to fourteen things that happen in a
good small group.’® With so many things that small groups could emphasize, it should not
be a surprise that many ministry leaders have difficulty narrowing their focus. The result
is that more is asked of small group leaders than can reasonably be expected. Writing
about research done into what pastors believe their groups should accomplish, Stetzer and
Geiger put an exclamation on their findings: “When you add another seismic stat—83
percent of a thousand pastors expected five or more of these activities to take place in
their small groups—you see a picture of expected deliverables! We would hate to be in

charge of ‘group sales’ at those churches—all 83 percent of them! Pastoral expectations

34 Larry Osborne, Sticky Church (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2008), 13.
35 Osborne, Sticky Church, 13.

36 Steve Gladen, Small Groups with Purpose: How to Create Healthy Communities (Grand
Rapids: Baker Book House, 2013), 27.

37 Ed Stetzer and Eric Geiger, Transformational Groups: Creating a New Scorecard for
Groups (Nashville: B&H, 2014), 142-48.

38 Henry Cloud and John Sims Townsend, Making Small Groups Work: What Every Small
Group Leader Needs to Know (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2003), 66—116.
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appear to have climbed beyond what any church’s groups ministry can deliver.”** What,
then, should groups emphasize? Three activities emerge as consistent across all of the
material surveyed: community, discipleship, and mission.*® By building groups around
these priorities, churches can see small groups that keep people connected, grow them

spiritually, and motivate people to live on mission.

Community

At their most basic level, small groups exist to help people build relationships
with others in the church. The larger a church grows, the more vital this becomes. In his
essay on church size dynamics, Keller writes that when churches grow to four hundred or
more in worship attendance, “The primary circle of belonging becomes the small group
fellowship.”*! This, Keller says, stands in contrast to the smaller church where circles of
belonging could be the Sunday worship service or an affinity class.*? Rick Warren agrees
that small groups are essential in a large congregation, pointing out that they can serve to
provide pastoral care that would otherwise be impossible: “The larger your church grows,
the more important small groups become for handling pastoral care functions. They
provide the personal touch everyone needs, especially in a crisis.”* These personal
relationships are the backbone of a healthy small group ministry. Both Christians and
non-Christians agree that human beings are meant to live life in relationship with one

another. Brad House explains it this way: “No one really debates the need for people to

39 Stetzer and Geiger, Transformational Groups, 142.

40 In addition to these three focus areas appearing in all of the small group literature surveyed,
several authors have explicitly narrowed the focus of their group strategies to these three items, albeit
sometimes with different terminology. See, for example: Chris Surratt, Small Groups for the Rest of Us:
How to Design Your Small Groups System to Reach the Fringes (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2015) as well
as: Brad House, Community: Taking Your Small Group off Life Support (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2011).
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exist within community. It is not merely a Christian understanding; it is a human
understanding.”** If churches are going to serve their people well, a small group ministry
that addresses this basic human need is vital. For this reason, groups ministries should be
intentional about cultivating honest, open friendships within their groups. Leaders should
work to build connections and understanding between their members. Additionally, they
should work to create a space where group members can be honest with one another, to a
degree. In a discussion on the different types of spaces found within the church, Daniel
Im notes that a small group is what he calls a “personal space” where “private
information is shared, but this isn’t the place where you are completely vulnerable and
baring your whole soul.”* In other words, small groups should be a place of trust and
honesty, but only to a certain point. There is a balance to be struck here. If a group is
superficial in its subject matter and interactions, it will not add value to people’s lives and
they will drop out of the group. Conversely, a group that gets too personal will scare
people away as they feel vulnerable in a group too large for that level of transparency.
The goal is strong relationships that are deep enough to talk about weighty spiritual
matters and some level of personal struggles. If a groups ministry is able to create such
relationships, that church will find that the connection amongst group members acts as a
tether to the church. Rainer and Geiger summarize the importance of getting people in
groups: “When people move to a group, they stick. They stay. They last. They have a
support network, a community of fellow Christ-followers. They continue in the life of the
church. They are still being transformed.”*¢ This idea of groups being catalysts for
transformation underscores another reason relationships are important in group life: they

make it possible for people to grow spiritually.
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Discipleship

At their core, churches exist to make disciples. Everything discussed in this
chapter thus far—evangelism, assimilation, and small groups—all have discipleship as
their ultimate goal. Small groups create an environment beyond the worship service
where that can take place. Stetzer and Rainer go so far as to say that “small groups are the
best way to genuine life change through the local church.”*’ Using the Great Commission
as our guide, we can define discipleship as learning about the Scriptures and conforming
one’s life to them.*® Small groups, then, help accomplish the disciple making mandate
when they help people understand and obey the Bible.

For a group to be effective in making disciples, Bible study must be central.
The way a group handles Bible study, however, should be different than how the
Scriptures are used in the worship service or in a classroom setting. Stetzer and Geiger
explain: “Healthy groups study the Word. One of the reasons we gather is to study. But
study is different from lecture. [The early church’s] devotion evolved from their full
engagement of study and learning.”*® The concept of having everyone, instead of just the
leader, engage the Scriptures is vital. Stetzer and Geiger continue: “People are more
devoted when they are discussing instead of only listening. Groups should not be a
monologue or even a dialogue. A dialogue is when three people dominate the discussion
with the person leading the group while the other eight stare at their Bibles. Group
discussion involves listening, waiting, learning together, and shepherding the group to
understand the author’s original context and the applications that flow from it.”*° Simply

put, groups that prioritize discipleship will gather around the Scriptures. Whether that

47 Ed Stetzer and Thom S. Rainer, Transformational Church: Creating a New Scorecard for
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48 Matthew 28:18-20 records Jesus’s command to “make disciples™ as including baptism,
which is understood to be shorthand for evangelism that leads to conversion, then “teaching” that leads
them to “observe” what they have learned.
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means using sermon-based discussions, a curriculum, a video series, or some other
medium is up to the particular church. But what is essential is that the Bible is the core
component. They will read it, discuss it, and work to understand it rightly. Group leaders
will keep the discussion on track and ensure that even if unbiblical ideas or opinions are
shared, only sound doctrine will be allowed to stand.’! Theological precision is
important, but simply learning the truths of Scripture is not enough. Effective groups will
help their members apply the Bible to their lives, too.

Steven Gladen argues that the church, at least in the United States, has more
than enough Biblical information: “Historically, American churches have operated on the
belief that discipleship is about gaining knowledge. If we can fill believers’ minds with
facts from the Bible and if they memorize enough Scripture, then we have made
disciples. Today, churches are questioning this line of thinking. Biblical knowledge is
important, but most American Christians know far more than they are putting into
practice.”? The great need of the church, Gladen argues, is not information but
transformation. The transformation comes when the Scriptures are not just learned but
lived. It takes place when groups help their members act on what they have learned in the
Bible. This is the unique advantage of groups over a classroom or worship service setting.
A person’s fellow group members come alongside them to help them grow. During the
Bible study discussion, group members are able to dialogue specific ways the Scripture
can be applied. They can encourage one another to pursue growth in areas of their life.
They can hold one another accountable to following through with their action plans. A
small group becomes a support team for the believer who is trying to be conformed into

the image of Christ. As Timothy Lane and Paul David Tripp have said, “change is a

5! Stetzer and Geiger, Transformational Groups, 24.

52 Gladen, Small Groups with Purpose, 72-73.
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community project.”>> Among the many potential discipleship outcomes that a group may

experience, perhaps the most important is motivating members to live on mission.

Mission

This final focus area of small groups turns members’ attention outward.
Effective small groups do not allow themselves to become “holy huddles” that insulate
themselves from the spiritually lost around them. Instead, groups make the mission of
God and the mission of the church their own and join in to reach the world around them
for Christ. House defines groups on mission this way: “As God’s ambassadors on his
mission, we get to share the gospel in every nook and cranny of the city. That is what it
means to be missional: to be on mission with God.”>* A small group can be on mission
with God in at least two ways: by welcoming new members into groups and by
encouraging personal evangelism outside of the group.

First, groups can support the mission of the church by making room in their
gatherings for new people, particularly new converts, to join. A growing church will, by
definition, constantly need to be assimilating new people into their small groups ministry.
A group that is committed to the mission of God will be willing to make space for this
influx of people. They may do this by welcoming them into an already-existing group or
by sending members out to launch new groups. This sending of members to begin new
groups is often called “multiplication” by groups pastors. It can be challenging for groups
to take this step, especially if the group has developed deep bonds amongst themselves. A
mission-minded group, however, will make this sacrifice for the sake of those who are

coming into a church.>®> Wise leaders recognize the challenges associated with

53 Timothy S. Lane and Paul David Tripp, How People Change, 2nd ed. (Greensboro, NC:
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multiplication and shepherd groups through the process with gentleness. Jeremy
Linneman writes, “As group leaders and pastors, we need to respect people’s desire for
stability in community and not suppress these normal feelings.”® These feelings of
apprehension around group multiplication can stifle mission if left unaddressed.
Linneman continues: “Too often in our community groups, we want the blessing to reach
us but not move through us. Our members want to each be the last ones to join a group.
No one wants to exclude others from a group, but once we are in, sometimes we want to
close it off. As a result, we as community group leaders need to put the biblical vision of
multiplication before our people regularly.”” In a small group that prioritizes mission,
group members grow to be willing to sacrifice their own comfort for the sake of those the
Lord is sending their way.

The other way groups join the mission of God is by encouraging members
towards evangelism. When things are working properly, the study and application of
Scripture will lead to evangelism. As group members see the glory of Christ clearly in the
pages of their Bible, a desire to share him with the lost grows. This leads to what House
calls “ownership” of the mission of God.*® This ownership of the mission grows as group
members step out in faith and see God work through their obedience. House writes,
“When we give people the opportunity to participate in the mission, ownership
increases.” By encouraging group members to participate in the mission through
evangelism, we give them the chance to experience the joy of being used by God. House

continues: “When we challenge the body (community groups) to contextualize their
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groups and engage their culture to reach the lost, we share with them the joy of the
ministry.”®® Small groups, by proclaiming and encouraging the biblical mandate of
evangelism, can be a conduit for mission as their members step out of the group and into
their spheres of influence intent on sharing the gospel. More than that, small groups
provide a layer of accountability that further encourages evangelism. For most people,
sharing their faith can be a daunting task. The chances of a group member following
through on this task are increased if they know their group prioritizes missional living
and will ask them about it the next time they gather. Stetzer and Geiger highlight the
importance of accountability within a group: “If we’re going to work in tandem with
Jesus in the disciple making process, we must be willing to allow His standard to be the
standard for each of His disciples, and we must hold one another accountable to live out
those standards in a safe, healthy, committed group.”¢!

In God’s wisdom, it appears that prioritizing mission in the context of a small
group may actually be a better pathway to spiritual growth than anything else a group
could focus on. One study has found that when groups focus too much on community or
discipleship, they are less spiritually healthy than they could be.®? Instead, the research
indicates, groups that have a primarily missional focus actually end up doing a better job
of growing people relationally and spiritually. So, for the groups pastor who wants to see
their groups achieve all three of community, discipleship, and mission, the best strategy is
likely to emphasize mission above all. This is all the more important in a revitalization
effort. In order for a church who has fallen on hard times to grow again, small group
discipleship must be taking place. While discipleship and church growth are sometimes

considered at odds with one another, in reality small group discipleship can actually be a
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catalyst for growth.

Conclusion

This chapter began by examining the role of evangelism in growing churches.
As pastors model, teach, and celebrate evangelism in their churches, the membership
catches on. As church members step out in faith and share the gospel more and more in
their community, it is more and more likely that lost people will be saved. As that takes
place, momentum for evangelism builds and even more of the church joins in, further
fueling evangelistic success. Naturally, those churches will need strong assimilation
processes to handle the growth. Those processes require clear goals so that all involved
know what the target is. Further, clear and accessible steps in the assimilation process
ensure that church visitors can and will move forward. Behind the scenes, churches will
need clear systems that ensure visitors do not fall through the cracks along the way.
Oftentimes a result of these assimilation processes is involvement in small group
ministries. These groups provide an avenue towards relationships that are strong enough
to facilitate genuine spiritual growth stemming from studying and applying the Bible
together. One of the outcomes of these group discipleship activities will be living on
mission by making room for more people and by living evangelistic lives. In this way,
this chapter has come full circle in that it began with evangelism and ended with
evangelism. This circle might better be thought of as the flywheel of church growth.
Growing churches work hard to build this wheel and then keep it spinning by keeping
their ministries focused on evangelism, assimilation, and small groups. The result is more
people trusting Jesus, joining the church, and growing in groups. The result is a growing
church.

Each of these three areas of emphasis require a great deal of intentionality and
effort to implement and maintain. These are not “set it and forget it” programs that can be
launched and then ignored for more interesting or comfortable pursuits. Instead, these

priorities are the engine of any growing church and therefore, when one or more of them
53



is neglected, the church cannot function the way God intends. Research indicates that it is
precisely when a church loses focus on evangelism, assimilation, or small group
discipleship that the church begins to decline.®® The good news is that the path towards
revitalization is clear: pastors should reprioritize these areas of emphasis in their ministry
strategy. Whether a church is just starting down the path of decline or has been slipping
for decades, the way forward for large churches is the same for the church plant just

getting off the ground: prioritize reaching people, connecting them, and discipling them.

% Thom S. Rainer, Autopsy of a Deceased Church: 12 Ways to Keep Yours Alive (Nashville:
B&H, 2014).

54



CHAPTER 4

DETAILS AND DESCRIPTION
OF THE PROJECT

The purpose of this project is to develop an adaptable ministry plan for church
growth to be implemented by a pastor who leads a church that was once large in size but
has since experienced a season of significant numerical decline. Chapter 2 of this project
outlined the theological basis for seeking church growth. Chapter 3 detailed some of the
most prominent theoretical and practical issues related to growing churches. This chapter
seeks to outline the methodology used for determining the best practices for revitalizing
large churches and to formulate them into an adaptable ministry plan for pastors leading
such churches. Specifically, the goals were to (1) identify a list of churches that meet the
criteria of being successfully built back after a period of significant decline; (2) identify
the best practices for revitalizing large churches after a period of significant decline; and
(3) develop a ministry plan for pastors who lead large churches that have experienced
significant decline.

In order to identify best practices and develop the ministry plan, I conducted a
series of interviews with pastors who lead churches that have been successful in their
revitalization. This required developing a series of questions, identifying a list of
churches that met the criteria outlined in chapter 1, conducting interviews, compiling
results, identifying best practices, and then formulating a ministry plan. Finally, that
ministry plan was evaluated by a panel of experienced pastors to verify its soundness and

applicability.
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Study Preparation

Interview Question Development

The first task was to develop a series of questions for pastors to answer. These
questions needed to be easy to understand, applicable to most church situations, and
concise enough to keep the interview on track. To craft questions, I drew on my personal
experience in pastoral ministry as well as my reading of many of the resources cited
earlier in the project. I attempted to create questions that gave pastors enough freedom to
tell the story of their church while also yielding answers that could be categorized and
analyzed against other interview responses. The resulting set of questions that was used

can be found in appendix 1.

Church Selection

With the interview questions developed, I was able to move on to the first goal
of the project: identifying a list of churches to study. The parameters of the project called
for churches that had declined in weekend attendance by 40 percent or more and then
successfully grew back to at least 75 percent of their previous high average attendance.
Furthermore, the churches in the study needed to have experienced this fall and rise
within the last fifty years, needed to be in friendly cooperation with the Southern Baptist
Convention, and needed to be located in the southern United States. I employed a variety
of strategies to identify these churches and secure an interview with their pastor. I began
by tapping into my personal network by calling various pastor friends who led churches
that I suspected met the criteria. Additionally, I asked the Lead Missional Strategist
(sometimes called a Director of Missions) for my local Baptist association for referrals to
churches that fit the criteria. I also met with the Church Revitalization and Replant
Specialist for the North American Mission Board where I explained my project and asked
for assistance in identifying qualifying churches. On several occasions, I posted in Baptist
social media groups regarding the types of churches I was looking for. Finally, I often

asked pastors I was interviewing for referrals to other churches that met my parameters.
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Eventually, I was able to compile a list of twenty-two churches that appeared to be
matches for the project. Of those twenty-two, six did not respond to requests for an
interview. One church declined to be interviewed due to their pastor being on sabbatical.
Three pastors agreed to be interviewed, but their data was not included in my study due
to the churches not meeting the criteria. That left me with the requisite twelve churches

that were interviewed for inclusion in the study.!

Interview Formats

In setting up the interviews, I offered three different formats for the pastors to
choose from. The options were a telephone interview where I took notes throughout the
conversation, a videoconference interview where I took notes throughout the
conversation, or an online form where the pastor could type the answers to the questions
themselves and submit them online. Eleven of the twelve pastors opted for the telephone

interview, with one choosing to fill in the online form.

Interviews and Findings

Each pastoral interview began with confirming the weekend worship
attendance information that I had for the church to verify that the church met the criteria
of this project. Several churches, I found, did not meet the parameters despite the fact that
either they or a member of their staff had informed me the church did. Usually, this
discrepancy was connected to the round figures pastors often use to describe attendance.
Those figures are almost always rounded up, which can contribute to a perception of
growth that does not match reality. Once attendance numbers were verified with the
pastor to confirm a church’s eligibility for study, I proceeded to ask the pastor the

interview questions.

! For a list of churches and pastors included in the study, see appendix 3.
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Causes of Decline and Subsequent Fallout

Each interview began with several questions relating to the church prior to the
beginning of the revitalization effort. This included a question to help me understand
what the church was like when it experienced its previous high average attendance. Then,
I asked questions to determine the cause of the church’s decline and what the pastor
understood to be the results of that decline.? This series of questions helped me
understand what the church was like—both the good and the bad—yprior to the
revitalization that had taken place. In almost every interview, either the ministries offered
or the leadership style of the senior pastor was cited as the reason for success when things
were good. Pastors told me about leaders who were “highly relational” or “dynamic”
preachers.? They also shared how their churches offered a broad array of ministries
including sports programs, education ministries, youth groups, and more. One pastor told
me that his church used to function like a “community center” as it “served any need it

could think of for the surrounding neighborhood.”

Table 1. Top five factors cited as cause of success before the church’s decline

Factor in Success Number Cited Percentage Cited (%)

Good Leadership 5 42
Quality and/or Number of Programs 5 42
Mission or Vision Focus 5 42
Music Style 4 33
Demographics 3 25

2 See appendix 1, questions 3, 4, and 5.

* While many of the quotes in this chapter have been attributed to the pastor who gave them,
many others are not attributed. This is because many of the quotes relate to a previous pastor, his
leadership, or the outcome of his ministry. While no one maligned or spoke ill of their predecessor, out of
an abundance of caution and a desire to promote Christian unity, quotes about the church, pastor, or staff
before the pastor being interviewed arrived have been left unattributed.
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As the conversation moved to the low point for attendance, I asked questions
about what caused the slide and what the church was like during that period. In the vast
majority of the interviews, a leadership issue was cited as a primary cause of the decline.
One interviewee noted that the senior pastor at that time had “no vision or plan for the
church” and so the church “lost its sense of identity.” Another person shared that after a
change in leadership, the new senior pastor made changes at a pace the congregation
could not handle, so scores of people left the church. Multiple pastors cited the departure
of a beloved or successful senior pastor as the cause for the decline. Interim periods often
caused the church to lose people at a rapid pace. Several others pointed to financial
hardship as the major factor in the church’s decline. Whether through mismanagement, a
change in demographics, or the taking on of debt, some churches found themselves
unable to pay their bills and do effective ministry at the same time. Once the ministry

quality dropped off, people left and took their giving with them, further exacerbating the

problems.
Table 2. Top five factors cited as a cause of the church’s decline
Factor in Decline Number Cited Percentage Cited (%)
Pastor or Staff Issues 10 83
Financial Hardship 4 33
Disunity in the Church 2 17
Facility Issues 2 17
Demographics 2 17

At this point in the interview, I asked pastors to describe what the churches
were like when they arrived after this downward slide. The most frequently cited result of
the downward slide was financial hardship. Churches were not making budget or had

taken on debt which limited the new pastor’s ability to lead. Recalling this season, one

59



pastor emphatically said, “The finances were a mess!” For some churches, these financial
struggles were just a continuation of the issues that caused the decline in the first place.
For others, finances were not a problem until after the decline occurred. Several of the
pastors pointed to division in the church as a result of their numerical decline.
Additionally, a lack of missional focus or vision was also a major result of the declines
these churches experienced. In the wake of leadership changes or shortcomings, churches
struggled to see their purpose and direction. Several pastors pointed to a general sadness
that existed within the church, with one calling it a “depressed vibe” and another saying
the church was like a “beaten dog.” Alongside a loss of hope and lack of mission,
churches were also sometimes up against facility issues, usually due to deferred
maintenance because of finances. Still others had lingering problems among the church
staff. The other issues facing these churches varied. Their particular histories, contexts,
and makeup led to issues that were unique to each church. In every situation, however,
pastors found themselves facing an uphill battle to get their churches back to the

numerical success they had experienced in the past.

Table 3. Top five problems resulting from the church’s decline

Resulting Problem Number Cited Percentage Cited (%)

Financial Issues 8 67
Lack of Mission or Vision 7 58
Division Among the Congregation 4 33
A Defeated or Depressed Attitude 3 25
Facility Issues 3 25
Staffing Issues 3 25
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Rebound Strategy and Success

Once we established both the cause and results of the church’s numerical
decline, the interview turned its attention to the strategy and circumstances involved in
the church’s revitalization. Each pastor was asked to outline the strategy they developed
for revitalization and then to chronicle how that strategy impacted the church.* No less
than twenty components of a revitalization strategy were listed in the twelve interviews.
This is due to a wide variance in the particulars of each church’s situation as well as
theological and philosophical differences between the pastors interviewed. Despite the
wide array of strategies, theological leanings, and leadership styles, several patterns
emerged.

First, pastors consistently resolved to be patient and move slowly while getting
to know their church in the early stages of their ministry. One pastor told me that his only
objective in year one was to “love the people and have a positive outlook.” While nine of
the pastors interviewed specifically indicated that they worked to understand their church
in a patient manner, it was clear from our conversations that all of them went to great
pains to understand their church’s history, culture, values, leaders, strengths, and
surrounding community.

Just as often, pastors told me that they developed and articulated a new vision
or direction for their church. “Year two was new vision and strategy,” remarked one
pastor while another said he “rolled out a new mission statement and core values.”® The
vision and direction offered to the church was used to give the congregation a common
goal and objective to work towards. It brought a sense of optimism and hope to the
churches, many of whom had lacked that for some time. The vision also provided the

reasoning needed for much of the staffing and ministry plans that were to be

4 See appendix 1, questions 6 and 7.
5 Ryan Epley, interview by author, online form, February 7, 2024,

® Ronnie Parrott, interview by author, telephone, July 24, 2024.
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implemented. Over and over, the priority of calling the church to reach people with the
gospel was emphasized as being the centerpiece of the vision cast to the church. Some
called it evangelism, others spurred their people to “gospel conversations™” and still
others called for planting churches in underserved areas, but the idea of taking the gospel
to those who needed it showed up throughout the majority of the interview sessions.
When recalling their revitalization strategy, pastors repeatedly pointed to
preaching as playing a major role. In some churches, the pastor introduced a preaching
style or philosophy that was new to the church. Three of them shared that they introduced
expositional, verse-by-verse preaching in contrast to their predecessor’s topical approach.
Others did not necessarily bring a change in preaching philosophy but simply emphasized
to me the central role that preaching played in their strategy. Throughout the course of
these interviews, it became apparent that preaching was the conduit through which
pastors delivered their strategy and plans to the congregation. Preaching was central to all
of the revitalizations I studied because it was through the preaching of the Word that
pastors were able to cast vision, articulate the mission, and motivate the church pursue a

new season of fruitfulness.

Table 4. Top five components of the revitalization strategies

Strategy Component Number Cited | Percentage Cited (%)

Patience, Listening, or Learning 9 75
New Vision or Direction 9 75
Preaching 8 67
Missional or Evangelistic Focus 8 67
Change in Ministry Model or Approach 7 58
Staff Changes 7 58

7 Steven Wade, interview by author, telephone, June 27, 2024.
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When describing their church’s numerical growth in the initial years, not one
pastor indicated that they experienced explosive growth. Instead, they used phrases like
“growth happened gradually”® and “very gradual and slow growth™ to describe their
weekend attendance trajectories. One pastor actually saw nearly all of their first year’s
numerical growth disappear after making a difficult but necessary staffing decision in
year two of the revitalization.!” While the exact details of what led to the turnaround
varied by church, many pastors pointed to a sense of momentum and forward progress
that aided their leadership. As new strategy, new staff, and new areas of emphasis were
implemented, momentum was created. This further enabled them to lead in the direction
they felt they should go, only now they often felt like they were leading with the wind at
their back.

Finally, even while these churches were experiencing a season of growth, the
pastors also encountered roadblocks that had to be cleared in order to continue growing.
Some of the roadblocks mentioned included staffing issues, budgetary issues, facility
issues, issues with the ministry model, and governance issues. One pastor inherited $12
million in debt with only a $1.2 million annual budget to pay it off. Another pointed to a
“lack of trust” amongst his staff that led to “siloed ministries” that were competing
against one another rather than working together towards a common goal. Some of the
most painful decisions described in the interviews took place in this season of
implementing their strategy. One pastor made the unpopular decision to end an annual
musical performance that was beloved and well-attended but was not effective in helping

the church achieve her mission. Another church found itself selling furniture to make up

8 Dustin Schadt, interview by author, telephone, June 20, 2024.
° Matt Capps, interview by author, telephone July 15, 2024.

10 The church’s previous high attendance had been 400 but had dropped to 150 before this
pastor was called. He led the church to grow back to 300, but then removed a beloved staff member from
the team, believing the move to be best in the long run for the church. Nearly 150 people left the church in
that season, but the church became much healthier from that point on. Today, the church averages more
than 1,000 worshipers every Sunday.
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for budget shortfalls. Several pastors were compelled to lay off staff that were either
ineffective or out of alignment with the vision. Each of these decisions required a great

deal of trust to have been developed over time between the church and the pastor.

Ranking the Revitalization Factors

Perhaps the most revealing question in the interview came next. I asked each
pastor to “rank the following in order of their impact on the success of the revitalization,
with number one being the most significant factor and number ten being the least.”!!
Then, I gave them ten options: preaching, discipleship strategy, personal evangelism,

outreach events, community service, facility changes, assimilation process, music style,

staffing, or other. Pastors were required to put them in order and there could be no ties or

omissions.
Table 5. Average ranking of impact of factors on revitalization

Factor in Revitalization Average Ranking

Preaching 1.42
Discipleship Strategy 3.92
Music Style 4.67
Staffing 5.00
Assimilation Process 542
Outreach Events 6.33
Personal Evangelism 6.67
Other 6.75
Community Service 7.17
Facility Changes 7.58

By a wide margin, pastors listed preaching as the most significant factor in

their revitalization success. Every single respondent listed preaching as either the number

! See appendix 1, question 8.
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one or number two factor in their revitalization success, with an average ranking of 1.42.
Discipleship strategy, with an average ranking of 3.92, was the next most significant.
Three closely grouped factors came next: music style (4.67), staffing (5.00), and
assimilation process (5.42). Factors 6 and 7 were similar in that they revolved around
reaching new people: outreach events (6.33) and personal evangelism (6.67). “Other”
turned up at this point, ranking 6.75 on average, just ahead of the final two: community
service (7.17) and facility changes (7.58). There was almost no overlap in what pastors
indicated these “other” factors were. Answers included strategic partnerships, prayer, and

changed service times, among others.

Additional Findings

At the end of the interviews, I asked the interviewees to reflect on their
approach.!? With hindsight to aid them, would they do things differently or would they
have done them the same? I also gave them an opportunity to share relevant information
about their revitalization that had not been discussed in the interview.

Generally speaking, the pastors I interviewed would have done things the same
way if they had it to do over again. The one thing most of them said they would change is
the speed at which they implemented some of the changes they brought to their churches.
They were split, however, on whether they should have moved faster or slower. Forty-
two percent of pastors interviewed said they would have made changes faster than they
did. Conversely, 33 percent of pastors interviewed said they would have been more
patient and made changes slower than they had. One pastor, after telling me he moved too
fast in the early years, said, “I wish that I had spent more time getting to know the people
and hearing the stories of people who had been there before I started changing things.”
On the other hand, another pastor told me his biggest regret was how much patience he

showed with some of the people in his church. “I wouldn't have had so much patience

12 See appendix 1, questions 9 and 10.
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with some of the personalities in the church or the staff,” he said. He continued with this
advice: “The slower you deal with things, the longer they fester.”

Whether they should have moved faster or slower, nearly all of the pastors I
spoke to affirmed the need to listen and learn before making changes. Repeatedly, they
pointed to how important it was to get to know the church and her people before
developing a strategy. One pastor who has seen his church double in size under his
leadership said, “I resolved to make no changes whatsoever for the first six months.”!?

His goal was to build trust amongst his people before asking them to buy into a new

direction for the church.

Adaptable Ministry Plan

What follows is a plan for growing a church that has experienced a period of
decline. The goal for this plan is to give a pastor a roadmap to walk in order to bring the
church back to a season of fruitful ministry that shows up in increased worship
attendance. It must be acknowledged that every church, city, pastor, and situation is
different. For that reason, this plan should not be considered a rigid timeline or how-to
manual for church growth. Instead, the plan should be considered the building blocks for
a strategy that is then customized to fit the unique context that the pastor is leading
within.

This plan is laid out in three phases: (1) Listen and Learn, (2) Cast Compelling
Vision, and (3) Implementation. The pastor should move through these phases in order
while at the same time recognizing that there will be significant overlap between the end
of one phase and the beginning of another. Much like a Venn diagram, some of the
activities of one phase could also be a part of the next phase at the same time. A general
timeframe has been offered for each phase, as well. Again, every situation is different and

therefore these timeframes should be considered starting points and not absolute rules.

13 Steven Wade, interview by author, telephone, June 27, 2024.
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Table 6. Overview of adaptable ministry plan

Phase Timeline Goals

(1) Gain a thorough understanding of the
Listen and Learn 6 to 12 months church’s history, issues, and needs.
(2) Build trust between church and pastor.

(1) Articulate a preferred future that centers
6 to 18 months on mission.
(2) Generate buy-in for this vision.

Cast a Compelling
Vision

(1) Implement changes according to
Implementation 12 to 36 months strategic timeline.
(2) Clear obstacles to achieving the vision.

Phase 1: Listen and Learn (6 to 12 months)

The first priority for a pastor taking leadership of church who has been through
a significant decline is to begin a season of listening and learning in order to build trust
and prepare for the next phases. It is not uncommon for leaders to have a bias towards
action, however nearly all successful revitalizers interviewed pointed to the need to get
your bearings before making changes. It should not be surprising that churches who are
fresh off a period of dramatic numerical decline have some wounds, fears, and
uncertainty around the future. One of the biggest mistakes a leader can make is walking
in the door and making dramatic changes too quickly. In fact, one pastor interviewed said
that the primary cause for his church’s decline before his arrival was a previous pastor’s
overbearing insistence on making dramatic changes in a short timeframe.

Rather than making sweeping changes, for the first six to twelve months
pastors should instead make their goal to listen to and learn from as many people as
possible within the church. This is no time to be spending hours upon hours studying
alone in the office. Instead, pastors would be wise to fill their schedule with church
members and stakeholders. One pastor interviewed for this project told me that he asked

every member of the pastor search committee to give him five names of individuals they
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saw as important to the church. The pastor then set meetings with every person listed in
order to build connection with them and learn from them. However one builds a list of
those to meet with, it is important to get in front of as many people as possible in this
season. He should also have a keen ear for information, feelings, and expectations that
might come out of ordinary conversations that may take place. His posture should be one
of curiosity, not of certainty.

The goal in this phase of listening and learning is to discover all that you can
about the church’s history, culture, priorities, leadership, and expectations. The pastor
should be asking questions to reveal strengths of the church such as “what do you love
about our church?” and “how do you think our church is best positioned to reach our
community?” At the same time, questions about the weaknesses of the church must be
asked, too. These could include questions like “what do you think caused our church to
decline so much?” and “why are we not reaching people like we should be?”. The
answers to these and many other questions will supply much of the information needed to
develop the vision and strategy required in phases 2 and 3.

Further, the pastor should focus much of his learning on the church’s
effectiveness in prioritizing evangelism, assimilation, and small group discipleship. As
discussed in chapter 3 of this project, growing churches prioritize these three facets of
ministry. In seeking to prepare a new strategy and vision, these three areas need to be
evaluated for effectiveness. Some examples of how a pastor might evaluate these areas
include examining baptism and profession of faith records, comparing first time guest
counts to attendance counts, and determining what percentage of the church is engaged in
a small group. Beyond that, if an issue does exist in one or more of these areas, the pastor
will want to discover what is causing the issue. If evangelism is not a priority, perhaps the
church has forgotten the theological duty it has to fulfill the Great Commission as
discussed in chapter 2 of this project. Or, evangelism could be ineffective due to a lack of

training. If guests are not being assimilated, the pastor must determine why. Is it the
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quality of the Sunday service? Or perhaps the assimilation system is unclear, leading to
people stalling out in the process. Likewise with small groups, the pastor must work to
discover where the shortfall is in their disciple making, whether that be poor leadership
development or that they are not focused enough on mission. In phase 1, the wise pastor
will look closely at these areas because they are so essential to church growth that to drop
the ball in one of these areas will severely limit the chances of a successful revitalization.

Beyond understanding the ministry context, another major goal of this listening
and learning phase is to build trust between the pastor and the congregation. One pastor
interviewed said that his “first [priority] was to learn and love the people of the church
over the first year.”!* His reasoning was that without a mutual understanding and
affection between pastor and people, he would not be able to lead them the way he
should. Not making major changes too quickly helps to build that trust as the church can
see that you are not intent on destroying things they may love. Trust is also built by being
faithful in some of the basics of pastoral ministry: being engaged in pastoral care and
counseling; making hospital visits; leading funerals; etc. Earning trust comes from
investing in relationships. In this phase, building those relationships is crucial to prepare
the church for the phases when new strategy is introduced and implemented.

This phase of listening and learning could take as few as six months to
complete or it could stretch beyond a year. The time it takes depends greatly on the
church’s history and makeup, the pastor’s ability to build the relationships he needs, and
how willing the church is to trust him with their future. Once these things are established,

the pastor can begin working on the next phase.

Phase 2: Cast a Compelling Vision (6 to 18 months)

In phase 2, the pastor begins to paint a picture of a preferred future for the

church. In order to achieve this, he must define the direction the church will be heading,

14 Ryan Epley, interview by author, online form, February 7, 2024.
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gain buy-in on that direction, and leverage the pulpit to lead the way. The timing of this
phase will be relative to phase 1, but could begin as early as six months into the pastorate.
In situations where a church needs a great deal of healing to take place or where trust is
harder to develop, as pastor may need to wait eighteen months or longer to move into this
phase.

In order to cast a compelling vision, the pastor must first define the direction
the church ought to head. According to the interviews conducted for this project, that
vision must, above all else, center on the mission of reaching the lost with the gospel. As
discussed in chapter 2 of this project, the Great Commission is a major emphasis in the
Gospels and in the book of Acts. It should be no surprise, then, that it must be a primary
note in any vision communicated. In virtually every interview, pastors pointed to a lack of
missional focus as a primary cause of the church’s decline and the renewed passion for
reaching people as instrumental in their revitalization. One pastor commented that the
church “historically had been very missional, but that had fallen off.” Another noted that
the “church has a long history of planting [churches] but had gotten away from it.
Returning to that mission has breathed life back into the church.” A lack of missional
focus had been the cause of their downfall and returning to it was credited for bringing
them back to life. This emphasis on mission aligns with what the research in chapter 3 of
this project shows. When evangelism is modeled, taught, and celebrated it becomes a
defining priority of a church’s ministry. When that happens, momentum around the
mission grows which, in turn, grows the church. Therefore, in phase 2 it is paramount
that the pastor defines a direction that is centered on reaching people for Christ. This does
not mean, of course, that a missional focus is the only aspect of a compelling vision.
Several pastors pointed to making discipleship a high priority as part of their vision.
Others aimed at investing in a particular generation of people or impacting their
community in a positive, tangible way. But according to those interviewed the

centerpiece of any church vision must be the mission of reaching people with the gospel.
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Once the direction of the church has been defined, the pastor’s next goal in this
phase is to gain buy-in for that vision. For the church to begin moving forward, her
members and leaders must be willing and eager to pursue this vision. One pitfall several
pastors shared about their experience in phase 2 is that of running over people in order to
achieve their vision. Several pointed out that they did not work hard enough at gaining
support for their vision, which ended up costing them later on as key members or leaders
left the church. Lamenting this, one pastor told me that if he had it to do over again, he
“would go gentle on the person and hard on the problem.” He explained that in his
eagerness to turn the church around, he was sometimes too impatient with people and
worked around them to get things done. Echoing that sentiment was another pastor who
said, “I was more concerned about making changes quickly than about how people felt.”
There is a balance to be struck, however. As noted earlier in this chapter, other pastors felt
they moved too slowly. The goal, then, should be for the pastor to work hard at listening,
learning, building trust, and gaining buy-in. Then, once that has been achieved, move
quickly to begin implementing the changes the vision requires.

The preaching ministry of the pastor is instrumental in this phase. While those
interviewed highlighted preaching as important from the first day, in this phase of casting
a compelling vision, one of the pastor’s most effective tools is the pulpit. No other
medium allows the pastor as much of an opportunity to lay out a preferred future for the
church than the Sunday sermon. Any opportunities that present themselves to point
people to the vision should be leveraged. In his book on preaching and leadership, John
Currie argues that if a pastor does not cast vision through preaching, individuals in a
congregation will come up with their own vision.!> This does not mean that every sermon
must be a vision sermon. It does mean, however, that when the passage or topic preached

lends itself to it, the pastor should take the opportunity to paint a picture of some aspect

15 John Currie, The Pastor as Leader: Principles and Practices for Connecting Preaching and
Leadership (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2024), 154-55.
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of the vision for the future of the church.

Phase 3: Implementation (12 to 36 months)

Once the pastor has worked hard to understand his context and has built
enough trust for his people to follow his vision, it is time to execute the plan. Again, it
needs to be stated that there will be overlap between phases. A wise pastor might begin
quietly laying the groundwork for his strategy many months before he goes public with it.
But by and large, it is important to have a significant level of support for his vision before
acting on it. This implementation phase was typically referred to in years rather than
months by those interviewed. Several pastors had an implementation timeline that
included focusing on one area of the vision per year for several years in a row. Others
implemented their vision in multiple areas at the same time. Each pastor should map out a
plan than reflects what they have learned about their church, including what the church
needs most and what he believes they can handle. Additionally, the pastor should
consider the amount of change and the speed of change that their particular situation will
allow. A pastor who has been given a great deal of leeway by the church and has a high
level of buy-in will be able to make changes much more quickly than the leader that does
not have such a long leash.

In the implementation phase, the pastor should be prepared for pushback. No
matter how well he has done in phases 1 and 2, the interviews indicate that there will
almost always be those who resist the changes when it comes time to make them. Be
prepared to patiently meet with and encourage those who are struggling with the change.
At the same time, the pastor should also accept the fact that not every church member or
staff member will stick through this season of changing the church. If the pastor has been
faithful to patiently learn his church, craft a vision based in reality, outline a strategy, and
gain widespread buy-in for his plan, then he should not let a measure of resistance bother
him. However, if big blocks of the church membership are opposing the vision and

strategy, that is likely an indicator that he has moved to phase 3 too quickly and should
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slow down.

Much of the work of the implementation phase involves clearing the obstacles
that exist to the vision. The nature of these roadblocks will vary widely depending on the
church context. They could include, for example: staffing issues, budgetary issues,
facility issues, governance issues, programmatic issues, or any number of other issues
that inhibit growth. All of the pastors interviewed pointed to at least one of these
problems. When facing these roadblocks, the pastor must lean on the trust he has
developed over time and continue to emphasize the vision and direction of the church. He
must also put the needs of the church over and above his own desire to be liked. Failure
to clear these roadblocks effectively will stunt growth and cause a plateauing effect to
occur.

At some point, the pastor will move beyond their revitalization strategy and
into a different season of ministry as they lead their renewed congregation. The research
indicates that even once this happens, pastors should continue to focus on the mission if

they want their church to maintain their growth and impact in the community.

Expert Review
The rubric in appendix 2 as well as the adaptable ministry plan was sent to
three seasoned pastors with significant experience leading churches to seasons of growth.
Combined, they have more than seventy years of pastoral ministry under their belt.!¢
Additionally, one of the pastors has served pastors with the North American Mission
Board and another serves as the Director of Missions for a large, urban Baptist
association. Their experience both directly serving in pastoral ministry as well as with

working with countless pastors trying to revitalize churches makes them uniquely

qualified to evaluate this ministry plan. After reviewing the adaptable ministry plan, all

16 The expert panel consisted of Bob Bumgarner, Lead Missional Strategist for First Coast
Churches in Jacksonville, FL; Ben Kaempfer, Lead Pastor of Downtown Community Church in
Tallahassee, FL; and Darren Sullivan, Missional Strategist for First Coast Churches in Jacksonville, FL.
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three experts scored the plan as either sufficient or exemplary in all seven criteria. This
constituted successful completion of project goal 3. Some of their feedback was
important in helping shape my understanding of the project and its success. For example,
one panel expert noted that he believed “this ministry plan if implemented will lead to
numerical growth. However, to say that following this plan will lead to significant growth
devalues the multitude of variables that create substantive growth.” His experience and
maturity caused him to recognize that there cannot be a level of certainty of success in a
church revitalization because of the particularities of each situation. I am grateful to each

expert for their willingness to participate and their suggestions for the plan.

Conclusion

This project is meant to produce an adaptable ministry plan that can be used by
a large church that has declined in attendance. After developing a series of interview
questions, a group of twelve pastors were selected to learn from. Each one participated in
a thorough interview that yielded a plethora of insights into what makes large church
revitalizations successful. These insights were organized and analyzed to identify a list of
best practices for church revitalization. Then, those best practices were applied to create
an adaptable ministry plan. The plan offers a three-stage process that pastors can follow
in order to revitalize their churches. The ministry plan is clear enough to outline the
major moves a pastor should make while also being flexible enough to fit a variety of

ministry contexts.
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CHAPTER 5
EVALUATION OF THE PROJECT

My work on this project spanned my ministries at two different churches. I
began as an associate pastor of Christ Community Church in Huntersville, North
Carolina. At the time, I had been serving in that role for around six years and the church
had been totally transformed during my time there. When I arrived, the church’s average
attendance was just over four hundred, down from approximately 1,500 a little more than
ten years prior. In God’s kindness, I had a front row seat to watch the revitalization of
that church as the Lord breathed life back into the ministry. I also got to observe and
participate in the development and execution of the strategy to get the church on track.
Then, in 2023, Fort Caroline Baptist Church in Jacksonville, Florida called me to be their
Lead Pastor. Similar to Christ Community and the churches studied in this project, Fort
Caroline had once been a large, vibrant congregation with more than six hundred people
gathering weekly to worship. However, in the year before I arrived, the church averaged
less than three hundred people per week. In God’s providence, he continues to place me
in ministries in need of revitalization. It is, in many ways, more difficult than starting a
new work or leading a ministry that is well established. The joy, however, of seeing
something that was near death come back to life makes the challenges worth it. This
project was developed as much for me as it was for another pastor. My prayer and hope is
not only that Fort Caroline will once again see a season of growth and vitality, but that
churches across our denomination would come back to life as pastors take head on the

challenge of revitalizing them.
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Evaluation of the Project’s Purpose

The purpose of this project was to create an adaptable plan for church growth
to be implemented by a pastor who leads a church that was once large in size but has
since experienced a season of significant numerical decline. The heart behind the project
was to give a new pastor the building blocks for a strategy to revitalize a once-large
church. Stepping into a new pastorate is a daunting task, but it is made all the more
challenging when that church has a history of success but has recently fallen on hard
times. Often, the list of problems is so large that it can be paralyzing to know where to
begin. The hope in creating this adaptable ministry plan is that a pastor might read it and
gain a measure of clarity on his first few steps as a leader. People move more confidently
when they know where they are supposed to go. This project aimed to give pastors that
confidence.

To achieve the project’s purpose, I interviewed twelve pastors who lead
churches that have seen their worship attendance rebound after a it had previously
slipped. I recorded and categorized their responses to a series of questions about their
experience revitalizing their church. Then, I used that information to identify patterns and
best practices in these success stories. I formatted that information into a series of phases
that a pastor could use to think about the different seasons of revitalization along with
identifying multiple goals for each of those phases.

To determine if I had been successful in achieving the project’s purpose, an
expert panel reviewed the adaptable ministry plan. The panel determined that the plan

exceeded the sufficiency scores required in all of seven of the criteria listed on the rubric.

Evaluation of the Project’s Goals

This project consisted of three goals designed to ensure the adaptable ministry
plan’s support came from information that would be the most applicable to someone
leading a once-large Southern Baptist Church in need of revitalization. The goals were

established to ensure that I would lay out steps that had proven themselves successful in
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real-world situations.

Goal 1

The first goal of the project was to identify a list of churches that meet the
criteria of being successfully built back after a period of significant decline. This goal
was measured by creating a list of churches willing to participate in the research that had
declined in their worship attendance by 40 percent or more and then successfully grew
back to at least 75 percent of their previous high average attendance. This goal was met
successfully once the twelve churches listed in appendix 3 agreed to be interviewed for

this project.

Goal 2

The second goal of the project was to identify the best practices of those who
have successfully revitalized large churches. In order to achieve this goal, a series of
interview questions were developed to ask each of the pastors of the churches listed for
study. Then, an interview was conducted where those pastors were asked to respond to
the interview questions. In each interview, I recorded the pastor’s answers so that they
could be categorized and analyzed later. Once all of the interviews were complete,
responses to the questions were grouped with similar answers from other pastors. By
counting the different responses, [ was able to identify patterns that emerged in these
successful revitalizations. These patterns revealed the best practices for revitalizing a
large church that had been in decline. The success of this goal was evident when a list of
strategic steps was identified as consistent among the majority of successfully revitalized

churches.

Goal 3

The final goal was to develop an adaptable ministry plan for pastors who lead
large churches that have experienced a period of significant decline. This plan utilized the

learnings from the pastor interviews to arrange a series of priorities into a three-phased
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approach to revitalization. In phase 1, the plan recommends that pastors move slowly,
learn their context, and build trust. The second phase is about casting a compelling vision
and earning buy-in for that vision through personal relationships and preaching. The final
phase is about implementing that vision while navigating pushback and clearing obstacles
to the contextualized strategy he is implementing. Success in completing this goal was
realized when a panel of experts scored the adaptable ministry plan as sufficient or

exemplary in all seven criteria on the evaluation rubric.

Strengths of the Project

The strengths of this project lie in the factors that caused it to result in a
roadmap for revitalization that truly would be useful to a new pastor. Because the
ministry plan outlined here is based on real success stories, it has the potential to spark
confidence in a pastor. Additionally, the plan is flexible enough to be applied to a wide
variety of churches and leaders. Finally, the plan aligns with the research available about
what is required for churches to grow.

The sheer volume of insight gained from the pastoral interviews conducted
provided a wealth of information to be analyzed for creating the ministry plan. The
interviews conducted took between thirty and sixty minutes to complete with the pastor
talking for around 90 percent of the time. As they unpacked the story of their
revitalization efforts, I was able to collect a treasure trove of wisdom from their
experiences. They told me story after story about the situations they faced as they led
their churches. Because I received such a thorough understanding of these revitalization
efforts, I can have a high degree of confidence in the resulting ministry plan. The
adaptable ministry plan is not based on sound bites or a multiple-choice survey, but rather
on an in-depth understanding of what made these churches successful. This should go a
long way in assuring the pastor using this plan that he is on the right track towards
success in his own church.

Another strength is the adaptability of the plan. This ministry plan
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acknowledges from the beginning the uniqueness of each church, location, and pastor.
While the delimitations of the project kept my focus on Southern Baptist churches in the
south who have revitalized in the last fifty years, there is nothing close to uniformity
among the churches that fall into those parameters. Therefore, any ministry plan that the
project produced needed to give the pastor room for contextualization. It would be
nonsense for the plan to recommend something like a giving campaign because many, but
not all, declined churches are in need financially. At the same time, the ministry plan did
need to offer guidance and direction in order to be useful. The ministry plan in this
project threads that needle by helping the pastor see the progression he should work
through along with some high-level goals that are almost universally applicable to
churches within this project’s parameters. This plan is also adaptable for differing
theological and philosophical approaches to pastoral ministry. I interviewed pastors who
come from both Reformed and Arminian soteriological backgrounds. Some would be
considered more pragmatic in their approach while others would scoff at the idea of being
called a pragmatist. One pastor, describing his approach said, “I’m an old-school church
growth guy.” Another insisted on limiting the growth of his church by only having one
service for theological reasons. Because the interviews found strong commonalities
despite divergent approaches to ministry, a pastor using this ministry plan can be
confident that it will serve him well no matter where he may find himself on the spectrum
of typical Southern Baptist approaches to ministry.

Finally, another strength of this project is that the real-world insight given by
pastors aligns with the theoretical and practical issues outlined in chapter 3 of this
project. Discipleship strategy—which for eleven of the twelve churches surveyed
centered on small groups—was consistently in the top five factors listed as leading to
revitalization success. This supports the research that says that growing churches
prioritize small group ministry. Furthermore, chapter 3 discussed how growing churches

should emphasize robust assimilation systems. In my interviews, the assimilation process
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was in the top five of factors said to have contributed to revitalization success. Finally,
chapter 3 explains that growing churches must place a high priority on evangelism. The
interviews discussed in chapter 4 show emphatically that a church must prioritize
reaching the lost with the gospel. Because there is alignment between the theoretical
material and the practitioners, the best practices distilled from the interviews and
formulated into a ministry plan have strong support. This, again, should instill confidence

in a pastor who utilizes this plan to grow his church.

Weaknesses of the Project

While the project achieved its goals and has several strengths, three
weaknesses have emerged upon reflection. Those weaknesses are the scope of the project
which limits its applicability, the potential for bias among those interviewed, and the
limited amount of insight that was gained from the interviews that could be translated
into the ministry plan.

First, because the project was limited to churches in friendly cooperation with
the Southern Baptist Convention, we cannot know if the best practices and principles
learned from the interviews would apply to churches with a different denominational
affiliation. While the SBC has a broad theological standard for affiliation, there is a
relatively well-defined spectrum of belief that churches within the Convention hold.
While all of the best practices appear to be applicable beyond the SBC, we cannot know
for sure if they are or are not. It is a weakness of the project that it cannot say whether a
Presbyterian, Anglican, or Pentecostal pastor should utilize the ministry plan in this
project or not. Further limiting the usefulness of the ministry plan is the delimitation of
the study churches to those located in the southern portion of the United States. Culture in
what is known as the “Bible belt” likely impacts the strategy that pastors used to grow
their churches. There is undoubtedly a significant amount of transfer growth in the
churches studied. Transfer growth can be defined as church growth as a result of

believers leaving one church in a community to join another. The transfer growth these
80



churches experienced was not measured in this study. For that reason and others, we
cannot know if the ministry plan this project produced would be relevant to a pastor in
New England, California, the Pacific Northwest, or abroad. To be sure, the delimitations
on the research for this paper were necessary to eliminate many variables so that best
practices could be identified in the first place. Unfortunately, those same delimitations
hinder the project’s findings and usefulness.

Another weakness of this project is the potential for bias among those who
were interviewed. Every pastor in this project is the senior or lead pastor of their church.
Each of them is responsible for the vision and direction of their church. Additionally,
they are all the primary preaching pastors of their churches. It stands to reason that these
men would understand these core functions of the senior pastor role to be very significant
in the success of a church revitalization. While I am convinced that a senior pastor’s
leadership plays a major role in the direction of a church, this project does not address
what other people view to be the significant contributors to church growth. This project
has forced me to ask what an associate pastor might attribute the growth to or what the
chairman of the deacons believes to be the major factors. I have wondered what those
who began attending a church during the revitalization might say drew them. Having the
answers to these types of questions might yield a more complete understanding of how
revitalizations of large churches happen.

Third and most significantly, a weakness of this project is that much of the
insight and learnings from the interviews were not able to be included in the ministry
plan because they could only be understood in the context of the conversation I was
having with a pastor about his church. For example, one pastor told me the story of how
he came to realize that a particular staff member was no longer a fit for their church’s
direction. He believed that they needed another pastor who could work alongside the
senior pastor to execute the vision he had laid out. This pastor shared with me the details

of how he came to the decision to move the staff member off the team, what it was about

81



his circumstances that necessitated calling an associate pastor, and how he arranged the
staff for success after this was done. Through this portion of our conversation, I gained
invaluable insight into how to structure a staff team and how one might handle difficult
staff transitions. When it came time to include this information in my research findings,
however, this insight was simply categorized as “staffing issues” and added to a count of
other pastors who had staffing issues. Because of the need to organize and categorize
learnings to make them useful for identifying best practices, no one who reads this
ministry plan will gain the insight I did from the conversations. Said a different way, the
person who reads this project will just be scratching the surface of the helpfulness of the

interviews I conducted.

What I Would Do Differently
If I had the opportunity to do things differently, two things stand out that I

would change. First, I would simply interview more pastors. Because these interviews
provided so much helpful information, more interviews would have increased my
learnings even more. The goal was set at twelve churches because the pool of churches to
research was so small. Only 8 percent of American churches are considered “large,”
which limited the pool of churches I had to draw on.! In addition, the project was limited
to SBC churches in the south, reducing my potential interview subjects even further.
Finally, because of significance of the ask I was making of the pastors (to spend the
better part of an hour on the phone), I was unsure of how many pastors it would be
possible to secure for an interview. While finding churches to study did prove
challenging, if I could do it again, I would start contacting churches earlier and would
potentially even cold-call churches I had no relationship with to find pastors to interview.
Having more interviews would have added more certainty to my findings if the best

practices that emerged remained consistent.

! Rainer, “The New Very Large Church.”
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The other thing I would do differently involves the interview format. Out of a
desire to make the interview as convenient as possible for the pastor, I offered to let them
answer the questions by typing out their responses and sending them to me. The thought
behind this was that it would allow the pastor to answer the questions at a time most
convenient for them and in their preferred communication method. After reviewing the
interviews, however, | found that I learned significantly less from the one pastor who
typed his responses than I did from those I spoke to on the phone. This is due to the
opportunity I had to ask for clarity in their answers. I also found that the pastors in phone
interviews talked more freely and candidly about their revitalizations than the pastor who
typed his answers. For these reasons, I would only conduct interviews via phone, video

chat, or in person if I could do it again.

Theological Reflections

In thinking about this project, two important theological points must be made
before its conclusion. First, in a project focused on numerical increases in worship
attendance, it is vital to remember that numerical growth does not equal church health.
There is a subtle danger when discussing church growth to assume that a church that is
large in size is also healthy in a spiritual sense. Conversely, it is easy to assume that a
church that is small or shrinking must be unhealthy spiritually. The reality, however, is
that the Bible makes no connection between the size of a church and its health. In the
letter to the church at Sardis in Revelation, the Lord says: “I know your works. You have
the reputation of being alive, but you are dead. Wake up, and strengthen what remains
and is about to die, for I have not found your works complete in the sight of my God”
(Rev 3:1-2). The letter points out that while the church appears to be alive and has a
reputation to that effect, the Lord sees beyond the exterior and knows that they are dead
spiritually. This should be a grave warning to any pastor. It is possible to build a large
church, with great programs, strong giving, and large buildings, all while being

thoroughly unhealthy in the things that matter. There are plenty of examples of churches
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who draw massive crowds and yet preach a false gospel, ignore their responsibility to
make disciples, or do not perform even the most basic pastoral tasks Scripture calls them
to. Thankfully, in my interviews, I did not encounter a single pastor who prioritized
numerical growth over spiritual health. Instead, they prioritized their calling to shepherd
their flock above all else and simply believe the Lord’s mandate to make more disciples
applies to them. This should be the posture of all pastors. The allure of ministry “success”
is strong, so pastors would do well to “keep a close watch on [themselves] and on the
teaching” (1 Tim 4:16) so that they do not compromise in order to achieve it.

The second theological point that must be made is that this project and
resulting ministry plan do not take into account the divine prerogative of God to do as he
pleases or the power of the Holy Spirit to accomplish his purposes. A pastor could follow
every step outlined in this plan, could be a dynamic preacher, and could cast the most
compelling vision with all the buy-in one could imagine. He could enact his plan with no
resistance and have everything go just the way he hoped. He could do all of this and still
the church will not grow if the Lord does not decide to make it grow. The Lord reigns
over all the earth, so he certainly reigns over our churches. Therefore, they only grow if
he determines to grow them. The apostle Paul understood this well. Though he was
certainly a gifted evangelist, theologian, and leader, he was keenly aware that neither his
skills nor anyone else’s would cause a church to grow. Writing to the church at Corinth,

who had been ministered to by both Paul and Apollos, he reminds them:

What then is Apollos? What is Paul? Servants through whom you believed, as the
Lord assigned to each. I planted, Apollos watered, but God gave the growth. So
neither he who plants nor he who waters is anything, but only God who gives the
growth. He who plants and he who waters are one, and each will receive his wages
according to his labor. For we are God’s fellow workers. You are God’s field, God’s
building. (1 Cor 3:5-9)

Paul acknowledges his role in the church, but he points to God as ultimately responsible
for their growth. He goes on to say that he and Apollos are nothing in the equation, but all

the credit belongs to God. At the end of the day, the church is God’s possession and
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God’s doing. The same is true for our churches today. I talked to men who held the title
of Senior Pastor during a time when their churches doubled, tripled, and quadrupled in
size. One pastor interviewed leads a church that is seven times the size it was when he
began there. And yet each one was quick to point to the Holy Spirit’s role in what took
place under their watch. More than one pastor told me that they are certain their success
is directly linked to prayer. In fact, chuckling at the idea that he was an expert strategist
worthy to be interviewed about church growth, one pastor told me he stood before his
church and said of their situation, “The only thing I know we can do is pray.” He looked
at the circumstances facing him and determined that if God did not bring the church back
to life, it would not happen. This should be a reminder to all of us who lead churches.
Strategy, vision, and leadership matter a great deal. The Lord uses them to guide his
churches where he wills. But at the end of the day, it is him who is building these

churches, not us.

Personal Reflections

The usefulness of this project to future pastors remains to be seen. I pray that
the research and work represented here is a help to pastor that God calls to bring a once-
large church back to life. There is no way to know if that will take place or not. I do
know, however, that the experience of working on this project has been tremendously
valuable to me as I attempt to revitalize the church God has called me to lead. Fort
Caroline Baptist Church is a sweet congregation with a rich history of disciple making
and community ministry. Unfortunately, the church has seen their attendance numbers
slip virtually every year for ten consecutive years leading up to the COVID-19 pandemic.
Then the bottom fell out and their attendance cratered to lows not seen in thirty years. As
I stepped into my role as their pastor, I was struck by the weight and the complexity of
the task before me. Just like all of the men I interviewed, a slew of issues stood needing
to be corrected. There were moments of fear and doubt, for sure. There was not much

clarity as to where to begin. Despite all of this, I had been called to this and therefore
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resolved to tackle it head on.

The conversations I had with those who were on the other side of their
revitalization were deeply encouraging. I left them feeling like I was not alone in my
task. They gave me real, actionable advice that has had a significant impact on my
leadership. They gave me hope that no matter how bad it seems, the Lord can bring us
through it. At the end of nearly every interview, I told the pastor how much his insight
had not only helped my project but had benefitted me personally. I consider it a kindness
of the Lord that I was able to be so encouraged and equipped by this project. I will

forever be grateful.

Conclusion

I began this project to learn what elements were common to successful
revitalizations of large churches who had experienced a significant numerical decline.
The idea birthed from my own experience as an associate pastor in a church that
experienced such a revitalization. I hoped to discover and organize the elements that
made that and other revitalizations successful. I thought that information would be useful
to others and perhaps even to me at some point in the future if the Lord called me to lead
a church in need of revitalization. What I did not know was that the Lord was going to
call me to such a church right in the middle of this project. In that instant, the material for
this project moved from being theory to real-life solutions to problems I was facing.

In God’s kindness, this project has achieved the goals I set for it. I was able to
identify churches to study, able to discern best practices from those churches, and able to
formulate those practices into an adaptable ministry plan. More than that, the Lord used
this project to shape me as a pastor. He used it to help me develop a vision for the church
he has called me to lead and he used it to give me the tools I need to lead my church into
the future. I learned more strategy, tips, and techniques than I could have hoped for and I
expect to be drawing upon this experience for years to come. More than anything,

however, I am reminded that while God does indeed use pastors to build his church,
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“unless the LORD builds the house, those who build it labor in vain” (Ps 127:1). [ am
praying that the Lord would find me faithful to build his house, acknowledging all the

while that it is him that is working in and through me to accomplish his purposes.
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APPENDIX 1
PASTORAL INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

The following appendix includes the questions that were used to interview
pastors who have successfully revitalized large churches after a season of significant

decline.
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Pastor’s Name (Last, First):

Name of Church:

Interview Date: Interview Time:
Interview Format: ~ Telephone @ VideoChat =~ Online Survey
1. Please describe how and when you came to be the pastor of this church.

10.

Please describe the circumstances around your church when it was at its peak average
attendance. Include details on time period, ministry approach, and weekend
attendance statistics.

Please describe the circumstances around your church when it was at its lowest
average attendance since its high point. Include details on time period, ministry
approach, and weekend attendance statistics.

Please explain what you understand to be the primary causes of the downward
attendance trajectory.

As you assessed the issues facing the church during and/or after its time of decline,
what problems were the most significant?

What were the main tenets of your strategy to revitalize the church? Why did you
select this strategy?

Please describe the circumstances around your church as it began its rebound in
average weekend attendance. Include details on time period and weekend attendance
statistics.

Please rank the following in order of their impact on the success of the revitalization,
with #1 being the most significant factor and #10 being the least. For “other,” please
specify.

-preaching -discipleship strategy -personal evangelism
-outreach events -community service -facility changes
-assimilation process -music style -staffing

-other

If you could go back in time, what would you change about your approach? What
would you do the same way?

Are there other relevant details regarding the revitalization that you think played a
role in its success? Please share.
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APPENDIX 2
MINISTRY PLAN EVALUATION RUBRIC

The following appendix is the rubric that the panel of experienced pastors used

to evaluate the effectiveness and adaptability of the ministry plan.
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Name of Evaluator:

Date:

Ministry Plan Evaluation Tool

1 = insufficient 2 =requires attention 3 = sufficient 4 = exemplary

Criteria

1

2

3

4

Comments

The ministry plan is aligned with
Scripture in its approach.

The ministry plan could be
implemented by most churches.

The ministry plan is clear in how
and when it should be
implemented.

The ministry plan could be easily
adapted to most churches.

The ministry plan does not lack
key components for a successful
revitalization.

The ministry plan does not
contain superfluous steps for a
successful revitalization.

The ministry plan, if implemented
as instructed, is likely to lead to
significant numerical growth.

Other Comments:
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APPENDIX 3

CHURCHES INCLUDED IN SURVEY

Church Name Location Pastor Interviewed
West Cabarrus Church Concord, NC Ryan Epley
Lake Murray Baptist Church Lexington, SC David Sons

Christ Community Church

Huntersville, NC

Dr. Ronnie Parrott

First Baptist Park Street

Charlottesville, VA

Dr. Rob Pochek

Fairview Baptist Church Apex, NC Dr. Matt Capps
United City Church Humble, TX Dr. Chris Kouba
Faith Baptist Church Youngsville, NC Dr. Steven Wade
Oakhurst Baptist Church Charlotte, NC David Russell
Northside Church Roswell, GA Dr. Dustin Schadt
Aspire Church Jacksonville, FL Dr. Gary Webber
First Baptist Church Fernandina Beach, FL Zach Terry

Highview Baptist Church

Louisville, KY

Aaron Harvie
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ABSTRACT
DEVELOPING A STRATEGY FOR REVITALIZING LARGE

SOUTHERN BAPTIST CHURCHES AFTER A
SEASON OF SIGNIFICANT DECLINE

Stuart Rehberg Owens, DMin
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 2024
Faculty Supervisor: Dr. Christopher Kouba

The goals of this project were to gather information from pastors who have led
large Southern Baptist Churches to significant numerical growth after a season of
substantial decline, to identify the best practices from those interviews, and then to build
an adaptable ministry plan for churches who find themselves in a similar position. The
first chapter presents the ministry context of Christ Community, a church who saw such a
decline and revitalization. It also includes context for the Southern Baptist Convention as
a whole, which has been in steady decline for some time. The chapter also contains the
goals for the project. Chapter 2 offers exegesis of four passages related to church growth:
Matthew 28:16-20, Acts 2:42-47, Matthew 16:18, and 1 Corinthians 14:20-25. These
texts demonstrate that pastors have a duty to seek the numerical growth of their churches.
Chapter 3 examines three activities that growing churches prioritize: evangelism,
assimilation, and small groups. Chapter 4 describes the project by recounting the process
of surveying pastors, presenting data, and spelling out the ministry plan. Chapter 5
evaluates the success of the project. This project aims to give pastors a roadmap for

revitalizing their once-large churches for the glory of God.
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