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not very important in the scheme 
of kingdom stuff.  Church is 
where that happens.  I can let 
my guard down at home.  I 
don’t have to worry so much 
about what I say or how I act.  
Church is where I have to worry 
about these things and wear my 
“church mask” (i.e. become a 
hypocrite).

What is the outcome of liv-
ing out this kind of mindset?  
Believers’ marriages are lived 
out very much like other mar-
riages.  Marriage becomes a 
struggle lived out to balance two 
separate wills.  Husbands don’t 
unconditionally love their wives, 
putting them first in all things 
(after God, of course), ready 
to die for them if necessary.  
Correspondingly, wives have no 
desire to submit to someone who 
seems not to care very much 
about their needs and feelings. 
The message of the world rein-
forces these thoughts of rights 
and wrongs for each spouse. I 
deserve some happiness in life.  
I need to be fulfilled.  He or she 
is just blocking my path to this.  
Life would be just as good—no, 
better—without my mate.  Joe 
(or Jane) at work gives me more 
attention than my husband (or 
wife).  I wonder how life with 
him (or her) would be?  Is it any 
wonder that believers’ marriages 
are being severed at a similar rate 
as other marriages?  

Children in such believ-
ers’ homes see life lived out just 

like they see it being lived out 
in their friends’ (non-believers’) 
homes.  And, even at a young 
age, they sense that something is 
wrong with this.  Gradually they 
come to understand that there is 
church, which is holy and calls 
for a certain way to talk and 
act, and there is home, which is 
not as holy and where conduct 
degrades rapidly.  It is as if they 
need to learn to “act” at church, 
but can then return to normal 
once they leave.  These children 
grow, and they eventually get to 
a point where they make their 
own decisions.  Life is normal.  
Church is sacred.  But since 
church doesn’t seem to make 
any difference with life, why 
bother with it?  Should it then 
surprise us that the majority of 
our Southern Baptist children 
leave the church once they get to 
college?

And then there is work!  
There is no doubt that it is 
secular.  Listen to how they 
talk.  Look at what they focus 
on.  Look at what they do after 
work.  Look at how companies 
bend the rules to make things 
come out better for them.  So 
often a believer’s response is to 
think, “I should just “blend in” 
and not make an issue of all of 
this.”  If I say anything, they will 
just make fun of me.  So silence 
and going with the flow keep 
my trouble to a minimum.  Of 
course, if any of them ever find 
out that I go to church, I will 
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have some explaining to do.  “If 
you are a Christian, why do you 
do some of the things that you 
do?”  Or, “If you are a Christian, 
why haven’t you stood up for 
what you believe?”  So, I would 
not dare to share Christ at work, 
because it would “blow my 
cover” and “put me on the spot,” 
and I would be very embar-
rassed. 

Things sometimes head 
another way.  I go to church, and 
I understand that it is sacred.  I 
have to go to work, and I know 
that work is most certainly 
secular.  Therefore, I need to 
become a legalist at work.  If I 
hear swearing or a dirty joke, I 
need to speak up and let them 
know that I am offended by it. 
When they interact with one 
another inappropriately, I need 
to let them know this is wrong.  
These are people I just have to 
put up with or tolerate.  I have 
to make an income to pay the 
bills.  Anywhere else I could 
work, I would find the same 
kind of filthy, disgusting people.  
These people are too far gone to 
claim the gospel.  If I did share, 
all they would do is make fun of 
me. 

Over the past few years 
I have taught hundreds of 
Southern Baptists in Illinois in 
many different settings, I have 
taught them about sharing their 
faith and starting new evange-
listic groups.  With rare excep-
tions, attendees struggle to iden-

tify even a few lost people with 
whom they have a meaningful 
relationship.  This is true of pas-
tors as well as laity.  Few have 
any idea how or with whom to 
approach to gather such a group.  
We have been silent, offensive, or 
indifferent with those around us.

Since most conversions come 
through meaningful relation-
ships, is it any wonder that our 
baptism results continue to go in 
the wrong direction?  The excep-
tions I find when a believer has 
meaningful relationships with 
lost people, are normally those 
who have become believers with-
in the last year or so.  

How did we get here?  I 
don’t claim to have a complete 
answer, but I have noticed an 
alarming trend. We share with 
others how many are attending 
our gatherings.  We report how 
many are attending our gather-
ings.  We celebrate when more 
are attending our gatherings.  We 
wonder what is wrong if fewer 
are attending our gatherings.  
We laud and applaud those who 
have the largest gatherings, and 
we lift them up as models for all 
of us to follow.  We write about 
them.  They write about them-
selves.  We read their books.  We 
attend their seminars.  We wish 
to be more successful, more like 
them, which will result in a larg-
er gathering at our church.

So, here we are.  The 
Sunday morning gathering is 
central.  That is church.  That is 
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the where and the when of the 
sacred.  The more we gather, the 
better our church.  The more 
we gather, the more successful 
our leaders must be.  They are 
leading larger and larger sacred 
gatherings, therefore they must 
be especially sacred.

There is no doubt that the 
church is to gather.  We are told 
that we are not to stop assem-
bling together.  However, this is 
not the end.  We must worship, 
we praise, and stir one another 
up to go out and do what we are 
supposed to do.  The church is 
the means, not the end.  Is the 
church “the church” only when 
it gathers?  As the gathering 
breaks up, does the church dis-
appear until the next gathering?

Or, is the church a body 
with many members, who have 
not only unique gifts but also a 
common, central charge?  Is it 
a charge that has to be accom-
plished primarily outside the 
gathering where real life is lived?  
Jesus went about all the cities 
and villages, and he also sent 
His disciples out two by two to 
the towns and villages.  Jesus 
commanded us to go, or more 
accurately, to be about His busi-
ness with all of life, all the time, 
wherever we go.  Jesus com-
manded us to be concerned with 
our home, our region, the dif-
ficult people (Jerusalem, Judea, 
Samaria), and indeed, even the 
most remote parts of the world.  
I ask each of you to contemplate 

for yourselves:  How true is 
“church” today in comparison to 
its New Testament description 
and characterization?

What is the church to do?  
I think Scripture gives five pri-
mary commands:  evangelize, 
make disciples, worship (with 
prayer as a primary component), 
fellowship (more than just pot-
lucks—does it not imply com-
munity and living life together?), 
and minister to needs.  Some add 
missions as a distinct element, 
while others may use slightly 
different labels for the same com-
mandments.  However, I believe 
this list of five elements is a 
reasonable biblical summary of 
what the church is to do.

With the perception and 
practice of church as primarily a 
weekly gathering, how much of 
biblical church gets done in the 
venue?  How about evangelism?  
We work hard to make our gath-
erings attractive and “friendly” 
to seekers and unbelievers.  We 
eliminate churchy things: pianos, 
organs, pews, pulpits, offering 
plates, suits and ties, hymns, too 
much Bible, invitations, Sunday 
School, discipleship training, and 
so on.  We add guitars, drums, 
keyboards, praise teams, stools, 
offering buckets or baskets at the 
back, casual dress, new songs 
with beat, tempo, and volume, 
movie clips, video clips, relevant 
topics, coffee bars, and so forth.  
I am not opposed to many, or 
even most of these changes.  
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However, they center solely on 
surface matters and methods.  

Two or three significant 
issues emerge from this.  First 
of all, when unbelievers come, 
and if they believe, they largely 
remain bottle babies.  Therfore, 
if evangelism means just getting 
them to pray the sinner’s prayer, 
then there is some evangelism 
possible.  However, if evangelism 
includes more than a prayer, or 
if one moves toward discipleship 
considerations, then serious limi-
tations are encountered.  Willow 
Creek (in the Chicago suburbs) 
has been gathering very success-
fully, but their internal analysis 
concluded that growth toward 
maturity was not occurring.

A second issue with such 
attractional methods is the atti-
tude of unbelievers toward the 
church.  There is a given seg-
ment of the population that does 
not currently attend church that 
could be attracted to church. 
However, many researchers 
see this segment as small and 
shrinking further as time goes 
on.  We evangelical churches are 
competing for the attention of a 
limited and shrinking segment of 
our population.  The bulk of the 
unchurched population views 
the church as irrelevant, insti-
tutionalized, and unattractive. 
According to the researchers, this 
segment is growing. The post-
modern culture intensifies this 
view.  They wish to make a dif-
ference, be personally involved, 

and have meaningful relation-
ships.  They see the church as 
the antithesis of these values.  
Getting this segment into a cen-
tral gathering, no matter how 
well done, is most unlikely.

A third issue with this attrac-
tional, gathering-centered view 
of church is what it does to 
believers.  We not only appeal to 
unbelievers, but we do our best 
to attract believers as well.  They 
can add to the gathering number 
as well.  In the process, believers 
have become church shoppers 
rather than servants in the body.  
They view the church as a pro-
vider, and they are the consumer.  
When something doesn’t go as 
desired, they shop for a better 
venue.  When a hotter product 
arrives in town, they flock to it.  
As a result, there is much shuf-
fling of the “saints” but little 
kingdom impact.

Now I want to move on to 
disciple making.  That is one 
of the key things a church is 
to do.  Making disciples is the 
central command in the Great 
Commission.  The question is, 
how do we do this?  Jesus chose 
twelve men and discipled them 
for three years.  He often avoided 
the crowds or even sent them 
away so he could focus on these 
disciples.  Paul took several 
with him as he worked and trav-
eled, training them on the job.  
Second Timothy 2:2 summa-
rizes biblical disciple making.  It 
involves life on life.  It involves 
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modeling what we desire them 
to learn to do.  It involves doing 
and teaching them to do.  It 
involves reproduction of others 
who will be led to reproduce, of 
others who will be led to repro-
duce, and so on and so on.  It 
involves ongoing encouragement 
and accountability to be sure 
they stay on track with the mis-
sion.  How does a large weekly 
gathering accomplish disciple-
ship?  By any biblical standard I 
know, it does not and cannot, at 
least to any degree.

So, if producing large weekly 
gatherings is our focus, we will 
be limiting our evangelistic scope 
to a relatively small and shrink-
ing segment of the population.  
We will have little or no impact 
on the larger population that 
has a very low opinion of the 
church.  Along the way, we tran-
sition many believers from ser-
vants to shoppers.  If we hope to 
make disciples, this is almost the 
opposite of the setting and focus 
required to do so successfully.

What about worship?  Music 
is certainly a meaningful way 
to enter into worship; however, 
there is much more.  According 
to Paul, continuing to offer our 
bodies as a living sacrifice is our 
reasonable worship service.  We 
are urged to come boldly into 
His presence in prayer.  God 
relished the personal encounters 
with Adam and Eve in the gar-
den.  I have concluded that the 
central focus of biblical worship 

is this coming into His presence, 
giving ourselves up to Him, and 
praising Him for who He is and 
all He has done.  Silence before 
Him is appropriate, so we expect 
Him to speak to us, and we can 
hear Him when He does speak.  
I have nothing to offer Him, but 
He has everything I want, need, 
and desire, when His will replac-
es mine.  That is what I under-
stand biblical worship to be.  
The singing at our gatherings is 
just a scratch on the surface of 
worship.

Fellowship possibilities are 
also very limited in a large gath-
ering.  We get to know some 
people by name.  We greet some 
of them as we enter or leave.  We 
even sometimes go to Sunday 
lunch with some that we get to 
know best and enjoy their com-
pany.  We have periodic potlucks 
together after a gathering.  But, 
we rarely see them between gath-
erings.  We rarely contact them 
between gatherings.  We prob-
ably don’t pray much for them 
between gatherings.  We may 
not even think of them between 
gatherings.

The Scriptures picture a 
very different kind of fellowship, 
one that looks more like a com-
munity sharing life together.  It 
pictures daily involvement in 
deep and meaningful ways.  It 
includes sharing meals and 
resources with one another.  It is 
characterized by putting others 
first, even before ourselves and 
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our personal interests.  It pro-
vides a forum for love to grow 
and be on display.  That is the 
picture of the church from Acts 
2, onward, with occasional sin 
tangents to muddy the water.

When it comes to minister-
ing to needs, this kind of biblical 
fellowship is constantly surfac-
ing these needs and meeting 
them.  When there is intimate 
community and fellowship, no 
one needs to make an announce-
ment from a platform.  Members 
of that community just respond.  
The limitation inherent with 
focused weekly gatherings is to 
know others in the gathering 
well enough to even be aware 
of needs they may have.  As a 
result, relatively little ministry 
occurs.

So, when I take a broad look 
at what a church is supposed to 
be doing, according to the Bible, 
and then compare it to what 
is happening in our gathering- 
focused churches, I become very 
concerned.  Evangelism is very 
limited in both scope and depth.  
Disciple making is almost not 
possible.  Worship potential is 
limited.  Meaningful fellowship 
is just not possible.  Ministry 
needs most often never become 
known.  What we have come to 
call church doesn’t do very much 
of what the Bible calls on church 
to do!  We have come to accept 
“church” as something that is 
much different than biblical 
church.  These are issues that are 

serious distortions of Scripture 
and are having a radical and neg-
ative impact on our churches.

It doesn’t end with the nature 
and expectations of church, but 
with leadership being defined.  
With the increasing focus on the 
central weekly gathering, and 
with a larger gathering indicating 
better leadership, there is a desire 
to have this better leadership 
in our churches.  Soon we have 
highly trained and professional 
leaders (pastors and worship 
leaders) who plan and lead out 
in these gatherings.  This results 
in several serious issues as well.

First of all, ordinary believ-
ers are benched, by and large.  
They are not skilled enough in 
this kind of leadership to be 
one.  They cannot put together 
a flashy presentation to engage 
the crowd.  They lack the depth 
to trust their theology and Bible 
knowledge in such a setting.  
They become spectators to most 
of what occurs.  They may be 
challenged with handing out 
bulletins or welcoming guests, 
but that is about it.  Many of the 
more capable members of the 
body will soon lose interest and 
drift away from the gathering.  

However, if they indicated, 
that they were going out to start 
a new evangelistic Bible study 
group, they would get some 
quick attention.  They lack the 
know how to do it right.  They 
will drift into heresy.  What 
do they intend to do with the 
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group?  Will it become a part of 
the larger church?  Leadership 
focused on central gather-
ings will be very concerned if 
attenders (and their money) go 
elsewhere, or if they plan to do 
something without it first being 
cleared and approved by them.  
Any such moves might reduce 
attendance (i.e. success) and the 
financial resources to attract a 
larger audience.

A second major issue arises 
as well.  Leadership is critical 
in this kind of gathering, and 
it is centered in the hands of a 
relatively small group of indi-
viduals.  If one of those key 
leaders departs, particularly if it 
is the preaching pastor or wor-
ship leader, serious fallout can, 
and frequently does, occur.  The 
crowds tend to become disen-
chanted and dissatisfied.  They 
tend to start thinking about 
where there is another gathering 
in the area that they might need 
to take a look at.  The consumer 
or shopper mindset that has aris-
en only heightens this pattern.  

So, the church that has lost 
its key leader often goes down-
ward in attendance.  Those 
remaining get concerned.  Some 
of the more dominant types in 
the crowd will begin to rise up, 
proposing answers.  Others will 
clamor for a different approach, 
while some begin to think that 
what someone or some group 
said or did had a major impact 
on that leader’s leaving in the 

first place.  Then, they tend to 
become critical of the offenders.

This begins spreading out 
into the community, and unbe-
lievers have a field day.  This 
supports their attitude about 
church in the first place, and 
deepens their determination to 
not be a part of any such thing.

The church has already lost 
a number of attenders, and the 
fussing pushes more out the 
door—normally the newest, 
weakest, most vulnerable ones.  
This church often hits a low 
before it finds another capable 
leader, gets him in place, and 
begins the recovery process.  The 
sad part of this is that it is likely 
to be repeated within five years 
or so.

I have been a Director of 
Missions of two associations, 
and I have worked extensively 
in four state conventions.  I 
have seen this cycle repeated 
over and over again.  I have seen 
church after church go through 
this kind of cycle.  Such a cycle 
neither gives glory to God nor 
produces gain for the Kingdom 
of God.  Professional leadership, 
in the hands of a few, frequently 
results in such a scenario as I 
just described.

The Bible pictures very dif-
ferent leadership.  Jesus said that 
those who desired to be leaders 
must be the greatest servants.  
He said that the Gentiles lord it 
over others.  We are not to do 
this.  The Bible says that every 
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member of the body is vital.  If 
it is not functioning properly, 
the whole body will suffer.  The 
Bible says that the job of leaders 
(pastors) is not to do everything 
themselves.  Rather, their job is 
to equip all the other members 
of the body to do the work of 
the ministry and do it well.  This 
results in the whole body fitting 
together nicely and becoming 
a thing of beauty. Should God 
move such a leader, there is 
not a huge gap.  Instead, there 
is a whole army of workers, 
members of the body, who keep 
on doing what they have been 
equipped to do and what God 
has prepared them to do.  The 
church hardly misses a beat.  The 
community marvels that life goes 
on normally for that church.

In their research which they 
published as The Churching of 
America, Finke and Stark, a pair 
of research sociologists, found 
that churches (and groups of 
churches) declined when they 
were dominated by clergy (pro-
fessional leadership,) and even 
more so as the standards to be 
clergy were raised. 

What are ordinary believers 
supposed to be doing?  The Bible 
pictures them as fully engaged 
in the mission Christ left us to 
do.  To make disciples as we are 
going fits an ordinary believer 
better than a pastor.  There were 
a number of ordinary believers 
present when Jesus told them 
they were to be his witnesses.  

Paul was writing to the body at 
large in Corinth when he said 
they were to be ministers of 
reconciliation, ambassadors for 
Christ.  Without any doubt, the 
biblical mission is for ordinary 
believers, not for just a few spe-
cial leaders.

As noted in the prior section, 
focusing on a weekly gather-
ing effectively benches the laity, 
because they can do relatively 
little to help with such an event.  
But that is just the tip of the 
iceberg.  It is not that the ordi-
nary believers can’t help much 
with the gathering that concerns 
me.  It is that they are not being 
equipped to carry out the mis-
sion Jesus gave all of us.  So 
they are not making a difference 
in their homes, their neighbor-
hoods, their work places, the ball 
fields, and so forth.

Equipping is a part of disci-
ple making.  I can’t equip some-
one by just talking.  There must 
be a doing component.  I don’t 
just send them out to sink or 
swim.  I model the activity; then 
I have them start assisting me 
with it; then I let them do most 
of it, then all of it, while I watch.  
Once they are comfortable and 
I am comfortable, I have them 
get a disciple of their own, and I 
go on to another disciple, touch-
ing base with them from time to 
time.  This gets the soldiers out 
in the field.  This deploys the 
whole body.  
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However, disciple making 
takes a great deal of time and 
focus.  If there is just a hand-
ful of leaders focused on the big 
gathering, they often don’t get 
around to the discipling task.  
So, the army is benched.  The 
generals are left to fight the war 
on their own.  And they are 
fighting it on the stage, instead 
of in the field of battle.

Kennon Callahan analyzed 
what he called L1 versus L2 lead-
ership.  L1 leadership focused 
inside the church, while L2 
leadership focused outside the 
church.  He concluded that L2 
(outside focus) leadership must 
exceed L1 (inside focus) lead-
ership if a church is to have a 
kingdom impact.  I know of few, 
if any churches that meet this 
criteria.

Finally, I will address the role 
of believers with one another 
and their impact on unbeliev-
ers.  Act 2:42-47 is the first 
snapshot of the New Testament 
church.  Perhaps I should say, it 
is a movie of the early church, 
because these verses are domi-
nated by present and imperfect 
tense verbs.  These believers 
lived life together.  They were 
together daily. They were in one 
another’s homes.  They ate meals 
together.  They took care of the 
needs of everyone in their group.  
They even sold land and other 
property to be able to do what 
was needed for this.  But even 
more than this, they were united 

together, were like-minded, were 
of one accord, were of one pas-
sion, and were full of joy and 
devotion.  These believers lived 
life together in harmony and in 
community, every day!

And what did the unbeliev-
ers think about them?  They 
thought very highly of them, 
were attracted to them, and 
people continued getting saved 
every day!  Genuine Christian 
community lived out at home 
and work—being church—had 
a tremendous impact on those 
unbelievers around them.

What if that was typical of 
“church” today?  I don’t think we 
would hear “irrelevant” or “use-
less” or “hypocritical” nearly so 
much.  But I do think we would 
see a flood of new believers.  I 
think we would see disciple 
making in process.

I am deeply concerned that 
what we have come to accept as 
church today has very little sem-
blance to this biblical church.  I 
am not sure it is even church 
at all, even though we call it 
that.  Neil Cole wrote in his 
recent book, Organic Leadership,  
“Frankly, church services share 
more in common with The 
Tonight Show than they do with 
the New Testament” (page 27).  
Even though that sounds offen-
sive at first hearing, I think there 
is much truth in his statement.  I 
do not say this lightly at all, but 
I say it with a heavy heart.  I say 
it with a longing for renewal and 
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refocus.  May we reclaim biblical 
church.  This is the great threat I 
see to our churches.  As usual, it 
is coming from within, not from 
outside.  Have mercy on us Lord.  
Guide us Lord.

Rev. Lyle Seltman became a Christian in his 30’s in the middle of a suc-
cessful business career.  After seminary, he moved to Michigan where he 
led in the planting of six new churches while he pastored a church.  He 
was a state leader in church planting in Michigan and Ohio.  Today he 
lives in Illinois and works with the North American Mission Board (SBC ), 
and he is training and leading laymen to start new churches.  
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Due to a host of church planting books, materials, and 
conferences, interest in Church planting continues to 
grow in the United States. 

by Hutz Hertzberg and Francis Lonsway

Church Planting: From Antioch to Acts 29 and Beyond

Denominations and churches 
alike are making church plant-
ing a growing priority.  Many 
church planting networks and 
associations have sprung up in 
recent years i.e., Acts 29, Vision 
360 and the Chicago Partnership 
for Church Planting.  There 
has also been a growing inter-
est in church planting ministry 
among Protestant clergy and 
especially younger evangelical 
ministers.  This reality is not lost 
on denominational and semi-
nary leaders.  Most evangelical 
denominations now have church 
planting departments that 
recruit, train and deploy church 
planters.  Several theological 
graduate schools have added 
church planting courses, con-
centrations, and even degrees to 
their curriculum. 

This article examines the 
ongoing phenomenon of church 
planting ministry by looking 
into its biblical roots, reviewing 
the current landscape of church 
planting, and concluding with 
some future considerations.

	
Church Planting in Biblical 

Context

The New Testament reveals 
how the Gospel spread with 
the establishment of new 
churches.  In fact, the expansion 
of Christianity is inextricably 
linked to the planting of church-
es.  The establishing of churches 
is both ordained and sustained 
by God (Matt. 16:18).  The 
boundaries of the Christian faith 
were extended throughout the 
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known world by the multiplica-
tion of new churches (Acts 9:31; 
16:5).  At its biblical foundation, 
church planting glorifies God as 
it spreads His name among the 
nations.  As His church is estab-
lished, the worship of Christ 
is extended to all peoples (Ps. 
46:10; 96:3; Rom. 1:5; 15:9-11; 
Rev. 7:9).

In His many mandates Jesus’ 
teaching was clear: in bringing 
the Gospel to unbelievers and 
making disciples (Matt. 28:18-
20; Acts 1:8).  Keller argues that 
Jesus’ mandates were essen-
tially a call to plant churches:  
“Virtually all the great evan-
gelistic challenges of the New 
Testament are basically calls to 
plant churches, not simply to 
share the faith” (Keller 2002, 
11).  Jesus’ call to establish 
churches also comes with His 
promise that He will build His 
church (Matt 16:18).  Malphurs 
writes concerning this promise, 
highlighting the reality that ulti-
mately Jesus Christ is the builder 
of churches:  “He is the one who 
plants them, and He is the one 
who grows them” (Malphurs 
2004, 27).

The book of Acts records 
how this promise of Jesus con-
tinued through the Apostles.  
The work of Jesus becomes the 
work of the Apostles and early 
Christians as the boundaries of 
the Christian faith were extended 
throughout the known world 
by the multiplication of new 

churches (Acts 13:2-3, 14:26, 
15:36).  Acts is largely devoted 
to events and circumstances of 
church planting throughout Asia 
Minor and Europe.  It gives an 
account of the establishment and 
expansion of the first century 
church, addressing various issues 
of concern to these early church-
es.  The church established in 
the city of Antioch is certainly 
important in church planting 
history.  It became a significant 
“sending” church (Acts 13:3).  
As the Jerusalem church turned 
increasingly inward, it was the 
Antioch church that was used 
by God to expand the reach of 
the Gospel by establishing new 
churches.

Whereas Acts is almost uni-
versally recognized for its church 
planting importance, other books 
of the New Testament are not 
without significance for church 
planting.  The next thirteen 
books in the New Testament are 
letters of Paul written to church-
es and the people within them.  
As examples of this, the pastoral 
letters—1 Timothy, 2 Timothy, 
and Titus—are letters written to 
church planting team members 
left behind in Ephesus and Crete.  
They address concerns not 
uncommon in the early stages of 
new church development includ-
ing doctrinal, ethical, and pasto-
ral issues.  In addition, the book 
of Revelation addresses several 
churches that had been planted 
in Asia Minor.
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The Apostles saw the 
expansion of new churches in 
the world as the pivotal cog 
through which the life trans-
forming power of God would 
be transferred to the world.  
This expansion of churches 
helps explain how Christianity 
exploded across the Roman 
Empire under the sovereign lord-
ship of Jesus who said, “I will 
build my church” (Matt. 16:18).  
Paul used both agricultural and 
building metaphors to remind 
his readers that it is indeed God 
who gives growth: “I planted, 
Apollos watered, but God gave the 
increase” (1 Cor. 3:6-7).

Stetzer reminds us that 
church planting is not a new 
phenomenon.  Starting new 
churches “was the normal 
expression of New Testament 
missiology” (Stetzer 2006, 
52).  Tinsley summarizes the 
seminal place of church plant-
ing in the New Testament this 
way:  “To remove the strategy 
of church planting from the 
New Testament would in effect 
remove all Scripture beyond the 
Gospels.  The disciples and apos-
tles made church planting their 
strategy to penetrate first century 
society” (Tinsley 1985, 5).  

The design of Christ’s com-
mission is clear.  According to 
Schaller: 

The Great Commission has 
always been (about) the creation 
of new worshipping communities 
called . . . churches.  Throughout 

the centuries this has been the 
most common attempt to obey 
that directive of Jesus to make 

disciples from among those who 
have been living outside the 
faith.  (Schaller 1991, 27). 

Hesselgrave elaborates on the 
relationship between Gospel 
proclamation and church plant-
ing:  “They cannot be divorced 
without doing violence to the 
mission of the church, and the 
primary mission of the church is 
to proclaim the Gospel of Christ 
and gather believers into local 
churches where they can be built 
up in the faith and made effec-
tive in service, thereby planting 
new congregations throughout 
the world” (Hesselgrave 1980, 
33). 

Church Planting Today

Church researcher, Thom 
Rainer indicates that the failure 
of churches to keep up with 
the population growth in the 
United States is one of the most 
significant issues facing the 
church (Rainer 2005, 73).  Since 
1990, the number of churches 
increased just over fifty percent 
while the United States popula-
tion has grown faster than the 
churches (Stetzer 2006, 9).  
From 2000 to 2004, a net gain 
of 13,024 churches would have 
been necessary to keep up with 
the United States population 
growth.  However, only approxi-
mately 3,000 churches were 
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added (Barnes and Lowry 2006, 
6).  There are now over 195 
million non-churched people 
in the United States, making it 
the fourth largest “unchurched” 
nation in the world behind 
China, India, and Indonesia 
(Anderson 1998, 243). 

Church growth specialists 
such as Hunter and Arn indicate 
that approximately four-fifths 
of churches begin to plateau or 
decline between the fifteenth 
and eighteenth year of their exis-
tence (Arn 1988, 41).  Malphurs 
indicates that while some of 
the declining churches will be 
able to renew themselves, the 
majority will not survive.  As a 
result, he thinks that “church 
planting will be the future for 
the American church (as it was 
for the first-century church)” 
(Malphurs 2004, 14).  This con-
viction has been subsequently 
echoed by other missiologists 
and church planters.  Keller, for 
example, gives powerful affir-
mation of the missiological and 
strategic significance of church 
planting, especially in our urban 
cities:

The vigorous, continual plant-
ing of new congregations is the 
single most crucial strategy for 
(1) the numerical growth of the 
Body of Christ in any city, and 
(2) the continual renewal and 

revival of the existing churches 
in the city.   Nothing else—not 
crusades, outreach programs, 

para-church ministries, growing 

mega-churches, congregational 
consulting, nor church renewal 
processes—will have the consis-
tent impact of dynamic, exten-

sive church planting  
(Keller 2002, 1).  

Wagner summarized the 
evangelistic potential of new 
churches in one of the better 
known quotes in church plant-
ing literature.  He stated, “the 
single most effective evangelistic 
methodology under heaven is 
planting new churches.”  Wagner 
also indicated “that without 
exception, the growing denomi-
nations have been those that 
stress church planting” (Wagner 
1990, 11).  Behind this convic-
tion is the contention and often 
the reality that church plants 
can better engage those outside 
the faith in a way that estab-
lished churches cannot or will 
not.  Schaller has stated that 
some denominations have found 
that as much as four-fifths of 
their conversion growth comes 
from new churches with the vast 
majority of unchurched people 
being reached through the plant-
ing of new churches: “They pro-
vide superior results” (cited by 
Wagner 1990, 11). 

Anecdotal research by 
Stafford highlights the ongoing 
priority many denominations 
currently place in church plant-
ing as a means for evangelism 
and growth:
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Today, church planting is the 
default mode for evangelism. Go 

to any evangelical denomina-
tion, ask them what they are 
doing to grow, and they will 

refer you to the church planting 
office.  I have talked to Southern 

Baptists, General Conference 
Baptists, the Evangelical Free 

Church, the Assemblies of God, 
the Foursquare Church, the Acts 

29 network, and a variety of 
independent practitioners and 

observers.  I quit going to more 
because they all said the same 
thing:  “We’re excited and com-
mitted to church planting.  It’s 

the cutting edge”  
(Stafford 2007, 69). 

The Reformed Church in 
America commissioned a study 
to learn why some denomina-
tions grew and others did not.  
Their number one finding indi-
cated those denominations that 
were growing were the ones that 
placed a high priority on church 
planting (Stetzer 2006, 6).  The 
Southern Baptist Convention, 
for example, plans to double 
the number of congregations in 
the next twenty years through 
church planting in order to reach 
a total of 100,000 churches: 
“[We] have been starting four 
churches a day, but [we] need to 
increase that number to eight or 
ten [a day],” according to Harris 
of the North American Mission 
Board (Stafford 2007, 69).  The 
leaders of The Assemblies of God 
also embarked on an aggressive 

church planting initiative with 
the goal of starting at least 1000 
new churches by the end of 
2009 (CRonline 2007).  Officials 
of the Evangelical Covenant 
Church report that they start 
on average one new church in 
the United States and Canada 
every two to three weeks.  They 
indicate that “this doesn’t just 
happen,” but rather “it is the 
result of a carefully developed 
system that supports every 
aspect of starting new congrega-
tions” (ECC Church Planting 
website 2007).  The Evangelical 
Free Church of America includes 
church planting in their mission 
statement and has made church 
planting among “all peoples” a 
denominational priority (Elliott 
2003, 1). 

 With the growing inter-
est in church planting, several 
higher education institutions, 
graduate schools, and seminaries 
are developing church planting 
curricula and/or adding church 
planting courses.  Some schools 
have even developed full-fledged 
church planting centers with 
specialized degrees.  

Stetzer’s 2004 exploratory 
study of the state of church 
planting in North America 
affirms this growing interest in 
church planting.  His research 
included contacting every major 
church planting ministry web-
site.  Over 120 such churches, 
agencies, institutions and 
denominations were identified.  
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Stetzer’s findings indicated that 
all but two groups indicated an 
increased involvement in church 
planting activity (Stetzer 2005, 
1).  Recent research from the 
Leadership Network indicates 
that now there are as many as 
4,000 new churches being start-
ed each year.  This represents 
a significant increase over less 
than a decade ago when yearly 
new church starts were estimated 
between 1,100 and 1,500 (Stetzer 
and Travis 2007, 3).	

Given these realities, it is 
not surprising that there is a 
corresponding interest among 
many young evangelicals in 
church planting ministry.  This 
phenomenon is noted by several 
church leaders including Rick 
Warren who stated, “Today, the 
sharpest guys I know are starting 
churches” (Stafford 2002, 42).  
Weber, author of The Younger 
Evangelicals, said,  “Today the 
first choice for many younger 
evangelicals is church plant-
ing” (Weber 2002, 138).  Mark 
Driscoll, founding pastor of both 
Mars Hill Church in Seattle and 
the Acts 29 Church Planting 
Network explained:

  
Church planting is hot right 

now.  For years, guys wanted to 
get out of seminary and go get 
a church that had a nice salary 
and would call them “pastor.”  
Today, young entrepreneurial 
guys don’t want to take over a 

church.  They want to start one 
(Bergin 2005, 26). 

Stetzer is enthusiastic about this 
emerging generation of church 
planters:  “I believe the intel-
ligence and creativity exists 
within this generation of leaders 
to make a significant impact on 
reaching the un-churched in the 
United States” (Stetzer and Travis 
2007, 5). 

Today, most church planting 
leaders would agree that identify-
ing the right planter is essential 
to church plant success (Stetzer 
and Connor 2007; Thompson 
1995, 2).  Schaller suggests that 
the single most important factor 
determining whether a church 
plant will grow or remain small 
is what he calls an “exceptionally 
competent minister” (Schaller 
1991, 42).  From a purely 
human perspective, the viability 
and growth of the church may 
well depend on the abilities of 
the church planter.  According 
to Hernandez of the North 
American Mission Board; 

Communities across America 
and Canada need good church 
planters.  But it takes a special 

leader to plant a healthy church, 
one that grows quantitatively 
and qualitatively.  Effective 

church planters are special, not 
because they are better than 

other people, but because they 
are uniquely gifted.  (Hernandez 

2000, 37). 

Thompson and others have 
engaged in research which iden-
tifies the competencies needed 
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in effective church planters.  
Regarding the importance of 
such research, he states, “Not 
only will knowledge of church 
planter competencies provide 
a basis for matching (church 
planter’s) abilities to task require-
ments, but it will also provide 
a basis for selecting persons 
who desire their greatest fulfill-
ment from initiation functions” 
(Thompson 1995, 5). 

It is noteworthy that hardly 
any of the church planting 
literature prior to the 1990s 
addressed the needed competen-
cies of church planters.  Rather, 
books and articles focused more 
on the “need,” and “how-to” 
methodologies (Stetzer 2004).  
Wise stewardship of people and 
resources necessitates the care-
ful assessment and placement of 
church planters.

Church Planting Going 
Forward

However encouraging this 
explosion of church plant-
ing activity might be, there are 
reasons for caution.  Murray 
bemoans the lack of thoughtful 
scriptural engagement by church 
planting advocates:

The scope and level of theo-
logical discussion and engage-
ment with biblical teaching has 
been disappointing.  It requires 

advocates of church planting 
to move beyond selected proof 

texts and develop a hermeneuti-

cally responsible and theologi-
cally coherent framework for the 

practice they are advocating 
(Murray 2001, 25). 

Piper believes that within the 
American Church there is far too 
much emphasis in the American 
church on the human dimen-
sion of church planting and 
church growth and far too little 
emphasis on the divine dimen-
sion (Piper 2007, 5).  Piper 
and Murray provide a poignant 
counterbalance to the prag-
matically driven church planting 
evident in some quarters today. 
Concerning the goals and plans 
by the various entities to plant a 
multitude of churches, Murray 
states:

Current initiatives to plant 
thousands of new churches are 
ill-conceived unless they are 
accompanied by a significant 

reversal of the decades of decline 
. . . churches have been leaking 
hundreds of members each week 
for many years.  Planting more 
of these churches is not a mis-
sions strategy worth pursuing 

(Murray 2001, 11). 

Malphurs takes a different per-
spective.  He has gone on record 
stating that “it is far easier to 
plant a new church than to 
renew a dying one” (Malphurs 
2004, 14).  Murray would argue 
that it is not a case of “either/
or,” but “both/and.”  In fact, 
he reasons that “planting new 
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kinds of churches may be a 
key to effective missions and a 
catalyst for the renewal of exist-
ing churches.”  He goes on to 
say that there is now enough 
contemporary church planting 
experiences available, that it is 
possible “to engage in preventive 
rather than remedial treatment of 
church planting that is unlikely 
to flourish” (Murray 2004, 11, 
18).  What is agreed upon is that 
the ministry of church planting 
deserves our finest effort.  As 
Murray aptly states, “Church 
planting involves laying founda-
tions, and the quality of these 
foundations have profound 
implications for what can be 
built on them”  (Murray 2001, 
11). 

Solid, objective research 
helps increase the likelihood 
that if the right foundations are 
laid then the church plant will 
succeed.  Most all of the church 
planting research to date has 
been valuable, but it simply 
needs to be improved with the 
goal of shedding more light on 
the unique ministry of church 
planting and the preferred quali-
ties important for church plant-
ers. 

Graham, Ridley, Thompson, 
and Wood have each made 
valuable contributions in the 
area of church planter assess-
ment.  Their combined findings 
give greater clarity as to desir-
able church planter qualities. 
However, the profiles that were 

developed of the perceived 
qualities necessary for suc-
cessful church planting have 
been derived from self-reported 
answers of planters and lead-
ers, and not derived objectively. 
Recent research by the authors 
represent a pioneering effort in 
seeking to independently and 
objectively measure the personal 
characteristics and perceptions 
of ministry of effective, young 
church planters (Hertzberg and 
Lonsway 2008). 

Additionally, the importance 
of God’s “call” on individuals 
to the ministry of church plant-
ing cannot be understated. In 
research by Hertzberg, study 
participants were asked,  “What 
were the influencing factors 
causing you to pursue church 
planting versus other pastoral 
ministry opportunities?”  The 
forty-six young, evangelical 
church planter participants cited 
176 factors.  Two-thirds of the 
respondents indicated being 
called by God as a significant fac-
tor in their decision (Hertzberg 
2008, 93).  A clear sense of being 
“called by God” specifically to 
the ministry of church planting 
is all but required for approval 
as a church planter by many 
church planting groups and 
denominations.  The Evangelical 
Free Church of American 
(EFCA) assesses the “call” as 
one of four major areas of their 
church planter assessment pro-
cess (Elliott 2003, 5).  Stokes 
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of Bethlehem Baptist Church 
(Minneapolis) underscores 
the importance of God calling 
church planters: “Ultimately, it 
is about discerning the called, 
not finding the qualified” (Hunt 
2006, 14).  Hesselgrave, elabo-
rating on this call to ministry 
indicates God first speaks to 
the men who are to be sent and 
then speaks to the church and its 
leaders (Hesselgrave 2004, 97).  
Wood summarizes the work of 
the Holy Spirit in calling one 
into the work of the church: “It 
is the mystery of God’s grace that 
leads individuals into the life in 
Christ and into the life of the 
church (and church planting)” 
(Wood 2006, 148).  

Given demographic and 
spiritual realities in the United 
States, there is little doubt that 
a multitude of new churches are 
needed.  Meeting this need will 
require a major commitment of 
resources and strategic leader-
ship on the part of denomina-
tional leaders, church planting 
executives, seminary faculty, 
and pastors.  Included in this 
challenge is the identification, 
assessment, and equipping of 
seminarians and other ministers 
who are called to this ministry.  
It is a high calling both to sup-
port and to serve the mission of 
Christ’s church, and it is worthy 
of one’s life.
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God’s mission is a matter of spiritual warfare.  The 
Missio Dei (Bosch, 1991, 10), and therefore the mis-
sion of the church, must be seen in light of spiritual 
warfare.  

by George Garner

Spiritual Warfare and Church Planting in Rural 
America

God is a missionary God in the 
very essence of His being.  That 
missionary nature pursues a 
fallen creation which has come 
under the control of an enemy 
force.  The great conflict stems 
back to the fall of angelic beings 
from which came the existence 
of Satan and demonic forces 
who set up the struggle for 
the dominion over the cosmos 
(Franklin and Lawless, 2001, 
7-8). Man—God’s crown of cre-
ation—fell victim to the wiles 
of the Enemy in the Garden 
of Eden.  This set into motion 
the reclamation process of God 
as missionary.  The dominion 
and authority over the earth 
that God had given to Adam, 
now fell into the hands of the 
enemy force—the Prince, and 

power of the air.  As a result, the 
redemptive nature of God, the 
redemptive process of reclaiming 
mankind, and the returning of 
the authority over the processes 
of mankind, must be understood 
as spiritual warfare.  The mis-
sionary enterprise is the process 
of extending the claims of the 
kingdom of God into the terri-
tory now under the control of 
the enemy force.  In the words of 
Arthur Glasser:

. . . As the church carries out 
its mission to the nations, con-
flict will continue because the 
performance of mission will 

involve suffering.  The mission 
of the church will be relentlessly 

resisted and opposed by the 
peoples and nations that do not 
acknowledge Christ’s lordship 
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and particularly by the “powers 
and authorities”  

(Glasser, 2003, 26).

Church Planting as  
Spiritual Warfare

Since the advent of the 
Church Growth Movement 
(CGM) (McGavran, 1980, 
vii), church growth, church 
extension, evangelism, church 
health, and church planting 
have been in the forefront of 
evangelical thinking.  While 
Donald McGavran (McIntosh, 
2003, 17-18), apparently did not 
intend this to be a growth that 
was defined by human ingenu-
ity, many practitioners in the 
decades to follow have reduced 
this to growth as a science of 
insights, principles, prescrip-
tions, ratios, human psychologi-
cal considerations, management 
issues, strategic planning, money 
management, and communica-
tion skills (McNeal, 2003, 25).  
The general focus has been 
according to many, especially 
the critics of the Church Growth 
Movement on methodology, 
management, and magnetism.

A refocus is greatly needed 
through the lens of spiritual for-
mations, spiritual preparedness, 
and spiritual warfare.  While 
some may think that the Fuller 
School and others related to 
them may have advanced the 
pendulum too far in an extreme 
fashion, the positive result is the 

recognition that the advance-
ment of the kingdom must take 
into account spiritual warfare 
issues.  Strategic Level Spiritual 
Warfare (SLSW), a phrase coined 
by Peter Wagner of the Fuller 
School, is only representative 
of the larger subject of spiritual 
warfare (Moreau, 2002, 117-
126).  

A commitment to spiritual 
issues and the promises of God 
is a welcomed balance to a per-
vasive mindset that ministry 
is a technical science.  Patrick 
Johnstone lifts up the reality 
that because of God’s promises, 
the outcome of victory in world 
evangelization is assured.  Yet 
with the present age there is a 
spiritual battle raging:

The world, as we see it, is a 
battlefield at every level—politi-
cal, moral, mental and spiritu-

al—with many strongholds to be 
stormed.  His infernal majesty is 
not a “push-over” and in recent 
years the nature and intensity 

of the spiritual warfare in which 
we are engaged has become 

more apparent.  Yet for these 
seemingly impregnable strong-

holds to fall, we must wield 
those weapons given to us by 

God (Johnstone, 1995, 137-38).

It is clear that there must be a 
balance.  A fresh focus on spiri-
tual preparedness and spiritual 
formations must be coupled with 
an attention to good missiologi-
cal principles such as homogene-
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ity, indigeneity, contextualiza-
tion, incarnationalism, as well as 
sociological and anthropological 
understandings of the mission 
field.   

Church planting is more 
than denominational expansion 
and institutional establishment.  
Church planting is the process of 
penetrating enemy territory and 
establishing beachheads of the 
kingdom of God.  This is warfare 
imagery.  Church extension is 
far more basic than establishing 
an institutional presence.  A bet-
ter understanding is the idea of 
planting the presence of the gos-
pel in every pocket of lostness.  
Gospel penetration of lostness 
is the issue.  This may come in 
many different forms (Stetzer, 
2003, 49-69).  A natural result 
may be the establishment of a 
dynamic institutional presence 
that pulsates with life and that 
will be a base for perpetuating 
multiplied advances deeper into 
enemy territory.  An institutional 
presence—a new church plant—
can be a positive result, in that 
it becomes an agent for transfor-
mation in a given culture.  

When church planting efforts 
are initiated, the undergirding 
strategy must heed Paul’s admo-
nition to the Corinthians:

 
For though we walk in the flesh, 
we do not war according to the 
flesh, for the weapons of our 
warfare are not of the flesh, 
but divinely powerful for the 

destruction of fortresses.  We 
are destroying speculations 

and every lofty thing raised up 
against the knowledge of God, 

and we are taking every thought 
captive to the obedience of 

Christ, and we are ready to pun-
ish all disobedience, whenever 
your obedience is complete (2 

Cor. 10:3-6 NASB77). 

To the Ephesians he wrote, “For 
our struggle is not against flesh 
and blood, but against the rul-
ers, against the powers, against 
the world forces of this darkness, 
against the spiritual forces of 
wickedness in the heavenly places” 
(Eph. 6:12 NASB77).	
From a perspective of spiritual 
warfare, I will proceed in this 
article with a discussion of sev-
eral issues of church planting 
particularly in rural and small 
town settings.  Some of these 
issues are not unique to rural 
settings, however, I will endeavor 
to illustrate with applications in 
rural settings.  

Spiritual Foundations

A church planter must 
address some basic spiritual 
issues such as divine calling, 
plan of prayer, and a commit-
ment to biblical proclamation.  
Without being armed in these 
foundational issues, Satan will 
surely bring frustrations, and 
possible defeat, to the church 
planting efforts. 
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Divine Calling 

A clear and definite call-
ing from God is fundamentally 
important (Garner, 2002,181-
195).  When the days are bright 
and everything is turning gold, 
this calling will guard you from 
the dangers of pride and self-
sufficiency.  When you are in the 
pit of despair and reverses are on 
every hand, the calling will keep 
you from quitting.  During these 
extremes, real danger looms in 
the heart and mind of a church 
planter.  Regardless of the cir-
cumstances, resolve to endure is 
strengthened if a definite sense 
of calling is clear.

The pages of Scripture, as 
well as biographies of Christian 
leaders, testify to the validity of 
a calling.  Calling must be seen 
in the context of God’s calling of 
all Christians.  Prime and Begg 
articulate this well:

The words call and calling are 
used in a number of ways in the 
New Testament, and the call to 
the ministry is not the first call 

from God an individual receives.  
First Corinthians 1:1-9 provides 
a typical example.  The primary 
call is to fellowship with God’s 
Son Jesus Christ (verse 9)—a 

call to union with Christ and all 
its glorious benefits.  The sec-

ond call is to holiness (verse 2), 
calling and justification being 

the inevitable consequence and 
privilege of sanctification.  The 
third call is to service, and fre-

quently to specific service.  In 
Paul’s’ case, his primary service 
was to be an apostle (verse 1).  
God’s call to be a shepherd and 
teacher is a specific call (Prime 

and Begg, 2004, 20)

This emphasis on calling is 
not to be taken in a prevailing 
western cultural sense that there 
are second class citizens in the 
kingdom of God.  This speaks of 
the erroneous separation of the 
idea of clergy and laity.  A unbib-
lical dichotomy says that a call 
to an institutional church related 
ministry is of more divine nature 
than a call into the marketplace 
of life.  David Haney stated it 
well in 1973, “Biblically it means 
that every follower of Christ has 
a specific calling (or callings); 
that every believer has a gift (or 
gifts) which brings a unique 
contribution to the local body of 
believers and is to be employed 
in the total kingdom enterprise.  
We have limited this concept 
to the professional clergy, ‘the 
called’; but wrongly so” (Haney, 
1973, 44).  Although this truth 
is never outdated, more recent 
authors continue to espouse this 
important theological correction 
(Van Engen, 1998, 151). 

Calling should not be sepa-
rated from giftedness.  To exam-
ine ones spiritual gifts and to 
do official scientific assessments 
does not preempt a definite lead-
ing of the Holy Spirit.  Solid 
assessment processes in regard 
to church planting potential can 
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be helpful.  Many denominations 
have adopted an approach that 
has been popularized by Robert 
L. Logan 

 Not only is confirming a 
calling important in the general 
sense to church planting, but 
also is important regarding the 
specific sense of geographic loca-
tion and ministry assignment.  
Disagreement in various theolog-
ical circles exists concerning this 
issue.  Does God call to specific 
locations or to specific tasks?  Is 
this a subjective spiritual experi-
ence, or does God give latitude 
for one to make reasoned deci-
sions based on skills, education, 
and personal preferences?  Kevin 
Howard, writing in EMQ holds 
to the less subjective position 
stating that “the whole idea of 
serving on the mission field or 
any other ministry, is best talked 
about in terms of: 1) gifting and 
qualifications, 2) obedience, 3) 
desire, and 4) faith” (Howard, 
2003, 462-65).  Wesley Duewel, 
President Emeritus of OMS 
International, takes issue with 
this position arguing that “new 
birth can be definite, the infill-
ing of the Spirit can be definite, 
the anointing of the Spirit can be 
definite, the Spirit’s guidance can 
be blessedly definite and the will 
of God can be definitely known.  
God still calls” (Duewel, 2004, 
276-77).

Both of these arguments have 
truth but are not mutually exclu-
sive.  The believer can anticipate 

a calling from God to specific 
tasks as both objective and sub-
jective.  It is objective in that the 
Word of God, by principle and 
precept, will be involved in that 
discernment.  God will never 
give direction that is contrary 
to the truth of the Bible in prin-
ciple or precept.  However, the 
dynamic of the Word of God is 
that the Holy Spirit will make 
a very subjective application 
from Scripture to a given deci-
sion as the believer prays, reads, 
and meditates on God’s Word.  
Without this assurance of the 
will of God, discouragement and 
doubt will arise.  

A calling will be very definite 
and will come from the Lord 
through His Word.  Scripture has 
one interpretation, but may have 
many applications determined by 
the Holy Spirit.  When consider-
ing the beginning of a ministry, 
or facing life-changing decisions, 
anticipate God speaking His 
will from His Word in the quiet 
hour with Him.  It is important 
that I understood my calling as a 
church planter (Garner, 182-83).  
A definite calling gives sure-
footing in the defense against 
the opponent’s attacks much like 
that of of a collegiate wrestler in 
his championship bout.

Prayer Issues

After the Apostle Paul urged 
the Ephesians to put on the 
armor of God, he immediately 
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exhorts, “praying always with 
all prayer and supplication in the 
Spirit, being watchful to this end 
with all perseverance and sup-
plication for all the saints” (Eph 
6:18, NKJV).  The platform for 
spiritual warfare in the life of a 
church planter must always be 
prayer, for prayer changes things.  
The great stirrings of revival 
in history depended on prayer.  
Little or no preaching occurred 
in the “Prayer Meeting Revival” 
of 1857-59, yet it produced 
one of the greatest harvests in 
American history with estimates 
of one million converts through-
out the United States (Cymbala, 
1997, 149).  John Piper reminds 
us that life is a war and “our 
weakness in prayer is owing 
largely to our neglect to this 
truth” (Piper, 1993, 41).  Acts of 
kindness, relation building, and 
declaring of the truth through 
one-on-one and public declara-
tion, must never be neglected; 
however, as John Guest stated, 
the battle will be waged through 
prayer.

But ultimately our preaching 
and teaching need to point out 
two immense truths: 

•	The battle for the minds 	 	
of men, women, and young 
people is a spiritual battle 
and not merely an intel-
lectual one.  Prayer is the 
God-given spiritual weapon 
that must accompany a good 
apologetic.  

•	The real issue is not intel-
lectual but moral.  Those 
resisting the gospel may use 
a plethora of intellectual 
objections to the Christian 
claims on their lives, but you 
can pretty much count on it 
that the apparent intellectual 
skepticism is a smoke screen 
to avoid dealing with the 
immoral lifestyles or ideas 
they loathe to relinquish or 
change (Guest, 2003, 50).  
 
Several personal illustrations 

can be cited for the power of 
prayer to open the door for the 
gospel.  After months of plan-
ning, probing, direct contacts, 
and various events to get doors 
open to unbelievers in Joes, 
Colorado and to plant a church, 
the breakthrough came when 
two area Baptist pastors, one 
church planting missionary, and 
an Assembly of God pastor, were 
urged by a Christian layman to 
spend a morning in a van and 
“prayer drive” the perimeter of 
the rural communities of Kirk 
and Joes.  Before that time noth-
ing attempted had been effective.  
This band of warriors drove the 
dirt roads, stopping at the four 
struggling churches and prayed 
for the pastor and the congrega-
tion.  At a Mennonite Brethren 
church building closed for ten 
years, they walked around it, 
singing and claiming its use for 
a new Baptist witness.  That 
prayer time and the prayers of 
a Christian lady in the town 
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marked the beginning of a fresh 
reception to the gospel in that 
community.  Then a miracle 
occurred:  the church building 
mentioned above was purchased 
for a modest price to become the 
meetinghouse for Liberty Baptist 
Church (Garner, 194-5).  

Robert Dean and Thomas Ice 
raise the question, “. . . if God is 
sovereign and works all things 
after the counsel of His will 
(Eph. 1:11), why bother asking 
God to do something if He has 
already determined what He will 
do . . . ‘Does prayer really change 
things’” (Dean. 2000, 166)?  I 
can testify that it does change 
things.  Prayer by the members 
of our small new church plant 
in Flagler, Colorado, opened 
doors to unbelievers as God was 
petitioned to do a miracle in the 
local United Church of Christ.  
This was “the” community 
church and no one could remem-
ber in modern times their having 
a pastor who was a Christian.  
When the pastorate was open, 
believers in all the churches fer-
vently prayed for God to do the 
impossible.  A believing pastor 
was called who boldly declared 
the truth.  As his tenure was met 
with resistance, another pastor 
was called who had a more gen-
tle style, yet was equally as pas-
sionate for declaring the gospel 
of salvation.  Shortly God moved 
in a marvelous way with over 
half of the congregation coming 
to faith in Christ including sev-

eral of the athletic coaches of the 
school.  Prayer was the means 
that overcame the hindrances of 
Satan and the strongholds within 
the church membership.  

How can the issue of prayer 
be raised to the level of priority 
that is needed to be most effec-
tive in spiritual warfare?  First, 
many church planting and mis-
sionary agencies now are “requir-
ing” that their workers develop a 
network of intercessors who will 
receive regular communications 
of prayer needs and progress 
reports.  In the Basic Training 
process of the North American 
Mission Board, planters leave 
the training with a commit-
ment to enlist intercessors.  
Second, prayer partnerships can 
be formed with a mentor or a 
co-worker with a commitment 
to meet regularly for prayer 
(Blackaby, 1994, 108-116).  
Third, is family prayer.  A spouse 
and children will not only be 
strengthened against the attacks 
of Satan, but can be the most 
effective prayer cell in the life of 
a church planter.  Fourth, is the 
personal prayer experience of the 
church planter characterized by 
a regular daily time to talk to the 
Father with an open Bible and 
a journal to record what he is 
hearing from the Father (Wright, 
2001, 59-70).  

A renewed focus on prayer is 
essential for breakthroughs and 
victory in the pluralistic culture 
existing in rural areas and urban 
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settings in North America.  Paul’s 
admonition to pray “at all times,” 
(Eph. 6:18) speaks of a lifestyle 
of God-consciousness with a 
“constant character to prayer” 
(MacArthur, 1992, 161).

Proclamation Issues

Get the message right.  Some 
have concluded that one of the 
great weaknesses in church 
growth and church planting 
today, other than prayerlessness, 
is shallowness-lacking solid theo-
logical underpinnings.  Lasting 
fruit and continuing victory over 
the world, flesh, and the devil is 
the goal of every church planter.  
If this result is to occur, a strat-
egy must exist to transfer the 
biblical message in its entirety 
to believers in the new church 
plant.  The full teaching of the 
Great Commission is to not 
only “go” and “baptize” but to 
“teach them all that I have com-
manded you” (Matthew 28:19-
20).  Chuck Lawless raises this 
concern for present-day church 
models.  He says, “I’m concerned 
that too little attention has been 
given to the theological founda-
tion required for any healthy 
church.  A weak foundation can 
support only a weak structure, 
and far too many churches that 
appear otherwise ‘healthy’ lack a 
solid foundation” (Lawless, 14).  

The central element of a 
solid healthy foundation is a 
living relationship with Jesus.  

God’s good news, in a single 
word, is Jesus.  The first words 
of the message of Peter on the 
Day of Pentecost, of Phillip to 
the Ethiopian, and of Paul to 
the Romans, “was Jesus, and 
Jesus must be our first word too” 
(Stott, 1975, 44).

The Lord Jesus is the cen-
tral focus of the message that 
arms every believer for warfare 
(Eph. 6:11-17).  To battle against 
“powers and principalities,” 
believers must be armed with the 
proper equipment for effectively 
waging war.  A common theme 
of authors writing on the subject 
of spiritual warfare is the armor 
of God.  This truth is the most 
important teaching for  new and 
older believers alike.  Space does 
not allow for a full discussion 
about the armor of God, but 
simply put, “believers who are 
adequately taught and trained 
know how to stand against the 
Enemy by claiming the promises 
of God” (Lawless, 57).

Faith Issues

Faith is taking a step into the 
light, not into the dark.  Once 
God makes His will explicitly 
known, faith is trusting God to 
come through on His promises 
and His revealed direction.  A 
personal experience in rural 
church planting will illustrate 
this point.  I had driven through 
the little town of Idalia in 
Eastern Colorado many times 
and had prayed for the unnamed 
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faces that lived there and in the 
surrounding area.  An aban-
doned church building stood on 
Main Street.  The property was 
overgrown with weeds and a 
parsonage was in disrepair.  The 
obvious need existed for a gospel 
presence in this town.  

Someone told me about a 
Baptist ranching family near 
Idalia.  After making an appoint-
ment, I drove the rural gravel 
road north of Idalia.  They 
received me well but were not 
ready to be part of a new start.  
Several months later, I had the 
distinct impression to make an 
unannounced call on this fam-
ily as I was traveling through 
this area.  John and Tracey had 
a shocked expression when they 
greeted me at the door.  I later 
learned that the night before, 
under a fresh burden from God 
for their town, they had decided 
to call me to discuss beginning 
a new church.  They were will-
ing to host a meeting in their 
home and invite a group of lead-
ers from the church in Yuma, 
Colorado to come and seek God’s 
leadership together. 

This family took a step 
of faith, but so did the Yuma 
church.  The little church had 
been strategizing and planning 
for over a year to launch a new 
church in Wray, Colorado, where 
several of their members gath-
ered weekly for a home Bible 
study.  The pastor, deacons, 
and mission leadership were 

being cautious and very delib-
erate in plans for Wray.  Four 
families, who were tithers and 
in leadership positions in the 
present church, would be leav-
ing to begin this new church in 
Wray.  Now, as a result of the 
meeting in Idalia, the pastor and 
deacons were being challenged 
to lead their church to make a 
further step of faith, one that 
had not been planned in a neat 
and orderly fashion.  These lead-
ers met God there that night in 
Idalia and were convinced that 
God was calling them to not only 
launch Wray, but also to sup-
port this new launch in Idalia. 
Within a few months major 
hurdles were overcome and the 
church property in Idalia men-
tioned above was purchased for 
a nominal sum.  They acted by 
faith in response to an invitation 
from God to join Him in what 
He was doing.  Enemy territory 
will never be reclaimed without 
willingness to take steps of faith.  
Without faith it is impossible to 
please God (Heb. 11:6), and no 
spiritual victory comes without 
the blessing of God.

Network Issues

Effective biblical church 
planting must be done in com-
munity.  The establishment of 
a network of encouragers and a 
system of support is vital to 	
victory. 
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Support Group

The importance of team 
and group support is reflected 
in Scripture.  Jesus sent out the 
early disciples in pairs:  “And He 
summoned the twelve and began 
to send them out in pairs; and 
He was giving them authority 
over the unclean spirits.” (Mark 
6:7, NASB 77).  He promised a 
special sense of his presence in 
community:  “For where two or 
three have gathered together in My 
name, there I am in their midst” 
(Matt. 18:20, NASB 77).  Church 
planting by the Apostle Paul was 
done by a team in community 
initiated by the Holy Spirit from 
the beginning:  “And while they 
were ministering to the Lord and 
fasting, the Holy Spirit said, ‘Set 
apart for Me Barnabas and Saul 
for the work to which I have called 
them.’ Then, when they had fasted 
and prayed and laid their hands 
on them, they sent them away” 
(Acts 13:2-3, NASB 77).  Stetzer 
states that Paul demonstrated the 
team approach in three ways:  “He 
was willing to be on a team (Acts 
13:1-5).  He always planted with 
a team (Acts 15:40; 16:6; 20:4).  
He had a sending base church to 
which he reported (Acts 14:26-
28)” (Stezer, 2003, 40-1).

Church planting was never 
intended to be done by a loner.  
The planter must surround 
himself with a team of mutual 
vision, passion, and courage.  
Discouragement and defeat will 

come from the Enemy if the 
planter is isolated and alone.

Authority

The issue of authority in 
regard to spiritual warfare may 
be understood in various ways.  
The authority reference in this 
discussion concerns the value of 
being under the proper authority, 
civil and personal, as a weapon 
against Satan.  I Samuel 15:23 
states, “For rebellion is as the sin 
of witchcraft, and stubbornness is 
as iniquity and idolatry. Because 
you have rejected the word of the 
LORD, He also has rejected you 
from being king” (1 Sam. 15:23, 
NKJV) (Logan, 1995, 77-84).  In 
context King Saul had disobeyed 
the precise command of God 
to spare none of the enemy or 
their goods.  Disobedience and 
rebellion is likened to the sin of 
witchcraft, in that by getting out 
from under the proper authority, 
one is exposed unnecessarily to 
the powers of evil.  Thus this is 
seen as a spiritual warfare issue 
(Cf. Rom. 13:1-7; I Peter 2:13-
20; Eph. 5:22-6:9) (Gotthard, 
1981, 37-40). 

An assessment of the God-
given authorities in ones life 
should be done:  parents, spouse, 
church, and civil leaders.  Who 
has God put in your life, and 
how are you doing in fulfilling 
the biblical obligations to them?  
God’s protection and grace are 
given “to His children who have 
a spirit of submission—even when 
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those authorities over them are 
not worthy of submission.  As 
children of God, it is our respon-
sibility to submit to the authori-
ties of government, work, and 
the home” (Rogers, 2002, 83).

In first entering a new loca-
tion to plant a church, it is wise 
to make a friendly contact with 
the established “magistrates.”  
Good strategy insures a first 
hand introduction of the church 
planter or team to appropriate 
town officials.  

When issues of property 
and building arise, securing the 
proper permits leaves no grounds 
for blame and accusations.  What 
does abiding by codes and regu-
lations have to do with spiritual 
warfare?  It is an issue of the 
principle of authority.  Satan 
delights in creating confusion, 
resistance, and hindrances when 
local magistrates detect a prideful 
and independent attitude from 
Christian workers who should 
be the example of being above 
reproach. 

Within the local core group, 
agreements and covenants of 
lines of authority are important.  
This mutual accountability is in 
line with biblical submission.  
(See Prov. 9:20-21; 11:14; 12:15; 
20:18; 24:6)

Denominational Networks

Vulnerability to Satan’s strat-
egy to discourage and defeat 
occurs when church planters 

and church planting efforts are 
in an environment of isolation 
and independence.  Many impor-
tant lessons can be learned from 
the example of Nehemiah as he 
prepared to return to Jerusalem 
to rebuild the walls.  Most note-
worthy in his process was the 
time he gave to laying the proper 
groundwork, and getting the 
backing of the King (2:7-9), and 
securing proper letters of refer-
ence and permission.  When the 
forces of opposition began to 
resist (2:10, 6:1-14), these rela-
tionships and credentials became 
effective to foil their accusations 
and divisive tactics.  In my own 
denomination—The Southern 
Baptist Convention—for work in 
North America, there is a system 
of national, state, and associa-
tional resources and connections 
that undergird the work of a new 
church planter.  These networks 
provide (far beyond financial 
and credentialing.)  An arsenal of 
accountability, encouragement, 
and spiritual fortification as new 
territory of the enemy is pen-
etrated.  Effective Associational 
Missionaries (sometime called 
Directors of Missions) in the 
regional associations create 
church planter networks where 
new planters meet regularly with 
other planters and teams to share 
ideas, gain encouragement, and  
receive skill development in a 
just-in-time fashion.  Likewise 
effective associational leaders 
develop a system of mentors who 
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meet regularly with each planter 
(Basic Training for Church 
Planters, 2003) 

Context Issues

Several contextual issues 
should be considered such as 
worldview, target group

receptivity, present and past 
history of the churches, and the 
idea of existing spiritual strong-
holds.  For the sake of space, I 
will discuss only the last: dis-
cerning spiritual strongholds.

Pray fervently for God to 
give insights concerning the 
spiritual issues existing in a 
community or targeted area 
for church planting.  As stated 
earlier, church planting is more 
about spiritual warfare than 
about the science of technique 
and methodology (Eph. 6: 
12).  Spiritual strongholds, as 
discerned through prayer, are 
unique to each rural commu-
nity.  Often we do surveying and 
contacts too soon.  We go out to 
battle without adequate spiritual 
discernment.    

Conclusion

In the context of the mis-
sion of God, church planting is 
in itself a spiritual warfare issue.  
Dave Howeth says, “Church 
planting is a declaration of war.”  
As kingdom advance is occur-
ring, enemy territory is reclaimed 
for the rightful Owner; this 
results in counter attacks by the 

strongman, Satan (Matt. 12:29).  
Therefore, the essential prepara-
tion for a church planter is 	
necessary so that he is alert 
to ways this resistance most 
likely will occur and be prepared 
accordingly.  
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Jesus said, ‘I will build my church’ (Matthew 16:18).  
What a great promise.  

by Bruce Aubrey

Growth in a Medium Size Church in New York

“Loving God and Loving People”

For nearly thirty-two years I 
have served on the staff of local 
churches.  I fear that at times 
I felt my job was to build the 
church.  I don’t believe I would 
have said that, but I think I may 
have operated that way.  There 
was the pressure to see things 
move forward.  There was a 
burning passion inside that God 
wanted to do more.  There was a 
strong confidence in the power 
of the gospel.  Yet I struggled.

I came to serve as pastor 
of Northside Baptist Church in 
Liverpool, New York (a suburb 
of Syracuse) in July of 1993, ten 
years after graduating from Mid-
America.  It was the third church 
I had come to serve as pastor.  
If God would let me, I always 
wanted to go somewhere and 

plant my life.  Being at a church 
a long time is no guarantee the 
church will grow.  However, hav-
ing a new pastor every two or 
three years is a pretty good rec-
ipe for not seeing it grow.  God 
planted me at Northside at the 
age of 35.  Now I’m 50 and in 
my sixteenth year at Northside.  

At the time of my arrival, 
Northside was twenty-five years 
old.  We recently celebrated our 
fortieth anniversary as a church.  
In many ways it was a Southern 
Baptist success story at the time 
for New York.  The church had 
its own property in a good loca-
tion with decent facilities.  They 
could support their own pas-
tor and were reaching people 
and having baptisms every year.  
They believed in supporting mis-
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sions and they had a sense of 
being on mission, with God.  

There was a good core from 
which to move forward. The 
church was sitting in the middle 
of a sea of people, many of 
whom did not have a personal 
relationship with Jesus.  Truly 
the harvest was plenteous and 
the laborers were few.  

The first eight years seemed 
slow in growth.  Looking back 
it was a time of gentle transition 
and laying a foundation for fur-
ther growth.  We were starting to 
add staff and ministries as God 
led.  It was a time of watching 
the church grow from about 80 
in worship to around 250.  In 
the last seven and a half years, 
the church has grown from an 
average attendance of 250 to 
1120.  This year for Easter, we 
had 1752 people attend five ser-
vices and 33 people gave their 
lives to Christ.  

Ministry is not a hundred 
yard dash.  Ministry is a mara-
thon.  Too often we overestimate 
what can happen in a year and 
underestimate what can happen 
in five or ten or fifteen.  Never 
underestimate the need for faith-
fulness and steadiness.  We are 
reminded in 1 Corinthians 15:58, 
‘Therefore, my dear brothers, 
be steadfast, immovable, always 
excelling in the Lord’s work, 
knowing that your labor in the 
Lord is not in vain.’  Too often 
we focus on our perspective and 

ability.  We need to focus on the 
Lord and the power of His word.  

“For I am not ashamed of 
the gospel, because it is God’s 
power for salvation to everyone 
who believes, first to the Jew 
and also to the Greek” Romans 
1:16, HCSB.  This verse reminds 
us that the gospel is personal, 
practical and powerful.  Instead 
of focusing on the ‘difficulty of 
the community’ or the ‘tough 
area’ you live in, focus on the 
power of the Word of God, the 
power of the Holy Spirit, and the 
triumph available in the gospel!  
These days are desperate days.  
What shall we do?  I believe 
this could be the church’s finest 
hour.  People are growing more 
and more desperate, daily look-
ing for answers and looking for 
hope.  The Bible says, “Rejoice 
in hope; be patient in affliction; 
be persistent in prayer,” Romans 
12:12.  That could be the road 
to revival.  Rejoice in the Lord 
and the hope that is found in 
him.  God does inhabit the 
praises of His people!  Bear up 
under the difficult times.  Don’t 
run from them.  Walk through 
them with the grace of God.  
Never stop praying.  No move of 
God has ever come apart from 
much prayer.  2008 was a year of 
prayer at Northside.  Also, don’t 
hold back in giving Him praise.  
Music is the language of the 
heart and a gift from God.  Don’t 
underestimate the importance of 
singing His praises.  
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To God be all the glory.  I 
want to share just a few things 
that have happened in recent 
years and months in a place 
many would call tough.  In 1998, 
I began to wonder if I was the 
guy to lead Northside.  I had 
been their pastor for nearly five 
years, and we had approximately 
150 in attendance.  Certainly the 
Lord doesn’t need me.  He is not 
limited.  Perhaps I was stand-
ing in the way.  The Lord led me 
to revisit the pastoral epistles, 
and I read in I Timothy 4:16, ‘Be 
conscientious about yourself and 
your teaching, persevere in these 
things, for by doing this you 
will save both yourself and your 
hearers.’  God confirmed His call 
upon my life to this place, and 
the convictions He had put in 
my heart.  

Mentors

He began to put godly men-
tors in my life who challenged 
me to move forward and grow 
in faith and leadership.  Some 
of these were laymen within the 
church and outside the church.  
Some close by and some at a 
distance.  Some were pastors and 
leaders in ministry.  

When the leader stops grow-
ing, the church will likely stop 
growing.  I was ambushed by 
a plan from God that began to 
stretch me and grow me in life 
and leadership.  I was told things 
like “stop building a church 
and start building people” (Carl 

Combs, laymen who was a mem-
ber of Northside in the early 
70’s and had left to serve with 
Campus Crusade for Christ.)  
That statement powerfully 
impacted me.  I was challenged 
to let the Lord build the church 
and focus on helping the people 
God sent become all He intended 
them to become as they grew up 
in their faith.  

Buildings

I still recall how the Lord 
led my associate pastor, Jeff 
O’Brien (1990 M. Div., MABTS), 
to walk in my office and say 
“We need to build.”  He was 
right.  Sometimes you build it 
and they come.  Sometimes you 
build it and they don’t come.  We 
had reached the point where if 
we didn’t build it, they couldn’t 
come.  Two building expansions 
(2001 and 2007) have allowed us 
to expand ministry and outreach.  

Giving

Giving has always been at 
the heart of God.  God so loved 
that He gave.  We know this 
to be true.  However, churches 
often cut giving first when they 
think they may be in trouble or 
will not be able to move forward.  
We have learned a lot about 
stewardship, but what we have 
learned the most is that you can-
not out give God.  Our Lottie 
Moon Foreign Missions offerings 
of $1300 fifteen years ago now 
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exceeded $30,000 this past year.  
Annie Armstrong Home Missions 
offerings of a few hundred dol-
lars have grown to $10,000.  
Cooperative Program giving of a 
few thousand dollars has grown 
to over $73,000 last year.  We 
have added 4 million dollars of 
expansion and improvements 
over the last seven years and 
only owe 1.3 million dollars. We 
are tracking to pay that off soon.  

Staffing

Adding staff is important, 
necessary and must be strate-
gic.  The key is character, call-
ing, competency, capacity, and 
chemistry.  If you want to move 
forward, hire well.  Hire people 
of character.  Hire people who 
believe God is calling them to 
this, not people who are just 
looking for a job or a stepping-
stone.  Hire people who can 
do the job.  Hire people who 
can grow with the job if you 
are able to do so.  Hire people 
who get along with the people!  
They don’t have to be all alike, 
but they need to be likable!  
Consider your needs and then 
go find the best person you can 
get and trust God to lead you to 
them!

Leadership

If everything rises and falls 
on leadership, then you must 
spend much time in leadership 
development.  This is everything 

from formal to informal mentor-
ing, staff meetings, leadership 
meetings for the leaders in the 
church and growth plans for 
everyone in leadership.  We have 
quarterly breakfasts for leaders 
at Northside that are generally 
attended by 65-80 people.  It 
provides an opportunity four 
times a year to share vision and 
leadership insights with key 
leaders.  This is very important.  
Staying connected with your 
leaders, hearing their hearts and 
letting them hear yours is critical 
to the advance of the work.  We 
also hear testimonies of those 
who have recently come to the 
Lord at Northside reminding us 
of what is at stake and why we 
do what we do.  

Bold Faith   

In the spring of 2008, we 
were averaging a little over 800 
in attendance.  At our weekly 
leadership team staff meeting 
(five pastors and our business 
operations manager), I put two 
numbers on the marker board 
in the conference room.  The 
numbers were 800 and 2000.  
We were growing by ten percent 
a year.  However, there were 
92,000 people within five miles 
of where we were sitting.  We 
had to become bolder in our 
outreach, strategy, praying, and 
planning, if we were going to 
make the impact God wanted 
on the Liverpool and Syracuse 
community.  This led us to begin 
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talking about going from 800 to 
2000 in two years.  

We began to sense the need 
to boldly move forward.  We 
would ask God for 150 people a 
quarter.  We would also ask, that 
of the 1200 we were asking Him 
to add to Northside, that 80% 
would be conversion growth.  
Since that day, we have grown 
nearly 30%.  We are now more 
intentional in ministry, more 
prayerful, and more expectant. 
As a result, we are now continu-
ing to learn how much God 
loves people.  

Last fall, we reached out and 
helped bring the movie Fireproof 
to the Syracuse area.  We had 
a six-week sermon series on 
“Fireproofing our Marriages,” 
and the response was phenom-
enal.  Over 1400 tickets to the 
movie were handled through our 
office, and we discounted every 
ticket to have an investment 
in every life and marriage that 
would be affected.  

As we geared up for 
Christmas and Easter, momen-
tum continued to build.  We put 
together a plan for expanded 
ministry on Easter.  Big days 
have always been a tool for suc-
cess at Northside.  While some 
may say, ‘the problem is they 
only come on Christmas and 
Easter, I rejoice that they come 
on Christmas and Easter!  

This year for the Easter 
weekend, we had over 330 at a 
Saturday night service, and over 

1400 on Sunday morning in two 
services in our worship center 
and two services in our video 
venue in a new gym we call “The 
Cove.”  Making more space and 
more options for people to come 
continues to be a way to contin-
ue growth and avoid stagnation.  
In one day, the total number of 
people who either gave their 
lives to Christ, and were saved, 
or requested baptism, or church 
membership was 88 people.  
That number is six more than 
the size of the total congregation 
I preached to my first Sunday at 
Northside fifteen and a half years 
ago.  On May 16, we had a ban-
quet to follow up with all those 
people.  

At the end of the day, it’s all 
about loving God and loving 
people.  They are the two great-
est commandments.  That is the 
vision for everything that hap-
pens at Northside.  Over forty 
ministries now exist.  Our staff 
has grown to twelve, with an 
additional four interns joining us 
for the summer.  

God is able.  “Now to Him 
who is able to do above and 
beyond all that we ask or think 
– according to the power that 
works in you – to Him be glory 
in the church and in Christ Jesus 
to all generations, forever and 
ever.  Amen.”  Ephesians 3:20-
21.  

What will be our response?  
“LORD, I have heard the report 
about You; LORD, I stand in awe 
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of Your deeds.  Revive Your work 
in these years; make it known 
in these years.  In Your wrath 
remember mercy!”  Habakkuk 
3:2

The devil has a toolbox.  It is 
loaded with things like discour-
agement, despair, defeat, doubt, 
depression, and disillusionment.  
God is greater than all of that.  
My prayer is for churches to 
dream again.  It’s not about being 
in a certain kind of spot doing a 
certain kind of thing.  It is about 
being in the place where God 
wants you, being all there and 
trusting Him for more than you 
ever have before.  He is faithful.  
Trust Him completely.  

Rev. Bruce Aubrey is a native of northern New York.  He is a 1983 graduate 
of Mid-America Baptist Theological Seminary.  He has served as pastor at 
Northside Baptist Church in Liverpool, New York, since 1993.  Bruce is cur-
rently pursuing his Doctor of Ministry through Liberty University.
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“Now to Him who is able to do exceedingly abundantly 
above all that we ask of think, according to the power 
that works in us, to Him be glory in the church by Christ 
Jesus to all generations forever and ever”   
(Ephesians 3:20-21).

by Randy Williams

India:  White Unto Harvest

Our team had just departed 
the plane.  As we walked quietly 
through the airport, we took in 
the sights and smells of being 
in a foreign country.  Once we 
arrived at baggage claim to pick 
up our luggage, we discussed 
the how India was different than 
what we had expected.  That was 
only the beginning of a remark-
able journey through the unex-
pected.  As we stepped outside 
of the airport terminal, all our 
talking stopped.   The sky was 
burnt orange from the pollution.  
Dust covered everything.  Trash 
was everywhere.  Motorcycles 
and small, dirty cars could be 
seen for miles.  Construction 
was being done on buildings that 
looked like they had been the 
target of an aerial bombardment.  

We were certainly not in Kansas 
anymore!   

We spent the first day sight-
seeing in the capital city.  In one 
location, we asked permission 
to take a picture of a group of 
Indian ladies who were sightsee-
ing as well.  After the picture, 
one of the ladies asked why we 
had come to India.  We took 
the opportunity and told them 
about the forgiveness that comes 
through a relationship with Jesus 
Christ as Lord.  We were sur-
prised as they listened intently, 
although none of them were 
willing to surrender their lives to 
Jesus.  A man standing near men 
asked, “Who told you this? We 
have never heard this before.”  

The next day we met up 
with the missionary.  We trained 
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a few people how to tell their 
salvation story then we went to 
a nearby village to model what 
we had taught.  As we went from 
house to house in the village, 
a large crowd began following 
us.  They listened each time 
we shared the gospel.  At the 
fourth house, twenty of those 
in the crowd acknowledge that 
they believed that Jesus was the 
solution to their sin problem 
and surrendered their lives to 
worship Him as the only true 
God.  That evening around sixty 
people in that village made the 
same commitment.  Before we 
departed, one man invited us 
to his home and declared that 
he had accepted Jesus as his 
lord and he would devote all 
his energy to telling others that 
they too could be forgiven.  That 
evening we returned to the home 
of the missionary and agreed the 
openness of the people was not 
what we had expected.  God had 
moved.

The next six days followed 
the same format.  We traveled to 
forty different villages, drawing 
crowds because our skin tone 
was light and our language was 
clear English.  As we shared the 
gospel, dozens, in a few instanc-
es a hundred, would accept Jesus 
as their Lord and commit to wor-
ship Him only.

Each evening, small group 
Bible study leaders would sit on 
a concrete floor for two hours 
listening to how to grow in Jesus 

and plant churches.  They were 
disappointed when we ended 
each night.  A local pastor said, 
you have done more in one 
week than we have done in three 
years.  They were encouraged 
and emboldened to win and dis-
ciple their people.   

One day we visited a Muslim 
mosque which had a seminary in 
it.  A group of four seminary stu-
dents asked us to pray for them.  
We shared the gospel with them 
and the crowd that had gathered 
and eight Muslim seminary stu-
dents acknowledge that they had 
asked Jesus to forgive their sins 
and be the Lord of their lives.  
One of the students said, “If you 
would teach us more of these 
things, we would learn.”  

God overwhelmed our team 
and our church with three well-
known truths as a result of this 
experience.  First, God is able 
to do more than we could ever 
expect.  We planned to win ten 
we estimated that 900 were won.  
Second, lost people are hungry 
for the truth about a right rela-
tionship with Jesus.  The dead 
and unsatisfying religions of 
Hinduism and Islam made the 
gospel shine that much brighter.  
Third, God answers the prayers 
of His people.  For thirteen days 
our church prayed around the 
clock in twenty minute segments 
for God’s power and protection 
over our team.   

India is ripe for the harvest.  
May God be glorified in our 	
obedience.
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Dr. Randy Williams is a native of Florida.  He received his M.Div. and 
Ph.D. degrees from Mid-America Baptist Theological Seminary.  He is 
the Pastor of First Baptist Church of Glen St. Mary, Florida.
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Book Reviews

Daman, Glenn. Shepherding the Small Church: A Leadership 
Guide For the Majority of Today’s Churches. Grand Rapids, 
Kregel Publications, 2002.

Reviewed by Les Puryear, Senior Pastor, Lewisville Baptist Church, Lewisville, NC.

According to a study of the 2006 ACP, 83.4 percent of all the churches in 
the Southern Baptist Convention have less than 200 attendees in their Sunday 
morning worship services.  Churches which have more than 1,000 attendees in 
their Sunday morning worship services comprise 1.4 percent of all churches in 
the Southern Baptist Convention.  Even the majority of new church plants are 
small churches.  A 2007 NAMB study reports that after four years, the average 
size of a new church plant is 85 attendees.  Based on  this data, it is evident 
that the Southern Baptist Convention is a convention of small churches.  

Whether seminary students are called to pastor established churches or 
plant new churches, it is highly probable that they will spend the majority of 
their years in ministry working within the context of the small church.  Thus, 
it would be beneficial for new pastors and church planters to understand that 
the small church culture is very different from the culture of a medium-sized 
church or a megachurch.  

A good place to begin is with Glenn Daman’s book, Shepherding the 
Small Church.  Dr. Daman serves as the director of the Center for Leadership 
Development and is an adjunct professor for a number of Bible colleges and 
seminaries teaching in the area of small church studies. 

Daman addresses typical areas of leadership interest such as developing 
and implementing vision, missions, and the character of the church.  The dif-
ference between this book and other church leadership books is that Daman 
develops these topics within the unique framework of the small church.  

As valuable as these topics are, where Daman’s book really shines is in its 
discussion of the culture within the small church.  Daman addresses what are 
and are not the hallmarks of an effective church, and he makes the point that 
numbers have nothing to do with the measurement of an effective church.  
According to Daman, an effective church is defined by its transformation, bibli-
cal and theological integrity, faith, relationship, service, and relevancy.   

Daman also encourages the small church pastor to study the culture of the 
community where the church ministers, and it provides many practical ways to 
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accomplish this task.  However, the culture of the community is just as impor-
tant as the culture of the church.  In order for a pastor to be an effective leader 
in a small church, he needs to understand the culture of the church itself.  
Daman addresses the culture of the church in the second chapter entitled 
“Understanding the Church.” 

The second chapter is worth the price of the book by itself.  The small 
church has certain characteristics and Daman discusses fifteen of them: 

	 1. 	 The small church is relationally driven.
	 2.	 The small church works through informal channels. 
	 3. 	 The small church works as a whole. 
	 4. 	 Power and authority reside in the laity rather than the pastor. 
	 5. 	 The small church relates as a family. 
	 6. 	 Communication occurs through the grapevine. 
	 7. 	 Traditions and heritage undergird the structure, ministry, and culture. 
	 8. 	 The church functions and worship inter-generationally. 
	 9. 	 The focus is upon people rather than performance. 
	 10. 	 There is a place for everyone. 
	 11. 	 The small church values relatives. 
	 12. 	 The small church values generalists. 
	 13. 	 There is a place for everyone, and everyone has a place. 
	 14. 	 The small church has its own calendar and timetable. 
	 15. 	 In the small church, people give. 

In addition to understanding the characteristics of a small church, the pas-
tor needs to understand which growth type of small church best describes his 
church.  Daman discusses five different growth models and the adjustments 
which pastors must make to become an effective leader in each one.  

Finally, Daman addresses the different small church organizational mod-
els.  Daman says, “The overarching model is that of a family.  Just as a family 
shares its joys and struggles with mutual concern, so also the congregation 
joins together with a bond extending beyond age or social boundaries.  Just as 
there are different types of families, so also there are different types of church 
families.” The church family organizational models he addresses include the 
traditional family, the blended family, the organizational family, and the ethnic 
family.  

For the pastor who enters the culture of an established small church, it is 
vital for him to understand the growth and organizational model characteris-
tics of the church that he seeks to pastor.  Before a pastor can lead the small 
church to become what God wants it to be, he must first adapt to its culture, 
affirm as much as possible, gain its respect, and then, slowly but steadily, move 
it onto God’s agenda.  This can only be accomplished by the faithfully pro-
claiming of God’s Word, patiently loving the people where they are spiritually, 
allowing God time to work in their hearts, and daily modeling the living of an 
authentic Christian life.  

Understanding small church culture is crucial for an effective small church 
pastor.  Shepherding the Small Church is a great place to begin to gain such 
understanding.   
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Schaller, Lyle E.  The Small Church Is Different:  Nashville:  
Abingdon Press, 1982.

Reviewed by Mike Waddey, Pastor, Cottage Grove Baptist Church, Cottage Grove, 
TN. 

Member, Rural Church Affinity Team, TBC

Cottage Grove Baptist Church is situated within a community of 96 
people, a post office, and a bank that is open two days a week.  The church has 
existed for over 150 years and has never averaged much more than 100 people.  
Bellevue Baptist church is situated in the suburbs of Memphis, Tennessee, 
has an almost endless pool of resources, and has thousands of members.  A 
high S.A.T. score is not a requirement to recognize that Cottage Grove Baptist 
Church is going to be different than Bellevue Baptist Church and that those 
differences are deeper than just physical appearance.  Both churches are func-
tioning as the Body of Christ but do so very differently.  If Cottage Grove tried 
to imitate Bellevue’s staff, budgeting, array of ministries, leadership style, and 
programs, we would consistently be disappointed and frustrated.  Large and 
small churches have striking differences that many pastors and congregations 
would do well to appreciate.      

In 1982 during the height of the Church Growth Movement, Lyle Schaller 
was someone to whom pastors and churches could turn to for help as small 
churches clamored to become large churches and large churches mega 	
churches.  As the editor of Abingdon Press’s Creative Leadership series, 
Schaller’s influence was widespread among evangelical pastors and churches.  
Among the many church growth books that were being written, The Small 
Church Is Different was. . .well, different.  In the church growth culture that 
existed within evangelical circles, it was, and still is, tempting to think there is 
a “one size fits all” formula that will cure a small church’s growth issues.  This 
book stands out in the crowd because Schaller makes a good case for a sepa-
rate, but equally valid, small church identity.  

Schaller’s thesis is stated clearly on page 27:  “The small membership 
church is a different type of religious institution than the larger churches.”  His 
thesis ties the book together nicely as Schaller weaves it through twenty small 
church distinctives, four major concerns of the small church, and how the 
small church might develop amid the trends of the early 80s.  He helps the 
reader understand that the unique characteristics of a small church make it 
“unwise, and counterproductive, to attempt to force large church ideas, pro-
grams, rules, procedures, and models, on smaller congregations.”      

Schaller’s twenty small church distinctives deal with issues like pastoral 
authority, leadership style, funding, and the relational nature of a small church.  
He understands that small and large church characteristics overlap and all 
churches are unique, but his distinctives do ring true for those of us who have 
spent our ministries within the context of a small church.   

Schaller’s four concerns common to all small churches are self-esteem, 
youth ministry, poor funding, and nominal church growth.  I see self-esteem 
as the overarching disease, while youth ministry troubles, budgeting woes, and 
church growth problems are only symptoms.  These self-esteem concerns man-
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ifest themselves when small churches try to emulate the way large churches 
do youth ministry or fund themselves.  That said, Schaller does a good job of 
helping the small church realize its own identity and potential by focusing on 
its own strengths and distinctives.   

Although the book should be considered too dated to give us a contempo-
rary view into the small church, its thesis is still relevant.  Small churches are 
different.  Too many small church pastors and congregations grow frustrated 
trying to operate the small church like it was a miniature large church.  It is 
different.  Schaller does a good job of helping us embrace, appreciate, and even 
celebrate those differences.      

Spencer, Cleon E. An Experiential View of Conflict In 
The Local Church: Focusing on Smaller and Medium-Sized 
Protestant Churches. British Columbia, Canada: CCB 
Publishing, 2009. 

Reviewed by Ray Meadows, former NAMB Church and Community Missionary, 
former pastor

A September 2003 study published by the Barna Group (Barna.org) 
revealed some very interesting information regarding the spiritual maturity 
of people attending churches with less than one hundred in attendance on 
Sunday.  These church attendees, according to the study, tended to be much 
less spiritually mature and committed to their faith than their larger church 
brethren.  Barna additionally noted the respondents were less likely to claim 
their religious faith to be “very important” in their daily lives.  One can logi-
cally conclude that a church consisting of individuals who are less spiritually 
mature is more likely to experience conflict.

Cleon Spencer attempted to address the issue of conflict and spiritual 
maturity in small and medium churches in his text, An Experiential View of 
Conflict in the Local Church: Focusing on Smaller and Medium-Sized Protestant 
Churches. This book is a very short rendering of his experience in ministry as 
a pastor and leader within his denomination.  His goal was to produce a “con-
structive remedy” to aid the reader in avoiding conflict.  The text itself is very 
brief at forty-three pages and contains no chapters.  Each section is simply a 
retelling of an experience or situation where conflict has arisen and included 
the author’s thoughts on the matter.  On the whole, the text is easy to read, but 
there are times in which the author is overly repetitive and at other times not 
very clear as to the point he attempts to make.

The strengths of the text lie in the author’s presentation of situations 
found in church life.  For a young, inexperienced pastor or one who has never 
experienced conflict, the text may introduce him to examples of sinful human 
nature found at the root of most conflicts.  For example, the author included 
several stories in which pride caused either the pastor or one of the lay lead-
ers to initiate conflict in the church.  In one particular case the outcome of the 
conflict placed blame on the pastor who was attempting to lead the church 
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rightly.  Because of immaturity, the church could not see the real problem, 
which was a prideful and overbearing board member.  The author encourages 
readers to discern between the right and wrong in conflicts.  Another area of 
insight given by the author is in the leadership style necessary for larger and 
smaller churches.  Smaller churches can and do respond to less formal leader-
ship but in large churches it is much more necessary. 

Unfortunately, in this text the weaknesses far outweigh its strengths.  
There are a plethora of texts written on the subject of church conflict.  Any 
text that properly uses Scripture as a basis for its suppositions will be more 
beneficial to the reader than this text.  The author failed to use Scripture at any 
time throughout the text.  Certainly someone could offer good advice without 
the use of Scripture, but failing to reference the Word of God in a text address-
ing such a serious issue is a major mistake.  Instead, the author offers at the 
beginning of the text the United Methodist Church’s Guidelines series of book-
lets, which in turn quote UMC’s “Book of Discipline,” 2000 (The UMC’s rules, 
law and doctrinal authority) as a useful tool for helping the pastor with con-
flict.  Of course, many Methodists revere the Word of God and use it as their 
source of authority.  However, this is not apparent from this text.

Depending on one’s theological perspective, the reader may find numer-
ous additional problems with this text.  A practicing Methodist may not have 
any problems, but most conservative evangelicals who accept congregational 
rule as biblical, will most definitely take issue with the views in the book.  For 
example, the author refers to pastors as “he/she.”  Conservatives do not accept 
female pastors as biblically acceptable. Additionally, he often refers to govern-
ing boards for the church.  This may not cause issues within the Methodist and 
likeminded denominations, but for most conservatives who accept congrega-
tional rule, it would cause conflict.  The author praises churches that are able 
to have men and women who are successful executives of businesses as lay 
leaders.  However, he never mentions the need for leaders to be filled with the 
Holy Spirit as clearly seen in the New Testament.  Maybe one of the reasons 
he has experienced so much conflict in local churches is because the leader-
ship and congregation have failed to demonstrate Christlike, Holy Spirit driven 
character in their lives.  This would be true no matter the denominational 
affiliation or theological perspective.

Book Review of  MIDDLE SIZED CHURCH by Lyle E. 
Schaller, 1989, Published by Abingdon Press 

Reviewed by Roger D. Briggs, Former Associate Area Director of Europe with the 
IMB, Retired DOM and a Pastor for 21 years. 

This book is an easy read.  Some of it is outdated because it was written in 
the 80s.  For example, the use of computers is widespread today in almost all 
of our churches, even the smaller ones.  Also volunteer workers in our smaller 
churches and certainly in the middle sized churches are being replaced with 
part-time paid staff.  Despite these differences , this book is relevant for today’s 
pastors and would-be pastors of middle-sized churches. 
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In chapter two, the author discusses several different churches, but I feel 
he has left out one example for Southern Baptists, i.e., the church located in 
a county seat town in rural America.  Many of our middle-sized churches are 
located in such a community.  However, many of the applications he uses will 
still be relevant for the county seat churches. 

The most relevant chapter in the book is chapter three where Dr. Schaller 
discusses the six personalities of the church.  I say this with some hesitation 
because other chapters are also extremely important for a pastor of this size 
church.  After pastoring and being a Director of Missions at these size church-
es, I do believe one of the pitfalls is underestimating the importance of person-
alities within the church that carry a strong influence.  As a result, this makes 
pastoral leadership often difficult and working with the consensus important.  
The author’s discussion on this subject is very good. 

The author is weak on the democratic type of church government.  He 
doesn’t come from a Baptist background, so this is understandable; however, 
this is one of the marks of a Baptist Church.  This isn’t saying that as a church 
gets larger more delegation from the church to committees and/or teams isn’t 
necessary.  Fewer business meetings may also be desirable. 

I am a strong proponent of his united budget planning.  His last chapter 
deals with finance, and he has some good observations.

Overall, I would strongly encourage pastors especially, those who are 
younger, to read this book.  It would make an excellent discussion seminar for 
pastoral training.  It could help eliminate or sharply reduce some of the church 
conflicts that split churches and also aid in pastors leading churches to grow 
beyond their present status.

May the Joy of the Lord be yours!
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