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CHURCH GROWTH

The RESPONSIBILITY of the church in the harvest is staggering.  In fact, the magnitude of the Great Commission for our generation is a frightening challenge in the light of the vision of the church and the scarcity of laborers in the harvest.

A  Global  Vision.  We are responsible for every man, woman, and child everywhere, regardless of their station, culture, or race.  The world is our parish.  The harvest field is the world, and the work force is every believer.  Therefore, the church must have a global vision.  Making converts must be the primary goal of every member and every congregation.  No growth can be expected without a vision that reaches beyond the existing congregation.

A church with an inverted vision will soon perish and cease to become a dynamic force for social and spiritual change.  A church cannot live in isolation and fulfill the Great Commission.  Of the church at Rome it was said, “Your faith is spoken of throughout the whole world” (Romans 1:8).  The model converts of Thessalonica were examples to believers and “sounded out the word of the Lord not only in Macedonia and Achaia, but also in every place your faith….is spread abroad” (1 Thessalonians 1:8).  So their word was sounded out; their faith was spread abroad.  This was the spirit of the New Testament Church which drove its members into regions beyond.  They had a vision beyond themselves. 

A world vision does not deal with foreign concern only, but it expresses vital interest in the man next door and the people across town.  The individual Christian or the congregation which exists for others will always be on the cutting edge of church growth.  The vision for others expresses itself in personal witnessing, planting of new churches, support of evangelistic programs, and a burning desire to reach the lost by all means.
The spirit of nationalism, colonialism, and provincialism must be swept aside, and the church must see the harvest with a global perspective.  Faith and experience must be shared in order to remain viable and productive.

A Going Church.  Too many believers perceive their responsibility to the church only as being faithful and loyal by their attendance and giving.  They are Sunday-oriented Christians who have limited their activities to the church sanctuary.  They are encircled by the four walls of the church and the stained glass barriers.  This is so unlike the New Testament Church, because that church for the first two centuries of its existence owned no buildings.  Evangelism, as such, was not limited to a building facility, but the marketplace and the home were centers of evangelism.
Sinners will never come to hear even the great preachers minister from our pulpits.  It is estimated that approximately 90 percent of the unsaved people will never enter a church for an evangelistic service.  Therefore, the prime place to win sinners is not in the church building itself.  In fact, there is no command in the Word of God for sinners to come to the house of God.  Yet there are numerous commands for believers to go after the sinners and to bring them in.

Some people in the church have adopted the attitude that since we have a great pastor, an excellent choir, a wonderful program, a beautiful church with excellent appointments, and since we have everything to offer, the people should come.  So they sit and wait, but sinners pass them by daily and their church building is a silent citadel unnoticed by the thronging thousands and milling multitudes which pass it by.  Buildings themselves will not attract people; the gospel must be taken to them.  Our business is not only to invite them to come, but also to bring them in.  The church comes together for the preaching of the Word and the celebration of worship, but it should go out to witness and to win.  Many misunderstand the command of our Lord.  He not only says go out into the highways and hedges to invite men, but He also says go out and bring them in (Luke 14:23).  The church is not the field, but the field is the world.  Therefore, we must not wall ourselves in and limit our evangelism.

Reproduction of Disciples.  The church is a dynamic, living organism which has the capacity to reproduce; hence it has a responsibility to reproduce.  Wherever a virile church is found, it will reproduce itself.  In fact, the mission of reproduction is the dominant theme of the Book of Acts.  It is the normal New Testament pattern of growth.
Virgil Gerber stresses that “the ultimate evangelistic goal in the New Testament, therefore, is twofold:  to make responsible, reproducing Christians and responsible, reproducing congregations.  Making disciples involves people.  Responsible, reproducing Christians are people who are committed to Christ and to His command to make other people disciples too and to relate them to communities of Christian people called churches.  Churches are people; responsible, reproducing churches are communities of people who are committed to Christ and to His command to establish other communities of Christian people.”

Reproduction is that process by which plants and animals give rise to offspring.  Therefore, each individual Christian must realize that it is not only his God-given privilege but also his responsibility to give rise to disciples.  In writing to the Corinthians, the Apostle Paul expressed it like this:  “I have begotten you through the gospel” (1 Corinthians 4:15).  He addressed Titus as “mine own son after the common faith” (Titus 1:4), and Timothy as “my own son” (1 Timothy 1:2).  John the beloved in expressing the joy of reproduction said, “I have no greater joy than to hear that my children walk in the truth” (3 John 4).

It is also the responsibility of local congregations to reproduce.  A congregation must have a broadened view of its mission in the world.  To mother another congregation or to reproduce another congregation is certainly not without travail.  But when a congregation does have an unselfish concern for the lost, reproduction will ensue.  Churches which fail to reproduce become dormant and at some point begin to wane in both attendance and effectiveness.  This happens because the Holy Spirit is grieved at the unwillingness of a congregation to fulfill its responsibility of reproducing other congregations.  Often division arises in a church because the members are not engaged in the program which the Holy Spirit prompts them to pursue.  Therefore, the church which fails to reproduce becomes an end in itself and growth is stunted.

Conservation of Converts.  The church has done a commendable job in enlisting new converts, but there is much to be desired in the program of conservation.  We must never forget that it is not altogether how many people that we attract or enlist, but we are going to give an account of what we did with those people after we enlisted them.  It has been said that the greatest weakness of our evangelism is that it stops too soon.  Evangelism is stopped in mid-course.

The attrition rate of new converts is alarmingly high.  If we were able to retain those whom we have won to Christ, we would have no difficulty in doubling within three years.  The back door losses, of our churches are a great deterrent to growth.  When we come to realize that converts are babes in Christ and that we cannot deal with babes as mature persons, our losses will greatly diminish.

The Apostle Paul acknowledged this in writing to the Corinthians.  He said that he could not speak unto them as unto spiritual, or mature Christians, but even as unto babes in Christ.  For this reason he said, “I have fed you with milk, and not with meat: for hitherto ye were not able to bear it” ( 1 Corinthians 3:2).  The Apostle Peter also recognized the need for special attention to be given to newborn Christians.  He admonished them as newborn babes to “desire the sincere milk of the word, that ye may grow thereby” (1 Peter 2:2).  New converts must be given time for development.  For this reason God gave gifted ministers to the church “for the perfecting of the saints…Till we all come….unto a perfect man, unto the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ” (Ephesians 4:12, 13).
The process of convert nurture and development is one which requires patience and time.  Much of the blame of backsliding can be attributed to the congregation and pastor who failed to develop the new convert and to enlist him for service in the church.  If newborn babes in the natural were treated as carelessly as some newborn Christians, the parents would be called into question by the authorities.

The Apostle Paul, who was known as being a disciplinarian with the ability to use the rod when necessary, treated new converts with all care.  To the Thessalonians he said, “But we were gentle among you, even as a nurse cherisheth her children” (1 Thessalonians 2:7).
While we must not slacken our pace of outreach to any degree but rather must accelerate it, it is also imperative that attention be given to a biblical program of conservation.  It is a tragedy when souls are born into the kingdom of God and we have not made preparation for their care.  These new converts cannot live in a vacuum.

The Biological Factor.  There are enough people living in Christian homes who are unsaved or who do not belong to the church to double the church immediately, if they were won to Christ.  The greatest opportunity for evangelism and church growth is within our reach almost daily---that is our families.  A gold mine lies at our front door, and we must not overlook it.  In our pursuit of both qualitative and quantitative growth in the church it is possible that we could overlook our greatest opportunity for growth.

The Scripture states that “Noah…prepared an ark to the saving of his house”  (Hebrews 11:7).  Joshua declared “As for me and my house, we will serve the Lord” (Joshua 24:15).  It was said of Abraham, “For I know him, that he will command his children and his household after him, and they shall keep the way of the Lord”  (Genesis 18:19).  It was from his mother, Eunice, and his grandmother, Lois that Timothy heard the Scriptures which made him wise unto salvation (2 Timothy 1:5; 3:15).
Every believer is especially urged to consult your pastor for further information.
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