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CHURCH GROWTH 

Church growth – what is it? This has been the hot topic of many discussions and the title has caused some to 

break out in a sweat. 

The fear of criticism and the ridicule of failure are two reactions to this subject. I have read numerous church 

growth books and have even been tempted to write one myself! 

In these books there is good material. Each, however, belongs to a particular time and place. It may be the 

story of how a church came into being; or the story of a church in tatters that saw the light and eventually 

grew. 

There are other books – the “how to” books. They tell us what we are supposed to do. These are full of 

instruction and guidance from wise and experienced practitioners who have “been there and done that.” They 

are success stories that are designed to enthuse and excite the new or tired practitioner. 

Many look at growth as a natural part of what it is to be a church, saying that the New Testament 

churches grew and so should the church of today. 

Some are helpful and invaluable to today’s church leaders, but others are depressing and frustrating, 

particularly if you have been in the same church for many years and seem to be making very little headway. 

There are those books that challenge the reader to move ahead to change his perspective on the church. 

Some claim to be totally biblical in their approach, while others just claim to be helpful. There is the school of 

thought that has what I call a “theology of experience.” “If it works, it must be good and it must be of 

God.” 

One thing that I have observed is that each of these books emphasises church growth – small must lead to 

big. We are instructed with great conviction that big is good and growth is what God wants. 

WHAT IS THE SMALL CHURCH? 

Is the small church the disobedient brother who just can’t get his act together? We are challenged to question 

our very existence; if we are not growing then we are doing something wrong? Having been in the ministry 

for over thirty years and having pastured a number of small churches, I find this assumption very difficult to 

accept. In fact insulting! I have been in churches that have grown significantly. I have also experienced the 

frustration of seeing other churches grow while we remained small. 

All these texts can be helpful in our search for the Lord’s will in our own situations. The difficulty is that 

sometimes we may not be prepared or willing to facilitate change. We may not be open to the leading of the 

Holy Spirit. 

The best revival is the one that first takes place in us. 

The Apostle Paul put it really well in his prayer for the Ephesians – read Ephesians 1:15 and following. This 

is the essence of what it is to be a Christian and what it means to be involved in a church. Too often we find 

ourselves praying in a different way. 
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In reality there are more small churches than there are big churches. 

My observation is that many churches have age groups ranging from 60-80 plus, and should this trend 

continue without any growth or strategy for growth, many congregations will cease to exist. Is this good or 

bad? Maybe some groups should close their doors. Is it true that some churches died a long time ago and no 

one was prepared to bury them? 

There are a number of factor operating here. 

One is that for some, there is a long association with a church, even though that particular congregation does 

not appear to be productive. Many have a life invested in the traditions and history of the congregation. 

 Relationships over the years have formed and these are important. 

 “Great Grandad preached there when he was young.” 

 “Parents were married there.” 

 “I was baptised there.” 

 Some could even boast of the fact that their families had invested much of their time and money in 

the church building. 

 There is a sentimental value attached to a particular church. 

Some small churches continue to exist because they are the only forms of evangelical witness in the 

community, or so they say. 

Prior to taking up the appointment at West Cessnock Congregational Church, I asked the deacons why they 

deserved to continue as a church. They were a small group and did not have the finances to support a 

ministry. Their reply was “We are the only ones in this town that preach the Gospel!” Were they right? In a 

town of 17,000 that had every denomination that you could think of, there was only one church, a small 

congregation of elderly women, who preached the Gospel? I found that hard to believe. For two years I sat 

back and observed the church in the community. I wanted to know what made the other churches tick; why 

the various Pentecostal groups were growing rapidly and why some were small and stagnant or in various 

stages of decay. Apart from the Pentecostal groups, there was little church growth in that community 

although these grew quickly and died just as quickly on a regular basis! 

Just how important is the Church? 

One important and crucial factor that many seem to miss is the fact that the church belongs to God and 

growth is in His hands and not ours. 

Man is born of the Spirit into the kingdom of God and for the church to truly grow it must have added to its 

life, those who are born of God. I believe that the church is important to God. This is why the Lord Jesus 

came. The church is not an accident in history but a crucial part of God’s eternal plan. 

When we talk of Church, what do we mean? 

We all know that the church is not the building; the church is the people – not just any people but God’s 

people. 

I have also observed that in many communities, the building becomes the focal point, or the shop front of 

God’s people. It is interesting to see people flock to a new building in the same way as they flock to a new 

shopping centre. For many, the church and the church building are interrelated; it is hard to separate one 
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from the other. It is this building, the visible presence, which society sees. There is something comforting 

about the old traditional church building in a community. 

Many communities do not support or go to church, but when there is the prospect of losing the building, they 

have a sense of loss. This is more obvious in a small country town or village. 

Church growth has been described by some as “backsides on pews.” 

Numbers are important – the more people the more resources and the more resources the more effective the 

ministry and so on. Is this really church growth? 

Numbers are good but numbers and activities are not necessarily good indicators of a vibrant Christian 

fellowship. The things that point to a vibrant church are found in the Scriptures. 

A vibrant church is/has: 

 A worshipping community. 

 A place where the Lordship of Jesus Christ is central. 

 A strong relationship with God the Father. 

 An understanding of the presence of God the Holy Spirit. 

 Strong relationship between those within the fellowship. 

 A healthy attitude to prayer. 

 An emphasis on personal devotions as well as corporate worship. 

 A strong emphasis on the authority of the Word of God. 

 The exercising of the fruit and gifts of the Spirit within the life of every believer. 

 The exercising of the fruit and gifts of the Spirit within the life of the fellowship. 

 A heartfelt desire to engage the world at hand and far off with the life- changing Gospel. 

 Respected by the local community. 

Church growth that counts: There are a number of forms of Church growth. 

1. There is personal development of individuals within a fellowship. 

This is crucial for the growth of any church. Each individual needs to be growing in their faith and the 

expression of that faith. 

2. There is a conversion growth. 

Conversion growth is exactly what it says – a genuine conversion; people being born again. The Lord 

Jesus said that “a man must be born of the Spirit.” It is spiritual birth. 

3. There is a transfer growth. 

Christians move from one church to another or one community to another and this can mean the 

salvation of many small groups. A Christian businessman moves into town, a new family, a new 

schoolteacher and so on, and these folk go “church shopping.” They find the place that they believe 

will meet their needs. The question that they often ask is: “what can the church offer us?” They are 

consumer orientated; this may not be the healthiest question to ask! God does not call us to be 

consumers but servants. (We need to be careful that we do not oversimplify this. Some end up in a 

congregation as the direct result of the Holy Spirit’s leading; they may or may not be ‘true believers’ 

but placed there for their conversion and continued growth, or as a stepping stone to a deeper life in 

the Lord and His service. What an awesome responsibility we have!). 
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The difficulty with transfer growth is this: if the reason for moving from one church to another is not good, 

then problems are carried from one group to another. In other words, “people tend to bring their baggage with 

them” and this is not a good thing. In fact it can infect a situation and stifle true spiritual growth. 

Something that is not usually done in many churches is the provision of a “cooling off” period. In many 

cases people move from one church to another and in a short time take up leadership or ministry (minor or 

major opportunities). I believe that there must be a cooling off period – a time for healing and growth; a time 

to gain credibility with the fellowship; a time to get to really know each other! Too often the small church is so 

glad to see new people that they are very quick to embrace them. In saying this, I am not saying that we 

should not love and care for them. 

Is it possible to get people on seats without conversion growth? 

Is it possible for a church or fellowship to be engaged in many activities without any significant impact on a 

community? The answer to these questions is “yes.” 

It is important that we plough in the fields that will produce a good crop. 

Many aim at nothing and are very successful in hitting it! Many lay-people and ministers find themselves 

fighting battles that waste much of their energy. In some cases we find that priorities are back-to-front. 

Considerable resources, time and energy are expended for very little return. I have been in churches where 

people have argued vehemently over the colour of the roof or what should be served at the anniversary 

dinner. 

Ministries are important – reaching and meeting needs within our communities are also important. I 

have seen situations where churches expend resources in providing ministries at the expense of the life of 

the church. The creature becomes the master. 

For a number of years I ran a personal business. I enjoyed being “on the tools” and I enjoyed meeting and 

working with competent tradespeople. One thing that I observed was this: many of these people were 

controlled by the businesses they ran. They were not in charge; they were owned. I would often say that “the 

business does not own me but I own it! It is there to serve me; the more I put into it, the more it should give 

back.” For some, the more they put into it the more demanding it became. Over many years their business 

would consume them and destroy relationships within the family, community and their church involvement. 

God never intended this, so too with church activities and ministries. They are there to serve God and they 

are there to bless the local church, never to take over and own it! 

Yes, it is possible to put people on seats without conversions taking place. 

There are a number of reasons why people go to church. One strategy is to understand these reasons then 

reach the community. 

I believe that it is relatively easy to put people on seats. There are a number of strategies that I believe work. 

1. Observe the community – find out what makes it work. 
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2. Aim at a particular age group at the exclusion of others. For example, if we aim at the elderly 

then we set out to find a programme that will appeal to the elderly. We incorporate this programme 

into the life of the Church, establish community homes for the elderly; focus on health, food, 

entertainment and provide a support structure for that group. If it is young people that you want to aim 

for, find out what young people want and provide that. Provide many activities aimed at young people 

– outings, loud music and so on; major on entertainment. 

3. Become a place of entertainment – the froth and bubble of church as it were. We can treat church 

growth as a huge marketing exercise. Saturate the market, cater for what it wants and you will soon 

get a result. But how long-lasting will this result be? This can last for a long time, but it may also have 

a large turnover in people. Eventually it will make us feel good about ourselves and the Church. We 

may also see true conversions as a result of our activities. These new babes in Christ will mimic what 

has already been done and may or may not grow to their full potential. 

Having said these things, I do not believe this is the answer to the dilemma that the modern small church 

faces. 

The question needs to be asked – What are we really about? 

If we can answer that question, then I believe that we can understand what true growth is about. We must 

understand the true need of a society and aim at that. Again, Paul’s prayer for the Ephesians points us in the 

right direction; this then becomes the foundation for what we do. It will encompass the three forms of church 

growth: 

1. Conversion 

2. Transfer 

3. Biological 

Ephesians 1:17 – “That the God of our Lord Jesus the Father of Glory, may give to you the spirit of wisdom 

and revelation in the knowledge of Him, 18. the eyes of your understanding being enlightened; that you may 

know what is the hope of your calling, what are the riches of the glory of His inheritance in the saints, 19. and 

what is the exceeding greatness of His power towards us who believe, according to the working of His mighty 

power which He worked in Christ …” 

Where do we begin? 

It is important to know who we are in the Lord Jesus Christ. 

It is important to understand the relationship that we have with the Father, the Lord Jesus and the power and 

presence of the Holy Spirit. 

It is important to understand our relationship within the Church. 

It is important to understand the power of God that is at work within us. 

God has brought into being this peculiar body, the Church. He will and does empower it. He gives us a 

variety of gifts. These gifts are given that the Church may function effectively. 

At the end of the day, it is how we view God and the Church that will determine what happens in our 

churches. 


