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Challenges of Church Growth in the 21st Century

“Here’s God’s plan, you do the math”
Introduction

A. In our history, God’s people had the desire to be “like all the nations” (1 Samuel 8:5). Then were deceived, and suffered because of it.
1. Just as in the day of the imminent destruction of Jerusalem, when Jesus warned that “false Christs and false prophets will arise and will show great signs and wonders, so as to mislead, if possible, even the elect” (Matthew 24:24), there are, what we perceive, as ‘great signs’ that deceive us into thinking that we need to be ‘just like them’.

a. Consider the following mentality: You are driving to visit a friend and notice a large edifice with some vague description like: Community Church; Bible Church; Grace Chapel

b. You cannot help but notice that the campus (it’s not just a building anymore) is HUGE and they have displayed the times of their meetings: 8:15; 9:30; 11:15.

c. You reason something like this: Could they be doing something right?  I will find out what they have done and copy it to produce church growth in the Lord’s body where I worship.

2. The result for the people of Israel was devastating

a. Just as Samuel predicted, the king was capable of terrible demands

b. Just as Samuel predicted, the Lord removed Himself from their presence

c. As one wise man once said, “If we do not learn from our history, we are destined to repeat it.”

1) Our history is found in the pages of this Holy Book

2) “For whatever was written in earlier times was written for our instruction, that through perseverance and the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope” (Romans 15:4).  

B. Satan’s most formidable weapon – Deception

1. He deceived Eve and he can deceive you

a. “See to it that no one takes you captive through philosophy and empty deception, according to the tradition of men, according to the elementary principles of the world, rather than according to Christ”  (Colossians 2:8).

b. “But the Spirit explicitly says that in later times some will fall away from the faith, paying attention to deceitful spirits and doctrines of demons” (1 Timothy 4:1).

c. “For there are many rebellious men, empty talkers and deceivers, especially those of the circumcision, who must be silenced because they are upsetting whole families, teaching things they should not teach, for the sake of sordid gains” (Titus 1:10,11).

2. Definition and synonyms for ‘deceive’

a. Deceive: implies deliberate misrepresentation of facts by words or actions.

b. Mislead: To cause to follow the wrong course, not always deliberate

c. Beguile:  implies the use of sly tricks and enticement

d. Delude:  to fool someone so completely that what is false is accepted as being true

e. Betray:  implies a breaking of faith while appearing to be loyal

3. Avoidance of deception is possible

a. How do I know?

b. What do I do?

I. God’s Plan (a reminder)
A. For church growth

1. “For when one says, ‘I am of Paul,’ and another, ‘I am of Apollos,’ are you not mere men?  What then is Apollos?  And what is Paul?  Servants through whom you believed, even as the Lord gave opportunity to each one.  I planted, Apollos watered, but God was causing the growth” (1 Corinthians 3:4-6).  

2. “But by the grace of God I am what I am, and His grace toward me did not prove vain; but I labored even more than all of them, yet not I, but the grace of God with me” (1 Corinthians 15:10).  

B. For the body of Christ

1. Members

a. The overall theme of 2 Peter is avoidance of false teachers by describing their lifestyle and teaching

b. Illustration:  counterfeit money is identified by knowing what the real money looks like

c. Growth is required – “applying all diligence”
1) Faith

2) Moral excellence
Results:  Useful & fruitful

3) Knowledge


Never stumble

4) Self-control


Entrance into the eternal

5) Perseverance


kingdom of our Lord and

6) Godliness


Savior Jesus Christ

7) Brotherly kindness

8) Love

d. As these attributes transform members into the very image of Christ, we need to share what we attain with others

1) The ‘Great Commission’ – “Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and the Son and the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I commanded you; and lo, I am with you always, even to the end of the age” (Matthew 28:19,20). 

2) Follow the example of the apostles – “And every day, in the temple and from house to house, they kept right on teaching and preaching Jesus as the Christ” (Acts 5:42).

e. Peter’s summation:  “Therefore, beloved, since you look for these things, be diligent to be found by Him in peace, spotless and blameless, and regard the patience of our Lord to be salvation; just as also our beloved brother Paul, according to the wisdom given him, wrote to you, as also in all his letters, speaking in them of these things, in which are some things hard to understand, which the untaught and unstable distort, as they do also the rest of the Scriptures, to their own destruction.  You therefore, beloved, knowing this beforehand, be on your guard lest, being carried away by the error of unprincipled men, you fall from your own steadfastness, but grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.  To Him be the glory both now and to the day of eternity.  Amen” (2 Peter 3:14-18).    

2. Preacher/Evangelist/Minister/Teacher
a. The preacher’s job description is found in 1,2 Timothy and Titus – I will concentrate my attention on 1 Timothy -  written from an older preacher to younger preacher

b. What should I be involved in as a preacher?

1) “…instruct certain men not to teach strange doctrines, nor to pay attention to myths and endless genealogies, which give rise to mere speculation rather than furthering the administration of God which is by faith.  But the goal of our instruction is love from a pure heart and a good conscience and a sincere faith” (1 Timothy 1:3-5).  INSTRUCTION
2) “…fight the good fight, keeping faith and a good conscience” (1 Timothy 1:18,19).  FAITH
3) “First of all, then, I urge that entreaties and prayers, petitions and thanksgivings, be made on behalf of all men, for kings and all who are in authority…”          (1 Timothy 2:1,2).  PRAYERS
4) “In pointing out these things to the brethren, you will be a good servant of Christ Jesus, constantly nourished on the words of the faith and of the sound doctrine which you have been following.  But have nothing to do with worldly fables fit only for old women.  On the other hand, discipline yourself for the purpose of godliness; for bodily discipline is only of little profit, but godliness is profitable for all things, since it hold promise for the present life and also for the life to come” (1 Timothy 4:6-8).  NOURISHMENT
5) “…show yourself an example of those who believe”   (1 Timothy 4:12).  EXAMPLE
6) “…give attention to the public reading of Scripture, to exhortation and teaching…Take pains with these things; be absorbed in them, so that your progress may be evident to all.  Pay close attention to yourself and to your teaching; persevere in these things; for as you do this you will insure salvation both for yourself and for those who hear you” (1 Timothy 4:13,15,16).  PERSEVERE
7) “I solemnly charge you in the presence of God and of Christ Jesus and of His chosen angels, to maintain these principles without bias, doing nothing in a spirit of partiality” (1 Timothy 5:21). MAINTAIN
8) “But flee from these things, you man of God; and pursue righteousness, godliness, faith, love, perseverance and gentleness.  Fight the good fight of faith; take hold of the eternal life to which you were called, and you made the good confession in the presence of many witnesses” (1 Timothy 6:11,12).  PURSUE 

9) “O Timothy, guard what has been entrusted to you, avoiding worldly and empty chatter and the opposing arguments of what is falsely called ‘knowledge’ – which some have professed and thus gone astray from the faith” (1 Timothy 6:20,21).  GUARD   

3. Deacons - servant
a. “…but holding to the mystery of the faith with a clear conscience” (1 Timothy 3:9).   HOLDING 

b. “And let these also first be tested; then let them serve as deacons if they are beyond reproach” (1 Timothy 3:10).  TESTED
c. “But select from among you, brethren, seven men of good reputation, full of the Spirit and of wisdom, whom we may put in charge of this task” (Acts 6:3).  PUT IN CHARGE  

4. Elders

a. Words used in NT (definitions from Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon)
1) ‘Presbuteros’ – “elder; used of age; a term of rank or office” (Acts 20:17; Titus 1:5; 1 Timothy 4:14)
This word implies an older, wiser man

2) “Episcopos” – bishop; “an overseer, a man charged with the duty of seeing that things to be done by others are done rightly” (Acts 20:28; Titus 1:5-7;    1 Timothy 3:1) This word implies a man able to do any task, but willing to delegate authority
3) “Poimen” – pastor, shepherd; “to feed, to tend a flock, keep sheep, to rule, govern, to furnish food” (Ephesians 4:11; Acts 20:28; 1 Peter 5:1,2).  This word implies a personal relationship with the ‘flock’ under his oversight – feeding, protecting, comforting, 
b. The role of the elder/bishop/shepherd

1) An example of Christian virtues (1 Timothy 3:1-7)
2) An encouragement to others by holding firmly to the trustworthy message (Titus 1:5-9)
3) Willing and eager to serve (1 Peter 5:1-4)
c. Our response to a godly elder

1) Respect (1 Thessalonians 5:12)
2) Consider the outcome of their way of life    (Hebrews 13:7)
3) Imitate their faith (Hebrews 13:7)
d. Warnings to shepherds

1) Ezekiel 34:1-16 (neglect and domination)
a) The sick are not strengthened

b) The diseased are not healed

c) The broken are not bandaged

d) The scattered are not brought back

e) The lost are not sought

f) Dominated by force and severity

2) Jeremiah 23:1-4 (destroying and scattering)
a) Scattered My flock

b) Driven them away

c) Have not attended to them

d) “I am about to attend to you for the evil of your deeds, declares the Lord!” (Jeremiah 23:2)

3) Zechariah 11:15-17 (useless, worthless shepherd)
a) Not care for the perishing

b) Not seek the scattered

c) Not heal the broken

d) Not sustain the standing

4) Hebrews 13:17 – he must give an account

e. Follow the example of the Chief Shepherd (John 10:1-5)

1) Call them by name

2) Lead them

3) Go ahead of them

II. The mathematics 
A. The results of proper work ethic – here’s what happens when God’s plan is followed
1. Addition
a. Day of Pentecost = 3,000

b. Samaritans – Acts 8

c. Simon – Acts 8

d. Eunuch – Acts 8

e. Saul of Tarsus – Acts 9

f. Cornelius – Acts 10

g. Lydia – Acts 16

h. Philippian Jailer – Acts 16

i. Corithians – Acts 18

j. Ephesians – Acts 19 

2. Multiplication
a. “…multitudes both men and women…” (Acts 5:14).

b. “…the number of the disciples was multiplied…”  (Acts 6:1).

c. “…the churches…were multiplied…” (Acts 9:31).

d. “…the Word of God grew and multiplied…” (Acts 12:24).
e. “…and of the devout Greeks a great multitude…”  (Acts 17:4).

f. “You see, brother, how many ten-thousands there are among the Jews of those who have believed…” (Acts 21:20).
B. The results of improper work ethic – here’s what happens when God’s plan is NOT followed
1. Division
a. “Now I exhort you, brethren, by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that you all agree, and there be no divisions among you, but you be made complete in the same mind and in the same judgment” (1 Corinthians 1:10).  

b. “Now I urge you, brethren, keep your eye on those who cause divisions and hindrances contrary to the teaching which you learned, and turn away from them” (Romans 16:17).  
2. Subtraction
a. “And if anyone does not obey our instruction in this letter, take special note of that man and do not associate with him, so that he may be put to shame” (2 Thessalonians 3:14).

b. “…holding to a form of godliness, although they have denied its power; and avoid such men as these” (2 Timothy 3:5).

c. “Reject a factious man after a first and second warning, knowing that such a man is perverted and is sinning, being self-condemned” (Titus 3:10,11).  

d. “Remember therefore from where you have fallen, and repent and do the deeds you did at first; or else I am coming to you, and will remove your lampstand out of its place – unless your repent” (Revelation 2:5).  
Conclusion
A. Devote yourself to the apostle’s teaching and to the apostle’s traditions

B. DO NOT teach or do anything that the apostles did not clearly teach or do

C. Determine your position in the Lord’s body

1. Members:  Utilize every opportunity for growth

a. Surround yourself with other members who you can imitate

b. Be willing to follow your leaders

c. Your faith will grow as a direct result of your willingness to study God’s word – “faith comes by hearing and hearing by the word of Christ” (Romans 10:17).

2. Preachers  

a. Pray

b. Instruct

c. Be an example

d. Pay attention

e. Pursue: righteousness, godliness, faith, love, perseverance, gentleness
f. Guard what has been entrusted to you

3. Deacons

a. Serve

b. Hold fast to the faith

c. Be willing and able to be ‘put in charge’ of your task

4. Elders

a. Call your sheep by name

b. Go ahead of them

c. Hold firm to the trustworthy message

d. Be willing, and eager to serve

D. God has promised to ‘cause the growth’

1. “For as the rain and the snow come down from heaven, and do not return there without watering the earth, and making it bear and sprout, and furnishing seed to the sower and bread to the eater; so shall My word be which goes forth from My mouth; it shall not return to Me empty, without accomplishing what I desire, and without succeeding in the matter for which I sent it” (Isaiah 55:10,11).  

2. The ‘math’ is a given, if we do the work
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