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 When Churches Grow

Acts 2:42

Jim Davis

The dynamics of church growth is as varied as churches are. Some churches knock doors every day; others create interest making a major production out of worship service. Some emphasize members inviting friends and loved ones to church. Some even insist that members invite 5 friends each to church every week. Some churches are Bible oriented, as the emphasis is on teaching the Bible. Other churches are youth oriented. The bigger churches have multiple ministries, such as, youth ministries, pulpit ministry, family ministry, evangelism ministry, etc. They have multiple ministers.

A church's dynamics has more to do with church growth or no growth than anything else does. You have seen people come into our building to see what we are all about. Many leave long before the preaching begins. Why? Dynamics. They are looking for a certain dynamic. They may be looking for a praise worship service rather than a traditional worship service. They may be looking for several different things as they walk in the door. They usually make up their mind within the first 15 minutes whether they will ever be back again.

Changing the dynamics of a congregation to grow is not always recommended. If it is done members have to grow into it rather than forced into it. God can change the dynamics of a congregation through growth, but when it is forced upon people they resent it. Have you ever tried to change the dynamics of a person? Have you tried turning a negative person into a positive person or changing a person who is habitually late to one whom is always on time? Have you ever tried to change the dynamic of a person who comes in late and leaves early? If you have, you know, your energies can be better directed.

We had a visitor from Texas a few weeks ago. He indicated the church where he was had a burst of growth. I ask him what they were doing to accomplish that kind of growth. He told me they went to a praise type of service. You may not know what that means, but it means they had to revamp everything they did. New songs and new emphasis on style of worship. The whole dynamic of worship was changed to compete with what many of the larger denominations are doing.

One preacher thought changing the dynamics of a congregation was what he needed to do to build the church. They changed the format of worship, bought new song books that had new praise type songs, changed the length of the service from an hour to two hours plus. Sermons are much longer. Although things have changed, there really hasn't been a big burst of growth. Why? They have lost as many as they have gained through forcing the change. 

You have to know what is taking place when people say a church is growing. I received an email from a church I know very well. The person sending me the email was informing others how the church there was growing. They had hired a new preacher and gained 25 new members and the contribution had increased greatly. I happened to know personally that the preacher's type of preaching was anything but desirable. Many members had left and began attending other congregations. When the preacher resigned they flocked back when a new minister was hired. That is not really growth of God's kingdom. It want be long to those same people leave when they become unhappy again. They have been doing it for twenty years. I used to work for the church across the river from them and the disgruntled ones would always come over there. They would never stay for long. I had an old man, who was a dear friend, tell me, "Jim that is not the way we need to build churches. They will only bring their problems over here."

There is no substitute for any church, or any person, for beginning where you are. You have to begin where you are, because, you are not somewhere else. Many want to roll time back to twenty years ago, others would like to be twenty years in the future, but we are right here and nothing will happen until till we quit dreaming an begin right here. Too begin where you are requires a willingness to grow as a person. Personal growth is the only thing that will change a church's dynamic. This begins by first recognizing your need to grow as an individual member. If you want to grow all you have to do is say one simple thing: "God I need help!" Help is the hardest word on earth to utter. Help! What a powerful word. 

It begins on an individual basis. It doesn't have to happen congregationally. Think about where you would like or need to be. Don't ever buy into group thinking.  If you plan on doing it with the group, it will probably never happen. I had a professor in college who told a classroom of preacher students something very important. "If you're out in a small congregation and nothing much is happening, why not apply yourself to a study of the Bible and learn the Word. Don't waste your time dreaming about the big city lights."
What a sound piece of advice! There is no substitute to devoting your life to know and do God's will. It begins where you are. This is where real growth begins. That is where real church growth begins. Don't ever let a group's weakness blind you to your own need. Don't ever let another's weakness blind you to your possibilities. 

No Substitute for Devotion 

It is our level of devotion, which makes what we do exciting. A few years ago I took up golfing. I golfed for a couple of years. I never really devoted myself to the game. First, I was given a set of clubs and a ragged bag. I wanted to see if I liked the game before I made an investment in equipment. A little later I bought a set of used clubs for $75.00. I never really got into the game. Do you know when the excitement left the game for me? When I lost interest. Looking back, I realize I never really had much interest in the game in the first place. I rarely bought any new balls. I resented losing a $1.50 or even more every time I came to a water hole. So I played with used balls. I always played with my worst balls at the water holes. Looking back, maybe that's why it took 3 balls to get over some of those water holes. I still have the clubs. I let my relatives use them when they come to visit, but I never go golfing with them. Maybe I lost interest because I really never devoted myself to the game. A used bag and used balls is a pretty good sign of a lack of devotion. I never really put much into the game.

This may be why many fail to find what they are looking for at church. Lack of devotion and lack of interest. The people who want the most out of the church are often the least devoted. They have lost interest. The church is what you make it. It will never become what you want others to make it for you. If the 3,000 on Pentecost waited for the entire group to embrace Jesus Christ before they made a move, there would be no church today. You may think you don't owe anything to this church, but you do owe something to yourself.

Devoted to the Word (Acts 2:42)

The first century church devoted themselves to the apostles teaching.  Our level of devotion also excites others about the Word of God. They devoted themselves to the Word of God given through the apostles.  We have distributed at least 16,500 invitations to our neighborhood this year through mass mail and hanging door hangers in the community. We will be doing more as the meeting for October approaches. However, nothing excites our friends more about the Word of God than our devotion to it. 

First century Christians were devoted to the apostles teaching. The power received through God's Word made possible the growth of the church. After all my years of preaching, I am just now, only beginning to deliver the message as effectively as I have always wanted to. However, my ability to deliver the Word in the scheme of church growth is nothing compared to the members' devotion to it. If you are excited about the Word, you will excite others about the Word.

The first century Christians were excited about the Word of God. "They devoted themselves to the apostles teaching." There is no way you can devote your life to the Word without getting excited. Devotion and excitement go hand in hand. A few years ago, when we first moved to the Gulf Coast, Mary and I went walking along the beach. There were a few mornings when thousands upon thousands of birds were having a feeding frenzy. A certain kind of fish had come into the beaches and the birds were going crazy as they dove to catch the fish. The pictures of the feeding frenzy were published in the St. Petersburg Times. It was a rare event. The birds were hungry and excited. I could only stand in awe as I watched God feed literally thousands of birds. 

That was the kind of thing happening on Pentecost as Jews from all over the world flocked to Jerusalem to be fed by God. They had come from every nation under heaven to feast upon the Word of God. The distances they traveled tell us all we need to know about their level of devotion. Especially when you understand their mode of travel was donkeys rather than 747s.

On Pentecost there were over a million (some say 3, 000,000) Jews present for the annual feast. At least 3,000 were there to feed upon the Word of God. At least 3,000 out of the over 1,000,000 came there to feed upon the Word as they celebrated the feast. God had been cultivating the Jewish nation for the coming of the Messiah since the days of Abraham. It didn't happen overnight. No doubt some were dull and bored, but there were at least 3 people in every 1,000 who were excited about the Word proclaimed by the apostles.

For personal growth and church growth there is no substitute for being excited about the Word of God. The world knows about the level of our excitement better than we do. It is our level of excitement, which influences them. It is not hard to teach someone who is excited about the Word. The longer I study the Word, the more excited I become about what it says. The Word never grows dull. 

Acts 17:11-12
Now the Bereans were of more noble character than the Thessalonians, for they received the message with great eagerness and examined the Scriptures every day to see if what Paul said was true. Many of the Jews believed, as did also a number of prominent Greek women and many Greek men. (NIV)

In church growth there is no substitute for Christians being excited about personal growth. Only those desiring personal growth will find excitement in the Word. The only way to get excited over the Word is to begin doing what the Word says. It is when I am growing as an individual that the church has the greatest potential for growth.

Devoted to Fellowship

Try to envision Jews traveling from all over the world to be at Pentecost. Lives devoted to God's Word in fellowship with one another. What a devotion to fellowship. Remember no 747's, only sandals, donkeys and ancient ships. No wonder there was such a response. No wonder a fire broke out in Acts 2.

It was a devoted fellowship. 

Acts 2:44-47
All the believers were together and had everything in common. Selling their possessions and goods, they gave to anyone as he had need. Every day they continued to meet together in the temple courts. They broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad and sincere hearts, praising God and enjoying the favor of all the people. And the Lord added to their number daily those who were being saved. (NIV)

They made every effort to assimilate the members into the body of Christ. New members are assimilated into the body as the church meets their needs.

Acts 4:32-35
All the believers were one in heart and mind. No one claimed that any of his possessions was his own, but they shared everything they had. With great power the apostles continued to testify to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus, and much grace was upon them all. There were no needy persons among them. For from time to time those who owned lands or houses sold them, brought the money from the sales and put it at the apostles' feet, and it was distributed to anyone as he had need. (NIV)

Acts 6:1-5

Most people are not going to ask for help. It would be much more encouraging to them if you offered your services when you realize a need. How many times have you gone through personal troubles all alone? You have asked no one for help. You didn't really want their help. But after the battle is over, you begin to wonder why no one offered to assist you, not that you would have taken it, but it would have been a great source of comfort knowing they cared.


Only devotion causes a person to give up land and houses for the benefit of the fellowship. 

2 Corinthians 8:1-4
And now, brothers, we want you to know about the grace that God has given the Macedonian churches. Out of the most severe trial, their overflowing joy and their extreme poverty welled up in rich generosity. For I testify that they gave as much as they were able, and even beyond their ability. Entirely on their own, they urgently pleaded with us for the privilege of sharing in this service to the saints. (NIV)

Our depth of devotion to the fellowship isn't necessarily measured by church attendance. There are some that are not able to attend worship every Sunday, I would not be afraid to ask them for anything within reason. Regular attendance is not always a measure of devotion. 

Devoted to Worship

First century Christians were not only devoted to the Word and fellowship, they were devoted to worship. The first century Church began as a result of worship. That was why they were at Pentecost in the first place. They found God in a worship service. It is amazing how many times first century Christians found God's direction for their lives in the middle of a worship service.

Acts 4:31-32
After they prayed, the place where they were meeting was shaken. And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and spoke the word of God boldly. All the believers were one in heart and mind. No one claimed that any of his possessions was his own, but they shared everything they had. (NIV)

Acts 13:1-3
In the church at Antioch there were prophets and teachers: Barnabas, Simeon called Niger, Lucius of Cyrene, Manaen (who had been brought up with Herod the tetrarch) and Saul. While they were worshiping the Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit said, "Set apart for me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called them." So after they had fasted and prayed, they placed their hands on them and sent them off. (NIV)

Acts 16:23-33
After they had been severely flogged, they were thrown into prison, and the jailer was commanded to guard them carefully. Upon receiving such orders, he put them in the inner cell and fastened their feet in the stocks. About midnight Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns to God, and the other prisoners were listening to them. Suddenly there was such a violent earthquake that the foundations of the prison were shaken. At once all the prison doors flew open, and everybody's chains came loose. The jailer woke up, and when he saw the prison doors open, he drew his sword and was about to kill himself because he thought the prisoners had escaped. But Paul shouted, "Don't harm yourself! We are all here!" The jailer called for lights, rushed in and fell trembling before Paul and Silas. He then brought them out and asked, "Sirs, what must I do to be saved?" They replied, "Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved-- you and your household." Then they spoke the word of the Lord to him and to all the others in his house. At that hour of the night the jailer took them and washed their wounds; then immediately he and all his family were baptized. (NIV)

When we truly praise God, we find direction for our personal lives. It can happen right here this morning in the middle of this worship service for you. It can happen in less than idea circumstances. You can find God's direction for your life.

Conclusion:

Real Church growth begins with:

A life of devotion
A life devoted to the Word
A life devoted to the fellowship dedicated to assimilating others into the body.
A life devoted to worship of God for the purpose of finding direction for your life.

This is where all growth really begins.

