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5 Barriers to Church Growth 

By Nelson Searcy 

Are you stuck? Has your church growth leveled off or even started 

declining? I can relate. 

When we launched The Journey Church in 2002 with 110 people, I was 

ecstatic. What a great number for a brand-new church in the middle of 

New York City! 

Unfortunately, my excitement didn’t last long. The next week, only 55 of 

our 110 attendees returned. Not too bad, I reasoned—we’d kept half. 

Yet, over the next five months, with my dynamic leadership and powerful 

preaching, I “grew” the church down to 35 … in a city of 8 million. 

Something was definitely wrong. 

Without knowing it, I was already bumping up against growth barriers—

the issues we all face at various points in ministry that stop or reverse 

our church’s growth. But I slowly learned to identify and break through 

these barriers that were standing in our way. 

https://churchleaders.com/author/Nelson
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In five years, with God’s blessing and a clearly defined system for dealing 

with growth barriers, The Journey had become a multicultural, multisite 

community of more than 1,200. 

Most churches seem to face growth barriers at five key points: when 

attendance reaches 65, 125, 250, 500 and 1,000. 

In training pastors throughout the country, I’ve discovered we all deal 

with the same inevitable barriers, so remember you’re not alone. 

However, by becoming proactive in learning to identify and break 

through these barriers, we can keep our momentum and continue 

growing for God’s glory. 

First and foremost, as a pastor looking to grow your church, make sure 

you’re always asking yourself the right question about growth. 

The Wrong Question: How do I get my church to grow? 

Your job is not to force growth. When you think growth is your 

responsibility, you will inevitably make bad decisions. Church growth is 

ultimately not about what we can do in our own power; it’s about God’s 

power and His choice to work through us. Refuse to settle for anything 

less than God’s vision for your church. 

The Right Question: What is keeping my church from growing? 

Healthy organisms grow. If you feel stagnation setting in, barriers are 

inhibiting your growth. Implement a plan to remove them. 

Now that you’re asking the right question, I encourage you to 

make two affirmative decisions. 

Decision No. 1: I believe God wants to grow my church. 

Second Peter 3:9 (NLT) tells us: “The Lord isn’t really being slow about 

His promise to return, as some people think. No, He is being patient for 

your sake. He does not want anyone to be destroyed, but wants 

everyone to repent.” Your church is part of that redemptive plan. Of 

course, God wants it to grow. Growth signals repentance and life change. 



Decision No. 2: I want to see my church grow. 

Does thinking about the next barrier you’re facing scare you into 

inactivity? Don’t get discouraged. God never gives us a vision without 

supplying what we need to fulfill it. 

When you’re asking the right question, and you know in your core that 

both you and God want your church to grow, nothing can stop you—but 

growth barriers can definitely slow you down. 

So whether you are growing a small church in the suburbs or a 

megachurch in a big city, you need to be able to recognize the top five 

growth barriers and know how to meet them head-on. 

Growth Barrier No. 1: Space 

Space is the most fundamental barrier we all face—and the easiest to 

overlook. 

As church leaders, we love full rooms, so we say, “Pack ’em in, there’s 

still a few seats!” But the truth is that when a room reaches 70 percent 

of its seating capacity, it’s full. 

Period. 

Here is a four-step exercise to perform frequently as your church grows: 

Step 1: Determine how many seats you have in your main worship 

space. 

Step 2: Multiply that number by 0.7 (70 percent). 

Step 3: Determine how many people you averaged in attendance over 

the last month. 

Step 4: Is the number in Step 3 greater than the number in Step 2? If 

the answer is yes, you’ve got to open up more seats or find a larger 

location—fast. 



At The Journey, I learned this lesson the hard way. Our first location in 

Manhattan was at a small comedy club-type theater. At capacity, the 

space could hold 110 people. 

Seven months after our launch, we were averaging close to 80 people 

each week; we would bump up to 100 every now and then, but our 

number would always return to below 80. 

Why? It’s because we were full. We just didn’t want to admit it. 

People stopped inviting their friends because they perceived there was no 

more room. Some regular attendees stopped coming because it was hard 

to find a seat. Eventually, we caught on and moved to a space that was 

three times bigger—and our church began growing again. 

I’ve seen many pastors of churches with fewer than 250 attendees start 

second services in an effort to circumvent this barrier. Starting a second 

service too early usually does more damage than good, so don’t think of 

it as an easy fix. 

For example, let’s say a church of 120 decides to start a second service. 

Inevitably, one service will have 100 people and the other one will have 

20—it’s impossible to equally divide two services, although careful choice 

of service times does play a part. Over time, the 20 people will be 

disappointed with the small crowds and filter back into the larger service. 

The better choice for a church of 120 is to find a larger space and grow 

to 300 or 400 before starting a second service. I encourage churches to 

be willing to move. 

Growth Barrier No. 2: Self-Development 

Growing churches are led by growing leaders. So, if you’ve stopped 

progressing personally, your church is not far behind. 

Jimmy Britt, pastor of Rocky River Community Church in Concord, 

N.C., recently realized the power of this truth. 

http://www.rockyriverchurch.com/


Jimmy had grown his church to 150 when he got stuck. After learning 

about the barrier of self-development, he set up a personal growth plan 

for himself, focusing on leadership ability and spiritual maturity. 

Sure enough, when he started growing as an individual, his church 

started growing again. An organization can never outpace the inherent 

qualities of its leader. 

When a pastor isn’t growing: 

 The sermons are stale. 

 The congregation’s passion for ministry wanes. 

 The staff stops growing. 

 The church stops growing. 

An intentional reading plan is the single best avenue for personal growth. 

Set a reading goal that will stretch you—perhaps a book a month—and 

spend focused time in the areas of theology, church history and 

philosophy, in addition to reading your Bible. 

Also, schedule time to attend key conferences and plan opportunities to 

seek out and meet with mentors. Personal development is essential not 

only for your own health and balance, but also for the growth of your 

church. 

Growth Barrier No. 3: Sharing 

Churches stop growing when they become inwardly (instead of 

outwardly) focused. 

If you notice a decline in your number of first-time guests and an 

increase in discussion of inwardly focused programs, beware! You are 

about to fall victim to the sharing barrier. 

In my experience, healthy growing churches will have a ratio of five first-

time guests to every 100 regular attendees. So, if you are averaging 200 

people per week, you should average 10 first-time guests per week. 



Watch this ratio carefully, and take its waning as a warning sign. 

When this barrier starts blocking your growth, here are some ways you 

can break through it: 

 Teach on relational evangelism. 

 Set an example by telling stories of how you’ve invited people to 

church. 

 Do servant evangelism outreach. 

 Challenge staff, volunteers and attendees to invite friends. 

 Read an evangelism or church growth book with your staff and key 

volunteers. 

 Ask someone who has experienced life change to share his or her 

testimony. 

Growth Barrier No. 4: Worship Service 

Your weekly worship service is the front door through which people are 

introduced to your church. If not done correctly, it can become a big 

barrier. 

To keep your service strong, always try to look like a church twice your 

size. If you are a church of 100 people, intentionally create a worship 

service that looks like it’s for 200 people. Take your preaching up a 

notch. Energize your worship time. Create the excitement that would be 

present in a bigger crowd. Moreover, it’s essential to get in the habit of 

looking at your service through the eyes of your guests and regular 

attendees. What kind of impression are you giving them? 

Improve the quality of your service in the following ways: 

 Tweak your transitions. 

 Set up feedback and develop evaluation mechanisms. 

 Visit larger, growing churches and benchmark against what they are 

doing. 

 Attend cutting-edge seminars and leadership conferences. 



Jeff Gunn, pastor of CrossWalk Lutheran Church in Phoenix, saw 

incredible growth when he was able to overcome this worship service 

barrier. 

A few years ago, Jeff started a new congregation in a long-standing 

community that was being transformed by new development. As a strong 

communicator, he grew the church to 100 people in no time. 

But Jeff didn’t have a worship leader. In his Sunday services, he was 

cueing up and playing recorded music. 

When Jeff made the decision to improve his services by bringing in a 

worship leader, he quickly broke the 125 mark and grew to more than 

200 people. As he’s learned, sometimes you have to get out of your own 

way and do what needs to be done to create a quality experience for 

your attendees. 

Growth Barrier No. 5: Staff 

If your congregation suddenly doubled in size, would you have the 

necessary staff members to serve them? 

To keep your church moving forward, you will need to hire people on 

faith, so you’ll be prepared to receive the harvest God wants to send you. 

Hiring staff is truly a faith issue. Many pastors want to put off staff hires 

until they have the money in place to support the positions. Sounds like a 

practical plan, but, unfortunately, it doesn’t work. You will never have 

enough money in advance to hire the staff you need. 

To overcome this barrier, change your perspective on what it takes to 

hire a new staff person. Say you need to fill a position that would require 

a $48,000 salary. Don’t look at it as a yearlong position. 

Instead, think in three-month blocks. If you approach the new position as 

a three-month, $12,000 risk instead of a $48,000 risk, you will be more 

comfortable filling it. Then, if the staff person you hire is good, the 

position will begin paying for itself after three months. 

http://www.crosswalkphoenix.com/


When you approach staffing with a faithful heart, you’ll be much more 

prepared to handle the growth God brings you. 

All Grown Up 

In our journey from 35 to 1,200, our church had to break through every 

one of these barriers—most of them more than once. 

Thanks to that process, I have come to understand that staying ahead of 

growth barriers is the most effective way of dealing with them. When we 

cooperate with God by taking action for His church, He will bless our 

efforts. 

As you learn to identify and diffuse growth barriers before they get you 

stuck, you’ll be able to keep your momentum and effectively expand 

God’s kingdom for His glory. 

10 Enemies to Church Growth 

By Toni Ridgaway 

 

James Meeks, founder and senior pastor of Salem Baptist Church in 

Chicago, built his church up from 200 people to a church of over 22,000 

now, baptizing scores of new believers every year. He plainly says, 

“Everyone can have a growing church,” and warns church leaders about 

these enemies to growth: 

ENEMY #1: Lack of Faith. 

Leaders need to not just believe their church will grow; they need to 

expect it to grow and act like it will.   

ENEMY #2: Lack of Knowledge. 

In Hosea, the people perished because of a lack of knowledge. What you 

don’t know can kill you!   

https://churchleaders.com/author/toni-2


ENEMY #3: Expecting God to Treat You Differently Than Everyone Else. 

All the laws of growth apply equally to everyone. He can do a great work 

through you just as easily as He does through Billy Graham or Rick 

Warren. 

Don’t Miss 

 4 Reasons Why Your Church Isn’t Growing 

 23 Reasons for Rapid Church Growth 

 Megachurches, Growth, and the Art of Pastoring 

 Overcome the 5 Barriers to Church Growth 

ENEMY #4: Thinking that Growth Is Not a Goal. 

Growth is ALWAYS the goal of the New Testament church. Don’t be afraid 

to count people; God does. 

ENEMY #5: An Unsure Pastor. 

The speed of the leader suggests the speed of the team. Jesus said, “My 

sheep hear my voice and know Me.” Do not lead ambiguously. 

ENEMY #6: Failure to Build on Small Victories. 

Use every victory to win the next one. 

ENEMY #7: Failure to Preach the Announcements. 

Don’t just tell people about what’s happening after your message; give 

an invitation to involvement! 

ENEMY #8: Lack of Corporate Fasting and Prayer. 

“If there was a check for $5 million taped to the ceiling, you’d skip lunch 

to try to reach it, wouldn’t you?” Meeks says. Some things are never 

possible without fasting and prayer. 

https://churchleaders.com/outreach-missions/outreach-missions-blogs/150919-chad_missildine_4_reasons_why_your_church_isnt_growing.html
https://churchleaders.com/outreach-missions/outreach-missions-articles/151520-23-reasons-for-rapid-church-growth.html
https://churchleaders.com/pastors/pastor-articles/150770-megachurches-growth-and-the-art-of-pastoring-q-a-with-eugene-peterson.html
https://churchleaders.com/pastors/pastor-articles/145785-nelson-searcy-barriers-to-church-growth.html


ENEMY #9: Failure to Get Started. 

Don’t wait for everyone to “get it.” Do your best at research, pray, then 

just do it. 

ENEMY #10: Poor Motive. 

Ask your team, “Why do you want to grow?” Discuss your answers with 

grace, and move forward with a unified, godly drive.   

Carey Nieuwhof Explains How to Cross the 200 Attendance Barrier 

By Andrew Hess 

 

Carey Nieuwhof is a pastor, author and speaker committed to helping 

leader lead better. His article, “8 Reasons Why Most Churches Don’t 

Break the 200 Attendance Mark” is one of the most shared articles on 

ChurchLeaders. It’s a relevant topic so many pastors and leaders wrestle 

with. On the Podcast, Carey dives deeper into why churches struggle to 

break the 200 attendance mark. 

Big Questions: 

What holds back churches from breaking the 200 attendance mark? 

What are some myths to lack of growth? 

What are some invisible barriers to breaking the 200 attendance mark? 

Quotes from Carey Nieuwhof: 

“I REALLY THINK THAT’S WHAT CHURCH GROWTH IS ALL ABOUT TO ME. IT’S 

JUST STEWARDING THE PEOPLE GOD SENDS YOUR WAY, AND OBVIOUSLY 

I’M ALL IN FAVOR OF MORE PEOPLE COMING INTO A RELATIONSHIP WITH 

JESUS.” 

https://churchleaders.com/author/andrewhess
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“I ALWAYS HAVE TO SIFT MY MOTIVES AS A PASTOR. I HAVE TO MAKE 

SURE THAT I’M NOT JUST IN IT FOR THE CROWD, OR I’M NOT JUST IN IT 

FOR THE NUMBERS, BUT THAT THE PEOPLE REALLY DO MATTER. I THINK 

YOU HAVE TO DO THAT MOTIVE TEST, I THINK YOU HAVE TO SIFT YOUR 

HEART.” 

  

“NUMBER ONE, YOU HAVE TO HAVE A STRATEGY. NUMBER TWO, YOU 

HAVE TO GET BUY-IN AROUND THAT STRATEGY. NUMBER THREE, YOU 

HAVE TO ENDURE IT.” 

  

“‘HOW DO YOU KNOW IF YOU’RE A LEADER?’ YOU LOOK OVER YOUR 

SHOULDER AND SEE IF PEOPLE ARE FOLLOWING.” 

  

“YOU CAN’T HAVE A DIRECT RELATIONSHIP WITH EVERYBODY AS A 

LEADER OF A CHURCH OVER 200, SO YOU HAVE TO HAVE A RELATIONSHIP 

WITH YOUR LEADERS.” 

  

“IF YOU’VE GOT GREAT PEOPLE WHO ARE MAKING SOLID CONTRIBUTIONS 

WALKING OUT THE DOOR, YOU NEED TO LOOK IN THE MIRROR.” 

  

“YOU’VE GOT TO GET VOLUNTEERS FROM BEING DOERS TO BEING 

LEADERS. I THINK YOU’VE GOT TO EMPOWER THEM.” 
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 Simple Church by Thom Rainer 
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5 Keys to Explosive Growth 

By Toni Ridgaway 

 

Acts 1 and 2 tell us that the early Church went from 120 believers to 

3,120 believers overnight. But that’s not all. Acts 2:47 tells us that “each 

day the Lord added to their group those who were being saved.” The 

number of Christians grew daily! And Acts 4:4 says that many of the 

people who heard the disciples’ message believed it, and the number of 

believers totaled about 5,000 men, not counting women and children. 

So, how many people are we actually talking about here? Conservative 

estimates at this point put the number of believers around 20,000. In the 

first year after Christ’s death, the number of believers grew from 120 to 

120,000. 

Not only is crazy, go-big, huge growth possible, it’s biblical. Like the early 

church of Acts, your church—if growth is part of your and your people’s 

vision—can go big with these five keys that both of us have discovered in 

our experience of leading churches and people. 
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For the last seven years, I (Bil Cornelius) have led Bay Area Fellowship in 

Corpus Christi, Texas (bayareafellowship.com). Today, we’re 4,000 

people strong and we’re focused on a goal of planting 10 churches a year 

over the next 10 years. Bill Easum has 35 years in pastoral ministry and 

is now one of the signature voices in church growth, consulting 

with  churches nationwide (easumbandy.com). 

Here’s what we’ve learned: 

KEY #1: GET DOUBLE VISION. 

People develop the habits necessary to create the future they want. 

Another way to put this: You get what you expect and believe will 

happen. Yet, most people don’t believe this. But we’ve learned that a 

large part of your future is what you picture it to be. So maybe what you 

need is a bigger picture of the future. 

Picturing your church as twice its current size and living into that picture 

will help you assess how you currently spend your time and how you 

should be spending it. You’ll soon realize you can’t continue doing some 

of the things you’re doing and personally survive. Ask yourself: What do I 

need to stop doing now, and what do I have to begin doing? 

KEY #2: ASK AND BE PREPARED. 

When was the last time you challenged your church to pray for your goal 

of doubling the number of people finding Christ and worshipping with you 

every Sunday? Ask them to pray specifically for people they know who 

need God. But here’s the rub—you can’t ask your people to pray if you’re 

not praying. 

One night, I (Bil C.) asked our church, Bay Area, to commit to praying for 

our church growth 10 hours a month. Then I told them that while they 

were praying that month, I would commit to praying 100 hours. 

Hundreds of people signed up to pray. And our church exploded once 

again. We cannot ignore the prayer principle: When we pray diligently, 

we get big results. 

http://www.bayareafellowship.com/
http://www.easumbandy.com/


But don’t pray for rain without first opening an umbrella. Often, we pray 

for God to do something; yet, do we prepare for it to happen? It does no 

good to ask God to double your attendance if you’re not expecting and 

preparing for an inflow of people. 

We constantly hear pastors say that they need more volunteers and 

servants but can’t find them. Answer this question: If 50 people knocked 

on your door and said, “I’d love to work in the youth ministry or the 

children’s ministry,” would you be prepared to involve them right then? 

Or would you have to respond, “Can I get back to you in a week?” If 

you’re not prepared for people to come, why are you asking God to bring 

them to your church? Think about these specific areas and evaluate if 

your church is expectant and ready: 

   

Space. Do you have enough seating and children’s space to 

accommodate twice the size of your church? 

Parking. Do you have enough parking spaces, and enough time, 

volunteers, etc., to transition cars on and off your property before the 

next service begins? 

Servants. Do you have enough servant volunteers to keep up with the 

growth? 

Money. Do you have the money to support new services and extra 

support staff?  

Appearance of space. When you walk into your building, does it rival 

the quality of a popular mall or other 21st century venue that’s in the 

business of attracting people? Does the atmosphere of your facility send 

the right message to first-time guests? Does it say “God is moving today” 

or “God moved here 50 years ago”? 

Remember, you don’t need a new or expensive facility to communicate a 

relevant message, but you should capitalize on the facility you’re using.  

Preaching. If your worship services were filled with more non-Christians 

than Christians, would your preaching need to change? Is it filled with 



Christianese? Do you take time to explain a Bible story or summarize 

who the apostle Paul was before you quote him? 

Most pastors preach as if everyone in the room is a Christian and grew 

up in church. Take time to evaluate your messages and delivery. And 

train your church to appreciate that you’re designing your sermons for 

the people who aren’t there yet.   

Personal appearance. Does your appearance send non-verbal 

messages that you’re current or outdated? Don’t change who you are, 

but stay updated in who you are. Dress conservatively, country or 

urban—whatever—just make sure you match who you’re trying to reach, 

while staying true to you. 

KEY #3: BRING IN LOTS OF NEW PEOPLE. 

If you want a full house, set a date and invite your entire community to 

church at the same time. It’s one thing to have visitors come now and 

then, but we’re talking about going big and changing a city. If God is 

leading you to do something big, don’t invite three or four people; invite 

thousands! 

Galatians 6:7 tells us, “You will always reap what you sow”—a time-

tested principle that will always be true. If you invite five people, don’t 

expect anyone to show up. But if you invite 150,000 people, there’s a 

good chance you might fill up the place! Focus all your efforts on one big 

day.  

When we launched Bay Area seven years ago, we went big. We’d been 

meeting in a small group in an apartment. Soon, we outgrew our space 

and moved into a small storefront. The momentum was growing and so 

was the excitement. When our group reached 25 people, I (Bil C.) said, 

“Alright guys, we’re going to spend every dime we’ve got and blow it all 

in one weekend. Let’s launch. And let’s do this big.” 

The first Sunday, 236 people showed up and Bay Area Fellowship was 

born. As expected, the next week’s attendance dropped to 150 people. 

But compared to the size of the group that launched the church, we knew 

we’d succeeded. 



So how do you invite that many people at once? 

Word of mouth. The No. 1 way to invite people is by word of mouth. 

And the cost ratio for word of mouth is phenomenal: zero. The biggest 

influx of people results when your friends bring their friends, who bring 

their friends and so on. That’s why some churches can grow by a 

thousand people in worship in one week when it took them years just to 

get to that same number the first time. The larger a church grows, the 

more important word of mouth becomes. 

Direct mail. We both repeatedly used direct mail and highly recommend 

it. Compared to other mass communication methods, direct mail is an 

inexpensive, effective way to tell your story. People have to pull it out of 

their mailbox and throw it away. And for half a second, they look at it 

before tossing it. But they did look! 

The real power of direct mail is when it’s read the third or fourth time. 

Advertise in direct proportion to how you want to grow. However fast you 

want to grow is how much and how often you should advertise. The best 

time to use direct mail is when you’re announcing a sermon series or 

hosting a special event. 

Television and cable. The larger the church, the more important TV 

advertising becomes, if for no other reason than creating and maintaining 

your church’s image. Both of us used TV quite frequently. I (Bill E.) found 

that 2% of my former church’s annual visitors came as a result of TV 

ads, and 95% of them joined. 

We’re talking about running 30-second spots numerous times during a 

short period of time. If you enlist a knowledgeable person (a media buyer 

or someone who works in cable TV) to shop for and schedule these ads, 

chances are you’ll get some for free. Don’t try to shop for ad placements 

yourself. You don’t know the questions to ask. 

Prices for ad spots on both cable and network TV will vary regionally, so 

it’s pretty impossible to give you a figure for how much to spend. 

Whatever you do, don’t spread out your advertising. Focus it on a couple 

of days so that people see so many of your ads they wonder if you 

bought the TV station! 



Web sites. A church Web site appeals mostly to younger Christians who 

are shopping for a church. It’s not likely that many non-Christians will 

seek out and look at your Web site. Nevertheless, a good Web site can 

close the deal. It’s now possible for any church to have a professional-

looking Web site for very little cost. You can purchase the template and 

ask someone in your church who knows a little bit about Web text and 

design to manage the site. 

Radio. This medium didn’t do much for either of us. If you don’t run 

spots during drive time, don’t do radio. But in some areas, radio makes 

more sense than TV due to the difference in costs per ad. Its real benefit 

is the ability to target a segment of the population that you can’t with TV. 

For example, radio has not worked well for Bay Area’s main worship 

services, but the student ministry at the church has found it to be very 

successful. 

Newspaper. Neither of us puts much stock in newspaper ads, especially 

the church page. If you must use the newspaper, position your ad in the 

personal columns, entertainment section or sports pages.  

Media combinations. The combination of multiple impressions in 

diverse media brings your advertising to a tipping point. We recommend 

using a mixture of word of mouth, direct  

mail and cable television to reach unchurched people. 

At Bay Area, we put two direct mail pieces in each worship bulletin (we 

always print more direct mail pieces than we need for the actual 

mailing). At the end of each worship service, I (Bil C.) ask everyone to 

hold up their two mailers. Then I ask everyone to pray: God, would you 

lay upon my heart a friend or family member that I can give this mailer 

in my left hand to? And I tell them that when God gives them a name, 

write it on the mailer. Then we pray again—God, would you please give 

me a name of a neighbor or a co-worker that I can give this other mailer 

in my right hand to?—and again, I ask them to write down a second 

name. A deliberate prayer like this helps everyone understand that God 

put these people on their hearts. Then I commission everyone, in the 

name of Christ, to invite these people and bring them to church. 



That same week, we send out the direct mail piece to as many homes in 

our area as we can afford. This way, people receive the mailer and are 

also approached by friends who ask them to come and check out the 

worship. We also run as many TV ads as we can afford. Using this 

strategy means that now people have received the mailer; had a friend 

invite them to church; and saw the church on TV. The odds are they’re 

going to check out our church because everywhere they turn they run 

into it. 

Don’t think you can afford all this?  

   

Look at your budget. How much money are you wasting on things that 

have never resulted in any growth?  

Why not divert that money to causing a feeding frenzy around your 

church? I (Bill E.) have seen that most churches waste money on events 

and ministries which never result in more people finding Christ. For 

example, if your annual budget is under $500,000, you don’t need to pay 

someone to handle the money. Or do you have some support staff you 

could do without for a period of time? 

Another option: borrowing the money. At one time or another, your 

church has probably borrowed money to build. Isn’t the salvation of 

people more important than buildings? 

Or, what about savings? We know—you’re saving it for a rainy day; but 

didn’t the ark float by recently? Isn’t that money being wasted when it 

could tell your story to those who need to hear? 

KEY #4: RETAIN THE LION’S SHARE. 

To retain people today, two things must happen. First, people have to 

form significant relationships. Second, they need to grow spiritually. 

Here’s how that happened for both of us. 

Small groups that multiply. Any small-group pastor who never talks 

about multiplication doesn’t need to be a small-group pastor. Get as 

many people as you can into small groups, but keep the focus on 

multiplication. Too many churches look at small groups primarily as a 



place for believers in the church to learn or share. We don’t see them 

that way. 

Small groups primarily serve three purposes: they are the training 

ground for the future leaders of your church; they are incubators of faith 

for new people coming into the church; and they are the catapults for 

sending Christians into the world to invite their friends in to discover the 

body of Christ. 

Call every visitor. One of the most incredible discoveries I (Bill E.) have 

made as a church consultant is that the average pastor in a dying church 

seldom makes personal calls to the few visitors the church draws. That 

blows my mind. 

When I pastored Colonial Hills Church in Southaven, Miss., I personally 

called every visitor until the church was 500 in worship. Bay Area was 

running more than 1,500 in worship before Bil C. turned over the calling 

of visitors to someone else. Both of us called each visitor on Sunday 

afternoon. You should too. 

Every study we’ve found shows that people are much more likely to 

return to a church if they’re contacted within 48 hours of their visit. At 

Colonial Hills, the members, on their way home from church, took a gift 

to every first-time visitor. In growing churches, it’s not unusual for first-

time visitors to receive three or four contacts with the church the first 

week they register their contact info. 

Add a worship service. It doesn’t matter how many services you have. 

If you are anywhere near 80% full in any of the prime hours, it’s time to 

start another service. Three services now? Add a fourth one! If your 

vision is big enough, you can find a way to do it. 

We’ve both seen that nothing grows a church as much as adding a 

quality worship service. Who would have thought that Bay Area could run 

4,000 in an auditorium that seats only 750? The first thing Bil C. did 

when the church jumped to 90 people was start another service. 

The key is to ensure that you have enough people in a service for it to 

feel big. Usually, this is about 50% of the capacity. If you have less than 



that, we recommend saying to your congregation, “Hey folks, there’s 50 

people here today, which means that you need to go out and bring in 

another 25 people next week. You know you know them.” 

Remember those two mailers in the bulletin? Ask them to take them out 

and write down a name and then pray the prayer we gave you earlier. 

They need to know you take it seriously. 

KEY #5: EQUIP AND MOTIVATE THE NEW PEOPLE. 

Develop a creative sermon series with a high “felt need” appeal. When 

you put creativity and a high felt need together, you get real growth. 

Last year, I (Bil C.) preached a series titled “What Does God Have to Say 

About Sex?” and we saw an increase of 1,000.  

Build services around special days. Special days help you break growth 

barriers quickly and enlarge the vision of your people for what they’re 

capable of doing when they work together. 

A word of warning here: When your church is first starting out, on 

holidays, everyone goes home to mom. If you’re not a destination 

church, Thanksgiving will probably be your least attended weekend. As 

Bay Area grew bigger, we became a destination church, and people 

invited their parents and friends to attend with them to see what God 

was doing. 

The best days for an event are secular holidays, like Fourth of July or 

Super Bowl Sunday, and Christian holidays like Christmas and Easter. 

Special days in the fall are optimal because it’s typically a season for 

great church growth. 

Recognize. What about a teacher appreciation day? Find a local 

restaurant to sell you $20 gift certificates for $10—tell the manager 

they’re for teachers in the community. Then give them to all the teachers 

who show up that day. What other special days will work in your church 

without much money? Little League day? Firefighters or police officers 

day? 



Don’t bring in special guests. If you have to spend a lot of money for an 

outside speaker, don’t! There’s no need to blow your budget on a special 

guest. If you do, they better be someone so incredible that their 

appearance will cover what you had to pay multiple times over.   

Sit down right now where you are and visualize what you’d have to do to 

double the size of your church. Remember, if it’s possible, you don’t need 

God to make it happen. If it seems impossible, He’s probably waiting for 

you to ask. 

23 Reasons for Rapid Church Growth 

By Dave DeVries 

 

The Church Planting Alliance of South Africa published a handbook in 

2000 intended to encourage, equip, and guide church planters, pastors, 

intercessors, and denominational leaders toward the strategic challenge 

of saturation church planting in South Africa and beyond. The handbook 

included statistics, strategies, and stories of church planting activities. 

One of the articles that captured my attention focused on Rapid Church 

Growth in China. 

From April 1993 to April 1996, growth among house churches [in one 

part of China] increased from three churches with less than 100 

members to over one hundred churches with over 16,000 members (by 

the end of 1998 they had grown to over 55,000)…Primarily second, third, 

and fourth generation churches [were] planted entirely by local believers 

intentionally targeting the least evangelized areas and groups…All growth 

was from adult conversion growth rather than transfer or biological 

growth. Average reproduction time was six months. 

As you read through these reasons for growth, consider what 

ramifications they present for your ministry in your context. 

Reasons for Growth 

1. Society in XYZ was undergoing rapid change during the period under 
examination. The late 1980s were pivotal in XYZ’s history. After 
thousands of years as a cultural and economic backwater, it was coming 
into its own within the national political make-up. The rapid societal 
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change created a hunger for spiritual change as well. Traditional 
religious and spiritual movements as well as Christianity experienced 
surges in growth following these changes. 
 
2. Government opposition and persecution resulted in a church that 
is relatively free of casual believers. Since a Christian commitment 
potentially has negative repercussions, people who do make such a 
commitment tend to be more serious about their faith. 
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3. The churches displayed a remarkable degree of boldness despite 

the threat of persecution. This was displayed in their bold witness as 

well as in their loud and fervent singing in their worship services. They 

also demonstrated great trust in one another and in new believers. Such 

trust is in stark contrast to the extreme distrust that was engendered by 

the Cultural Revolution when the people learned to distrust everyone. 

This trust is attractive and surprising to unbelievers. 

4. The believers demonstrated great love toward one another even 

when they are not relatives. This extended to the point of helping one 

another with financial needs. Such love is in sharp relief to the selfish 

and materialistic bent of the culture. This contrast served to draw 

attention to the Christian community. 

5. New believers were baptized soon after their conversion, even 

in totally pioneer areas. This served to cement their new commitment 

and communicated their full responsibility and participation in the church 

from the very beginning. 

6. When works were started in a new area, local believers were 

placed in leadership positions from the start. This helped to ensure 

that the new church was locally relevant and served to minimize 

dependence on outsiders. It also meant there were no problems with 

leader distribution since local leaders were always raised up from within 
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local churches. There was never a question of leaders not wanting to 

return home after leaving for advanced training since training was done 

on the job. 

7. Whenever a new church was started, multiple leaders were always 

established. This prepared new leaders to lead church plants. This 

helped protect the church against a leadership vacuum if a leader was 

imprisoned. It also trained members for outreach. 

8. Unpaid lay leadership was used in the churches. This helped 

prevent any artificial bifurcation between “clergy” and “laity.” This 

supported the practice of every adult member being part of the 

evangelistic outreach of the church and undergoing continuing training 

for ministry and being accountable for practicing what he or she had 

learned. Another advantage of this type of leadership is that since 

leaders do not require advanced theological degrees, the preparation of 

leaders does not form a bottleneck in the church planting process. They 

also require minimal financial support if any, enabling new churches to be 

started with little or no money. 

9. Growth and fruitfulness was expected from new believers. This 

growth was in terms of knowing the Lord’s commands and obeying them. 

Such growth results in fruitful Christian lives. 

10. Spiritual reproduction was expected. This reproduction was in 

terms of leading others to Christ, teaching others what one had learned, 

and planting new churches. Since this was seen as the normal outgrowth 

of Christian experience, then any exception was quickly noticed and steps 

were taken to make the situation right. The gospel carries a responsibility 

to share words of life with those who have not heard. This responsibility 

is most clearly seen in areas where the gospel has not penetrated. 

11. Security concerns resulted in the inability of individual churches to 

grow beyond a certain point (which varies by location), necessitating 

church multiplication, rather than merely increasing the size of a 

single congregation. This in turn resulted in a larger, more diverse, and 

more geographically available interface with the non-Christian 

community. It also helped to preserve the higher level of intimacy and 

accountability that typify smaller groups. 



12. Another factor that was enforced by the hostile environment is the 

fact that the vast majority of churches did not have the option of 

using a dedicated church building. They instead used homes or shops 

in most cases. This means there was no facility expense to tie up the 

resources of the congregation and consume their energy and attention. It 

also assisted believers in maintaining an outward focus in ministry rather 

than an inward focus. 

13. Quite often, the new churches wrote their own original hymnody, 

which expressed their personal faith and Christian experience. 

This music became a strong encouragement and influence toward 

solidarity and a rallying point in difficult circumstances. 

14. In teaching and training as well as in evangelistic 

methods, reproducibility was emphasized. The teaching was kept 

simple in both format and content. Application with accountability was a 

constant emphasis. This helped increase the likelihood of continuous 

reproduction. 

15. Believers at every level were held responsible to apply or put 

into practice what they had learned. They were also expected to 

teach others who were newer in the faith what they had learned. This 

resulted in mature and stable believers even when they had not been in 

the faith for a long period of time. 

16. Vision and responsibility for the completion of the Great 

Commission was taught at every level in the churches. It was also 

“caught” since every trainer and leader was consumed with that task, 

and mentoring and on-the-job training are the heart of the training 

methodology. This vision ensured the common direction and purpose of 

every new congregation. 

17. Accountability was practiced at every level. Even the “senior” 

leaders of each congregation were accountable to the leaders of other 

congregations. This created a sense of solidarity and camaraderie, which 

is essential in an environment that is hostile, and in which Christians are 

such a tiny minority. 



18. There was a conscious awareness among church planters and 

trainers that their identity, methods, patterns, and attitudes 

would be emulated by the new believers and congregations. They 

were the models or patterns on which new work would be based. This 

resulted in great intentionality in these key areas. 

19. When work had to be done in Mandarin, every possible effort was 

made to ensure that it would be passed on in XYZese at the first 

generation. They XYZese churches then imitated this pattern in 

planting cross-cultural congregations. 

20. Ethnic Chinese people exclusively were used as trainers and church 

planters, helping to avoid impressions of Christianity as a Western 

religion. This resulted in churches which were very “at home” in the 

culture. 

21. Low education levels were catered to in terms of indirect and 

informal teaching styles and forms. Scriptures, hymns, training materials, 

evangelistic materials, and Bible teaching were all distributed on 

cassette. Video materials were used where appropriate. Training was 

based on personal interaction (modeling, mentoring, and on-the-job 

training) rather than written materials. 

22. There was a tremendous amount of specific prayer focused on 

the XYZese people and their evangelization. This was done by 

groups of people on several continents who were committed to pray 

regularly for the XYZese using specific and timely prayer requests 

provided by newsletters, phone, and e-mail. God moved because His 

people asked. 

23. It was God’s time for the XYZese. He had clearly been preparing 

them and preparing His people for the task. He was working for His glory 

in such a way that no one else could possibly take credit for it. It was 

clearly a sovereign work of grace. 

In reflecting on these 23 Reasons for Rapid Church Growth, my colleague 

Bob Rasmussen makes the following observations: 



THE FACTORS SEEM TO FALL INTO TWO GENERAL CATEGORIES: THOSE 

THAT WE CAN AFFECT AND THOSE WE CANNOT. IN THE FIRST CATEGORY 

ARE THINGS LIKE EVERY BELIEVER EXPECTED TO SHARE THE GOSPEL, 

EARLY BAPTISM, LEADERSHIP FROM THE BEGINNING, ETC. IN THE SECOND 

CATEGORY ARE FACTORS THAT ARE BEYOND OUR ABILITY TO AFFECT 

BUT ARE LEFT TO GOD AND SOCIETY AT LARGE. IN THIS CATEGORY 

WOULD BE PERSECUTION, LACK OF WHEREWITHAL TO HAVE CHURCH 

BUILDINGS, ETC. 

  

IT IS INTERESTING TO ME THAT THE OBSTACLES FOR REPLICATING 

FACTORS WITHIN OUR CONTROL ARE OF OUR OWN MAKING. OUR 

TRADITIONS. THIS WOULD SUGGEST THAT IN SEEKING RAPID CHURCH 

MULTIPLICATION, ONE KEY AREA LEADERS SHOULD RE-EXAMINE IS 

TRADITIONS THAT INHIBIT. 

  

NEW WINE DEMANDS NEW WINESKINS. 

What insights does reading these 23 Reasons spark in you? 

What traditions do you need to re-examine? 
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