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The Five Essentials to a Healthy, Growing Church

Scripture:  Various Selected

Date:  October 18, 2009


This sermon came to me at a quarter to midnight, last Sunday night.  I had planned on preaching today on the next part of the story in Exodus, as we’ve been doing, keeping pace with our Sunday School lessons in Exodus.  But I believe that this is the sermon that God wants me to preach today.


It’s a sermon that asks this question:  why isn't our church growing in the number of souls who worship here?  


Jesus died so that souls could be saved from their sins and go to heaven when our bodies die.  And to insure that his way to salvation would be made available to people for thousands of years, before he left our world he gave churches one job to do.  One job to do.  Do you know what it is?  What is the one job that Jesus gave the church to do?   

Make disciples of Jesus Christ.  That’s our one job. 

I've been a pastor of churches that did that, and I've been a pastor of churches that didn't do that.  In my first appointment out of seminary, I had three churches.  One church stayed the same the whole five years I was there.  Another church nearly had to close their doors, things went so badly there.  But our little Oswayo church went from 15 people in worship each week to 65 souls in worship each week, the largest church on the charge.  How exciting that was!  In my second appointment out of seminary our Cranesville U.M. church went from 25 people to 80 souls in worship, and our W. Springfield U.M. church went from 65 to 135 souls in worship each week.  That was thrilling to be a part of that.  And in my last appointment our Grace U.M. church went from 145 people to 355 souls in worship each week.  And that was incredible.


It was amazing at those churches to see new people come to know God in new ways.  It was so much fun to see entire new families get excited about church.  

I learned at those six different churches, and in reading about healthy churches for the past 26 years, that there are five essentials that need to be in place in order for a church to reach lost souls, win them to Christ and grow.  I'd like to share what those five essentials are.  And I'd like to compare them to the five parts of a table.

Table Top


The first part of a table is the table top itself.  And I would compare that to the 1st essential to having a healthy and growing church:  our "platform" as a church is people who hunger and thirst to connect with God.

Do you remember when Jesus said:

Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled.
(Matthew 5:6)

When pre-Christians visit churches that are healthy and growing they see people there who are living out this verse.  They are hungering and thirsting after God.  And it's contagious.  When you see it in others you want it for yourself.  You also begin to hunger and thirst to connect with God.

Psalm 42 points to how we do that.  It says:

As the deer pants for streams of water, so my soul pants for you, O God. My soul thirsts for God, for the living God. When can I go and meet with God?
 (Psalm 42:1-2)


We satisfy our hunger and thirst for God by "going and meeting with God".  How do we do that?  How do we meet with God?  Do we meet with God by just deciding to, like, "Here I am, God.  Meet me here!"  No.  Do we meet with God through a dating service, or online, or through Facebook and Twitter?  No, no, no and no.  


God has given us specific ways that we can meet with him.  We call these ways the means of grace.  And healthy and growing churches have Christians in them who are using the means of grace to meet with God:  prayer, Bible study and worship being the main three.  These are the table top, the platform upon which everything else is built.  


A.  Prayer.  To hunger and thirst for God means we:


- pray on our own each day


- pray when we wake up, before meals, before we go to sleep, in the car on the way to work, whenever a friend mentions that they're feeling sick

- pray in worship, as we enter into the prayer

 times:  lifting up the names of those in need; 
 praising God for the good things he's done. 
 
  Prayer is a crucial part of the life of a healthy and growing church.  That's why we occasionally have prayer vigils - to call us all back to prayer.  Our next prayer vigil will be two Saturdays from now, on Oct. 24th, and we're inviting you to take part in it.  It's all explained here.  I invite you to pray with us.  [Pass out clip board.]

B.  Bible study.  To hunger and thirst for God in a healthy and growing church means:


- we go to Sunday School classes where the Bible is studied, and we go to Wednesday night Bible study

- we study the Bible on our own at home.  

I just bought my first "One Year Bible".  Do you know about these?  For each day of the year it gives you two OT and one NT reading.  And after 365 days you've read through the whole Bible.  You can get one of these from Amazon.com for $10.39.


C.  Then there's worship.  To hunger and thirst for God means nothing can keep us away from worship.  Worship isn't something we do when we have nothing else to do - not for Christians in a healthy and growing church.  Instead, worship is the primary way that we who are hungry and thirsty for God get that hunger and thirst satisfied.  You can't keep us away from it.

Most of you know that my wife, Jan, lives 3 hours away from here, for another 9 months.  I admit to you, during the week, I hunger and thirst to be with my wife.  So when it's my turn to drive down and see her, you couldn't keep me away.  I'd do anything I had to, to connect with her.  Why?  Because of that hunger, that thirst, to be with her.


It's the same way with worship.  Christians who hunger and thirst for God aren't spotty in their worship attendance.  And they don't take a season off from worship.  You can't keep them away!  And that's the kind of Christians who are in healthy and growing churches.

Hungering and thirsting after God, satisfied in our regular use of the means of grace, is the "platform" of all healthy and growing churches.

Next, the four legs of the table.  Could I have a volunteer to help me? 

Leg #1

The first leg of a healthy and growing church is a heart for the lost, a heart to reach out to people who aren't Christians yet.  
Have you ever seen a little boy, or girl, who's gotten lost in a department store?  Isn't it the saddest thing?  They run up and down aisles, fighting back the tears that are dripping down their little cheeks, softly calling out, "Mommy.  Daddy."  Your heart just pours out for them.  You feel so bad for them.

Well, churches that are healthy and growing have Christians in them who feel the same way towards their neighbors who are lost in this world, far away from God.  Our heart goes out to them.  We feel so bad for them.  And we want to do whatever they can to introduce them to God.  So, we're always looking for ways to invite our lost neighbors, co-workers, family members to come and "meet with God" - in worship, in Bible study, in Sunday School.  Inviting, inviting, inviting.  


This year a number of us have met and have selected a specific neighborhood to reach out to, in three ways.  And we want to invite you to join us.


We've chosen our closest neighborhood, the one right across the street, between Asbury and Colonial, and between 26th St. and 38th street.  Some of you live in this neighborhood, which is great.  And there are other Christians who live there too, which is also great.  But if this neighborhood is a typical one in America, half of the homes in this neighborhood do not know Jesus as their Savior.  They are lost.  When they die, their sins will still be on them, and they will be lost forever.  We want to change that.  We want to change their eternal destiny.  Why?  Because our heart hurts for them, like it does watching a little child who's lost in a department store.


This month we are walking through the streets of this neighborhood and praying for each home in it.  Will you join us?  We'd love it if our whole church would pray for the people of this neighborhood.  


Then, on Halloween, we will be knocking on doors and giving out two smoke detector batteries to over 700 homes in this neighborhood, just to show the love of Jesus in a practical way.  Will you join us?  Come to our training class next Monday, Oct. 26th, at 6:30pm.


Then, in November, we will be knocking on doors and inviting people in this neighborhood to worship with us during the season of Advent and Christmas.  Will you join us in doing that?  

There are lots of ways to reach out to the lost, and some of you are doing it in other ways, which is great.  We do it because we love them, and we take "The Great Commission" seriously, the last words of Jesus:
"All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.  Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit."
(Matthew 28:19-20)

The first leg of a healthy and growing church is a heart for the lost.

Leg #2
The second leg is that the people of the church are unified in love.  They take seriously Paul's words in 1Cor. 1:10

I appeal to you, brothers, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of you agree with one another so that there may be no divisions among you and that you may be perfectly united in mind and thought.
(1Cor. 1:10)


Now, of course, whenever human beings get together there are going to be disagreements.  And the disagreements will, many times, lead to anger.  In fact, because we're humans, it's inevitable that either I will do something to make you angry at some point, or you will do something to make me angry.  It's going to happen.  (It may be happening right now!)  But churches that are healthy and growing accept that.  They expect it.  They anticipate it.  But they also do something about it, by following some of Paul's other words, this time in Ephesians 4.  Check out this amazing string of four different sets of verses in this chapter:

Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one another in love. Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace. 

(Eph. 4:2-3)

Speaking the truth in love, we will in all things grow up into him who is the Head, that is, Christ. 

(Eph. 4:15)


How will we "grow up"?  By "speaking the truth in love" with one another.  Churches that are healthy and growing speak out when disagreements come up.  They say what they're really feeling.  They say what's on their mind.  But they always do it in a loving way, because they know they're speaking to their brother, or their sister.  They always look at the other people in their church as part of their family.  This is part of what it means to "grow up" and be mature Christians.  


It's not healthy to be angry with someone here and not tell them, in a loving way.  Neither is it biblical.  Can I say that again?  It's not healthy to be angry at someone here and not tell them, in a loving way.  We need to speak the truth in love.

Paul goes on, ten verses later:
Therefore each of you must put off falsehood and speak truthfully to his neighbor, for we are all members of one body. "In your anger do not sin": Do not let the sun go down while you are still angry, and do not give the devil a foothold. 

(Eph. 4:25-27)


Pau's telling us that when we become angry with one another we need to deal with our anger, (speaking truthfully with our neighbor in love), the very day we get angry at them.  The very day.  "Do not let the sun go down while you are still angry."  Why?  Because when we let anger linger inside of us what did Paul say happens?  We give the devil a "foothold" in our hearts.  When we don't deal with our anger immediately it just grows and grows and grows.  And then the devil's got us.


I must say, I saw a beautiful example of this in the last few weeks.  I had said something in the sermon two Sundays ago that one of you didn't like.  And you called me.  And we met.  And I had a chance to explain where I was coming from, and what I really said.  And we were cool.  That was that.  It was all worked out in 5 minutes.  That's how Christians handle disagreements.  We speak the truth in love to one another as quickly as we can.  As quickly as we can.  Why?  So that we can keep unified.  Why is unity so important in a church?  Because when a pre-Christian visits us and senses unity in the church it's attractive, it's appealing; it's something that they want to become a part of.  But when someone senses discord in a church, they run away from it as quickly as possible.

What if we're angry with someone because they've actually hurt us?  Well, once we tell them that they've hurt us, and once we talk things out as quickly as we can, then this is our goal:  
Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you. 

(Eph. 4:32)


Forgiveness is our goal with one another.  We need to genuinely forgive anyone here who has hurt us. There can't be any grudges held here, no family feuds here.  As God has forgiven us, so we make it our goal to forgive others.  There shouldn't be anyone in our church that any one of us wouldn't want to sit down and have dinner with.

Leg #3

The third leg of healthy and growing churches is aspiring tithers.   Healthy and growing churches have people in them who are either already tithing, or who are on their way to becoming tithers.  They do this by disciplining themselves to give the same percentage of their income back to God every week.


That's the key to being a faithful giver to God - giving the same percentage of our income each week.  What percentage of your income do you give back to God?  Every Christian should know the answer to that question.  Are you at 3% of your income?  6%?  8%?  The goal is 10%.  The Bible teaches us that God asks us to give back to him 10% of our income, called the "tithe".  God asks in Malachi 3:

"Will a man rob God? Yet you rob me.

"But you ask, `How do we rob you?'

"In tithes and offerings. You are under a curse--the whole nation of you--because you are robbing me. Bring the whole tithe into the storehouse, that there may be food in my house. Test me in this," says the LORD Almighty, "and see if I will not throw open the floodgates of heaven and pour out so much blessing that you will not have room enough for it. 

(Malachi 3:8-10)

Many Christians are failing in this area.  Many Christians in unhealthy, not growing churches, don't tithe.  I've learned first-hand in the last three years why they don't.  Fear.  I have a confession to make to you today.  Up to three years ago, I tithed every week for 23 years.  But when my marriage fell apart and I got divorced, fear of not being able to pay all of my bills got the better of me.  Fear stopped me from doing what I had been doing for 23 years in a row.  

But God has been working on me about this.  He's been telling me that I can’t live in fear anymore.  It's time for me to bring the full tithe into the storehouse again, which I am doing beginning today.  Here is my tithe check.  Just like our bulletin says every week, God is giving me victory over fear.  

How about you?  What percentage of your income do you give back to God?
Leg #4

The final leg of the table is this - healthy and growing churches have an overflow of workers doing ministry together.


Last Sunday was our annual Ministry Fair.  And, to put it kindly, it did not go well.  Many people walked through the fair.  But very few people committed themselves to do anything for God and his church.


We can't be a healthy and growing church like this.  We need more people who know their God-given skills and passions and are using those skills and passions in ministry.


The Apostle Paul wrote:
Always give yourselves fully to the work of the Lord, because you know that your labor in the Lord is not in vain. 
 (1Cor. 15:58)
And God is able to make all grace abound to you, so that in all things at all times, having all that you need, you will abound in every good work.
 (2Cor. 9:8)

We will in all things grow up into him who is the Head, that is, Christ.  From him the whole body, joined and held together by every supporting ligament, grows and builds itself up in love, as each part does its work.
 (Eph. 4:15-16)


You were handed when you came in this morning this yellow piece of paper.  Corresponding to the five parts of a table, it has 5 sets of questions on it.

I want to invite you to read these questions now.  
Reflection Questions from today's sermon:

"Five Essentials to Have a Healthy, Growing Church"

October 18, 2009
1.  Hunger & Thirst To Connect With God


a.  Prayer - if I don't already, Lord, would you like me to begin setting 5-15 minutes apart each day to listen to you quietly, and to lay my needs and the needs of my family and friends at your feet?  Do you want me to participate in the Oct. 24th prayer vigil?


b.  Bible Study - if I don't already, Lord, would you like me to begin attending Sunday School, and/or Wednesday Bible Study (taught by Pastor Dan)?  Do you want me to purchase a "One Year Bible"?

c.  Worship - Lord, are there times when I could have been in worship but I actually chose not to go, but did something else instead?  

Please forgive me, Lord, for letting other things get in the way of worshipping you.  You invented worship as the way you want us to show you our love.  I promise to worship you from now on every Sunday that I am not working, or sick.

2.  Heart for the Lost

Lord, show me my true heart.  Do I care that there are neighbors all around me who will be lost for all eternity when they die without faith in your Son, Jesus?


Would you like me, Lord, to begin praying for the neighborhood right across the street from our church?  And to join the others in our church who will be passing out smoke detector batteries on Halloween?  And even to join them as they invite these neighbors to worship with us in Advent?


Please forgive me, Lord, for not caring about the lost that you've put all around me.

3.  Unified in Love

Lord, when someone in our church angers me do I speak the truth in love to them?  Or do I push my anger down inside of me, like poison?  


Lord, am I holding any grudges against anyone in our church?  Is there anyone here with whom I wouldn't want to have supper?


Please forgive me, Lord, for not being honest, for not speaking out when I've been hurt, and for not forgiving others as you have forgiven me.

4.  Aspiring Tithers

Lord, do I give back to you 50% of my income?  Wait, that's wrong.  Do I give back to you 40%?  No.  30%?  No, not right yet.  20%?  Not quite.  Lord, do I give back to you 10% of my income?   That's it.  Have I let fear of not being able to pay my bills prevent me from tithing?  Or, have I spent your money on things that I wanted, but don't really need?


Please forgive me, Lord, for allowing fear, greed or materialism to stop me from giving to you what is yours.  Show me what percentage of my income you'd like me to return to you each week, until, one day, I am giving you back a full 10%.  

5.  Workers Doing Ministry Together

Lord, am I doing all of the ministry that you need me to do for you?  Or have I been letting others carry my load?


Please forgive me, Lord, for not doing my part in the Body of Christ.  I promise that I will look at the following ministries of our church and let Pastor Dan know this week which one/s I will do:

___  Be our church Treasurer

___  Be a Youth Rep. to the Administrative Board
___  Be our Sunday School Superintendent

___  Be a Sunday School Teacher

___  Help with Wednesday Crazy Kids

___  Be a Junior Church Teacher (11:00 service)

___  Be a Nursery assistant (8:38 and 11:00 service) 
___  Be a Sunday Night Youth Group counselor
___  Be a Member at Large to the Administrative Board

___ Be on the Staff/Pastor Parish Relations Committee

___ Be on the Finance Committee

___ Be on the Permanent Endowment Fund Committee

___ Be on the Gifts & Memorials Committee

___ Be on the Auditing Committee
___ Be on the Committee on Lay Leadership

___ Be on the Safe Sanctuaries Committee

___ Be on the Mission Share Fund Raising Team
