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Assignment 
 
The purpose of the assignments is to help you reflect on how the materials 
can be applied in your own church context. You could post them up on the 
Online Student Area to help other Porterbrook participants benefit from 
your thinking.  They are designed to help you with the materials, not to be a 
hurdle. 

 

With this in mind, written assignments are to be brief (no more than 800 
words).  If you want to quote someone else’s thoughts, indicate where they 
come from, but your paper does not need to be academically rigorous, with 
footnotes and bibliography. 

 
Depending on your current church situation, complete ONE of the 
following: 
 
1. If you are part of a new church plant or are planning to be part of a church 
plant in the next twelve months or so, reflect on how the principles in this 
module might shape what you do. Present your thoughts on a specific aspect 
of the plant. This might be to do with contextualising the gospel to the 
culture, the structure of the plant, or an action plan (see Unit 9), for example. 
 
2. If you are in an established church with no plan to plant in the next twelve 
months or so, reflect on how you might encourage your church towards 
reaching a new area with the gospel. It may help you to consult David 
Hesselgrave’s ‘Pauline cycle’ (outlined in Unit 6, pages 40–41). 
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Unit 1. 
Ecclesiology 1 
 
 

Ecclesiology: an introduction 
 
Ecclesiology is the study of church. In the next two units, we will be looking 
at the doctrine of church and its implications for church-planting. 
 

Exercise 
Read Ephesians 1. It makes a superb introduction to our understanding of 
church. 

 
J. C. Hoekendijk, the General Secretary of the World Council of Churches in 
the 1950s, said: “In history, a keen ecclesiological interest has almost without 
exception been a sign of spiritual decadence.”1 Looking back over the history 
of the church, we can see that the church has become more self-conscious as 
it has become preoccupied with minutiae, rather than the question of its 
identity. Its concern was not primarily with the church as a missionary 
phenomenon. 
 
Seeing the church as a missionary body, brought about by God and set at the 
heart of his eternal purposes, helps to avoid our concern about less important 
things — such as its institutional state. If we perceive the nature of the 
church as necessarily missional — because God is by his very nature 
missional — then our ecclesiology is not a sign of spiritual decadence, but 
spiritual vitality.  
 
It can be said, then, that a keen interest in the church as God’s missional 
strategy in the world is a sign of spiritual vitality. So in this module we want 
to explore what it means to understand the church as God’s missional 
strategy.  
 

 
                                                
1  J. C. Hoekendijk, ‘The Church in Missionary Thinking’, in IRM 41 (1952), 325 
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Total Church2 
 

Reflection 
How would you describe your identity as a Christian? 

 
The first two chapters from Total Church set the scene by looking at 
Christians’ dual fidelity: we are called to faithfulness to the gospel word, and 
faithfulness to the gospel community. Historically, evangelicals have been 
very good at faithfulness to the gospel word, but have been very weak on 
community. In contrast, the Emerging or Emergent church tends to be very 
good on community, but weak on the centrality of the word. What the book 
claims is that, to be truly biblical, we need the centrality of the gospel word as 
well as the centrality of the gospel community. The first two chapters explore 
these two central commitments. Then the remaining chapters unpack that 
theology and apply it to a whole range of issues. The following is from the 
chapter, ‘Why community?’:3 
 

God is a missionary God and God’s primary missionary method is his covenant 
people. Humanity was made in the image of the triune God. The purpose of an 
image is to represent something and we were made to represent God on earth. God 
made us as persons-in-community to be the vehicle through which he would reveal 
his glory. But humanity has grasped for autonomy from God. We fell under the 
curse of God and human community has become fractured. The image-bearers of 
God fall short of his glory. 
 
God begins his plan to create a new humanity with his promise to Abraham. By 
focusing on Abraham, God has not abandoned the rest of humanity, for through 
Abraham blessing will come to all nations (Genesis 12:1-3). Although humanity as a 
whole retains its identity as God’s image-bearer, Abraham’s family becomes the 
prism through which God’s glorious grace shines to the world. These words of 
promise set the agenda for the entire biblical story. God fulfils his missionary intent 
for the nations through the nation of Israel. 
 
After the exodus, God constitutes the descendants of Abraham as a nation under 
his rule. Israel alone is called “out of all nations” as a “treasured possession” 
(Exodus 19:4-6). Yet this unique status is good news for the nations. God calls 
Israel to be “a kingdom of priests”. Just as Israel’s priests represented God to the 
people by expounding the law and represented the people to God through sacrifice 
and intercession, so the nation as a whole has a priestly role of making God known 
to the nations and bringing the nations to the means of atonement. Israel is also to 
be a “holy nation.” They are “set apart” by God for God to reflect his character to 
the nations. In obedience to God’s word, Israel was called to live a life of visible 
holiness that will draw the nations to life under God’s rule (Deuteronomy 4:6-8). 
 
The tragedy of Israel’s history is that, instead of drawing the nations to the ways of 
the LORD, they were drawn to the ways of the nations. The prophets had to keep 
reminding them of their identity as God’s covenant community and their 
responsibility to the nations. Isaiah, however, looks beyond the people’s 
unfaithfulness to a day when the nations will stream to “the mountain of the 
LORD” because they want to live under God’s rule and enjoy its blessings (2:2-4). 
“The fortune of the world ultimately hangs upon the existence of Israel in the midst 

                                                
2  Tim Chester and Steve Timmis, Total Church (IVP, 2007) 
3  Chester and Timmis, Total Church, 45-48 
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of the nations, living by Yahweh, the chosen people live for mankind.”4 Israel’s 
mission was to be a light to the other nations, drawing them to God’s rule as a 
moth to a flame. 
 
But the nation of Israel failed to live out the implications of her calling. God’s glory 
was smothered under a cloak of disobedience. The nations looked on in vain, 
seeing only judgment. But Yahweh will not be frustrated. In Isaiah he promises to 
raise up a Servant who will be all Israel had been called to be and through him God 
will bless all the nations, even as he had promised to Abraham. The Servant will be 
the “light of the nations” so that salvation will reach the ends of the earth (Isaiah 
49:7).  
 
Matthew begins his account of Jesus by describing him as the “the son of 
Abraham” (Matthew 1:1). Here is the One through whom God will bless all 
nations. And Matthew ends with Jesus sending his disciples to the nations to bless 
the nations through the mission of the church (Matthew 28:18-19). Mission in the 
Old Testament was primarily centripetal (moving towards the centre). Now mission 
gains an aspect which is centrifugal (moving away from the centre). 
 
But mission does not cease to be centripetal. The attractive covenant community 
continues to be the means by which God fulfils his promise to Abraham. What has 
changed is the centre! The centre is no longer geographic Jerusalem. Now it is the 
community itself among whom Christ promises to be present (Matthew 28:20). The 
community moves out across the globe (a centrifugal movement), all the time 
drawing people to its LORD through its common life (a centripetal movement). 
 
On a mountain and before a watching world, Jesus makes known the word that will 
govern his community, just as Moses had done for Israel at Mount Sinai (Matthew 
5:1). Jesus describes that new community as salt and light. Much is made of the 
properties of salt to preserve and purify. But Jesus did not pluck these metaphors 
from the air. In the Old Testament salt is used as a symbol of the unbreakable 
nature of God’s covenantal relationship with his people (Leviticus 2:13; Numbers 
18:19; 2 Chronicles 13:5). Now Jesus calls his small band of disciples God’s new salt 
community because the old salt community has irreversibly lost its “saltiness.” In an 
overt reference to the judgment of the exile, Jesus refers to the old community 
being thrown out and trampled under foot. The new community is also described 
as “the light of the world” (Matthew 5:14-16). As Israel failed to be a light to the 
nations, Isaiah promised the Servant would take on this role and Jesus identifies 
himself as the fulfilment of this promise (John 8:12). Here Jesus speaks of his 
messianic community as the light of the world. God’s glory will radiate to the 
nations as they live under the Messiah’s rule in obedience to his word. Jesus calls a 
community into existence and gives it a missional focus with the centripetal force 
that had been integral to Israel’s calling.  
 
The church, then, is not something additional or optional. It is at the very heart of 
God’s purposes. Jesus came to create a people who would model what it means to 
live under his reign. It would be a glorious outpost of the kingdom of God, an 
embassy of heaven. This is where the world can see what it means to be truly 
human.  
 
Our identity as human beings is found in community. Our identity as Christians is 
found in Christ’s new community. And our mission takes place through 
communities of light. Christianity is “total church.” 
 

At the heart of who we are as a people of God, then, is God’s mission 
strategy. 
 

                                                
4  Robert Martin-Achard cited in Johannes Blauw, The Missionary Nature of the Church 
(Lutterworth, 1962), 33 
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Stunted ecclesiology 
 

Exercise 
Read Jim Packer’s paper entitled A Stunted Ecclesiology?: The Theory & Practice of 
Evangelical Churchliness (2002). It can be found at: 
http://www.touchstonemag.com/archives/article.php?id=15-10-037-f 

 
The claim in the whole paper is that the identity of the evangelical church 
reflects some truths of the doctrine of church, but that its practices of church 
undermine and even deny it. It has been included here as it should make a 
valuable contribution to our understanding of ecclesiology. 
 
Some comments should be made on this article. The first is that evangelicals 
have indeed developed a sense of identity over the past 50 years. In other 
words, just as Roman Catholics have come to believe the true church to be 
the Roman Catholic church, so now evangelicals are making the same claim: 
the most perfect expression of what it means to be church is by being 
evangelical. Secondly, it is vitally important that the principles of evangelicalism 
be ‘belief-and-behaviour’ principles — not just one or the other. Practical 
doctrine of the church is at the heart of what it means to be evangelical. 
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Unit 2. 
Ecclesiology 2 
 
 

Considering ecclesiology 
 
The point of spending the first four units on the subject of ecclesiology is to 
clarify our view of church, but at the core is the conviction that any biblical 
ecclesiology will be missional. The church is God’s mission strategy, and so 
mission is at the heart of what we are doing. In spite of this, it is surprising 
how contentious an issue ecclesiology is. For instance, a core suspicion 
people have of The Crowded House in Sheffield is an ecclesiological issue. 
But no apologies can be made for it — we believe that we are working out 
the priorities of a biblical ecclesiology.  
 
Focus upon ecclesiology has been in decline. This is partly because 
ecclesiology has largely seen church in institutional terms, rather than in 
missional terms. There has been a fear of the church institutionalising ways 
of doing things. Phrases such as ‘there is no salvation outside the church’ are 
prevalent in the work of Roman Catholic theologians — and that is a truth. 
We are saved to be the church; there is no salvation that is not ecclesial by 
nature. But Roman Catholicism so institutionalised church that it became a 
great hierarchy headed by the Pope, with buildings, properties, councils, and 
extensive formality in the church system. It became oppressive with the 
weight of tradition. 
 
Another influence on ecclesiological thinking is the profoundly individualistic 
culture of the West. As there is no distinction in the English language 
between ‘you’ singular and ‘you’ plural, it means that preachers can read even 
the plural passages in the New Testament in singular terms. So we default to 
individualism, meaning that church always seems to be simply an add-on. The 
mindset seems to be, “Now you’re a Christian. You’d better find a church.” 
Too many approaches to understanding discipleship are individualistic as 
opposed to corporate, when our discipleship needs to be worked out in the 
corporate context.  
 
Church may not be the most dominant theme in the Bible — though it 
would be safe not to relegate it too far down — but church is the reality that 
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we all have to cope with. Church is very dominant in what we experience as 
Christians. At the most pragmatic level, Christians are usually involved in 
churches. All of us would most likely be members of and involved with 
churches in some form or another. We may be in leadership, in ministry at a 
local church, seeking or planning to plant churches, and so on. Church is an 
enormous issue for us. 
 
We do not think clearly enough about church. Church is simply that which 
we inherit. Our experience of church shapes our assumptions for the way 
church should be. But this should never be the case! 
 
We must keep starting from basics, asking what God’s word says about the 
shape of church. We must question our inherited models of church. Every 
generation should question their view and practices of church. With church-
planting being integral to who we are as churches, each church’s shelf-life is 
built into its own fabric. A church planted into a particular culture at a 
particular time can really only last for one generation. Gospel faithfulness and 
cultural relevance are issues that every church must grapple with, in every 
generation. This can only be done when we are clear about what the church 
is, biblically. We can only understand cultural relevance and gospel 
faithfulness when we have a clear grasp of a biblical ecclesiology. Although 
church doctrine is not the most fundamental biblical doctrine, it is still vitally 
important for us. This cannot be over-emphasised.  
 

The biblical theology of church 
 
The doctrine of church is shaped by our Christology, theology and 
eschatology. All these great divisions in systematic theology do not create 
separate, isolated topics: they are all interconnected. For example, Ephesians 
tells us that the question of Christ’s identity involves his coming with the 
purpose of saving a church (see, for example, Ephesians 1:3–4 with 1:22–23). 
Here are Christology and ecclesiology together. Furthermore, Christ came as 
an expression of the missionary heart of God: God sent his Son into the 
world to save it. The church is the people whom he saves; these saved people 
in turn are the means by which he continues his saving work. Thus only by 
understanding the nature of God’s missionary heart and the missionary task 
of the Messiah can we have a missionary understanding of church. If we 
understand that, then we will know who we are as the church: we are a 
missionary people, because we have a missionary Christ and a missionary 
God. In this way, the doctrine of the Trinity profoundly shapes both our 
identity as church and our doctrine of church. As the image of God, we learn 
something of what we image by looking at what we image! We go to the 
Trinity to learn what it is to be church; we look at church in order to 
understand better what the Trinity is (see, for example, Ephesians 4). 
Ecclesiology is vitally important because it shapes everything. It informs how 
we do ministry, in any context. It also informs how we plant and structure 
churches, and why we order them in a certain way. 
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Exercise 
Read Edmund Clowney’s paper entitled ‘The Biblical Theology of the 
Church’.5 It can be found at the following website: 
http://beginningwithmoses.org/oldsite/articles/btchurch1.htm 

 
Clowney’s paper discusses three main points: the church as the people of 
God, the church as the disciples of Christ, and the church as the fellowship 
of the Holy Spirit. This paper is a biblical theology of church: it draws on the 
full breadth of the Bible story. Clowney sees it as a whole, and has allowed it 
as a whole to shape our identity as church, the people of God. As a reference 
document, it is a valuable resource for any future ministry. 
 
God’s law 
 
The centrality of the law in the life of God’s people is one noticeable aspect 
in the paper. The centrality of the word in our life as a church is a 
continuation of that.  
 

After the exile, the great assembly under Ezra and Nehemiah was gathered to hear 
the Word of God (Nehemiah 8). This assembly was regarded in later times as the 
prototype of the synagogue. The reading of the law in the synagogues and the 
prayers that were offered found their precedent in this post-exilic assembly.  
 
In addition to these assemblies of renewal on historic occasions, there were other 
assemblies of Israel. The law required that the people gather three times a year at 
the appointed place of worship (Leviticus 23). These were festival assemblies: the 
Passover, Pentecost, and the Feast of Tabernacles. At this last feast every seventh 
year the law was to be read and the covenant renewed (Deuteronomy 31:9-13).6 

 
Certainly, any definition of church has to include the idea of God’s people 
covenanted together under the word. We are not just a collection of 
individuals who choose to unite, but it is God’s calling, and his word is 
central to our life. 
 
The body of Christ 
 
Some discussion is also important regarding the body of Christ. This is an 
issue of doctrine. There are numerous images of church in the Bible — a 
bride, a flock, a field, a temple, a family — but the emphasis on the church as 
the ‘body of Christ’ is a distinctive focus of Paul’s writings. Many people have 
argued that in the Hellenistic world, a group of people, united by a legal 
fiction, could be called a ‘body.’ We have a similar idea today with our word 
‘corporation.’ But Clowney makes this point: “The church is not a body of 
people, but the body of Christ.” He is saying that the church is not simply a 

                                                
5  Edmund P. Clowney, ‘The Biblical Theology of the Church’, first published in D. 
A. Carson (ed.), The Church in the Bible and the World: An International Study (Baker/Paternoster, 
1987, 1993), 13-87, 303-07. Retrieved 15/9/09 from 
http://www.beginningwithmoses.org/articles/btchurch1.htm 
6  Clowney, ‘The Biblical Theology of the Church’, I.A.1 ‘Later assemblies’ 
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Christian corporation, but that Christians are joined together by being joined 
in Christ. They are a body because they are Christ’s body. This issue of being 
‘in Christ’ is absolutely central to our identity. Clowney talks of the concept 
of covenantal headship that leads Paul to speak of Christ as the head and the 
body as his members: 
 

Paul does not think of Christ the Head as constituting only the top member of the 
body. This is clear from the fact that when Paul speaks of the members of the body 
he includes ear, eye, and nose (1 Corinthians 12:16-21). It is also clear from the fact 
that Paul uses headship in a way distinct from the body figure. His usage is shaped 
by the Greek Old Testament, where kephale [head] is associated with arche 
[authority] in translating the Hebrew ro’sh [head]. Primacy, origination, honour, 
authority, and summation are signified by headship in the Old Testament. In this 
sense Paul speaks of the husband as the head of the wife as Christ is the Head of 
the church. Christ is the Head of every man (Romans 7:4; Ephesians 5:25-32; 1 
Corinthians 11:3). Christ is the Head of the principalities and powers (Colossians 
1:22), and has universal dominion as the head of the church (Ephesians 1:20-23). 
Paul thinks of the church as a body in terms of one whole new man in Christ, or, 
alternatively, as the bride of Christ, springing from him as Eve was taken from the 
body of Adam, and united to him as a wife to her husband (Ephesians 1:15; 5:23-
32). We would distort Paul’s figure beyond recognition were we to speak of Christ 
as a head, helpless without a body. 

 
Church and state 
 
A comment should also be made on the section entitled ‘Church and state: 
the power of the sword.’7 Few people in the West today think that we should 
use the power of the state to force people to attend a meeting or be baptised. 
But it is interesting how often we still default to the idea that we need the 
power of the state to enforce Christian morals and teaching. It is interesting 
to ponder what role Christian organisations, like Care and the Christian 
Institute, should play in the life of the church and the life of the nation. How 
legitimate is it to look for the state to legislate in favour of Christian 
conviction? Within this, legislation of Christian schools is a vexed issue. It 
would be particularly good to highlight the following extract: 
 

Worldly power, enforceable by the sword, is associated with territory. But the 
church is catholic, universal. It cannot be confined to any area nor defend 
boundaries. “Here we do not have an enduring city, but we are looking for the city 
which is to come” (Hebrews 13:14). It is of the very nature of the New Testament 
church to be scattered among the nations of the world. We are pilgrims and 
strangers, the new diaspora of God. The relation of the church to the state 
therefore resembles that of Israel in dispersion. The exiles were warned by Jeremiah 
to realize that their captivity would be the length of a generation. They were not to 
look for a speedy return, but were to settle down in the land of their dispersion. 
“Also, seek the peace and prosperity of the city to which I have carried you into 
exile. Pray to the LORD for it, because if it prospers, you too will prosper” 
(Jeremiah 29:7). The words of the prophet are echoed by the Apostle. He exhorts 
Timothy to encourage prayer for kings and all in high place “that we may live 
peaceful and quiet lives in all godliness and holiness” (1 Timothy 2:2). He adds that 
this is acceptable to God, “who wants all men to be saved and to come to a 
knowledge of the truth”. As C. E. B. Cranfield has pointed out, such prayer is not 
only a Christian responsibility, but can even be said to have an evangelistic 
outcome. 
 

                                                
7  Clowney, ‘The Biblical Theology of the Church’, I.C.4 ‘The power of the state’ 
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The church, then, may not use the sword, but it is not without a weapon. Paul says, 
“The weapons we fight with are not the weapons of the world. On the contrary, 
they have divine power to demolish strongholds. We demolish arguments and every 
pretension that sets itself up against the knowledge of God” (2 Corinthians 10:4–5). 
The Word of God is the Sword of the Spirit, and the truth of the gospel can 
accomplish what no sword can achieve, the turning of men’s hearts to God. The 
enemy of the church is the Devil and the spiritual hosts of wickedness. No sword 
can strike Satan but the sword of the Spirit.  
 
The temptation to repeat the Crusades remains with the church. Others would 
create another Geneva, or gather another community in the wilderness, or perhaps 
even, one day, in literal world-flight, colonize another planet. Still others would seek 
to capture some political state and make it a new Israel, the earthly political form of 
the kingdom of God. It seems difficult to accept a calling for the state that is so 
limited: to preserve peace and order, to protect and support human life. Many 
rightly recognize that the expression of God’s saving kingdom must go beyond 
personal piety, and they look to the state (or to a new revolutionary order) to crush 
social evil and bring in divine justice. But the state is not called to bring in the 
kingdom, nor to enforce the rule of God’s absolute righteousness. Yet there stands 
another nation, the church of Jesus Christ, to be not only a witness and a refuge, 
but a people among whom the power of the kingdom is already at work, and 
Christ’s final salvation already realized. 

 
Clowney’s insight here is glorious. If we are saying that the role of the state is 
limited to restrain evil, preserve peace and order, protect and support human 
life (Romans 13:1–6; 1 Peter 2:13–14), then we can understand that preaching 
the gospel is not the state’s responsibility. This means that we should not be 
so concerned when state education does not have a particularly Christian 
ethos, mandate or message: that would only result in limited benefit and 
change to society. Yet, with a robust doctrine of the church, we are believing 
in something gloriously more powerful. As the people of God, without the 
support of the state or the might of the sword, we are to be a gloriously 
transformed community. We are a ‘third culture’ — neither Jew nor Gentile, 
but the people of God. Under the new King, Jesus, we are to lead lives that 
are radically different from our surrounding culture, because our lives are 
being transformed by him. Under God, we seek the good of the city, loving 
those who are unloved in the city, reaching out and gathering people in, 
attracting people by the quality of our lives. That is how we have a glorious 
impact on the nation. As we look at the early centuries of the spread of the 
gospel, there is a turning point as the church moves into the corridors of 
power. Before Christianity was adopted by Constantine and Theodosius in 
the fourth century, Jesus’ followers were often persecuted, or at least under 
the threat of persecution. Having co-opted the power of the state, the church 
itself began to persecute people. At that point, its impact upon society 
reduced significantly. How telling. 
 
In light of this, how do we evaluate the work of Christian institutions, or of 
people like William Wilberforce? Wilberforce was acting as a politician, 
himself being convinced of the immorality of slavery. Furthermore, the 
state’s defined role is to preserve peace and order, as well as to protect and 
support human life. This was precisely what he was asking the state to do for 
slaves — himself being a citizen and member of parliament.  
 
Church-state doctrinal problems arise with movements like ‘Keep Sunday 
Special’ — a campaign which was run by the Jubilee Centre in Cambridge in 
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the late 1980s. It was stimulated because at that time, shops were not allowed 
to open on Sundays, but legislation had been proposed that would ease the 
Sunday trading laws. It became a big issue. The campaign mounted a strong 
objection to the proposed legislation. An alliance was formed between many 
MPs and trade unions, all with their own motivations for keeping Sunday 
special. In one magazine, an MP was cited as saying, “I have never received 
such a large mail on any other issue.” Many of the letters came from 
Christians. This was described in the paper as a great thing! While the trade 
unions had their separate agenda, what Christians wanted the state to do was 
to protect their Sunday. Some of them did it out of a clear theological 
conviction; others did it on more pragmatic grounds. But this is appalling: 
Christians are writing in because they want the church to protect ‘their day.’ 
And yet we might wonder what they were doing for protecting human life — 
say, in campaigning against abortion. Where are Christians writing in order to 
defend the rights of other people? It seems that when our existence is 
threatened, we generate a response like at no other time. This is an 
indictment of the church. Whatever our theological convictions are about 
Sunday, the church still did fine in the absence of ‘a day of worship’ in the 
first century. (In fact, Sunday did not become a day of rest until Constantine 
instituted it for ‘the day of the sun.’) 
 
As those living within a democracy, there are things we have the legitimacy, 
liberty and responsibility to act upon for the good and benefit of the world. 
However, it is when we mobilise ourselves as churches, aiming to see the 
state advancing the Christian message, that we begin to err. For example, it 
seems misguided to promote exclusively or primarily Christian religious 
education in schools. That is not the function of the state. It is not something 
we should become concerned about. In fact, it may even be preferable that 
there be no such religious education, since much of that education is done 
poorly. This is not the role of the state, but our role as church — we are to 
be a community who take the word of God out in life and word! 
 
We do not need the state to spread the gospel, so why might we want the 
state to take on that role? Perhaps it is because we do not have confidence in 
the word of God, or we do not have confidence in what we are as a church 
— we do not have a robust enough ecclesiology! We need to know who we 
are and what we are for. We need to know what are the purposes of God to 
be fulfilled, and what are the resources God has given us.  

 
With regard to slavery and the early church, there was no evidence that 
Christians campaigned against it, probably due to the fact that they were not 
in a society where campaigning was an option. Yet following Jesus inevitably 
shaped slavery: Paul’s writings are emphatic that there is no difference in 
value between master and slave: both are created in God’s image and 
redeemed by Christ. (See, for example, Galatians 3:28; Ephesians 6:5–9. Slave 
trading is condemned in 1 Timothy 1:10.) The early church’s gospel 
communities lived on the bedrock of Paul’s writings about Christian 
households in Ephesians and Colossians, as well as his letter to Philemon. 
This would have been a powerful demonstration of that ‘third culture.’ 
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In today’s society, we work this out by being profoundly distinctive in the 
way that we live. In the days of the early church there were certain issues that 
typified the culture such as the disposability of human life. Christians lived 
differently because they were informed by the gospel and believed that all 
men were made in the image of God. We live in a culture that is increasingly 
losing the influence of Christianity which was built up in previous 
generations. That gives us more opportunity to live distinctively as that third 
culture, where life is valued. For example, with nursing homes largely 
mistreating the elderly living in them, we should be people who are not 
sending our parents to nursing homes. Instead, we should be taking decisions 
as communities to help one another care for our parents, even caring for 
other people’s parents. This is countercultural in a society where old people 
are not wanted and where euthanasia is bubbling just under the surface. This 
is one area in which we can make a difference as church. In this third culture, 
the aged are honoured in a good and godly way.  
 
The state has taken over some things initiated by the church. Should this be 
regarded as a good thing? These movements include education, hospitals and 
prison reform. It is indeed striking that in the United Kingdom, the greatest 
social movements have been energised by Christians. It's encouraging if the 
church starts a movement which is so obviously good that the state wishes to 
adopt it. In any society, there will always be new injustices to remedy — new 
ways to love those around us.  
 
Take the current issue of abortion, for example. Some continue to argue for 
later-term abortions. But as our understanding of the child in the womb 
grows, there is also an increasing number of doctors who want to move the 
limit date earlier. Hitherto, a lot of opposition to abortion has come from 
Christians, who declare it to be wrong on the basis of Scripture. (If the trend 
against later-term abortion grows, we might say that the church was decades 
ahead of cultural and scientific awareness.) But our culture’s low view of 
children (and especially embryos) does provide us with a great opportunity. 
The solution is not to go and throw paint at women coming out of abortion 
clinics, but to offer genuine alternatives to people as we get involved in their 
lives. We offer to care for mothers and their children — or even just their 
children if the mothers decide not to care for them. We may not have 
rubbish dumps in which children are deposited (unlike ancient Rome), but we 
do have abortion clinics. There is still a gospel-fuelled response that we can 
make as this third culture. 
 
All of this is going to be shaped by our ecclesiology, a sense of our third 
culture. If church is nothing more than a conglomeration of individuals who 
meet together on a weekly basis, then we will not develop a truly salty and 
light-filled culture. But by having this robust ecclesiology, wherever these 
communities of light are, they are going to make a difference.  
 
When Christian social justice groups raise life issues in broader society, when 
they pool resources to enable churches to act in an informed way, they are 
doing a good work. However, problems arise when these institutions seek to 
reinstate Christendom. As long as they see themselves as advancing the 
Christian cause within that model of Christendom, then their efforts are 
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misplaced. Rather than seeking to build Christendom, as a robust ecclesiology 
shapes our churches, we will begin to act locally. 
 
It is true that our society might see the wisdom of our God when we, as a 
church, share with them the goodness of living God’s way. (This will include, 
for example, resting properly.) But we should focus on being that third 
culture to the community around us. It is not simply that we have a day off a 
week, but we are not people who define ourselves by what we own or what 
jobs we have. This is a radically different issue. If, by grace, we focus our 
energies into creating communities which can present a third culture in a 
possession- and status-obsessed society like ours, then we are providing an 
alternative. People who are weary and burdened will come to Christ himself 
and rest. This is where the thrust of our gospel-advancement should be. 
 
So we can be content to live in a society in which mosques, Buddhist temples 
and synagogues are built. We can be content that Christianity is in the 
‘marketplace of faith.’ Because of the whole issue of peace and order, we 
should want to see our society allowing that to happen. We do not want the 
state to take our market-stall and put it on a platform, giving it a place of 
prominence; the other religions should certainly not be outlawed. While some 
Christians have wanted this historically, we do not want or need the power of 
the state for the gospel to advance. For Jesus said he will not advance his 
gospel by the sword, but by his Spirit and through his people. 
 
As one living in that marketplace, though, we can say that killing off our old 
people undermines our society. It chips away at our social structure as it 
lessens our regard for members on the fringe. We can argue this persuasively, 
and this is what we should be doing. But these are baseline humanity issues 
— they will be believed by many who reject the idea that our God is the one 
true God who is to be worshipped. People will be persuaded about God's 
reign as they see God at work among his people. 
 

Reflection 
Can you think of any ways in which your church is providing a ‘third culture’ 
as a concrete demonstration of God’s kingdom? How else might you offer 
your neighbours the opportunity to taste and see that God’s rule is good? 
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Unit 3. 
Missional 

ecclesiology 1 
 
 

Introduction 
 
We have focused on ecclesiology in the last two units because it is important 
to get a handle on the Bible’s teaching on the subject. It has been a neglected 
doctrine, and evangelicals have often been accused of having a weak 
ecclesiology. This is a reasonable accusation, though not necessarily for the 
reasons given by those making the charge. 
 
We contend that our ecclesiology should always and of necessity be a 
missional ecclesiology. If not, it is undergoing the process of self-absorption; 
it has already begun to fossilise into a nascent institutionalism. No matter 
what the church activity is that we are involved with, mission is what enables 
us to keep both our shape and our focus. This missional focus can be applied 
and worked out in any church, not just a church plant situation.  
 
Missional ecclesiology asserts that mission is the primary purpose of the 
church in the world. Alan Hirsch provides a useful working definition of the 
church: “a community of God’s people that defines itself, and organises its 
life around, its real purpose of being an agent of God’s mission to the 
world.”8 This is useful primarily because it earths ecclesiology in the local 
church. Too much ecclesiology can be removed and bordering on the 
esoteric. Too much time spent on the idea of a universal church, or on 
church as a heavenly congregation, encourages a detached theology. These 
considerations are important, but our ecclesiology must be applied 
ecclesiology. It must always shape our identity and activity at ground level. 
Missional ecclesiology enables us to do that.  
 

 

                                                
8  Alan Hirsch, The Forgotten Ways (Brazos, 2007), 82 
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What counts as ‘missional’? 
 
Before we try to see the full significance of the above, let us take a step back 
and unpack the term ‘missional.’ 
 
Lesslie Newbigin was a missionary to India. Upon his return to the United 
Kingdom, he was shocked to find how ‘pagan’ it was. He became convinced 
that this was as needy a missionary field as anything he had seen on the sub-
continent. The church needed to adopt a missionary stance towards the 
world. 
 

England is much harder than anything I met in India. There is a cold contempt for 
the gospel that is harder to face than opposition … England is a pagan society, and 
the development of a truly missionary encounter with this very tough form of 
paganism is the greatest intellectual and practical task facing the church.9 

 
When Newbigin looked at the West with a missionary’s eye, he asked the 
searching and absolutely crucial missionary question: “How can we evangelise 
this culture — built on Christian foundations yet utterly unwilling to consider 
the Christian’s claim to know the truth that will set us free? It is hard for a 
Hindu or a Muslim to come to worship Christ. For an Englishman, it would 
seem, it had become even harder.”10 
 
Newbigin’s answer was perceptive and incredibly pertinent to our task. In 
calling for the church to take a missionary stance to the world, Newbigin 
simply asked the church to have the courage to be herself. It was Newbigin 
who described the local congregation as “the hermeneutic of the gospel.” 
This phrase sounds learned, but the idea is very simple: people understand 
the gospel by looking at the people of God. It is the church in time and space 
— the local church — that earths the gospel and interprets it within its own 
cultural setting. 
 
Newbigin has been hugely influential. In the United States, a group called the 
Gospel and Our Culture Network (GOCN) formed. Building on Newbigin, 
they saw mission as involving a complex, three-way interaction between the 
gospel, the culture and the church. All too often, the church is the ‘silent 
partner’ in this ‘trialogue,’ as Alan Hirsch calls it. Accordingly, the GOCN 
coined the term ‘missional church’ to describe “a church that took the 
interaction seriously and shaped itself around it.”11 
 
Missional ecclesiology means more than running seeker services, door-
knocking, leaflet-dropping, guest evenings or evangelistic suppers. Missional 
ecclesiology involves the local congregation identifying itself as a missionary 
people for the simple reason that the God we serve is a missionary God.  
 

                                                
9  Lesslie Newbigin, Unfinished Agenda (WCC Publications, 1985), 249 
10  Tim Stafford, ‘God’s Missionary to Us’, in Gospel and Culture (1996). Retrieved 
15/9/09 from 
http://www.strategicnetwork.org/index.php?loc=kb&view=v&id=8203&fto=1023& 
11  Hirsch, The Forgotten Ways, 81–82 n. 6 
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Mission 
 
John Piper has written an excellent book entitled Let the Nations be Glad.12 He 
memorably encapsulates the central thesis of the book: “mission exists 
because worship doesn’t.”13 His claim is that we were made for worship, and 
mission became necessary because we turned away from worshipping God. 
The task of mission, then, is to bring us to the worship of God for which we 
were made.  
 
Much of what Piper writes in the book is excellent. He is clearly a man who is 
passionate about mission. And yet to our mind he undersells it. We want to 
propose the following as an alternative to Piper’s sound bite: “worship exists 
because mission does!” Mission is not simply a means to an end; mission 
defines worship. The God we worship is a missionary God. The design of 
salvation was not a contingency plan dreamt up because Adam and Eve 
caught God off-guard. In ways that we cannot understand, Christ has been 
the centre of God’s plan since eternity past. In God’s purposes, the cross was 
not a mere responsive gesture: it was that which set the agenda. It is no 
accident or mere coincidence that the “worthy figure” of Revelation 5 is the 
Lion who, when seen, is the slain Lamb! It is altogether appropriate and 
necessary that the song of worship that erupts should focus on his death and 
its effectiveness.14 
 
Ecclesiology is not a mere sub-set of more weighty doctrinal matters. 
 

The church is not something additional or optional. It is at the very heart of God’s 
purposes. Jesus came to create a people who would model what it means to live 
under his rule. It would be a glorious outpost of the kingdom of God, an embassy 
of heaven.15 

 
Ecclesiology needs to take up its rightful place in our minds and hearts. 
Christ loved the church; so must we. The local church to which we belong is 
not an institution with which we affiliate, let alone an event we attend or a 
building we enter. It is God’s mission strategy in the world. And she must 
recognise the defining role of mission in her identity in order to be effective 
in that role. 
 
To truly understand what it means to be missional, or to have a missional 
ecclesiology, we need to understand what mission is. The Oxford Centre for 
Mission Studies defines mission as involving “the mediation of the divine 
between different cultures.” A properly Christian view of mission, however, 
must focus on Christ and his work.  
 

 

                                                
12  John Piper, Let the Nations be Glad!: the supremacy of God in missions (Baker, 2nd ed., 
2003) 
13  Piper, Let the Nations be Glad, 43 
14  For a fuller discussion, see the Advanced Year Porterbrook module The Bible in 
Missional Perspective, especially Units 1–3. 
15  Chester and Timmis, Total Church, 48 
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Missio ecclesiae 
 
The following extract is from Chester and Timmis, Total Church, 102-103: 
 

It has become common to draw a contrast between missio Dei (God’s mission) and 
the missio ecclesiae (the church’s mission). David Bosch, the South African 
missiologist, for example, claims that when it focused on church-planting as a 
primary means of mission, the church had “ceased to point to God or to the future; 
instead, it was pointing to itself.”16 Karl Barth was one of the first theologians to 
speak of the missio Dei. The term ‘mission,’ he pointed out, was originally used of 
the sending of the Son by the Father, and the sending of the Spirit by the Father 
and the Son. To this was added a further sending: the sending of the church by the 
Trinity. The triune God is a missionary God. The church, then, has a mission 
because God has a mission. The role of the church is to participate in the mission 
of God. The value of this perspective is the way it roots mission in the doctrine of 
God rather than relegating it to applied theology. It also relativises mission as 
institution or empire building. 
 
However, as the twentieth century progressed, the concept of the missio Dei was 
modified in some circles. It came to be seen as encompassing all that God was 
doing in the world. It took place through the events of history rather than the 
activity of the church. The mission of the church was to be involved in the wider 
activity of God in the world. In other words, every good act, every act of mercy, 
became baptised as ‘mission’ — missio Dei, the mission of God. 
 
The problem with that is how divine activity in history was too often discerned 
through a framework of Enlightenment values, as opposed to the testimony of the 
Bible. As a result, all sorts of activities have become justified, considered as part of 
the missio Dei. The missio Dei is often used not to provide a wider context for the 
mission of the church, but as a contrast to the mission of the church! 

 

The church’s place 
 
Today, there has also emerged an excessive focus on sustaining the church – , 
on maintaining its place in the world’s community. This has led to 
compromising about what makes a gospel community distinctive from the 
world. It makes us look just like the world, but we are supposed to be 
littering this world of darkness with communities of gospel light. 
 
The church is not a human institution. If the purpose of the church is to be 
the means by which God fulfils his mission, then the ‘mission of God’ must 
be defined in biblical terms. In the Bible, God tells us that the focus of his 
mission in the world is the formation of a people who will be for his own 
possession (Exodus 19:5; Revelation 5:9–10). The church is not a human 
invention; it reflects and expresses the triune character and saving purposes 
of God. To say we should point to God and not his church is a false 
distinction if God’s purpose is to save a people for himself. That was the 
promise to Abraham, and the fulfillment of that promise forms the unifying 
theme of the biblical narrative. 
 

                                                
16  David J. Bosch, Transforming Mission: Paradigm Shifts in Theology of Mission (Orbis, 
1991), 332 
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God intended to be able to look at the church and say, “My grace can 
transform even you through Christ.” The church should mirror the Trinity, 
and show God’s salvation grace. 
 
As for the ‘social gospel,’ we should indeed be involved in activities which 
reflect God’s character: we should pursue justice, for example. If it is to be 
through the church that this alternative God — the only true God — is 
making for himself an alternative community, then local churches need to be 
alternative communities. They are to be counter-cultural, with the message of 
hope and judgment to the world. Being fully human should be at the forefront 
of missional ecclesiology, since it is through only the perfect man of Christ 
that humanity can be restored. Otherwise, people in the church community 
are still dehumanised, like those unbelievers who still belong to the world. 
 
If God’s purpose is to save a people for himself, then it is a false distinction to 
say we should point to God and not his church. God promised Abraham that 
he would save a people. The fulfilment of that promise, then, forms the 
unifying theme of the biblical narrative.17 
 

Reflection 
What do you think are the defining characteristics of your local church? How 
would other members of the church answer that question? 

 

                                                
17  Again, for a fuller discussion, see the Advanced Year Porterbrook module The Bible 
in Missional Perspective. 
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Unit 4. 
Missional 

ecclesiology 2 
 
 
Mission is not simply a means to an end; mission defines worship. This is 
because the God that we worship is, by his very nature, a God of mission. 
The cross was not merely God’s response to human sin. It was that which set 
the entire agenda in the purposes of God. The Lamb who was slain from 
before the foundation of the world is also a crucified God!  
 
According N.T. Wright, a bishop and scholar, the church is God’s 
transformed people for the world — the peculiar people who implement 
Christ’s victory over sin on the cross and in the resurrection, by actively 
anticipating the new heaven and new earth that is coming. They are God’s 
agents of the new creation.18 This perspective reveals something intrinsically 
exciting about church, and something essentially missional. In this way, a 
missional ecclesiology shows church to be dynamic, urgent and pertinent to 
our lives and to our world. 
 
In these introductory units, our aim is to lay a foundation before we look at 
the details of starting a new church (“church-planting”)19, or missional church 
practice. Many church-planters are activists by nature, but building this 
framework is important. It gives us a proper context in which to think, 
discuss and operate. Some impatient activists might be tempted to find this 
process tedious or irrelevant. But to know how to plant churches and be 
missional in our thinking, we need gospel and biblical foundations before 
moving to the practicalities and mechanics. 
 
For about ten years now, the Emerging or Emergent church has been 
working towards new ways of doing church within different cultures. A lot of 
interesting material, characters and issues have arisen. In particular, this 

                                                
18  See, for example, ‘The Holy Spirit in the Church’ (Fulcrum Conference, 2005). 
Retrieved 15/9/09 from http://www.fulcrum-
anglican.org.uk/events/2005/inthechurch.cfm 
19 Further definition of church planting can be found in Unit 5 
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movement appears to be drifting towards a mere reaction against traditional 
forms of church. Emergent churches are beginning to define themselves by 
what they are not, rather than what they are. This makes them mechanistic 
about doing church differently, appearing not to have established much of a 
biblical basis. Consequently, a framework has emerged that is not particularly 
helpful to gospel ministry in church-planting. We wonder, then, if material 
from the Emergent Movement may soon lose its significance. We may well 
see it as simply another movement of nineteenth-century liberalism. 
 

What framework, then? 
 
We want to be sure that our church-planting framework is properly biblical. I 
have been using the term ‘missional,’ but it is worth defining the word a little 
more closely to clarify which biblical ideas it refers to. At an Acts 29 
conference in 2007, Ed Stetzer discussed the word ‘missional’ and the history 
that lies behind the idea.20 Stetzer traced three streams of thought which lay 
claim to the term: ‘missio Dei,’ ‘missionary,’ and ‘mission.’ Because of this, the 
term ‘missional’ can be used to mean different things for different people. 
For example, what reformed evangelical Tim Keller means by the term 
‘missional’ will be very different from what Emergent church leader Brian 
McLaren would mean by it. When reading others’ views on ‘being missional,’ 
it is important to identify which stream influences them. Again, we want to 
make sure that our foundation is clearly biblical. Drew Goodmanson has 
used all three streams to inform his usage of the term, and has developed a 
‘triperspectival’ framework: 
 
1. Missio Dei (Normative): The mission of God is the reason the church is on 

mission. God is a redemptive God and we align ourselves with his 
purposes. The mission of God is bigger than preaching the gospel; it is 
about doing justice (e.g. Revelation 21:1–5). While this missio Dei is bigger 
than the mission of the church, the church is central to this mission.  

 
One danger of the Emergent church is that they can reject the biblical call 
for the church to be the central place of mission. They see their call to 
mission only from the liberal missio Dei perspective. Stetzer provided one 
example where a missionary group contributed a considerable amount of 
money to a guerrilla group for the overthrow of a government. This was 
part of their missio Dei understanding of being missional, “because it is 
close to God’s heart.” This is a form of liberation theology. When some 
people talk about ‘missional,’ then, it is their way of understanding this 
liberal concept of the missio Dei. 

 
2. Missionary (Existential): As part of his mission, God changes the heart and 

identity of people. This conversion includes becoming a person who is 
sent on mission (e.g. 2 Corinthians 5:14–21). Taking this stream alone 
mainly focuses upon the individual. With a missionary call, an individual 
might approach a para-church agency, be processed by this agency, and 

                                                
20  cited in Drew Goodmanson, ‘Missional — Missio Dei, Missionary or Mission’. 
Retrieved 15/9/09 from http://www.goodmanson.com/church/missional-missio-dei-
missionary-or-mission/ 
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then be sent off to the mission field by this agency. Or, if called to 
evangelism, individuals go about doing evangelism in their own context 
and culture. When these people use the term ‘missional,’ they are 
referring to the individualistic, lone-wolf framework. This fails to reflect 
the unity of the church as the family of God or the bride of Christ, the 
vehicle — as a whole — for God’s mission. 

 
3. Mission (Situational): The church exists for God and for others. At the 

centre of our identity is being a people on a mission for the world around 
us. This mission to which God calls us, as his church, includes 
evangelistic dialogue, justice projects and other tangible signs pointing to 
the kingdom of God (e.g. 1 Peter 2:9–12; 2 Peter 3:11–14). It is in this 
situation that we see being missional as an outflow of our lives in all 
situations to reflect the glory of God. 

 
We must see all three working together to inform what we mean by the term 
‘missional.’ In summary, ‘being missional’ means that we — as the church — 
are participating in God’s mission in the way that he intends (missio Dei), as a 
collective group of missionaries on a mission to the world. This is missional 
ecclesiology; this is who we are. 
 

Reflection 
Many churches have a tendency to focus too heavily on one of these 
perspectives. How would you assess your local church? 

 

What is a missional church? 
 
In the following article, ‘What is a missional church?’, Scott Thomas begins 
with the analogy: “a church exists by mission as the sun exists by burning.”21 
It is an adaptation of a quote by the Swiss theologian Emil Brunner: “a 
church exists by mission as fire exists by burning.”22 It is a very good analogy. 
Burning is essential to being fire. It is not an ‘optional extra,’ or an activity 
that it takes upon itself. In the same way, the church exists by mission, with 
mission being her very identity. It is not an activity we do, a job or task we 
decide to take on. When a church loses its mission, it ceases to be church. 
 
Thomas writes that “the culture around us sees the church as weak and 
irrelevant.” Alan Roxborough argues that it is a good thing if the church is 
perceived as marginal.23 What we have to do is work out how, from this new 
marginal position, we as churches are going to engage our culture. Indeed, 
this is a good position from which to be missional because that is where Jesus 
was in his society. He was an uneducated artisan, without the training of the 
wise and learned. He hung out with the rejects, was without a place to stay, 

                                                
21  Scott Thomas, ‘What is a missional church?’. Retrieved 13/9/07 from 
http://acts29network.org/acts-29-blog/what-is-a-missional-church/ 
22  cited in Michael Griffiths, God’s Forgetful Pilgrims: Recalling the Church to its Reason for 
Being (Eerdmans, 1975), 135 
23  Alan Roxborough, Missionary Congregation, Leadership, & Liminality: Christian Mission 
and Modern Culture (Trinity Press International, 1997), 26–27 
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and was never truly a recognised member of the elite. As a marginal figure, he 
had a profound impact on the church. Similarly, the early church was 
comprised of ignorant and unlearned people spreading significantly — 
though not exclusively — among the ignorant and unlearned (see, for 
example, 1 Corinthians 1:26). The same can be seen from church history. The 
real problems began when the church was no longer marginalised, but at the 
centre. We are now at a time when Christendom is a fading memory; the 
church is marginalised again. Roxborough claims that we must work out how, 
from our position at the margins, we will communicate our message to our 
culture. Understanding the church as missional is a way in which we can not 
only survive when we are marginal, but thrive. In other words, being marginal 
means that being ‘missional’ is absolutely essential, at both a pragmatic and 
an ideological level. 
 

Exercise 
Consider the following article by Scott Thomas, the Director of the Acts 29 
Network, on ‘What is a missional church?’ While it is not deeply theological, it 
assumes the position that church is essentially missional in both her identity 
and practice. Ask, or discuss with others, the following two questions: 
• How might I assess my church in light of these thirteen characteristics? 
• If we were to become involved in a starting a new church, how might 

these characteristics help to provide a framework for the new church? 

 
A church that is not missional is not really a church. A church exists by mission as 
the sun exists by burning. When the sun loses its burn, it ceases to be the sun. 
When a church loses its mission, it ceases to be a church. 
 
‘Missional’ is an adjective describing all of the activities of the church body as they 
are brought under the mission of God (missio Dei) to proclaim the good news of 
salvation through His Son Jesus Christ. Being on mission very easily becomes one 
activity among many others vying for attention in church. Over time, churches 
allow meetings, programs, traditions and other good things to cumulatively move 
the church from missional mode to maintenance mode. A church must 
continuously see itself as missionaries and all of its energies must be missionary. 
 
A missional church understands it has been sent into an irreligious world to 
proclaim the gospel of redemption that is made possible by the Son’s sacrifice for 
our sins and the Father’s love for us. Every believer is sent on this mission by God 
just as Jesus was sent on this mission (John 17:14-16, 18; 20:21). To respond to this 
calling is to be missional. To neglect it is to disregard the mission of God and to 
cease being the kind of church that is following Jesus. 
 

Definition 
 
A missional church is a theologically-formed, gospel-centred, Spirit-led fellowship 
who seek to faithfully incarnate the purposes of Christ. The mission of the church 
is found in the mission of God. He is calling the church to passionately participate 
in his redemptive mission in the world (Matthew 28:18-20; Acts 1:824) — a world 
that has radically changed in the last 50 years. 
 

Called to be missional 
 

                                                
24 Porterbrook authors would include 2 Corinthians 5:14-21 in this list  
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The church in every generation is called to bring the good news of the kingdom 
into a spiritual encounter with the aspirations and challenges of the culture where it 
resides. Believers are on a mission from God. To engage today’s world with the 
good news requires the formation of a gospel community — the church of Jesus 
Christ — to be a visible representation, witness and instrument of the sovereign 
outreaching hand of God in our culture. 
 
In many churches this may require a new vision, new ways of thinking, and new 
patterns of behaviour (Matthew 9:16-17). This means pre-believers are encouraged 
to be included in the context of all of the church functions as they make small steps 
toward Christ (Luke 19:10). 
 
Since Christianity is a minority voice in this post-Christian culture, the church must 
adopt an approach to ministry learned from the foreign missionaries who 
communicate and relate in understandable ways to indigenous people in their 
respective cultures (1 Corinthians 9:22). The culture around us sees the church as 
weak and irrelevant. As Christians we have all been sent by God to go into our own 
city and communities as missionaries. We are to be culturally entrenched and 
personally involved. We must incarnate Christ’s life in our culture in order to 
impact this culture: “Jesus said to them again, Peace be with you. As the Father has 
sent me, even so I am sending you.” (John 20:21) 
 

Characteristics of the missional church: 
 
1. A missional church primarily understands the centrality of the gospel (1 
Corinthians 15:1-4; 2:2; Galatians 6:14). Man was created in the image of God. 
Adam disobeyed God and his sin has affected all of mankind. Christ’s sacrificial 
atonement is the only way of redemption and reconciliation to God. This motivates 
us to be consumed with the mission of God. 
 
2. A missional church embraces the calling of God to act as a missionary into its 
own culture (Matthew 4:19; Acts 16:20; 17:6). Its members approach natural 
relationships, activities, community, and occupation or school as opportunities to 
influence for the gospel. 
 
3. A missional church acknowledges its purpose is to glorify God by taking Christ 
into the irreligious world (Matthew 28:18-20). It is not self-absorbed in its own life 
but rather absorbed in the life-giving mission of Jesus. 
 
4. Like Christ, a missional church boldly and intentionally encounters unbelievers 
(Luke 7:34; Acts 16:20; 17:6). Its goal is not separation but redemption without 
compromised values. 
 
5. A missional church actively seeks to be trained and equipped as a missionary 
through its gospel community (Ephesians 4:11-16). Every member is personally 
equipped to engage friends and neighbours with the gospel. 
 
6. A missional church is deeply dependent upon the Holy Spirit as an agent for 
evangelising the lost world (Acts 1:8; 4:8, 31; 13:9). Lost people are saved by the 
Holy Spirit when and how He determines. 
 
7. A missional church commits to the authoritative, infallible, inerrant, inspired, all-
sufficient Scriptures (2 Timothy 3:14-17; Acts 2:42). The authority of all missionary 
work is founded in the truth that God has a clear Word to communicate to the 
world. 
 
8. A missional church develops relationships with the lost for the purpose of 
incarnating Christ (Matthew 5:13-16). Members seek to intentionally develop 
meaningful relationships with the numerous acquaintances in their lives. 
 
9. A missional church uses sacrificial love as its means of witness (John 15:12-17; 1 
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John 4:19-21). Every believer is constrained to practically and sincerely demonstrate 
extravagant love to non-believers. 
 
10. A missional church helps others to find Jesus in their own way and timing, 
rather than forcing them to “turn or burn” (1 Corinthians 9:20-23). It is the 
sovereign God who uses us as we humbly relate to others’ misconceptions of the 
gospel. 
 
 
11. A missional church is affected in every area of its life through a calling by God 
to be an agent for the gospel (Acts 4:13, 31-35). As the gospel redeems our lives it 
changes us and challenges us toward God’s mission. 
 
12. A missional church practises its faith in community-groups of people together 
(Acts 2:42-45; Philippians 1:27). It seeks to participate in true community like our 
triune Godhead. 
 
13. A missional church worships God in an authentic, personal and evangelistic way 
(John 4:23-24). We worship a Saviour who left us here to be captured by His 
mission. 
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Unit 5. 
Church-planting: 

strategy 
 

Introduction 
 
The next few modules will argue that church-planting is mandatory for the 
church. Church-planting is the way we most effectively fulfil the Great 
Commission: it is the way we most effectively reach people, and the way we 
most effectively disciple people. 
 

The context for church-planting 
 
While we should have an appropriate caution about statistics, they can often 
help us to get a general picture about the prevailing culture. We will cite some 
figures for our context in the United Kingdom. 
 
In 1975, the total number of people claiming to be ‘Christians’ was 40.2 
million. Twenty years later, it was 38.1 million, and reduced to 37.7 million by 
the year 2000. In percentage terms, these figures mean that in 1975, 72 per 
cent of the population claimed at least a loose affiliation with Christianity, but 
less than 64 per cent would have made that claim at the beginning of the new 
millennium — a reduction of 8 per cent. 
 
This decline is reflected in the figures for church membership. In 1980, total 
church membership stood at 7.5 million. In 2000 it was an estimated 5.8 
million:  a decline of 22 per cent in 20 years. This means that an average of 
1,600 people left churches each week, never to come back.  
 
These figures reveal, at the very least, a significant and declining trend in 
terms of allegiance to Christianity. 
 
Recent research by Tearfund showed that about 26 per cent of adults in the 
UK attend church at least once a year, but fewer than 15 per cent attend at 
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least once a month.25 Bear in mind that these are self-described churches of 
all denominations, traditions and theological hues; presumably they will vary 
in how clearly they proclaim and embody the gospel. Meanwhile, 60 per cent 
of British adults never go to church. This may not be an altogether 
regrettable situation. A veneer of Christianity is often a very difficult obstacle 
to overcome in evangelism. 
 
The reason for noticing such statistics is not so we can find a solution to the 
decline of the influence of Christianity, as if we were preoccupied with our 
own mere survival as ‘Christians.’ Rather, these figures illustrate the present 
situation we face. Church-planting needs to be taken seriously as a response 
to the fact that 75 per cent of the population are not in contact with the 
church and are unlikely to seek contact with the church. Existing churches 
will be more or less good at reaching the 25 per cent who at least occasionally 
attend their meetings, but they will struggle to reach the 75 per cent. Church-
planting is the principal way to reach those 75 per cent with the gospel as the 
people of God make an impact upon the society in which they find 
themselves. 
 

A word of caution 
 
New churches have been ‘opening’ at a rate of 6 per week since 1980, but 7 
churches per week have been closing over the same period, leading to a net 
decline of 6%. This alerts us to an important issue: church-planting is not a 
panacea. It does not and cannot solve all the problems of the contemporary 
church. It is hard work and often disappointing: people joining and leaving 
quickly; tensions developing easily; dreams being dashed on the rocks of 
reality; visions fading with the morning mist; starting out with high hopes 
before the church turns out to be very disappointing. 
 
Particularly when the target group are those who have deliberately rejected 
(either consciously or sub-consciously) traditional church, or have had no 
contact with it, it will be a long, hard slog of relationship-building, integrity-
proving, and gospel-sharing. 
 
 

What is church-planting? 
 
The term ‘church-planting’ does not have a particularly long pedigree, and 
was probably first used in the 1960s. Yet, the practice is not new. Every 
church in existence must have been ‘planted,’ however long its heritage. The 
term was coined to reflect the language of the apostle Paul in 1 Corinthians 3, 
where he speaks about the various ministries of planting and watering. The 
focus of Paul’s argument in the chapter is not upon individual lives, but the 
establishment of new churches.  
 
                                                
25  Tearfund, ‘Church is where the heart is’, Retrieved 16/9/09 from 
http://www.tearfund.org/News/Press+releases/Church+is+where+the+heart+is.htm. A 
PDF of a more thorough 2007 report can be found on Tearfund’s website here: 
http://tinyurl.com/24f8r2 
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Bob Hopkins of the Anglican Church-planting Initiatives provides a useful 
definition: “The activity of an individual, a group or the whole of an existing 
body of Christians aimed at establishing a new identifiable group.” 
 
This scales church-planting down to its essentials. There is nothing mystical 
about it. There are many things we do not need that we somehow have come 
to believe are essential to church. It may include a music group, a constitution 
about the running and governing of things, a programme to be delivered 
around the neighbourhood, a full-time leader or group of leaders — or it may 
not. 
 
There is an unhelpfully prevalent model within evangelicalism that is not 
wrong in itself, except in its prevalence. This is the belief that, in order to 
plant a church, we need a large church to plant from, with a large group of 
people to send out, as well as a professional staff to lead it. Accordingly, 
churches known for church-planting today tend to be well-resourced. Or, 
two or three enterprising individuals gather resources at a distance, alongside 
other churches, in order to plant. Either way, the model is a well-resourced 
group, sent out and resourced by a large mother-church. If that is the only 
model, not many churches will be planted.  
 
If those statistics provide an accurate snapshot of where we are, then there 
are not enough churches to reach those 75 per cent of unchurched people. 
There need to be other methods that are regarded as equally valuable — that 
are not thought of as ‘whacky’ or less significant. Too many people dismiss 
methods which diverge from the prevalent approach.  
 
Many responses to household churches have either been rejecting, 
patronising, or misinformed. These churches are often viewed as if they 
should be progressing on to gather sufficient resources, aiming at a larger 
congregation and a building to meet in. In contrast, all the New Testament 
churches were household ones. This is not necessarily to say that household 
church is the only method; rather, this fact simply shows the contemporary 
need to accept a wider range of methods for doing church. 
 
How church-planting occurs is not the issue. It could be as a result of an 
existing church taking the decision to send a portion of its membership into a 
different area, or to the other end of the parish, or even starting a distinct 
congregation within the existing building. It could be an individual gathering 
a small team together. Where church-planting takes place is similarly 
irrelevant. They could meet in a church hall, a community centre, on school 
premises, or in someone’s front room. None of these factors relating to the 
when, where and how is integral to the issue of church, and neither are they 
significant to the task of church-planting.  
 
Whatever form it takes, the aim of church-planting is not ‘to boost church 
membership,’ but ‘to be missional,’ The declining church-membership 
statistics which we saw earlier merely illustrate how many strangers to the 
gospel there are. If the declining numbers expose us to that reality, giving us 
insight into the situation we are in and provoking us to do something about 
them, then these statistics and the reality they speak about are good. The 
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statistics expose as nonsense the idea that Western nations are largely 
‘Christianised.’ And they should prompt us to welcome a whole range of 
church models. Churches should be able to assess their particular context, 
and then select whichever method would be most feasible and effective. 
 
It would be great to see large churches viewing household church-planting as 
a great method which does not require all the resources that they would 
ordinarily need. It would be great to see them exploring the possibilities of 
planting other forms of church. Given our contemporary scene in the UK 
and beyond, it would be ideal to see a ‘hybrid model’ of churches being 
willing to plant other churches which are structurally unlike them. 
 

Big church? Little church? 
 
One of the assumptions that seems to be particularly enduring in many 
Western countries is the ideal of the big church. Many paid ministers are 
probably actively working towards developing one, and not necessarily out of 
impure motives or naked egotism. On the face of it, 'big church' seems to be 
the most effective method: it is a better context to share the gospel, having 
resources that smaller churches do not have.  
 
While that statement is self-evident, we must pose the question of what those 
resources invariably produce.. Larger churches are likely to produce larger 
buildings rather than more effective mission. The reverence for the idea that 
‘big is beautiful’ needs to be questioned.  
 
For example, a leader had devotedly worked in a small and struggling church 
in northeast England. He received an invitation to join a large church in the 
South East. A few months later, he was invited to speak at a major 
conference. He could not have suddenly become a better preacher by moving 
from one end of the country to the other. It was simply that he had become a 
minister of a large church, rather than a small and struggling one. He was 
then invited to join many committees and conferences, when he had never 
received such phone calls previously. All the while, he was the same man. 
This is most likely because people trust in size. 
 
Between 1994 and 1996, the Institute for Church Development in Germany 
conducted a massive research project in which 1000 churches from 32 
countries participated. It unearthed a number of interesting facts. In this 
study, churches were categorised according to the number of members: 1-
100, 100-200, 200-300, and so on. Churches in the 1-100 category had won 
an average of 32 new people over the past five years; churches in the 100-200 
bracket had also increased by an average of 32 new members; churches 
between 300 and 400 increased by 25.  
 
Christian Schwarz, having cited these statistics, makes the following 
observation: 
 



 Missional Church and Church Planting 

33 
 

A small church wins just as many people for Christ as a large one, and what’s more, 
two churches with 200 worshippers on Sundays would win twice as many new 
people as one church with 400 in attendance.26 

 
The Institute also examined data from churches with more than 1000 people 
at the ‘worship services.’ This is what they found: 
 

While the smallest churches (with an average attendance of 51) typically won 32 
new people in the last five years, the mega-churches (with an average attendance of 
2,856) won 112 new persons during the same period … If instead of a single 
church with 2,856 attending worship services we had 56 churches, each with 51 
worshippers, these churches would statistically win 1,792 new people within five 
years … We can conclude that the evangelistic effectiveness of mini-churches is 
statistically 1,600 percent greater than that of the mega-churches. 

 
These figures appear extraordinary. And, like all statistics, they analyse the 
past but cannot accurately predict the future. Yet, as an analysis of what 
happened over five-years they are significant, and should at least encourage 
us to ask questions and to challenge assumptions. It appears that the bigger a 
church gets, the less effective it becomes at winning new people for Christ. 
 
The findings are supported by an influential study by David Wasdell under 
the auspices of the Urban Church Project. Here, he demonstrated the 
diminishing effectiveness of Anglican churches in their parish as the size of 
the population increased. On the basis of his study, he concluded that for 
greater impact, parishes should become multi-centred, with several smaller 
congregations taking responsibility for specific sections of the total 
community. As the parish increases in population, the church becomes less 
effective. The only way to combat that is not to grow bigger as a church, but 
to plant smaller congregations that take responsibility for specific people 
groups or certain locations within a community. 

 
Conclusion 
 
Church-planting, then, is a strategy that we should adopt to win those 75 per 
cent of people who have rejected traditional church. This strategy is not only 
the most effective strategy in the West, but also globally. Furthermore, we 
should be working against the concept that ‘bigger is better,’ and look to 
plant more churches. This is not only for reasons of principle, but also for 
pragmatic reasons.  
 
A church that plants a church becomes a church plant itself. It's in a whole 
new situation, having sent away most of its competent and engaged people. 
This forces new people to step up to the mark and take on the new 
responsibilities now left open. The building is emptier, encouraging members 
to reach out to people. This makes church-planting the most effective 
evangelistic and discipleship strategy. By not planting churches, we are losing 
out on evangelism discipleship. As such, an intentional limiting of numbers is 

                                                
26  Christian A. Schwarz, Natural Church Development: A Guide to Eight Essential Qualities 
of Healthy Churches (Churchsmart Resources, 7th ed., 2006) 
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potentially a great blessing because, as the figures suggest, it can be the means 
of significant gospel effectiveness. 
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Unit 6. 
Church-planting: 

model 
 
 

Exercise 
Spend a few moments jotting down the ideas that come to mind when you 
hear the terms ‘church plant’ and ‘church-planter.’ 

 

The Pauline model27: Acts 13–14 
 
Paul’s missionary journey in Acts 13–14 was the first organised gospel 
expedition into Gentile territory. The gospel had reached a number of 
Gentiles, though not out of any strategic decision. A church had been planted 
in Antioch because people had taken the decision to speak to Greeks, not 
only to Jewish people (Acts 11:19-26). It was fitting that, under God the Holy 
Spirit, this church should become the launch pad for the gospel into Gentile 
territory. It was also fitting that the two people who had led, informed and 
shaped that church for a whole year, Barnabas and Paul, should be the two 
who would spearhead the expedition. 
 
Barnabas and Paul did not travel in a straight line. Their journey was as 
follows: 

Antioch → Salamis → Paphos → Perga → Pisidian Antioch (100 
miles north of Perga) → Iconium → Lystra (18 miles SW of 
Iconium) → Derbe (60 miles southeast of Lystra) → Lystra → 
Iconium → Pisidian Antioch → Perga → Attalia → Antioch 
 

                                                
27 We use the word ‘model’ to indicate a biblical example to follow. We consider this Pauline 
model to be foundational. On the other hand, ‘method’ is used to describe the ways in which 
we might go about implementing the model. 
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http://www.ccel.org/bible/phillips/JBPhillips.htm  
 
 
The entire enterprise occupied Paul and Barnabas for about two years, 
around 44–49 AD. From this apostolic method of advancing the gospel, it 
seems clear that people were converted on the way out, and elders were 
appointed on the way back (Acts 14:21-24).  
 
The time lapse between the planting and the appointing is unclear. It does 
not seem to have taken a great deal of time; it could have been weeks or 
months. Luke does not see fit to provide many temporal markers, suggesting 
that it is not too important. However, it is clear that the apostolic band 
seemed content to preach the gospel and then leave the believers to their 
own devices. It is perhaps important that Luke does not use the word 
‘church’ in this journey until the return visits and the appointment of elders. 
It is also interesting to note that Paul left Titus in Crete to “straighten out 
what was left unfinished and appoint elders in every town” (Titus 1:5; our 
italics). 
 
There is a theory that Paul preached the gospel in strategic centres, so that 
the gospel would ripple out to the surrounding areas. Through the main 
towns where Paul preached, the gospel was intended to radiate outwards. The 
churches in those centres had the responsibility, then, to have an impact on 
their neighbouring regions. While Paul and his team could not cover the 
whole region, the churches did. So, these relatively young believers under 
relatively inexperienced leadership were given the responsibility to take the 
gospel further. This was effective: Paul could conclude with credibility, 
“From Jerusalem all the way round to Illyricum, I have fully proclaimed the 
gospel of Christ” (Romans 15:19). This was no empty boast. He had planted 
churches with a missional responsibility built into their DNA, and thus the 
gospel had spread throughout an extensive region of the northern coasts of 
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the Mediterranean and beyond. This greatly informs us in how we can go 
about church-planting. 
 
In Acts, Luke focuses primarily on Paul from chapter 13 onwards. He is 
shown to be an itinerant preacher and a church-planter. A church was 
inevitably planted wherever people were converted, because the identity of 
Christians is corporate. Paul could not think of a convert who was not part of 
a church. If church-planting is an apostolic gifting, then church-planters plant 
churches; they are not meant to pastor them. Observationally at least, church-
planters are initiators and gatherers, and that is what Paul did as he travelled 
around the known world. 
 
Paul did not do it alone. He gathered people around him who travelled with 
him at different times. This has been called the ‘apostolic band,’ or team. As 
early as Acts 13, “the two of them” (Paul and Barnabas) in verse 4 becomes 
“Paul and his companions” by verse 13. It seems a quick process by which 
this apostolic band has grown. On the first trip, it is usually Paul and 
Barnabas, but then we have Paul, Silas, Timothy, and Luke (15:40 and 
following). We also know that Priscilla and Aquila were involved at some 
points (18:18). We also know from the epistles about Titus, Epaphroditus, 
Epaphras and others. Various scholars have suggested that the team must 
have been as large as 25 to 26 people at some point! 
 
Why did Paul evangelise in this way, reluctant to do it on his own? In Acts 
17, we do find Paul by himself. He was waiting in Athens for Silas and 
Timothy to join him. During that time, his spirit was being provoked within 
him as he observed the city full of idols. He could not help but do something 
because of what he saw. Paul ends up on Mars Hill. Athens was a significant 
city and yet we are not told if a church was planted there. This was a blip in 
the apostolic method. Normally, we see them go into a town, with a team, for 
a period of time; churches grew up around them as people were converted. 
Perhaps these apostolic teams functioned as mobile churches. Converts knew 
what it was to be church because they were born into a functioning church, 
rather than it simply being a mere idea. As the team was dispatched 
elsewhere, the church was left under local leadership. It was an effective 
method of church-planting.28 
 

Applying Paul’s model 
 
Mobility 
 
We do not tend to plant churches in this way today, though we perhaps 
should. Most church-planting literature does not commend this as an 
applicable model. Yet it seems a great way to plant churches and to train 
leaders. We need Paul-like figures, or ‘apostles,’ who are sent to go around 
planting churches. (The Greek word apostolos means ‘sent one.’) We need to 
train them on the job. As people are converted, they learn what church is by 
being part of this mobile church. As leaders emerge, then, they are already 
                                                
28  For more on this, see the Foundation Year Porterbrook module Engaging Globally, 
especially Units 3 and 6. 
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learning about gospel ministry, being equipped for church-leadership and 
church-planting. The apostles go out to plant more churches. 
 
This should be a model that we see more often in cities, in particular. Perhaps 
it was easier for Paul, being single — he could travel all the time. Tent-
making in the day, teaching the Bible in the evening, he was able to commit 
himself to such a way of life. We do not see that happening very often. A 
married man with kids cannot do the same, which is precisely Paul’s point in 
1 Corinthians 7:32-35. We should, then, be looking for bright, young 
entrepreneurial types. We should encourage them to stay single,  train them 
and then send them out with a team of others to plant churches swiftly. 
 
To do this, we could gather a number of others alongside an entrepreneurial 
type, or church-planter. Those others might be single, younger people, or 
older people without kids to nurture. This team ventures into an area, 
deciding about who can work together with whom, and where. They plant a 
church, which may only take a few months or even a few years, depending on 
the success God grants them. Nonetheless, churches are being planted in this 
way. Perhaps in our context there is not the same need to be particularly 
mobile. In a city, a number of churches can be planted in a large area, with 
this same apostolic model. 
 
Community 
 
Through this model, it seems possible to develop a gospel community very 
quickly. In 1 Thessalonians 2, Paul is unembarrassed to describe how his 
apostolic team had shared their lives with the Thessalonian church. It seems 
that relationships developed very quickly through Paul’s team in a way that 
we rarely see. This may be due to cultural differences between the 
individualistic West and the Greco-Roman communities. However, if the 
gospel is preached and gospel lives and relationships are modelled, then you 
can fairly quickly demonstrate what gospel community is about. Furthermore, 
if people had a community mindset, it would affect the way teams were 
formed and sent out. Instead of it being a question of personal preference 
whether a person or team stayed or left, it would become an issue for the 
community to discuss in light of the gospel.  
 
Flexibility 
 
We need to plant in a way that fits our specific situation. For various reasons, 
the gospel will not progress at the same rate through all cultures and regions. 
If gospel progress is slow, this does not necessarily mean the team is inept! 
According to the different situations he faced, Paul stayed for three years in 
one place and only a few weeks in another. If we follow this apostolic model, 
it may enable us to react appropriately to our circumstances, which may mean 
acting differently in different situations. 
 
None of this is to say that other church-planting strategies should be 
abandoned. But this apostolic model is not one which has been used or 
commended enough. While it has been used abroad by missionary 
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organisations, this model has not often been adopted in the West. I cannot 
see a valid reason for this. 
 

Reflection 
Can you imagine using this apostolic church-planting model in your context? 
If not, what are the obstacles? If so, what do you think the main challenges 
would be? 

 

The problem of finding leaders 
 
One of the oft-cited problems for proposed church plants is a lack of leaders. 
A growing trend in the US — which will probably be picked up elsewhere — 
is solving this problem by creating multiple sites for one church. This method 
arises where a large church with a particularly gifted proclaimer wants to 
plant, but they do not have enough ‘attractional’ leaders to lead the churches 
that they want to plant. So instead of starting a new church, they set up 
premises or take over existing churches and turn them into ‘video venues’ — 
the ‘mother church’s’ main service is relayed via video link. Churches spend 
vast amounts of money on state-of-the-art technology in order to provide a 
live link to other places — not just within the same town, but also in other 
states and even different countries. When we take a step back, what seems 
strange in all of this is that Paul never had problems finding leaders. 
 
Combining 1 Timothy 3 and Titus 1, we find that Paul lists about 25 different 
qualities of leadership. Nowhere does he talk about charisma or an ability to 
hold a crowd of 100 or 1000. He talks primarily about proven character that 
has been hammered out on the anvil of life. Paul looks for someone with 
ambition to be a leader, who has led his household well, who is of good 
character, who is well thought of, and who handles money well. If we put our 
emphasis on character and not on charisma, then our church-planting will 
not hit a brick wall for lack of leaders. We will not need a constant stream of 
entrepreneurial types. 
 

Leaders 
 
We do, however, need a certain number of entrepreneurs. The following 
have been proposed as necessary qualities for such leaders: 
 
• Visionary: has a clear picture of the future and an ability to inspire others 

with it; 
• Creative: has the ability to make it up as he goes, is adaptable and does not 

need tight structures; 
• Productive: gets a lot done; tendency to overwork without restraints; 
• Impatient: always moves forward and is never truly satisfied; 
• Self-starter: lots of internal motivation; no need for external prompting; 
• Maverick: does not feel the need to be on a team, but can form and work 

in one. 
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Perhaps common wisdom tells us that there are fewer entrepreneurial types 
around than those who are suitable for local church leadership. There is a 
sense in which mavericks and entrepreneurs are not simply genetically 
disposed; they are also culturally shaped. If you compare US and UK 
cultures, the US churns out more entrepreneurs per capita than the UK. The 
culture in the US nurtures and honours that development. If our churches are 
meant to be alternative cultures, then our churches can generate and nurture 
these entrepreneurs. 
 
The problem is that such people are not always easy to raise. All of our 
ecclesiastical systems work against them, and seek to suppress them, or at the 
very least to inhibit them and make them conform. But new ground was 
never taken by a conformist. One of the tragedies of conservative 
evangelicalism is its ability to nurture conservative evangelicals! We need to 
help change the current culture in our churches where mavericks are 
ordinarily suppressed. We need to plant churches with a culture that 
generates entrepreneurs. We need somehow to give birth to and nurture 
people who, out of a deep and abiding love for Jesus, will take risks for the 
sake of the gospel. Someone once said: 

 
Great victories are never won by playing safe, or even by playing to the rules. After 
all, who writes the rules? Who establishes convention? 

 

Paul 
 
We think that Paul is given to us as a model of this kind of character. He 
clearly had an ongoing relationship with the churches that he planted and he 
was clearly pastoral in his dealing with them (1 Corinthians 11:28). Paul 
seems a better pastor than we give him credit for. He would not fit into our 
conventional model of what a pastor is: he would often have been an 
uncomfortable person to have around. But he could do the job if 
circumstances required it. 
 
Donald McGavran suggests that while Paul was in Antioch he devised a 
strategy for reaching a great part of the Mediterranean world with the gospel. 
J. Herbert Kane’s words are worth pondering:  
 

Did Paul have a missionary strategy? Some say yes; others say no. Much depends on 
the definition of strategy. If by strategy is meant a deliberate well-formulated, duly 
executed plan of action based on human observation and experience, then Paul had 
little or no strategy; but if we take the word to mean a flexible modus operandi 
developed under the guidance of the Holy Spirit and subject to his direction and 
control, then Paul did have a strategy.29 

 
Effectively, Paul’s strategy is his method. He had no master-plan. He had no 
five-year plan where he wanted to plant a certain number of churches and 
achieve certain things. He simply wanted to reach the world in a way that was 
consistent with the gospel. He got a team around him and went about 
preaching a foolish message in a foolish way. He saw foolish people 

                                                
29  J. Herbert Kane, Christian Missions in Biblical Perspective (Baker, 1976), 73 
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converted and foolish churches established that had an impact on the world 
like nothing else before. 
 
Paul’s methodology could be said to be normative. His message is normative 
as we see in Galatians 1:8; 1 Corinthians 11:23. Paul’s ‘moral’ conduct is 
normative (1 Corinthians 11:1). If we did want to follow his model, we might 
identify these elements:30 
 
1. Missionaries commissioned — Acts 13:1-4; 15:39-40 
2. Audience contacted — Acts 13:14-16; 14:1; 16:13-15 
3. Gospel communicated — Acts 13:17-41; 16:31 
4. Hearers converted — Acts 13:48; 16:14-15 
5. Believers congregated — Acts 13:43 
6. Faith confirmed — Acts 14:21-22; 15:41 
7. Leadership consecrated — Acts 14:23 
8. Believers commended — Acts 14:23; 16:40 
9. Relationships continued — Acts 15:36; 18:23 
10. Sending churches convened — Acts 14:26-27; 15:1-4 

 
 
This creates a cycle where there is no endpoint — churches would reach a 
stage which allowed Paul to be sent on to the next place. The benefit of 
noticing this cycle is that it can be used as a template to analyse the condition 
and practice of both established churches and pioneer work. 
 

Reflection 
Where is your church in this cycle? Depending on your church structure, 
different parts of the church may well be at different points. Can you see what 
steps might be taken to move the church around the cycle towards sending 
new missionaries? 

 

Practicalities 
 
Having identified a methodology, there are still plenty of practical steps to 
take. We shall explore a number of these in the coming units. For now, let us 
leave you with five key issues we need to address as we go about planting a 
church. The same questions can be asked for an existing community which is 
looking to take on a more missional stance: 
 
• Bridge: How do we meet and connect with people? It has become quite 

trendy to talk about finding a ‘third place’ — that is, someplace which is 
not a home or a workplace, but is a third place such as a mechanic’s, a 
cookery class, a cafe or local shop. 

• Deed: How do we address the felt needs of the people we are trying to 
reach? You need to get a sense of what the community wants or needs 
and then respond to that. 

                                                
30  David Hesselgrave, Planting Churches Cross-Culturally: North America and Beyond (2nd 
ed., Baker Academic, 2000), 255 
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• Life: How do we live our lives openly before them? How can we expose 
people to Christian community, to lives that have been transformed by the 
gospel? 

• Word: How do we communicate the gospel clearly to them? Is there a 
prevailing framework or worldview? What matters to people? We have to 
find these things out in order to establish how we will communicate the 
gospel to them. 

• Fold: How do we incorporate converts into a growing congregation? 
People are saved to be a part of a church. We do not just leave them to it 
once they have been converted. 
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Unit 7. 
Church-planting: 

methods31 1 
 
 

Reflection 
What different reasons might churches have for wanting to start a new 
church? 

 

Planting for mission 
 
In an essay on church-planting, a student at Trinity Evangelical Divinity 
School wrote: 
 

If you want to grow something to last a season, plant flowers. If you want to grow 
something to last a lifetime, plant trees. If you want to grow something to last 
through eternity, plant churches.32 

 
Donald McGavran wrote: 
 

Mission is an enterprise devoted to proclaiming the good news of Christ and 
persuading people to become disciples and dependable members of his church.33 

 
Church-planting is a missionary act. It is important to see it in those terms. 
It is not simply replicating churches, or a way of pruning out members 
from an oversized church. It is foray into enemy territory. We are trying to 
plant and grow a church; we want to see people who are not Christians 
becoming Christians. 
 

                                                
31  We use the term ‘methods’ to indicate the various ways of implementing a biblical 
church-planting ‘model’. The ways of doing it – the methods – can change, but the biblical 
foundations must remain solid. 
32  ‘The Free Church—Going to Seed: A Prophecy’, in The Scribe 1 (Spring 1976), 7 
33  cited in G. T. Kurian (ed.), Nelson’s New Christian Dictionary: the authoritative resource on 
the Christian world (Thomas Nelson, 2004) 
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The church plant that grows exclusively through ‘transfer’ of Christians from 
one church to another is never the ideal. We want to see churches planted 
and growing in order to see new people come to Christ through the gospel.  
 
David Hesselgrave refers to Ralph Winter's four categorical divisions for the 
world34: 
1. Bible-believing Christians — 10 per cent of the world’s population. 
2. Other Christians: culturally Christian people-groups — 20 per cent. (For 

example, those standing within the Christian tradition but not necessarily 
believing in the Bible or personal salvation.) 

3. Culturally-near non-Christians: — 30 per cent. (For example: people 
living in cultures that have already been penetrated by Christianity, but 
who do not identify themselves as Christian in any sense.) 

4. Culturally-distant non-Christians — 40 per cent. (For example: people 
who are far removed linguistically, socially, economically and culturally 
from active Christians, regardless of geographical location.) 

 
Winter has also categorised outreach into the following categories of 
‘mission-evangelism’ (ME): 
• ME-0: Bible-believing Christians reaching other, nominal Christians. 
• ME-1: Bible-believing Christians reaching culturally-near non-Christians. 
• ME-2 and ME-3: Bible-believing Christians reaching culturally-distant 

non-Christians, with geographical nearness being irrelevant. We can be 
reaching people of other cultures or ethnic groups in our own local area. 

 
Winter concludes that the most pressing need of our generation is to cross 
cultural boundaries to win people to Christ and to plant churches.35 
 
Our churches do not merely need to reach nominal Christians, or even 
culturally-near non-Christians, but they also need to reach culturally-distant 
non-Christians. We have that responsibility to over two billion people in the 
world. 
 
David Hesselgrave explains these ideas further: 
 

The words of our Lord in Acts 1:8 are important. Grammarians are quick to point 
out that Greek construction of Acts 1:8 binds Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria and the 
uttermost parts together in one inseparable entity. (Southern Baptists, therefore, are 
scriptural when they referred to the new church as a mission whether it is located in 
Asia or North America!) What changes as we go from place to place (and 
sometimes as we stay in one place) is the cultural adaptation that must be made, in 
order to communicate the message meaningfully and “grow a church.” With this in 
mind, Winter uses the numbers 1, 2, and 3 to indicate the degree of cultural 
distance involved when a missionary-evangelist [a church-planter] moves out to 
obey the Great Commission. Of course, this degree depends on the cultural 
orientation of both the missionary-evangelist and the audience. So for example, 
when a Swedish-American in Los Angeles wins other Swedish-Americans to Christ 
and establishes them in churches, he has not surmounted any significant cultural 
barriers whatsoever [i.e. he is reaching people just like him.]. That is ME-1 mission-
evangelism. If he were to win Los Angeles Latinos, the cultural distance traversed 
would likely be much greater. That would be ME-2 evangelism. But if the Swedish-

                                                
34 Hesselgrave, Planting Churches Cross-Culturally, 29-30 
35  Hesselgrave, Planting Churches Cross-Culturally, 27–30 
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American were to go to Venezuela and learn an entirely new language and culture in 
order to communicate Christ and plant churches, the cultural distance would be 
greater still. That would be ME-3 mission-evangelism. Note again that geographical 
distance per se has little to do with the difference. If the Swedish-American 
Christian were to learn Spanish and adapt to the culture of new Venezuelan 
immigrants in the Los Angeles area, then that would still be ME-3 mission-
evangelism.36 

 
It is helpful for us to have this framework in mind when we are thinking 
about church-planting. Our tendency is always going to be to plant churches 
among people like ourselves. This is one of the problems that has been 
identified with friendship evangelism. In friendship evangelism, we would 
naturally be drawn to people who are like us. But we should be seeking to 
reach people who are not like us, whether they live in our own 
neighbourhood or on the other side of the world. In order to do this, we 
must be seeking to become like them, with the aim of reaching them. 
 
1 Corinthians 9:19-23 is a defining passage: 
 

Though I am free and belong to no man, I make myself a slave to everyone, to win 
as many as possible. To the Jews I became like a Jew, to win the Jews. To those 
under the law I became like one under the law (though I myself am not under the 
law), so as to win those under the law. To those not having the law I became like 
one not having the law (though I am not free from God’s law but am under Christ’s 
law), so as to win those not having the law. To the weak I became weak, to win the 
weak. I have become all things to all men so that by all possible means I might save 
some. I do all this for the sake of the gospel, that I may share in its blessings. 

 
The intriguing aspect of this passage is the final verse, where Paul does all 
these things so that he “may share in its [the gospel’s] blessings.” In other 
words, the gospel itself requires this kind of missionary endeavour from the 
apostle. Furthermore, Paul picks up again on this theme at the end of chapter 
10, and then says, “Imitate me, as I imitate Christ.” (11:1). We need to follow 
his example. This is because the gospel is all about the God who became a 
man in order to save us — the God who did ME-3 mission-evangelism of 
the most profound kind. He left the glory of heaven for the sons of earth; he 
moved from being adored by angels to be despised and rejected by men. He 
made this incredible journey in order to rescue us. This is what Paul means 
when he speaks of becoming all things to all men. For that is what the gospel 
is all about. 
 
When we talk about planting churches and our preferred methods, we need 
to remember to think deliberately and self-consciously about crossing these 
cultural and sub-cultural barriers. Otherwise, all we are doing is church-
cloning, not church-planting. We need to be willing to have the love and 
humility of Jesus and Paul: rather than bringing people into our church 
culture where we feel comfortable, we need to take the gospel to them in a 
cultural setting where they are comfortable. 
 
If a church has reached a certain size as people are being converted and 
discipled and so needs to plant, then that is a good thing. But if that is the 
only kind of church-planting we do, then we are falling short of gospel 

                                                
36  Hesselgrave, Planting Churches Cross-Culturally, 28–29 
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requirements. We are partakers of the gospel — the gospel of God become 
man. As a demonstration of that participation, we have this responsibility and 
impetus to reach those who are not like us.  
 
There is an argument that the best kind of people to reach other kinds of 
people are other kinds of people. However, by crossing these cultural 
boundaries — not just in a hit-and-run foray, but devotedly moving in to 
become like them — we are modelling the gospel. As we share the gospel, we 
are actually modelling it, giving people a better framework to understand it. 
As we articulate the gospel, people already have a visible demonstration 
which will help them to understand it better. Then evangelism becomes more 
of a rationale for our behaviour (1 Peter 3:15): we are living a particular kind 
of life which provokes a particular kind of question. 
 

Reflection 
Do the people in your church primarily come from a particular cultural 
background? Are there other cultures or sub-cultures near you where no one 
is proclaiming the gospel? 

 

The church-planting process 
 
A number of people have categorised different methods of the church-
planting process. Below are ten descriptions of existing methods which Tim 
Chester has summarised.37 These different methods can be categorised into 
two main types of church-plants: 
 
• Church plants ‘independent’ of another local church; 
• Church plants with a relationship to an existing local church 
 
This corresponds with the two models in the New Testament. One of these 
models arises from New Testament missiology, which is the apostolic team. 
The other one arises from New Testament ecclesiology, which is about 
churches that plant churches. The latter would have been churches that 
grew from the plants of the apostolic team, with church-planting in their 
DNA. But this distinction should not be drawn too sharply, for the church 
is at the heart of New Testament — or biblical — missiology, and mission 
is at the heart of New Testament ecclesiology. All churches are intended to 
be missional. 
 

 
 
 

 
 

                                                
37  in Stephen Timmis (ed.), Multiplying Churches (Christian Focus, 2003) 
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Ten contemporary approaches 
 
These methods are not necessarily distinct from each other. They are not 
here to be prescriptive in any way; they merely describe what has happened 
to some churches. 
 
1. Daughter churches: a separate church, but geographically close. Often 

Anglican churches adopt this approach, particularly when they are 
planting within their parish. This is an acceptable method, especially 
when parishes are in urban areas where there is a lot of demographic 
diversity. It can be a good idea to plant separate churches in the same 
locations but with different demographics, rather than trying to bring a 
new demographic into the existing church.  

 
2. Strawberry runners: these churches mirror how strawberries grow. When 

strawberry plants are established, they send out runners which pop up 
with new strawberry plants. In the same way, church plants send out 
‘runners’ which pop up elsewhere. These, then, are linked churches. The 
way they pop up is irrelevant; the method of church adopted depends 
upon the context of each church. It is the fact that these churches are 
linked together in relationship, sharing lives and resources. 

 
3. Colony: planting of a separate church which is geographically distant.  
 
4. Adoption: an outside group revitalises a congregation. This is sometimes 

called ‘replanting’ or ‘repotting.’ This is what happened for one of the 
congregations at The Crowded House in Sheffield. A small, Wesleyan 
Reformed Church was facing the prospect of closure within a relatively 
short space of time because of the size and shape of the congregation. 
That church invited The Crowded House in to replant it. The Crowded 
House closed down a household congregation in order to do this. While 
this method can happen more, some caveats need to be observed. For 
The Crowded House, a long lead-in time was needed. The relationship 
between the two churches began about four years prior to the actual 
replant. Steve Timmis was initially invited in to preach to this 
congregation, and the relationship went from there. It was an ageing 
congregation for whom change was difficult. But the lead-in time allowed 
the relationship to develop, to which the current success of the adoption 
must be attributed. This method is appropriate as churches are ageing 
and dwindling, particularly as attendance is decreasing at a rapid rate and 
the congregation is becoming financially weaker. This makes a great 
opportunity for planting. But it is necessary for the relationship to be 
built, and for this process to involve a team rather than a lone individual. 
This is especially important when working with non-evangelical churches.  

 
5. Multiple congregations: one church, multiple congregations. This is becoming 

a popular method. It has a shared leadership team, with the church 
meeting as congregations in different parts of the city. It is more 
common in the United States. It sees itself as one church. It can solve 
problems of leadership that some churches have when they are wanting 
to plant. They can plant without having a specific type of leader for those 
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congregations. Even this method takes various expressions. One such 
expression is where there is an especially gifted preacher who preaches at 
a number of congregations. Tim Keller does this in New York. Or 
congregations can have a preaching elder there each week, with a shared 
leadership for decision-making.  

 
6. Accident: a split church. Though not an honourable method, this is one 

that God can still use! Many churches have been planted owing to splits. 
The book of Acts illustrates this with regard to Paul and Barnabas. In a 
matter-of-fact fashion, Luke records that a sharp disagreement arose 
before they went their separate ways. The focus is not on the split; it is on 
how Paul finds Silas to go on another missionary journey. While a church 
split is never a good thing, it can be managed in a gracious way and result 
in a good end, with churches being planted and people being converted. 

 
7. Mission team: like the apostolic band, a team goes about planting a church. 

This is an effective way of planting churches. Once we register that the 
West is a mission field too, this method may seem more noble. It has 
been observed that for a team to function well it is helpful to have a 
range of people to fill different roles. One way of describing such roles 
comes from the Belbin Team Inventory, which identifies: 
• Plant — unorthodox; generates ideas 
• Resource Investigator — pursues contacts and opportunities outside 

the team; may pick up new ideas from other people 
• Co-ordinator — helps others to work towards shared goals; good at 

delegating 
• Shaper — often has nervous energy; can be an aggressive extrovert; 

single-mindedly pursues team goals 
• Monitor Evaluator — logical, analytical observer who points out 

problems 
• Teamworker — good listener and diplomat; may struggle to take 

decisive action 
• Implementer — turns the team’s ideas into positive action 
• Completer Finisher — has good attention to detail; sees tasks through 

to the end; struggles to delegate 
• Specialist — has a good depth of knowledge in a particular field; may 

be uninterested in anything outside that field38 
 
For a team to function well, you should ideally have all these roles filled. 
This is not a personality profile; it is about preferred roles. This means 
that one person can fulfil more than one role. And if a role is lacking, 
someone may be able to take it on, as an act of discipline and sacrifice, 
for the sake of the gospel. 
 

8. Pioneer: An individual plants a church and then moves on to a new church 
and does the same again. They can be awkward characters — their 
strength is often their weakness. Their awkwardness often means they are 

                                                
38  See http://www.belbin.com/ 
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willing to go where no one else goes. Churches should facilitate them as 
pioneers so that their natural drive is not inhibited. 

 
9. Pastor: An individual starts and stays with a new church — sometimes for 

life. This is not as common a method but it does happen. 
 
10. Crusade or mission: A particular event in an area catalyses a new church. 

This kind of large-scale mission or crusade does not tend to happen in 
the West anymore, so although this method is popular and effective in 
many places around the world, this kind of plant is rare in our context.  

 
 

Exercise 
Choose two or three of these approaches and jot down what you see as some 
strengths and weaknesses. This will be particularly fruitful if you have had 
personal experience of them and can compare notes with someone else. 

 
We might look towards a goal of ‘saturation church-planting,’ where there is 
one church per 1000 people in a population. If broken lives are to be 
reached, then an area has to be littered with communities of light. We need to 
be thinking strategically and not just acting responsively: we need to have a 
clear idea of what needs to be done overall and what part we can play in that. 
We need to be thinking with gospel intentionality about what shops we use 
and the pubs we spend our time in, where our kids are schooled and how we 
can bless our neighbours. There are people living next door who are 
culturally miles away from any Christian influence (ME-3s), and they need to 
be reached with the gospel. 
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Unit 8. 
Church-planting: 

methods 2 
 
 
Following on from the previous unit’s overview, we are going to do a case-
study of a real church. Liberti Church in Philadelphia describes itself as a 
multi-site church. The aim of looking at this church is to help us to engage 
with this particular approach of church-planting and to think more widely 
about church-planting models.  
 

Liberti Church: how they started 
 
Liberti Church in Philadelphia wanted to plant a church for people who were 
not being reached. They wanted a method to reach those who had rejected 
traditional church. For Liberti, the people not being reached included these 
categories: postmodern, urban-hipster, artistic professional, and business 
professional. All of them were very secular in outlook. As the work 
developed, there was a growing sense of the many different people groups 
around them. They were aware that that no one church could reach them all. 
So the aim was to examine how Liberti could help plant churches that are 
different from Liberti. 
 
In church-planting, it is so easy for congregations to be cloned. Of course, 
our church plants should have a family likeness: it is important for us to plant 
churches which resemble us in the core issues of the gospel and the word of 
God. Again, these are the foundational issues that should shape all churches 
and which we mustn't change. But we very easily slip into producing 
churches which resemble us in peripheral issues as well, and so end up 
replicating much of the existing church culture. But Liberti was trying to 
contextualise the gospel for people who were not in contact with existing 
churches. 
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Their first site was in Fairmount in the city centre. Fairmount is densely 
populated: about 100,000 people in a small geographical area. Liberti met in 
the cafeteria of an elementary school basement. About 200 people gathered 
at this site. 
 

How they developed 
 
Subsequently, Liberti planted at two other sites. One was in Fishtown, about 
two miles away from the first site. One person described Fishtown as 
“historically, not a great area, but where you’re likely to get shot.” They used 
a Romanian Orthodox church building. The next site was Roxborough, 
about seven miles northwest of Fairmount. Around 50,000 people live in 
Roxborough, and twenty churches had closed there in the previous twenty 
years. People were praying in particular for the Summit Apartment building, 
known for debauchery and a party lifestyle.  
 
When it came to planting, there were several problems. The training of 
leaders was one issue: they did not have enough. They were looking to 
develop congregational leadership teams at each of the venues. They also had 
the problem of resources. However, for Liberti, “vision precedes resources”. 
If we are limited by resources all the time, we will not plant churches. We 
need, therefore, to encourage each other to be people whose vision does 
precede resources. While not everyone needs to be a visionary, we all need to 
be amenable to a big vision and visionaries. We need to help visionaries think 
through how to make their visions work in practice. Even if we eventually 
realise that an idea cannot work, the ‘can-do, how-to’ mentality is important.  
 
For example, it is a vital ambition for The Crowded House in Sheffield to 
plant 500 churches around the city. It seems to be a crazy dream. There is no 
way they have the resources to do this. Yet such a vision is needed to drive 
the movement along towards fulfilling its purpose as a missional church. This 
is clearly beyond the people, money, and experience of The Crowded House. 
If this vision is fulfilled, it will necessarily be the work of God.  
 

Why multi-site? 
 
Liberti Church opted to be multi-site. They rejected the mega-church model, 
because they could not reach enough different areas and people. That is, a 
mega-church draws people in from a range of areas, but essentially remains 
mono-cultural. In contrast, the multi-site model can be morphed and adapted 
to various environments. Liberti wanted its different congregations in their 
various contexts to be culturally distinct from each other. 
 
Dave Browning of Christ the King Community Church explains the very 
simple reason his church decided to use a multi-site model: “In the Skagit 
Valley the population is distributed among several towns, so we determined 
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that if our goal was to effectively reach out to thousands of unchurched 
people in this valley, we would have to do that in more than one place.”39 
 
Dwight Smith has observed that most churches are built just to survive. A 
few are built to get big. Very few are built to multiply!40 Being multi-site is not 
only an excellent idea for reaching unbelievers, but is also a great way to 
promote discipleship. It is an opportunity to draw people who might not 
consider more ‘risky’ church plants into mission.  
 

Nuts and bolts of multi-site 
 
It is easiest for congregations of 200 and under to multiply because the sense 
of ownership is high; people feel involved. As the congregation grows, the 
‘production quality’ of gatherings tends to increase and the sense of 
involvement lessens, making it harder to duplicate. The dependence on 
slickness becomes such that people are unwilling to plant anything less 
polished than what the members have become used to. In addition to seeking 
an able teacher of God’s word, other aspects become important for the new 
plant — things such as competent musicians and talented Sunday School 
teachers. This inhibits planting, because such resources can take a long time 
to replicate. If you are holding sizeable gatherings, it is true that you do not 
want the building and music to be so pathetic that they are an impediment to 
mission. But neither do you want to cave in to consumerism. 
 
The meetings 
 
Liberti is one church that meets in three locations. Each congregation meets 
at a different time on a Sunday. The Roxborough congregation meets at 
10 am, Fairmount at 11 am, and Fishtown at 4 pm. There is one preacher at 
all three meetings. The sermon is at the front end of the first meeting, and 
the back end of the second meeting. (It is a fifteen-minute journey between 
sites.) An on-site team runs the meeting. Preaching alternates between two 
people from week to week. This means that one of them works hard on the 
sermon during the week, while the other one is freed up that same week. At 
present, they are starting to develop a more site-specific leadership team 
though, aiming for different preachers at each site. Meanwhile, the rest of the 
team is devoted to just one site. In addition to their Sunday meeting, home-
gatherings of ten to twenty-five people take place during the week, around 
the city. 
 
 
 
 

                                                
39  cited in Warren Bird, Extending your church to more than one place: a field report on the 
emerging multi-site movement (Leadership Network). Retrieved 16/9/09 from 
www.vbmb.org/uploads/ExtendingYourChurch.pdf 
40  Dwight Smith, ‘Planting Churches: Is it really as hard as it looks?’, in The Church 
Planter’s Handbook (New Church Initiatives). Retrieved 16/9/09 from 
http://www.newchurchinitiatives.org/notebook/index.htm 
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Reflection 
What is the importance of a ‘preacher’ — to what extent do you need 
someone who can hold a crowd? Is a leader — someone able to teach 
God’s word — enough? 
 
From ‘sites’ to ‘congregations’ 
 
Liberti changed the terms for gatherings from ‘sites’ to ‘congregations’. This 
was in order to encourage a sense of belonging to a particular group. Without 
this, there was the danger of people switching between Sunday gatherings on 
a weekly basis, depending on their schedule.41 Indeed, the term given to a 
group of people is important because it helps define the privileges and 
responsibilities of group membership. The new ‘plants’ are not simply copies 
of the first one, but aim to reflect the indigenous population. In other words, 
Liberti does not implement a Starbucks model. Each congregation has its 
own feel — they are not merely ‘sites’ of a franchise. 
 

Assessing Liberti 
 
Looking at the specifics of Liberti through the 'house' analogy will help us to 
engage with our own church contexts. As we examine the pros and cons of 
their structure, we will see if it is a method worth emulating in any way. 
 

Decentralisation to multiply means: 
 
Eventual priorities for each Liberti congregation:  
• Self-supporting 
• Self-governing with own elders 
• Self-propagating (commitment to multiply) 

 
Things decentralised: 
• Preaching 
• Worship 
• Children’s ministries 
• Elders 
• Home meetings 
• Budgets 

 
Things centralised: 
• Administration: website, bulletins, and so on 
• Finance: payroll, offering, insurance 

                                                
41  The question to ask is how important the Sunday gathering is to the church’s 
relational networks. For example, imagine a church which has six Sunday meetings, each 
attended by 3,000 people. Church members’ relational networks are probably not tied to 
their Sunday meeting, because it is difficult to build relationships with 3,000 other people. So 
it may not matter if they change meetings from week to week. If, however, you have three 
gatherings, each with 50 people, then it will probably be relationally important for people to 
commit to one of those congregations. 
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• Counselling 
• Centralised ministries: equipping team, international ministry team, 

finance team, family ministry team 
• Equipping home meeting leaders, elders, and so on 

 
Things shared: 
• Values and vision 
• Relationships 
• Resources for and commitment to church-planting 
• Pastors still have a movement ‘hat’: they have responsibilities in the 

wider movement 
 

Per congregation money breakdown: 
• 10%  to administration (and a lower percentage as more congregations 

are added) 
• 7%  to church-planting fund (and a greater percentage as more 

congregations are added) 
• 4%  to centralised ministries 
• 4%  to counselling 
• 75% stays with the congregation for their own rent, salaries, ministries, 

and so on 
 
Each congregation has a pastor, elders and home-gathering leaders who 
provide shepherding and church discipline. For major movement-wide 
decision-making, there are quarterly meetings of the Core Leadership Team. 
This is composed of one pastor and one elder from each congregation. Each 
congregation has a right to withdraw from the movement with reasonable 
notice, as long as there are no discipline issues of leadership of that 
congregation. 
 
The congregations may do some outreach together. These may include 
evangelistic events called ‘Doubt Nights’, a Christmas service, and outreach 
to international students and homeless people. 
 
Costs of the method 
 
• It is sad to have to leave people behind and not do church with them. 
• You send your best people. Therefore, the people who remain may not 

be able to provide the best peripheral features (such as music). 
• This means other ministries (like children’s work) are less polished for a 

long season. 
 
The following diagrams show two ways in which Liberti are thinking of 
moving forward: one is a pure multi-congregational method; the other is a 
‘peas in a pod’ method. 
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Moving the movement forward 
 
Take 1 — Pure multi-congregational model 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Pros: 
• Simplest structure — each congregation has to do whatever it takes to 

make it work 
• Easy to add other congregations from other denominations — 

functionally it becomes a presbytery 
• No people-management to speak of — accountability circles are smaller 
• Easiest to track financially — each congregation just pays for what it can 

afford 
 
Cons: 
• Loses the strength of team-work, except with regard to administration 
• Less collaboration 
• Pastors become more generalists, having to do every aspect of ministry 
• People could go with their favourite pastor (“I follow Paul, I follow 

Apollos”) 
• Comes with sacrifices — each individual pastor will not be able to deliver 

on ‘Doubt Nights,’ for example 
• Congregations are as strong or weak as their leadership 
• Expects ‘jack of all trades’ leaders for the future 
 

 
Liberti church 

Fairmount 
Congregational 

Pastor 

Roxborough 
Congregational 

Pastor 

Fishtown 
Congregational 

Pastor 

South Philadelphia 
Congregational 

Pastor 

New Jersey 
Congregational 

Pastor 
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Take 2 — ‘Peas in a pod’ model 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Pros: 
• Keeps the emphasis on team relationships, complementing gifts 
• Creates easier ‘ramps’ for new and younger leaders to enter teams rather 

than putting them out there on their own 
• Allows congregations to share some resources which are ‘big church’ 
• Adaptable and flexible 
• Allows for a diversity of gifts to be used and celebrated 
 
Cons: 
• Not as simple; not as easy to budget for 
• Some stress involved in multiplying our team 
 

Exercise 
Which of these two methods do you prefer? Which will most likely lead to 
future multiplication? 

 
Whatever approach to is taken, if the intention is to only plant one church 
then there is no need to worry about what happens next. If, however, the 
intention is to be part of a church-planting movement where lots of churches 
get planted, then it is a different matter. Adaptability and flexibility is needed. 
As things develop you will need to make decisions that you could not have 
anticipated. You will need to think about how the church plant can plant out 
of itself in the future. 
 

Liberti church 

West of Broad Street 
Fairmount and Roxborough Congregations 

Team Leader 

Communicator/Vision 
Evangelist 

Worship/Arts 

East of Broad Street 
Fishtown and New Jersey Congregations 

Team Leader 

Executive Pastor 
Structures/Systems 

Communicator/Vision 
Evangelist 

Executive Pastor 
Structures/Systems 

Worship/Arts 
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Having churches planted with mission as their DNA is as important as 
planting churches. In church plants, people need to be sent out and given 
away whenever possible. It is the Antioch model. Otherwise the danger is 
that churches can become too inward-focused. 
 

A brief case-study: The Crowded House 
 
The Crowded House in Sheffield (TCH) is a network of churches which 
would like to plant a lot more churches in the city and beyond. The apostolic 
team model has a lot of potential to enable church-planting. One possible 
way to move the initiative forward would be for an entrepreneurial-type 
leader to go around the different congregations within TCH to form an 
apostolic team (like Paul did in gathering teams in Ephesus and Corinth; see 
Acts 18:2, 18 and the ‘we’ of Acts 21:1). This would mean that one or two 
people from each of the congregations would be sent out. It would 
encourage the churches to be sacrificial in giving people to gospel ministry. 
Questions that need to be addressed are: 
• How do we then go about church-planting as that team? 
• Do all the team members need to move to one area? 
• Would one person in the team need to be a pastor-type so that when the 

entrepreneurial-type moves on to plant a new church, he does not leave a 
void?  

• Would the apostolic team ‘experience’ church for themselves if they are 
continually having to move on? 

 
With the apostolic team model, there will always be a core who are missional. 
Experience teaches that without that team, a church is always having to 
reconfigure in order to stay missional. It is possible to have seasons where 
the local church is missional, but because new people are always coming in, a 
lot of energy is spent on keeping the church missional. An apostolic team, 
though, is by its nature missional. 
 
Our priority must always be to do all things for the sake of the gospel. This 
will mean that we keep pushing the boundaries and do all that we can, 
knowing that God will do what God desires to do. We cannot force his hand, 
but we are responsible for serving him faithfully and whole-heartedly. The 
fact that God is a sovereign God inspires me to do all that I can for the sake 
of his glory. 
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Unit 9. 
Church-planting: 

practice 
 
 

Ralph Winter: two redemptive structures 
 
Ralph Winter identified two structures of God’s redemptive mission: the 
local church and the apostolic team.42 Winter adopted the term ‘modality’ to 
refer to complex, structured and diverse fellowships (old and young, rich and 
poor, and so on). So we might refer to congregations or whole 
denominations as ‘modalities’ in this sense. They may have a tendency 
towards introversion, or self-maintenance. The apostolic band, on the other 
hand, is intentionally outward-looking and mission-focused. Winter calls the 
apostolic band a ‘sodality.’ As contemporary examples, he cites mission 
agencies or student groups. Winter describes the relationship between the 
two as being like a town (modality) and the individual businesses in it 
(sodalities). Members of a sodality are likely to be members of a modality, 
too. (Think of William Carey creating the sodality of the Baptist Missionary 
Society, which sits within the modality of the Baptist denomination.) 
 

Exercise 
Read Robert A. Blincoe, ‘The Strange Structure of Mission Agencies: Part I: 
Still Two Structures After All These Years?’, International Journal of Frontier 
Missions 19:1 (Spring 2002), 5–8.  
Available online at http://www.ijfm.org/archives.htm 

 
Blincoe engages with Ralph Winter’s idea of there being two structures of 
God’s redemptive mission. Blincoe expands on Winter’s argument: “A task 
structure (mission agency) registers with and reports to the government 
structure (church denomination).” 
 

                                                
42  Ralph Winter, The Two Structures of God’s Redemptive Mission (William Carey Library, 
1974) 
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Blincoe notes, however, that: 
 

Some of church history’s greatest pioneers … did not wait to get permission before 
they started new mission structures. They began, attracted others to the task, and 
only subsequently were they honored by their church’s government for their 
leadership. 

 
This is an important point that we may need to take on board. Sometimes we 
will need to go outside our existing structures, to take initiative and to be 
prepared to blow the protocol out of the water in order to get on with the 
task of gospel ministry. (This may well include questioning the very 
institutions which claim to be sodalities.)43 Sometimes our ideal methods are 
impracticable, and so we have to be prepared to pay the price of planting 
churches even when we are not honoured for doing so. Sometimes, going 
back to the house analogy, the furniture needs to be changed. Blincoe gives 
the examples of Samuel Zwemer and James Cantine, the first American 
missionaries to Arabia, and of Mother Teresa. These people started works 
which were subsequently adopted by denominational structures. 
 
Blincoe cites a critic of Luther and Calvin, who claims that as the 
Reformation dismantled the monastic structures, Protestantism was left with 
no means for mission to the non-Christian world. While Protestants travelled 
widely for trade, it is argued, they did not take the gospel into new regions in 
the way that Roman Catholic orders did. Protestants were in an excellent 
position to continue the Great Commission, but they did not. We arrive, 
then, at Blincoe’s third example of someone ignoring the existing structures 
and getting on with the task of mission — William Carey. He cites Carey’s 
initial proposal: 
 

Suppose a company of serious Christians, ministers and private persons, were to 
form themselves into a society, and make a number of rules respecting the 
regulation of the plan, and the persons who are to be employed as missionaries, the 
means of defraying the expense, etc. etc. This society must consist of persons 
whose hearts are in the work, men of serious religion, and possessing a spirit of 
perseverance; there must be a determination not to admit any person who is not of 
this description, or to retain him longer than he answers to it. 
 

Carey established this new task structure, this sodality, because the modality 
— the strict Baptists in his case — were not prepared to take the gospel to 
unreached areas. Carey took the initiative to establish something independent 
that was a remarkable example of mission. As I read this I find myself asking: 
why is the church not involved in doing these things? The very nature and 
purpose of the church means that it should be God’s mission agency in the 
world. Even established churches should be sending people out, giving 
people away sacrificially. Every church should have an edge of sodality. 
 
 

 
 
                                                
43  For more on this, see the Foundation Year Porterbrook module Engaging Globally, 
especially Units 6–8. 
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Writing an action plan 
 

Exercise 
In this section, we will outline ‘Writing an Action Plan’, chapter 6 of Timothy 
J. Keller and J. Allen Thompson, Church Planter Manual (Redeemer 
Presbyterian Church, 2002). You may wish to read it in full. You can order 
online: 
http://redeemercitytocity.com/resources/library.jsp?Library_item_param=371 

 
This is a helpful resource providing a sample of a planning document. It is 
taken from Dick Kaufmann’s launch document prepared for San Diego, 
California in the summer of 1999. Kauffman outlines his purpose: 
 

To ignite a church-planting movement that so fills the city of San Diego with the 
gospel that the people of the city are changed in every dimension: spiritually, 
socially and culturally. 

 
This is very typical of Redeemer. Kaufmann served as the executive 
Redeemer pastor for five years, working with Tim Keller. Their basic strategy 
is multi-congregational, multi-site church. The benefit of looking at this is 
that they have worked out their methodology and can explain it clearly. We 
are not looking at this so it becomes a straitjacket, but it offers help in 
focusing the minds, activities and prayers of those who are just starting out. 
This is one way of arranging the furniture in a house built on the gospel. 
 
Kaufmann identifies eight core values about the gospel: 
1. Gospel. The gospel changes everything 
2. City. The gospel changes our attitude towards the city 
3. Partners. The gospel unites us with other Christians 
4. Outward-face. The gospel makes us a people for others 
5. Gospel community. The gospel creates a new community 
6. Social healing. The gospel produces social healing 
7. Cultural renewal. The gospel produces cultural renewal 
8. Movement mindset. The gospel continually breaks out 
 
He talks about his five-year and ten-year goals, which can be helpful 
depending on the model of church. His team also have a one-year action 
plan: conception, pre-natal, birth, growth. They have clearly thought carefully 
about putting it together. In each church that is planted, they identify three 
basic steps: 
 
1. Connecting local people to Christ through: 

a. Evangelistic worship 
b. Group-based ministries 
c. Church life ministries 
 

2. Building Christians into Servant-leaders through: 
a. Caring ministries 
b. Discipling and leadership development 
c. Prayer ministries 



Porterbrook Learning 

62                                          
 

d. Co-ordination ministries 
 

3. Releasing Servant-leaders within the City through: 
a. Cultural renewal ministry 
b. Social renewal ministries 
c. Church renewal ministries 

 
Having looked at Liberti in Philadelphia in the previous unit, it is helpful to 
gain exposure to alternative methods of church plants. Do not be hamstrung 
by the desire to be original or innovative. Take on whatever is good and 
helpful from these strategies. 
 
To help in this, you may wish to read Multiplying Churches.44 It is not 
prescriptive or a step-by-step guide for how to plant churches, but there is an 
expectation that it will lead to action. The chapter on Key Principles 
encourages the prospective church-planter to: 
 
• Think Gospel 
• Think Church 
• Think Leaders  
• Think Team 
• Think Strategy 
• Think Creative 
• Think Long-term 
 

Eight steps of process 
 
The following are not intended to be the eight commandments of how to 
plant a church. They have been carved out of experience from a number of 
church plants over a twenty-seven year period and are somewhat anecdotal: 
 
1. Have a clear vision of what you want to do and always make it missional. 

That is not to say that you have to have all the detail nailed down. But 
you should be able to say, “We want to plant churches for this reason and 
in this way.” 
 
Early on in ministry, we recognised that church was at the heart of the 
purposes of God and that meant that more churches were needed. We 
did not use the language of littering the city with communities of light at 
that stage, but the imagery was certainly there. The thinking was that if 
we were to reach the country with the gospel then it would only happen 
through planting churches, and these churches needed to be alternative 
and authentic communities. So the vision was clear but minimalist: 
church is at the heart of the purposes of God; if we are to reach people 
with the gospel it is through church; and church is to be an alternative 
and authentic community. Everything that followed was a sharpening and 
development of that. The vision was not culture-bound and so was 
adaptable. 

                                                
44  Stephen Timmis (ed.), Multiplying Churches (Christian Focus, 2003) 
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2. Recruit others for that vision and by that vision. Tell people your story 

and engage them with your vision. Do not be too greedy. Do not try and 
get anybody and everybody. We have seen Carey’s principle: 

 
This society must consist of persons whose hearts are in the work, men of serious 
religion, and possessing a spirit of perseverance; there must be a determination not 
to admit any person who is not of this description, or to retain him longer than he 
answers to it. 
 

If you recruit people by the vision, people who do not buy into the vision 
exclude themselves. Being inclusive is not a bad instinct, but there is an 
inevitable danger that an inclusivist's agenda simply gets wider and wider. 
Recruiting people to the core group who do not buy into the vision will 
lead to dilution and distraction. It then becomes increasingly difficult to 
implement your vision. You need to be prepared to say “No” to some 
people, as it would be foolish to say “Yes.” It saves a lot of unnecessary 
struggle in the long run.  

 
3. Agree on your core values – the 'interior walls' of our house analogy. The 

Crowded House has ten values which articulate what we are about. Each 
church plant takes on those values and shapes them according to its 
particular context. The values were hammered out at the beginning with a 
group of six people before we started meeting together. It was a crucial 
part of the process and has shaped who we are today. 

 
4. Identify the people that you want to serve. Avoid language such as ‘target 

groups.’ People are not target groups, they are people to serve.  We're 
talking about a sacrificial, no-response-necessary kind of service. We must 
not serve people only if they are interested in becoming a Christian. We 
must serve people irrelevant of their interest. That is not to say we will 
stop praying for a person or seeking opportunities to tell them about 
Jesus (and we need to be upfront about that), but our service cannot be 
conditional.  

 
Within cities, there can be both geographical communities and social 
networks. Sometimes there is no geographical community, because where 
people live is simply where they sleep. So it becomes very difficult to 
reach those areas simply by being geographically in the same place. But 
there are places that are clearly geographical communities and they are 
great places to plant churches. If not, then you could try and reach a 
group of people by joining their social network. 

 
5. Understand the culture that you are serving so that you might truly serve 

them. You do not want to be patronising, but you want to have a real 
sense of what makes people tick, what is their heritage, what are their 
prejudices, what are their hopes and fears and expectations, and so on. 
That will be very different from one community to another. Spend time 
understanding the culture either by doing research (questionnaires, for 
example) or by getting out where the people are and spending time with 
them, talking to them, reading the same papers as them, and so on.  
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6. Clarify your priorities of action. When you are starting a new church, 
there are so many things you could do. If you have a team of twenty 
people, you have potentially twenty opportunities for a targeted ministry 
area. To avoid that, it might mean that some of the team have to put 
some of what they want to do on hold, so they can invest in what other 
team members are doing. 

 
7. Remember that church is neither an end in itself, nor is it merely a means 

to an end. Do not become so preoccupied with church that it becomes 
your big thing. If you do, you will find that you put all your energy into 
internal things such as slick presentation and great music or great 
community with each other. It is shameful that these should be the be-all 
and end-all. At the same time, we must not think that church is neither 
here nor there, but is simply a good way of reaching people. Build a life 
together as you do mission together. Have a missional edge to your open 
meetings and when you spend time together. Church is the place where 
Jesus reigns and where others will catch a glimpse of his people loving 
and serving one another. Church is God’s kingdom with flesh on it. It is a 
glorious phenomenon. 

 
8. Keep the glory of God and the salvation of sinners as the defining 

principle for all that you do — self-consciously so. For example, if you 
have a church building and you are talking about what colour to go for in 
a room, give it a missional edge. It is not about the members’ desires or 
preferences. Think about the impression it will give as someone wanders 
in off the street. God’s chief glory is in the grace he extends to sinners. 
God is a missional God who has come down to seek and save the lost 
and that is what we need to be about. So when we are choosing music or 
colour schemes, we need to be asking how it is helping us to serve this 
missional God’s desire as opposed to our own. How is what we are doing 
bringing about the glory of God through the salvation of sinners? If we 
emphasise these things, people will know that it is not about them. 
Church is not some comfy club. Church-planting, like nothing else, gives 
you an opportunity to keep the glory of God and the salvation of sinners 
as the defining principle for all that you do. Of course, you can do this 
while reinvigorating a stagnant church, but church-planting is an 
opportunity to establish gospel focus from day one and to keep it there. 
As you keep planting churches you will always have to revisit these 
things. It will not only be the church that has been planted that has to 
address these issues, but also the church that has planted them. It means 
that the principles are often restated, and so are more likely to be 
retained. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Last updated 17th October 2011 
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More titles in the church series 
 
 
 

Missional Community Life 
It's	  all about Mission... and this module shows you how. 

This module starts by arguing for why we are in a 'missionary' context. It 
then goes on to explain what it means for us to be a people on mission, or 
'missional', and the difference between this and traditional approaches to 
small groups. Having set this basis for life, the module looks at the 
practical outliving of this mindset – how to engage the culture around, 
living normal life infused with the gospel, understanding the 'rhythms' of 
life around us and how the gospel shapes those rhythms. The module 
rounds off looking at how this missional life impacts everyday activities 
like hospitality and the stewardship of time and money. 

  

	  
 

Keeping it Missional  
It's	  all	  about Mission. And this module looks at how everyday activities of 
the church can be kept all about mission. 

In this module you will look at how to keep the following all about 
mission: Sunday gatherings and prayer meetings, Bible studies, preaching, 
visiting, pastoral care and even business meetings. 

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

Beyond the Church Plant 
Churches are increasingly looking to plant churches. But are we looking to 
plant churches that will plant churches? When does a church stop being a 
planted church and become a planter? 

This module looks at how to make a planted church a planting church. With 
practical guidance and Biblical principles this module takes you through 
how to build reproduction into your church – reproducing spirituality, 
churches, leaders and structures. 
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Equip your church for Gospel ministry 

using the Porterbrook Learning curriculum 
 
 
Local Groups are churches who go through Porterbrook Learning modules together at 
their own pace. Local Groups are a great option for churches looking for low-
maintenance in-house training. 
 

 
 

What would it look like to be a Local Group? 
 
 

 
One of Porterbrook Learning’s distinctive is its flexibility. Local Groups will be shaped 
by the people in them. 
 
Some Local Groups will be churches running an evening class once a week, other Local 
Groups will be four friends sharing a meal and reading and discussing together. Some 
churches run Local Groups to train up their young leaders in Bible handling, while 
others offer a Pastoral Care course to other churches in the local area. 
 
 
 

To find out more visit the website: www.porterbrooknetwork.org 
or email info@porterbrooknetwork.org 

 
 


