Church 1.0
Acts 9:31

“The Biblical Church Growth Movement”

1. In preparation for this sermon, I visited the local Lifeway Christian Bookstore, and explored the section called “Church Growth”. As you can imagine, there were all sorts of books and resources on the subject.
2. As I perused through the books, I was struck by some of the titles of the “latest and greatest” church growth books. Some of the titles were pretty straightforward, some were strange, and some were downright silly. 

3. For instance, the most uncreative title had to be, “The Book of Church Growth”. There was also “The Multiplying Church”, “The Organic Church”, and “The Church of Irresistible Influence.”

4. That is not to mention such books as, “Sticky Church”, “Becoming a Contagious Church”, and one I am not so sure about called, “Transformissional Coaching”.
5. My two “favorites” were the audaciously titled, “Simply Strategic Growth: Drawing a Crowd to Your Church”, and “Go Big! Lead Your Church to Explosive Growth.”

6. The modern church growth movement was sparked in the 1960’s, when a new breed of evangelicals began to analyze and then strategize the way in which churches sought to reach new people. 
7. Today, there is hardly a church in our country that has not in some way been affected by the movement and its ideology. While there have been some positive results, many churches have sold their souls to fill their seats, and have abandoned biblical principles in the process.

8. When we turn to the Word of God, we don’t find anything about “transformissional coaching” (whatever that is), seeker-sensitivity, or tips for drawing a crowd.

9. We do, however, have the record of the early church in the book of Acts, and the explosive expansion it had in its first few years. In Acts 9:31, between two narratives, Luke gives us a brief, informative verse about the state of the church.
10. He tells us that following the conversion of Saul, and his return to Tarsus, “Then had the churches rest throughout all Judaea and Galilee and Samaria, and were edified; and walking in the fear of the Lord, and in the comfort of the Holy Ghost, were multiplied.”
11. The last word of that verse is very important. Luke says that the church was “multiplied”. They did not just experience one or two additions here or there. They were being multiplied. That is remarkable, amazing growth.
12. By examining this verse, we find what could be characterized as the biblical church growth movement. The principles outlined in this verse speak to the church of today about what makes for true, spiritual growth.

13. When we study this verse, we learn first of all that:

I. THE PATH FOR GROWTH IS A SOVERIEGN ONE

1. One of the unfortunate results of the modern church growth movement is the rise of copy-cat churches. These churches do everything they can to mimic and replicate the methods and practices of another church – one that has experienced rapid growth.

2. When we examine Acts 9:31, we find that the path to authentic church growth is determined by God, not by what some other congregation has done. The growth experienced by the early church in this verse was a result of the Lord leading them through some difficult but necessary experiences.
3. Their path may not fit into the modern church growth model, but through God’s providence, it was a path that led to the multiplication of their membership.

4. The first word of verse 31 is “Then”. When we see the word “then”, we must ask the question, “When?” The first word of our text requires us to look back over the path through which Christ had led His church up to this point.

5. Think with me about a couple of aspects of the path to growth taken by the early church. First of all, consider:


A. The challenges they encountered
1. The word “then” in verse 31, points back even beyond the immediate context of Saul’s conversion. I think refers back even to the opening verse of chapter 8. There we read, “And Saul was consenting unto his death. And at that time there was a great persecution against the church which was at Jerusalem; and they were all scattered abroad throughout the regions of Judaea and Samaria, except the apostles.”

2. The Jerusalem Church had grown together in those first days, and had become a large and loving family. Those initial days of the church must have felt something like heaven on earth.

3. Then the persecution arose. Families were forced to flee the city. Friends were separated, and brothers and sisters in Christ had to give tearful goodbyes to their church family.

4. No doubt, at the time, this seemed like a tragedy for the church. No doubt there were those who felt like the church’s growth would certainly be stunted by this break-up. 

5. However, when we turn over one chapter, the chief persecutor has been converted to Christ, and the church is multiplying.

6. This text reminds us that sometimes it is the sovereign will of God to lead his church through difficult and challenging days in order to prepare her for the greater days that lie ahead.
7. Sometimes God will lead a congregation down into a valley in order to get them to another mountain. His leadership may not always painless; but it is always perfect!

8. J.C. Penney, the founder of the store that bears his name once said, “I am grateful for all my problems. As each of them was overcome, I became stronger and more able to meet those yet to come. I grew in all my difficulties.”

9. Challenges, both for individual believers and for whole churches, are often the path God chooses to lead his people to new heights. As we think about the path to growth that God chose for the church in the book of Acts, we think not only about the challenges they encountered, but also:


B. The changes they endured

1. In many churches, the most feared word is not heresy, but change. In fact, in some churches, change is heresy.

2. As you read through the book of Acts, you find that the early church was almost constantly in a state of change. From Jerusalem to Antioch, from Peter to Paul, from Jew to Gentile – the entire book is a story of transition.
3. While some things must never change, and there are fundamentals and foundations that should be consistent in every Bible-believing church, there are also some things that have expiration dates, and must necessarily be left behind.

4. We often resist change because we become comfortable with the way things are. Unfortunately, our comfort and God’s kingdom are not always compatible.
5. In 1825, Evangelist Charles Finney was having a huge impact on America, leading thousands to Christ, and being used by God to revive the country. However, not everyone was pleased with Finney’s ministry.

6. There were a number of complaints among pastors and church members who disagreed with some of Finney’s methods. What were their complaints? They didn’t like the fact that Finney prayed for people by name, gave a public invitation at the close of his sermons, shared the gospel by visiting people in their homes, allowed women to testify, and held services on days other than Sunday.

7. While we may dislike change, we must remember that not everything that is old is good, and not everything that is new is bad. At times, God will lead his church through times of transition and change in order to prepare them for a season of growth.

8. The church in Acts reminds us that ultimately, the path to growth is a sovereign one. That is, God must lead His people through challenges and changes in order to get them ready for the work He wants to do through them.
9. Notice something else we draw from this biblical model for church growth. We see here not only that the path for growth is a sovereign one, but we see also secondly that:

II. THE PROCEDURE FOR GROWTH IS A SPIRITUAL ONE

1. Most of the modern church growth books would suggest that changes in methods are the spark that is needed for growth. In other words, if a church will just do the right programs, and appeal to the right people, they will experience growth.

2. Act 9:31 seems to counter that principle. When we read our text, we find no record of any type of method used by the early church. Rather, we read simply that they, “…were edified; and walking in the fear of the Lord, and in the comfort of the Holy Ghost, were multiplied.”

4. This verse seems to suggest that when it comes to authentic church growth, the spiritual is more important than the practical. The first steps a church should take toward growth involve the lives of its members; not a list of new methods.
5. While methods do matter, and churches should think carefully about what they do, and how they do it, to think that authentic church growth is a result of a certain methodology is like thinking that that wearing a coat will make the winter come faster.
6. Our text reminds us that the true procedure for the church growth is a spiritual one. Notice a couple of things about the spiritual procedure that led to the growth that occurred with the church in the book of Acts. Notice first of all, their procedure for growth involved:

A. A development of the saints

1. Look at verse 31, and notice the phrase, “and were edified”. The word “edified” is translated from a word that literally means to build up. It is the same word that Jesus used in Matthew 16:18, when He said, “…I will build my church.”
2. What was going on with the early church in our text is what the Apostle Paul was explaining in Ephesians 2, when he described the church as “the household of God (v. 19).” In Ephesians 2:21, Paul described an edified church when he said, “In whom all the building fitly framed together groweth unto an holy temple in the Lord.” 
3. When a church is “edified”, or built up, all the different components of the church come together, each member finding and filling their place, until that church becomes what Christ, the Cornerstone and Architect intends it to be.

4. In Acts, the church multiplied after it was edified. In other words, the development of the saints preceded the enlargement of the church.

5. One of the side-effects of the modern church growth movement is that in their attempts to appeal to the unchurched and unsaved, they have neglected to build up those who are saved and are in the church.

6. As a result, there are a lot of churches that have become very big, but they are not very deep. Their pews are full, but their people are not. Quantity has replaced quality, and the count has become more important than the content.
7. It is no coincidence that the word “edified” comes before the word “multiplied” in this verse. The local church has been established by Christ for the development of saints, not the drawing of spectators.
8. The best way to explain this principle is that for years, churches have been going to the beauty shop, when they needed to see a doctor. They have been worried about how they looked to the world, while all along they were dying from an internal illness.
9. If we would see true church growth, we must start within our own churches, by building up the saints. Notice also that the spiritual work of growth not only involves a development of the saints, but also:


A. A devotion to the Savior

1. Look again at verse 31. It says, “Then had the churches rest throughout all Judaea and Galilee and Samaria, and were edified; and walking in the fear of the Lord, and in the comfort of the Holy Ghost, were multiplied.”

2. Notice carefully that phrase “walking in the fear of the Lord.” The idea is that as the church moved forward, every step was measured and considered in light of the authority and rule of Jesus Christ.

3. The people dared not do anything that would dishonor or displease Christ. His pleasure and His glory were the priorities. The church functioned with a holy caution, and a white hot devotion to Jesus.

 4. Today, in many churches, everything is centered on pleasing men, rather than God. A lot of churches are more afraid of offending some of their carnal members than they are of offending the Lord Jesus who purchased them with His blood.
5. As a result, many churches are choosing popularity over purity, dollars over doctrine, crowds over creeds, Hollywood instead of holiness, and culture rather than Christ.

6. The early church speaks to our generation and reminds us that if we want authentic growth, we should be less concerned with what will please our society, and more concerned with what pleases our Savior.

7. Proverbs 9:10 says, “The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom: and the knowledge of the holy is understanding.” As the church seeks to reach a new generation with the gospel, the wisdom we need will be in found in a recovery of a holy reverence and fear for Christ.

8. In his first inaugural address, in 1933, President Franklin Roosevelt uttered the famous line, “…the only thing we have to fear is fear itself…” For the church of Jesus Christ, the only thing we must fear is a loss of the holy fear of God.
9. When the church no longer fears Christ, whatever else she may do, she will not see true, eternal, kingdom growth. We may try all sorts of human methods and models, but the real procedure for growth is a spiritual one that involves a development of the saints, and a devotion to the Savior!

10. Notice a third truth we draw from this biblical model for church growth. Notice not only that the path to growth is a sovereign one, and the procedure for growth is a spiritual one, but notice also thirdly that:

II. THE POWER FOR GROWTH IS A SUPERNATURAL ONE

1. Look again at our text in verse 31. It says, “Then had the churches rest throughout all Judaea and Galilee and Samaria, and were edified; and walking in the fear of the Lord, and in the comfort of the Holy Ghost, were multiplied.”
2. Note that phrase, “…and in the comfort of the Holy Ghost.” The word that is translated as “comfort” is basically the same word that Jesus used when He told His disciples in John 14 that He would send them “another comforter”.

3. It describes the ministry of the Holy Spirit. In other words, it was the work of the Holy Spirit of God within the church that enabled them to multiply and grow.

4. When it comes to authentic church growth, we must remember what the Lord said through the prophet Zechariah. He said, “…Not by might, nor by power, but by my spirit, saith the LORD of hosts (Zech. 4:6).”

5. The real power for church growth is not found in our methods or our ministries. It is found in the supernatural power of God. Notice a couple of things we draw from this text about the Spirit’s role in biblical church growth. First of all, the early church reminds us that:


A. We must listen to the Holy Spirit

1. Notice again that word “comfort”. It can be translated a couple of different ways. For instance, the word can mean exhortation, or the act of instructing, or encouraging someone by speaking to them.

2. No doubt, as the early church walked in the fear of the Lord, the listened intently to the leadership of the Holy Spirit. As He exhorted them, they obeyed.

3. As the church of Jesus Christ today, we are still in need of the leadership of the Holy Spirit. More than we need to hear from the experts, we need to hear from God.

4. Oswald Sanders once said, “A great deal of our ineffectiveness can be attributed to ignoring the Holy Spirit.” The truth is, if we would have real growth, we cannot afford to ignore the Holy Spirit.

5. In Revelation chapter 3, the Lord Jesus paints an interesting picture of the church. It is a verse that is usually thought of as an evangelistic verse, as if Jesus were speaking to those who are lost.
6. However, Jesus is speaking to His church when He says in Revelation 3:20, “Behold, I stand at the door, and knock: if any man hear my voice, and open the door, I will come in to him, and will sup with him, and he with me.”

7. Imagine that scene. In the building are a group of people who claim to be gathered in the name of Jesus, worshipping and serving Him. Yet, He is pushed outside of their church, and is ignored as He pleads to come in.

8. I fear that many a church in our day is pushing forward with their agenda, even while ignoring the leadership of Christ through His Spirit. But if we want to follow the biblical model for church growth, we must listen to the Spirit. Notice also further that, for supernatural power:


B. We must lean on the Holy Spirit

1. Look again at that word “comfort” in verse 31. It can be translated not only as exhortation, but also as encouragement. The idea is that the early church grew when they were fueled by the encouraging ministry of the Holy Spirit.

2. They were not helped along and held up by their budgets, or their programs, or their dependence upon the latest fad and trend that came off the religious assembly line.

3. They followed the exhortation and encouragement of the Spirit, and He led them to authentic, supernatural growth. That means they grew because they were directed by and dependent upon the power of God, not the wisdom of man.

4. Oh, that churches today could learn this simple principle! The answer is not in methods and man-made programs. Human strategies and fleshly energies will never accomplish spiritual ends.
5. Our methods may vary, and how we seek to serve Christ as individual churches may not always be the same. However, no matter where the church may be, or what the church may do, apart from the enabling of the Spirit of God, we are wasting our time, and we are failing our Lord.

6. Imagine your car starts to act up. There is a knocking and rattling whenever you try to drive it. You take it to a mechanic, and after he has looked it over, he calls you and says, “I think I can fix the problem. You need to paint the car a different color. Your car is green, and green cars just don’t seem to run like they used to.”
7. Or imagine he says, “I replaced your air freshener, and now things should be better. You had one of those old tree shaped air-fresheners, and I put in a new, vent-mount, lilac breeze, auto dispensing air freshener, and it should improve the performance of the car.”

8. Many churches in our day are like that mechanic. The problem is much deeper than methods and strategies. The problem is a spiritual one. But rather than turning to the Spirit of God in humble dependence, we are trying to deal with our problems in superficial and meaningless ways.

9. The early church reminds us that supernatural growth can only come when we are listening to and leaning on the Spirit of God.

1. Every church should have a desire to grow. If we understand the Great Commission, and if we care about those who are dying without Christ, then we should be passionate about church growth.
2. However, our zeal for growth must not overrule our commitment to the Word of God and the Lordship of Christ. We want to grow, but not simply for the sake of having a big crowd on Sunday.

3. We want growth, and we want it to be biblical growth. We want the Lord Jesus to lead us through whatever challenges and changes are necessary to get us to the place where we can see the Spirit of God do a work that can’t be explained as anything we’ve done.

4. We want to be multiplied, and when it happens we want to be able to say, “To God be the glory, great things He hath done.”
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