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Better Together

Lately, I’ve been learning about bees. Honeybees to be exact. 
They’ve become pretty popular little creatures. 

In 2006 the news media sounded the alarm of Colony Collapse 

Disorder (CCD). Millions of North American honeybees had begun 

disappearing. CCD not only impacts honey production but also ag-

riculture. Farmers need bees to pollinate their crops. Thankfully, the 

honeybee seems to be making a comeback. 

These tiny creatures are amazing! Did you know that one worker 

bee produces only 1/12 of a teaspoon of honey in her lifetime? That’s 

barely enough to sweeten a cup of tea. But together, an existing colo-

ny of bees can yield around 60 pounds of honey in a season. 

The average hive contains 30,000-60,000 bees. And within the hive, 

each bee, from the queen to the most humble of worker bees, has a 

job. There are worker bees that collect pollen, others that feed the 

queen, and still others who guard the hive or control the hive’s tem-

perature by flapping their wings. A local beekeeper described the 

hive as a thriving co-op in which everyone has a job and is working 

together for a common purpose. Honeybees can’t survive on their 

own, much less produce honey. Only by working together as a com-

munity can they accomplish their God-given purpose. We can learn 

a lot from honeybees.

In this issue of Facts & Trends, we’ll unpack the latest study results 

from LifeWay Research on Transformational Groups. This study of 

3,500 Protestant churchgoers found that being in a group plays an 

essential role to Christian growth. Groups remain one of the most 

effective ways to further develop the habits of faith, such as prayer, 

Bible study, and serving others. People who meet regularly with oth-

er Christians in some type of Bible study group are much more likely 

to grow in their relationship with Christ and advance down the path 

of true discipleship.

We also discuss the importance of starting new groups and having a 

discipleship strategy for your church, as well as how to develop leaders.

As individual members of the body of Christ, we each have gifts and 

skills that allow us to contribute to the local church and to the mission 

of God. We do this best in community together.

Carol Pipes, Editor

@CarolPipes | Carol.Pipes@lifeway.com
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FROM MY PERSPECTIVE
For more visit ThomRainer.com.

E
very pastor wants his congregation to grow spiritually. 
However, no matter how great of a preacher you are,  
a 30-minute sermon isn’t enough on its own to foster the 
type of spiritual growth needed. That’s where group  

discipleship becomes essential.

Groups, whether they take the 

form of Sunday school classes, home 

Bible studies, or discipleship classes, 

greatly contribute to the spiritual 

transformation and growth of Chris-

tians. The Scriptures teach us that 

biblical community is essential to the 

life of the believer and to the body of 

Christ. Research and observation re-

veal several areas of influence groups 

have on the lives of believers and the 

church. Here are six significant bene-

fits of healthy groups:

Bible engagement. Healthy groups 

study the Word. LifeWay Research 

found that people who attend groups 

spend significantly more time reading 

and studying the Bible than those not 

in a group. So what are your groups 

studying? We found in our Trans-

formational Groups research, that 

nearly two-thirds of group resources 

are chosen by the group leaders, many 

of whom have no input from pastors 

or staff. And while pastors and staff 

shouldn’t be curriculum dictators, 

they should at least be informed and 

provide input. Church members who 

dwell in the Word overflow with the 

fruit of the Spirit. Biblical literacy is 

critical to healthy church members 

and, as a result, healthy churches.

Evangelistic accountability. Healthy 

groups look for opportunities to 

both show and tell the gospel to both 

those in and outside the group. When 

we are dwelling in the Word and it is 

dwelling in us, we can’t help but tell 

others the good news of Christ. If a 

group has true accountability, then 

evangelistic accountability will be 

inherent in that group.

Increased retention. In previous re-

search, we found that people who 

attend groups were five times more 

likely to stay connected to the church 

than those who only attend the wor-

ship service. People typically stay in 

a church because of the relationships 

they develop with others. And these 

relational connections take place best 

in groups. The second reason people 

stay in a church is involvement. A 

group member is involved, not merely 

a spectator. Also, people engaged in 

ministry are more likely to stay in a 

church. Ministry often takes place in 

groups. For all of those reasons, reten-

tion is extremely high when a person is 

in a group as opposed to only attend-

ing worship services.

Enhanced discipleship. An hour-long 

worship service once a week is not 

sufficient time to disciple people. 

That’s not to say discipleship doesn’t 

take place in corporate worship or 

one-on-one with another believer. 

It does, but a group setting is need-

ed, too. In a group, people are not 

only receiving biblical content, they 

also are experiencing biblical influ-

ence, which is an important part of 

discipleship. To see people grow in 

discipleship, they must be a part of 

a worship service, belong to a group, 

and be involved in ministry. Unless 

all three are happening, discipleship 

growth will be limited.

Better stewardship. According to 

LifeWay Research, giving is higher 

among those in groups than those 

who only attend worship services. 

Why? Because people give to things 

in which they are involved and believe 

in their purpose. Groups engender 

both of these.

Multiplied ministry. Ministry to oth-

ers becomes natural in the context 

of groups, rather than an assignment 

within the church. Group members 

tend to shepherd one another because 

they’ve come to know and love one 

another.  So when a group member 

experiences a crisis, the rest of the 

group steps in to care for and minister 

to that person.

Churches with healthy, transfor-

mational groups will experience 

each of these benefits and so much 

more. I believe an intentional and 

committed groups strategy can be 

transformational for your church and 

community.  n

Benefits of healthy groups

Thom S. Rainer (@ThomRainer) is president  
of LifeWay Christian Resources.
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Source: USA Today and American Psychological Association

New marriages rise  
for first time in 
three years
Marriage is back, or at least first-

time marriages are on the rise. The 

number of new marriages in the 

United States went up in 2012, reversing 

a three-year decline, according to U.S. Census data. Some 

4.32 million adults were newlywed in 2012, a 3 percent per-

cent increase over the 4.21 million adults newly married in 

2011. (This does not include same-sex couples.) 

So who’s getting married? The increase of newly marrieds 

was mostly among the college educated and adults 35 and 

older. Speaking of age, the median age for a first marriage is 

at an all time high—29 for men and 26.6 for women. Over-

all, only 50.5 percent of adults in America are currently 

married. That’s down from 72 percent in 1960. 

Source: Pew Research and U.S. Census

Life at work
A strong majority of Americans agree that 
work is a valuable part of a satisfying 
life. However, less than half of Americans 
(46 percent) say their religious beliefs 
impact their daily work. Born-again, 
evangelical, and fundamentalist  
Christians are much more likely to say 
their religious beliefs impact their work. 
Source: LifeWay Research and Bible  
Studies for Life

US SPLIT OVER IMPORTANCE OF CHURCH
U.S. adults are evenly divided on the  
importance of attending church —  
49 percent say church is “somewhat”  
or “very” important and 51 percent  
say church is “not too” or “not at all”  
important.
Source: Barna

49% 
“somewhat” 

or “very”

51% 
“not too” 

or “not at all”
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Stress in Girls vs. Boys
More teen girls than boys report symptoms of stress and are more likely to say stress impacts their happiness a great deal.

Their appearance is a significant source of stress 
                                                                  68% girls vs. 55% boys

Report feeling irritable or angry in the past month 
                                                                  45% girls vs. 36% boys

Feel bad when comparing themselves  
to others on social media 

                                                                  30% girls vs. 13% boys

How others perceive them on social  
media is a significant source of stress    

                                                                  39% girls vs. 29% boys

Say they feel pressure to  
be a certain way 

                                                                               34% girls vs. 22% boys
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T
eens across the United 
States are feeling high 
levels of stress that neg-
atively affect every as-

pect of their lives, according to 
the latest national stress survey 
by the American Psychological 
Association. More than a quarter 
(27 percent) say they experience 
extreme stress during the school 
year, versus 13 percent in the 
summer. And 34 percent expect 
stress to increase in the coming 
year. 

Teens say stressors can include 

school, family, friends, and work. As 

a result of stress, 40 percent of teens 

report feeling irritable or angry; 36 

percent say stress makes them nervous 

or anxious. About a third say stress 

makes them feel overwhelmed (31 per-

cent). Three in 10 say stress can leave 

them depressed or sad (30 percent). 

When asked how they deal with 

stress, 28 percent play sports; 36 per-

cent watch TV or movies; 37 percent 

choose exercise; 43 percent spend time 

online, and 46 percent say they play 

video games. Students may need help 

choosing healthy ways to deal with 

stress, and student ministries can play 

a key role in helping manage stress.

Ben Trueblood, LifeWay’s director 

of Student Ministry, says not to make 

student ministry or the Christian life 

another thing to accomplish. “For stu-

dents, both of these things can quickly 

devolve into a list of things they need 

to accomplish or they see themselves 

as a failure,” he says. Students feel they 

need to be perfect for college as well as 

at home and with other relationships. 

“Students don’t need to feel that in 

student ministry. Instead, they need to 

feel the rest and forgiveness that Jesus 

offers. He earned perfection for them.”

Trueblood says student ministers 

should “teach students how the gospel 

infiltrates all of life. How it defines who 

they are and the freedom that comes 

with that identity,” he says. “Show how 

life is lived in the power of Jesus, ac-

cording to His glorious might, instead 

of in their own human strength. Teach 

them how God has a plan for them and 

explore what it means to trust in Him. 

The default message of our culture is 

trust in yourself and build your iden-

tity with accomplishments. That leads 

to stress. The gospel teaches that God 

has a plan and to trust in Him with all 

of our lives.” 

Source: American Psychological Association

Is your teen stressed? Discipleship  
blind spots

N
ine out of 10 pastors say their 
congregations are making 
spiritual progress. However, 
only 43 percent of pastors 

regularly evaluate the discipleship pro-
cess at their churches. Of those who do 
evaluate, only half survey the people in 
their congregations about how they are 
doing in discipleship. 

When the congregation tells a pas-
tor about their lives as disciples, the 
pastor gains helpful insights on how to 
address spiritual needs. Assessing the 
needs of the congregation is essential 
to developing a strategy for spiritual 
growth. Learn more at tda.lifeway.com.
Source: LifeWay Research

Top ways teens deal with stress
Play sports

Watch TV or movies

Exercise

Spend time online

Play video games

Notice what’s missing from list? Reading the Bible, prayer, talking to parents, etc. Teens need help 
choosing positive ways to deal with stress.                                     

28%

36%

37%

43%

46%

GROUP ATTENDANCE
In a typical month,  

almost 6 in 10  

churchgoers  

attend some  

type of small  

Bible study  

group at least once. 

Source: LifeWay Research

59% 
Have attended 

Bible study 
group

41% 
Have not 
attended  

Bible study  
group

72%
For almost three-quarters of 
American couples, both spouses 
are in their first marriage. 
Source: U.S. Census

Facts&Trends • 9



10 • SUMMER 2014

FACTS AND TRENDS

Source: Pew Research Center

Global religious  
diversity

T
he United States has a moderate level of  
religious diversity when compared to the 
rest of the world, according to a new  
study by Pew Research. Of the 232 coun-

tries and territories included in the study, the U.S. 
ranked 68th on the religious diversity scale. 

Looking globally, the Asia-Pacific region is the most 

religiously diverse, followed closely by sub-Saharan Afri-

ca. The study looked at the percentage of each country’s 

population that belongs to eight major religious groups 

(Buddhists, Christians, folk religious, Hindus, Muslims, 

other religions considered as a group, and the religiously 

unaffiliated). The closer a country came to having equal 

shares of the eight groups, the higher its score on a 10-point 

Religious Diversity Index. Singapore came out on top as 

the most religiously diverse nation, while Morocco and 

Tokelau are the least diverse. 

Levels of  
Religious Diversity

VERY HIGH
HIGH 
MODERATE 
LOW

Hunger’s reach
One in four Mississippians struggled to afford food in 2013—more than in any 

other state for the sixth straight year, while about 1 in 10 Alaskans reported the 

same. October is world hunger month. Consider how your church can make a 

difference in your community and around the globe. 

Source: Gallup

Here are four questions to ask  
yourself and your team to give clarity 
to your vision.

What are we doing?

Why are we doing it?

When are we successful?

Where is God taking us?
Individuals on your team should have a 
common response to these questions.  
If they don’t, your vision needs clarity. 

—Will Mancini (Auxano.com, VisionRoom.com)

Beliefs, issues, and trends impacting our world 



Growth of evangelicals worldwide

Based on Religious Diversity index scores. Data is for 2010.  
“Global Religious Diversity,” April 2014, Pew Research Center
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Source: Public Religion Research 
Institute:  Religion, Values, and 

Immigration Reform  Survey 
March 2013. 

Keeping the faith
A majority of millennials are keeping the 
faith of their childhood. And more are 
switching to other denominations (20 per-
cent) than are leaving the faith (18 percent). 
Source: Focus on the Family

Staying Current

73%
Seventy-three percent of prac-
ticing Christians say keeping 
up with culture and trends is of 
personal importance to them, 
mirroring the national average (71 
percent). Nearly eight out of 10 
(79 percent) practicing Christians 
also say they want to know how 
their faith speaks to the current 
issues they face. Christians aren’t 
alone in their quest. A majority 
(56 percent) of all adults say 
they are searching for ways faith 
addresses current challenges and 
opportunities.
Source: Barna

Worth a  
thousand words
Approximately two-thirds of the 
population—and your audience 
on Sunday mornings—are visual 
learners. Auditory learners make 
up about 30 percent of the 
population. The brain processes 
visual data 60,000 times faster 
than text. When preparing your 
sermons, consider using images 
and video to help your congrega-
tion grab hold of the message. 
While visual learners like to take 
notes to help them learn, both 
visual and auditory learners will 
benefit from printed notes to look 
at along with the sermon.
Source: Mind Tools and 3M Corporation

Keeping 
faith 58%

Coming to faith 4%

Leaving 
faith 18%

Switching 
faith 20%
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Let Hope In

M
ore than 40 percent of Americans say they feel hopeless at least some of the time, according 
to a study by LifeWay Research. When asked where they find their hope, Americans most often 
cited relationships (64 percent) and knowledge (59 percent). Fifty-two percent find hope in 
financial stability, while 51 percent find their hope in Jesus.

 Source: LifeWay Research and Bible Studies for Life

Relationships

Knowledge

Money/financial stability

Jesus

Children

Opportunities

My talent/abilities

Rest

Religious gatherings

Politicians

Don’t know

None of these

                                                                                                                 64%

                                                                                                       59%

                                                                                          52%

                                                                                        51%

                                                                                     49%

                                                                               46%

                                                                   40%

                                                         35%

                                    24%

2%

2%

2%

WHERE DO YOU FIND YOUR HOPE?

64% of Americans cited 
relationships as where 

they find their hope.
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By Bob Smietana

Why groups are essential  
for biblical transformation

Groups Matter

M
ost weeks it’s hard enough to get people to show up for 
church on Sunday. Does it make sense in today’s hectic 
world for pastors to ask people to give another evening or 
morning for group Bible study? 

Yes it does, according to a new study by LifeWay Research on the impact of Bible 

study groups. The study of 3,500 Protestant churchgoers found that being in a group 

plays an essential role in Christian growth.

The research showed that groups remain one of the most effective tools for learn-

ing the habits of faith, such as prayer, Bible study, and serving others. People who 

regularly attend groups show an increased level of commitment to building their 
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individual relationships with Christ and with others. 

Simply stated, groups matter. 

Sixty-three percent of regular group attenders say they 

intentionally spend time with other believers in order to 

help them grow in their faith. Only 22 percent of those 

not in a group say the same. And 73 percent of group 

attenders say they are intentionally putting their spiritual 

gifts to use serving God and others, compared to 42 per-

cent of non-attenders. 

Churchgoers who belong to a group are more likely to 

go to church at least four times a month (79 

percent), and to read the Bible daily (28 

percent).  

Being in a group also impacts peo-

ple’s daily lives. Group members 

feel closer to God (69 percent), 

understand the Bible better (74 

percent), trust God more (66 

percent), and become more loving 

in their relationships (48 percent).

“God has supernaturally ordained 

community to sanctify His people,” write 

Ed Stetzer and Eric Geiger in their book Trans-

formational Groups. “In other words, groups provide 

environments for people to grow in Christ. A call to 

discipleship and spiritual maturity is a call to biblical 

community.”

No matter how you define groups—life groups, Sunday 

school, discipleship classes, or Bible study fellowships—

the importance is the same, the authors say. You cannot 

make disciples apart from community. Although groups 

are not the only place transformation happens, the au-

thors are convinced it is the primary place.

Developing a plan for groups
Though most pastors say groups are important to the life 

of their church, research revealed a disconnect between 

the stated importance of groups and the reality of that 

importance. Many churches don’t have a visible strategy 

for groups. Pastors and other church leaders don’t always 

know what the groups are studying or how they operate. 

And they don’t always communicate clear expectations 

to the groups. 

That can lead to chaos and ineffective ministry, say 

Stetzer and Geiger.

The study found less than half (42 percent) of pastors 

say their churches have a “well-defined” approach to 

group ministry. Researchers also found a significant dis-

connect between what pastors expect of groups and what 

the groups think is important.  

According to the study, most pastors 

want their groups to do at least eight 

key things. These range from Bi-

ble study (97 percent), prayer (95 

percent), and care for those in the 

group (85 percent), to inviting new 

people (79 percent), socializing 

during meetings (78 percent) and 

outside regular meetings (68 percent), 

serving those outside the church (65 

percent), and following up with visitors (60 

percent).

Stetzer and Geiger write that while each of these activ-

ities is important, research indicates it is impossible for 

groups to simultaneously achieve all of the outcomes at 

the same level. 

Most group members have fewer expectations. Eight in 

10 (80 percent) say Bible study is an important activity, 

followed by prayer (64 percent), and caring for group 

members (47 percent). 

Outreach is not on the agenda for most group attenders. 

About 1 in 5 (21 percent) say inviting new people matters. 

Only 1 in 20 (6 percent) say following up on visitors is 

important for groups. The vast majority of those in 

groups never invite anyone to be a part of their group. 

Stetzer and Geiger suggest pastors and other church 

leaders discover their church’s disciple-making strategy 

Group:  
A regular small gathering of 

believers that meet together to 

encourage one another toward 

growth and godliness.



and then determine what kind of group best supports that overall 

vision. According to the research, the most effective groups were 

the most focused. Writing a mission statement for groups is a good 

first step toward having a strategic plan for groups. They also sug-

gest setting clear goals for each group and finding the right leader to 

match the goals. Having a review process, or at least some guidelines 

for what groups can study, also helps align groups with the church’s 

overall theology and mission.

Importance of launching new groups
Another element that surfaced from the research is the importance 

of starting new groups. It’s no surprise that group members often 

develop deep friendships, frequently staying together for years. But 

having tight knit groups has a downside, says Bruce Raley, director 

of church education ministry for LifeWay. It’s hard for new people 

to join in. 

“The reality is that many groups close after a few years,” he says. 

“Often the relationships in the group go from being social to being 

personal. That’s good for the group but bad for people trying to get 

through the door.” 

Five significant  
conclusions about groups
1.  Groups are important. Almost all  

pastors (97 percent) say groups are an 

important part of their church. They 

expect their leadership to be personally 

involved (97 percent agree) and use these 

groups to mobilize their church (76 

percent agree).

2.  Groups are beneficial. Individuals 

who regularly attend small groups are 

consistently making more progress in 

their spiritual development than those 

who are not. 

3.  Groups are needed. People are busy, but 

80 percent of non-attenders are open to 

attending groups.

4.  Groups are variable. Groups can be 

different sizes, meet in different loca-

tions, and use different materials. They 

take on many shapes and sizes and are 

still effective.

5.  Groups need leaders. Leadership has a 

significant impact on the experience of 

the people who attend groups.

Top 5 responses people give 
for how groups can help them 

LifeWayResearch.com

Among attendees of small groups: How has
attending a small group helped you personally? 

Among non-attendees of small groups: If you 
considered attending a small group, how would 
you want it to help you personally? 

Understand the Bible better

Feel closer to God

Understand God better

Develop a greater trust
in God in my life

74%
49%

69%
48%

66%
31%

66%
39%

Make better decisions 52%
20%
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The LifeWay Research data also showed that 

new small groups connect more people than  

existing groups.

Bob Mayfield, a small groups expert in Oklahoma, 

agrees. He’s spent the last two years helping church-

es launch more groups, in order to make room for 

more new people.

A good group will form a tight social circle, he 

says. That’s hard to break into. “But in a new group, 

the social circle is wide open,” Mayfield says. 

Starting new groups gives churches a chance to 

be more intentional about creating mature disciples, 

say Stetzer and Geiger. Those new groups also make 

it easier for new people to join. The LifeWay Research 

study showed that many churchgoers who don’t attend 

groups are open to being part of a Bible study group. 

Raley suggests churches offer groups at a variety of times 

and in a number of settings to accommodate the most people. 

An online resource from LifeWay called Groupsmatter.com offers 

guidance on how to start groups that meet on Sunday mornings 

(the most popular time for about half of churchgoers) as well as 

during the week. 

Transformational groups
The reality is people in groups are more likely to share their faith, 

repent of sins regularly, give sacrificially, serve faithfully, and read 

their Bibles. While groups influence individuals to become more 

like Christ, Stetzer and Geiger say, “the significance of groups 

goes beyond the benefits of personal life change and become cru-

cial for the transformational church. 

“Living in community with other believers, wrestling through 

life issues, embracing the gospel together, reminding one another 

of our identity in Christ, lovingly holding one another accountable 

for involvement in the spiritual disciplines, and watching the way 

authentic Christians do life is God’s transformative platform.”

Groups really do matter. n

Bob Smietana (@BobSmietana) is senior writer and content editor of Facts & Trends.

Which best describes your attitude 
toward attending a small class or 
group through your church in the future?   

LifeWayResearch.com

I am unlikely to consider 
regularly attending any 
small class or group 
in the future. 

I am open to the idea
of attending a small class 
or group, but not 
actively looking.

I am actively looking
for a small class or group
to attend.

Among non-attendees of small groups

71%

7%
22%

DIG DEEPER
The resources and insights offered on  

GroupsMatter.com are free and designed to help 

your church start and develop groups. 
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Untapped
Three disciplines for developing group leaders
By Mac Lake
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I
t’s happened again: a new season of Bible study is kicking 
off and your church is facing a serious shortage of leaders.

You promised yourself it would be different this time. You’d planned 

to conquer the challenge of leadership development and build a deep 

bench of small group leaders for your ministry, but it never happened.

There is hope, though. You can get ahead of the leadership development 

curve. Here are three disciplines to help you identify, recruit, and develop 

more leaders. 

1. Develop for vision not for need.
Paul gave Timothy some wise advice about leadership develop-

ment when he wrote, “And what you have heard from me in the 

presence of many witnesses, commit to faithful men who will be 

able to teach others also” (2 Timothy 2:2).  

Notice four generations of leaders in this passage: Paul, Timothy, 

faithful men, and others. Paul was teaching Timothy to set up a 

continually replenishing pipeline of leaders to pass the faith along. 

We need to do the same thing. 

Many group ministries recruit toward the urgent need rather than the 

future vision. When we think this way, we tend to only recruit new leaders 

when we need them. But we have to start long before then. Our churches 

are filled with people who have untapped leadership ability.

If you want an abundance of leaders in the pipeline you must be vi-

sion-driven rather than need-driven. Ask yourself: How many group 

leaders would it take if our church grew by 15 percent? Identify that num-

ber and begin working toward that goal. 

2. Look for willingness not just readiness.
This second discipline is more about attitude toward potential leaders. It’s 

easy to look at someone and conclude, “They’re not ready yet,” and miss 

out on someone who is willing to learn. 

I almost made this mistake when a young man approached me at our 

small group one night. 

 “Mac,” Roger said, “I want to do what you do.” I wasn’t quite sure what 

he was talking about, so I asked him to explain. 

 “I want to lead a small group the way you do,” he said. “Our group 

members are engaged, they’re growing in their faith, and there’s such a 

strong sense of community among these people. I want to be able to do 

that.” 

“ Our churches are filled with people  
who have untapped leadership ability.”

Mac Lake



Roger was new to the group and hadn’t shown any 

signs that he was ready to be a leader. 

But I couldn’t ignore his enthusiasm. 

So I told him to come to my house 30 minutes before 

small group each week and to plan on staying 30 minutes 

after the group ended. 

That first week, we talked before the group started, and 

I taught him one key principle for leading a small group. 

I told him to observe that principle in action during the 

group that night. Afterward, he stayed around and we 

discussed what went well and what could’ve been better 

about the group session that night. Each week we repeat-

ed this same process. 

As the weeks passed, I gave him more opportunities to 

lead within our group. After seven months, we decided 

it was time for him to become a leader. He was gaining 

greater confidence, people in the group were responding 

to his leadership, and now he was ready. 

We announced to our group that Roger was going to 

be starting a new group. We were thrilled when half the 

group went with him to start the group. 

Unfortunately, much of what we do today in the church 

is “leadership placement” rather than leadership develop-

ment. We find ready-made leaders and plug them into 

leadership roles. By taking this approach, we overlook 

people who may have a willingness and great potential to 

lead. Yes, developing leaders takes work but the payoff 

is huge. 

Leadership placement may work for a while, but it will 

hurt the long-term efforts to populate the leadership 

needs of your group ministry. So work with your cur-

rent leaders to identify a long list of names that could be 

potential leaders in the next year or two, and start devel-

oping them now. 
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DIG DEEPER
Ministry Grid is offering free online training for  

group leaders in adult ministry, student ministry,  

and kids ministry. Register for a free account at  

ministrygrid.com/groupleaderessentials.

“ And He personally gave some to be prophets, 
some evangelists, some pastors and teachers, 
for the training of the saints in the work of 
ministry to build up the body of Christ.” 

Ephesians 4:11-12

3.  Empower your leaders to reproduce leaders.
Several years ago, I had a defining moment while reading 

Ephesians 4:11-12: “And He personally gave some to be 

prophets, some evangelists, some pastors and teachers, for 

the training of the saints in the work of ministry to build up 

the body of Christ.” 

I had read this verse a thousand times, and I thought, 

God, I know this. It’s my job as a pastor to equip the saints 

to do the work of the ministry.  

But then it hit me that those prophets, apostles, evange-

lists, teachers, and preachers weren’t paid positions in the 

early church—they were lay leaders. And their job, ac-

cording to Paul, was to equip others to do the work of the 

ministry.

That morning I wrote out a paraphrase of the verse, “He 

has given leaders to equip the saints to do the work of the 

ministry.” 

This revolutionized my thinking. Anyone in the church 

who wears the title leader is responsible for developing new 

leaders. 

What if we took Ephesians 4:11-12 seriously? What if our 

small group coaches developed the next small group coach-

es? What if small group leaders developed the next small 

group leaders?  

Decentralizing your leadership development efforts could 

have an exponential impact on your small group ministry 

leadership pipeline. It did for us.

All of a sudden your leadership development efforts are 

no longer limited to one person’s capabilities. You’ll have 

multiple leaders raising up more new leaders anytime, any 

place, and at any pace. 

A growing church will always feel the pressure of needing 

more leaders, but practicing these disciplines will help you 

identify, recruit, and develop an ever-expanding group of 

new leaders to meet the challenge. n

Mac Lake (@MacLake) is visionary architect for The LAUNCH Group, 
a church planting organization based in Atlanta, Georgia. Learn more at 
www.launchstrong.com and maclakeonline.com.  
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New. There’s something special about new things. A 

new car. New clothes. New job. New year. The new 

often creates a sense of excitement and enthusiasm. The 

new factor also can have a powerful impact in churches. 

New churches often grow faster than established ones. 

New worship services can reach more people. New 

groups have great potential for connecting more people 

and challenging them to mature in their faith.

Groups. Transformational Groups, a new book by 

Eric Geiger and Ed Stetzer provides insight into the 

power of groups within the ministry of the church. Re-

search shows discipleship takes place best in the context 

of relationships. And relationships are more likely to be 

developed in smaller groups. In fact, groups are essen-

tial to effective discipleship.

The power of new 

N
ew. Groups. Both of those 
words are powerful. Both 
have incredible impact on 
churches today. 

By Bruce Raley
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New groups give great hope for 

church leaders. Every church leader 

should be intentional about starting 

new groups. New groups not only 

have the potential to reach more 

people for Bible study and life trans-

formation, but they also have other 

incredible benefits.

New groups maintain more  
of an outward focus, rather  
than an inward focus.  
It’s often difficult for new people 

to break into groups that have been 

together for a couple of years. In 

a group, members get to know and 

love each other. That can inadver-

tently lead to the group becoming 

closed to newcomers.  

New people often find it easier to 

connect with a new group, where ev-

eryone is forming new relationships. 

New groups are actively seeking to 

include new people in the group.

New groups are more likely  
to be evangelistically effective.  
Churches are now surrounded  

with second- and third-generation 

unchurched neighbors. These 

second- and third-generation un-

churched are not anti-church; they 

are apathetic-church. They simply 

don’t know much about church or 

the Bible.   

It wasn’t too many years ago that 

a church had the ability to attract 

unchurched people through events, 

programming, and other attractional 

methods of evangelism. If a certain 

type of music was sung, technology 

embraced, functional facilities built, 

then some of the unchurched would 

be attracted. 

Today, it’s less common for  the un-

churched to be drawn to a church’s 

come and see invitation. Instead, 

credibility and relationships are be-

coming more important. 

When people who don’t know  

God yet are welcomed into a small 

group of people with the Bible at the 

center of the group’s life, it creates 

a great environment for evangelism. 

Romans 10:17 says: “So faith comes 

from what is heard, and what is heard 

comes through the message about 

Christ.” The principle is simple. 

When Christians develop relation-

ships with others, it provides the 

credibility to share the Word of God. 

And when the gospel is shared, many 

of those people enter into a relation-

ship with Jesus.

New groups provide  
opportunities for more people  
to be engaged in ministry.
Paul explained in 1 Corinthians 12:7 

that every believer receives some 

type of spiritual gift to be used for 

the benefit of the kingdom. He also 

reminded the believers in Ephesus 

that God calls different leaders to ful-

fill different roles so the local church 

body can be built up (see Ephesians 

4:11).

Both passages imply that all 

Christians are called to be engaged 

in ministry. The Lord blesses every 

Christian with some spiritual gift 

for ministry and places them within 

a church with leaders to equip them 

for that ministry.

Clearly, a variety of gifts and people 

are needed to fulfill the diverse needs 

within a church. There also must be 

a place for those gifts to be exercised 

within the church. Where can a per-

son with the gift of teaching exercise 

that gift? What about a person with 

the gift of service? 

While other ministries can benefit 

from people with these gifts, a Bible 

study group is a great place for peo-

ple to engage in ministry through 

their giftedness while doing so in 

community with other believers. 

Each new group provides addi-

tional opportunities for people to be 

engaged in ministry. 

Yes, there is power in new. And, 

yes, groups are essential to the effec-

tiveness of churches. But there can be 

even more power and effectiveness in 

new groups.  n

Bruce Raley is director of church education 
ministry at LifeWay.

New groups have great  
potential for connecting 

more people and challenging 
them to mature  
in their faith.
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T
ommy “TJ” Thresher began to change 
on a Sunday morning two years ago, 
when his wife, Ashley, decided to give 
faith a second chance. 

“She woke up one day and said, ‘I’m going to church—

You can go if you want to,” he recalls. 

Thresher, a sergeant in the Oklahoma National Guard, 

didn’t grow up in a church-going family, and had little 

interest in faith. But he wasn’t happy with how life was 

going for he and Ashley and their three kids. 

He went along with her that morning to First Baptist 

Church in Moore, Oklahoma. The sermon seemed to 

have been written just for him. He was hooked.

Not long afterwards, the Threshers sent their oldest 

son to Vacation Bible School. And then when a deacon 

from the church stopped by to follow up with the fam-

ily, Thresher gave his life to Christ. 

That fall, he decided to start a Bible study Sunday 

mornings at the church, so he could better learn how to 

live as a Christian. He invited other newcomers to the 

church to join the new life group.

“The best way for a follower of Christ to learn is 

to really get in there with other believers,” says the 

30-year-old Thresher.  

JUMPING 
IN FAITH 

FIRST
By Bob Smietana
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PHOTO BY WILLIAM POPETJ Thresher says, “The best way for a follower of Christ 
to learn is to really get in there with other believers.”



Bob Mayfield, who was then serving as the interim Chris-

tian education pastor, says he’d been looking for new small 

group leaders at the time. When Thresher volunteered to 

lead a group, he was skeptical.  

“The first thing I thought was, I am about to put some-

one I don’t know and who accepted Christ only three 

months ago in charge of a life group, ” says Mayfield. 

After meeting the Threshers, Mayfield decided to let 

them try leading a group.

Mayfield helped TJ pick out some Bible study material 

and mentored him in the early days of the group. 

 About 10 people in the group have been baptized since 

it began. Most have become close friends, though there’s 

always room for new people, especially non-believers or 

new Christians, says Thresher. 

Having new Christians learn the faith together has been 

a big help, he says. Group members push each other to 

grow spiritually. 

“It’s one thing to share the gospel with someone, to 

have them accept Christ, and then off they go,” he says. 

“It’s another thing when you are engaged in everyday life 

together.”

Thresher says he’s still learning how to be a better group 

leader. He meets on Thursday mornings for coffee with 
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“ It’s one thing to share the gospel 
with someone, to have them accept 
Christ, and then off they go.  
It’s another thing when you are  
engaged in everyday life together.”

— TJ Thresher

Thresher leading a Sunday morning Bible 
study at his church in Moore, Oklahoma.

PHOTO BY WILLIAM POPE
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Doug Dees, the church’s equipping pastor. 

Dees, who’s in charge of small groups and other Chris-

tian education programs, asks Thresher three questions 

at each meeting:

•  What do you know about God this week that you didn’t 
know last week?

•  What character trait in you does God need to change so 
you can look more like Jesus? 

 • Who is the Holy Spirit leading you to this week?
Dees answers the same questions himself and reminds 

Thresher to ask those questions of life group members. 

 The idea is to keep the focus on spiritual maturity  

and not on accumulating knowledge about God and the 

Bible, says Dees. 

Thresher says he wouldn’t have been able to lead the 

group without the help of Dees and Mayfield, along with 

pastor Kevin Clarkson. Thresher says  leading a group has 

pushed him to grow by making him study the Bible care-

fully and by pushing him to live out his faith each day. 

“I think if I was just going to church on Sundays my 

faith would have become stagnant by now.” n

Bob Smietana (@BobSmietana) is is senior writer and content editor  
for Facts & Trends.
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I
n the beginning of Acts, we see the early church growing by leaps and bounds. Paul 
writes that people were becoming followers of Christ every single day.

Isn’t this the dream of every pastor? We long to work in tandem with God to see multitudes of lives 

redeemed by the gospel and to make mature disciples of them. But how does this happen? We just 

need to back up a few verses to find out.

In Acts 2, we see those gathered in the early church learning and obeying God’s Word, living in deep and 

intimate fellowship with one another, and breaking bread in each other’s homes while praying for God to 

do the things only He can do. They lived in such close community that when someone had a need others 

stepped in to help meet it.

We can see many come to Christ when the people in our churches devote themselves to those same 

things. But they happen best and most frequently in a small group, which is why it’s vital we start new 

groups. Here are some keys to launching new groups you’ll want to keep in mind.

New groups in 5 easy steps
By Rick Howerton

28 • SUMMER 2014



COVER SECTIONCOVER SECTION

“And every day the Lord added to them those who were being saved.”  
(Acts 2:47) 

1. Find the appropriate location.
Sometimes new groups never get started because church 

leaders believe they can only meet in someone’s home or 

the church building. But that’s not the case. In fact, some 

of the most transformational groups meet in places where 

those who are far from Christ are most comfortable. 

Some often overlooked locations are: coffee shops, 

work sites, restaurants, hospitals, convalescent centers, 

parks, workout centers, shopping malls, and college cam-

puses. Each of those locations can meet the needs of a 

specific demographic. And the more demographics your 

church connects with, the more possibility there is of 

getting the gospel to various people groups. 

2. Discover the right leaders.
Finding them may not be as difficult as you think.  

Potential group leaders are all around us. You can find 

them almost anywhere. They could be in established 

small groups or Sunday school classes, on the church 

staff, or serving on your hospitality team. You simply 

need to be open to whomever it is God is calling to lead 

your new groups.

3. Recruit small group members who will stick.
Once you’ve established meeting locations and have 

commitments from group leaders, the most important 

ingredient in group life is still missing—group members. 

Pray for God to place the right people in your group. 

Jesus prayed before inviting His apostles to join Him. 

God can use any number of ways to get people to consid-

er joining a group. You should continually be in prayer 

for God to do what only He can do—place the right peo-

ple in the right group. 

4. Answer questions that may come up.
Clearly communicate to possible group members what 

the group will be about. Group members who are hes-

itant will probably be among the first to ask questions. 

You need to be prepared to respond to questions like 

these:

• How much time is this going to take? 

•  What are we going to do with our children during 

group meetings? 

• Will there be homework? If so, how much? 

•  Am I going to have to talk or can I sit and listen 

during meetings? 

• Who else is going to be in the group? 

•  How many weeks or months is the group going  

to last? 

•  If I don’t like it, can I leave without people being 

angry with me? And can I join a different group?

• What are we going to do during meetings? 

Being able to provide answers may be the key to people 

connecting with a group.

5. Invite possible group members  
to the first meeting. 
A personal invitation will be the best way to gain a new 

group members. Try to make them as comfortable as 

possible. Remind them that everyone in the group will be 

new and getting to know one another for the first time. 

Assure nervous attendees they won’t be asked to read or 

pray aloud until they are ready to do so. 

If you want to start a revolution in your church, start 

groups that start other groups. Like the first century 

church, we can change the world. Imagine the impact if 

we establish a biblical small group within walking dis-

tance of every person on the planet. n

Rick Howerton (@RickHowerton) is discipleship and small groups 
specialist at LifeWay. Read more from Rick about starting new groups 
at GroupsMatter.com.
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HOW TO CHOOSE THE RIGHT BIBLE 
STUDY FOR YOUR CHURCH
By Ken Braddy

C
urriculum comes from the Latin word currere, which 
means to run. The word curriculum was used during the 
Roman Empire to refer to the course used for races; the 
curriculum was the racetrack with its starting and finish-
ing points. 

Today, Bible study curriculum pro-

vides starting and ending points of a 

different kind. It also provides a lane 

in which the group leader and group 

members race toward the finish line of 

Christian maturity and spiritual trans-

formation. 

With all the Bible study choices 

available today, it’s not always easy 

to find the right study (or studies) for 

your church or group. 

There are also some common myths 

about curriculum that get in the way. 

Myth #1: I need to find the perfect cur-

riculum. There is no such thing. Some 

Bible studies will meet the needs of 

your people and the mission of your 

church better than others but none are 

perfect. No matter how good a partic-

ular curriculum is, group leaders will 

almost always have to adjust it to fit 

the needs of their group members.

Myth #2: The newest curriculum is best 

for my church. Maybe, maybe not. If 

you constantly change curriculum 

from one series to another, your group 

members will never complete a scope 

and sequence (the full range of topics 

covered and the order in which they 

are studied). It can also appear like you 

don’t have a plan for people’s spiritual 

growth. Find the type of Bible study 

that fits the culture of your church and 

stick with it.  

Myth #3: Group leaders teach curric-

ulum. Actually, group leaders teach 

people. Curriculum simply guides 

group leaders in what they should say 

and do in each session, and it provides 

a group plan including procedures and 

ideas for maximizing the participation 

in the Bible study. The most effective 

teaching requires a relationship with 

the group members. Remember the 

adage, “Telling isn’t teaching. Listen-

ing isn’t learning.” 

Myth #4: Group leaders don’t need 

curriculum. They can simply teach the 

Bible. It makes sense on the surface, 

doesn’t it? Why not allow the group 

leader to open the Bible, teach his or 

her favorite passages, and save the ex-

pense of buying curriculum? Because 

it tends to be a poor plan for teaching 

the entire counsel of God in age-ap-

propriate ways and in a scope and 

sequence that takes into account the 

life-long developmental and spiritual 

needs of group members.  

Selecting the right Bible study 
There are several ways a church might 

go about choosing its curriculum. 

First, groups may decide on their own 

what they are going to study, with no 

input from a pastor or other church 

leaders. While this approach may have 

the appearance of empowering groups, 

it can lead to a “Judges 21:25” philoso-

phy where everyone does what is right 

in their own eyes, which often leads to 

chaos. 

The research in Transformational 

Groups by Ed Stetzer and Eric Geiger 

revealed that many pastors and church 

leaders don’t know what their church’s 

small groups are studying. That’s trou-

bling, said Stetzer and Geiger.  “The 

reason great pastors are involved in 

resource choices is so nothing heretical 

is taught and no false teachings are es-

poused,” they say.   

A second and better approach is for 

pastors and church leaders to set
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guidelines for what Bible study 

(or Bible studies) are best for use 

in groups. A small task force in-

cluding the pastor or other staff 

members could be formed to help 

select resources approved for use in 

the church based on cost, publish-

er, doctrine, leader resources, ease 

of use, and other factors. The goal 

is to make sure the curriculum fits 

the congregation’s theology and ap-

proach to ministry. It’s also a great 

way to facilitate communication, so 

everyone knows what’s going on in 

the groups. 

Pay attention to the starting 
point

We spent a lot of time at LifeWay 

thinking about starting points when 

working on Bible study curriculum. 

We’ve identified four major start-

ing points that help us match a 

group’s preferred way of studying 

with a curriculum line. When those 

two things line up, the result is often 

a very satisfied group. When there is 

a bad match, a group will likely be 

unhappy with the curriculum. 

Starting Point 1: Life. Some groups 

prefer topical Bible studies. The 

group members place a high value 

on knowing God’s Word so they can 

apply it to their lives. Bible Studies 

For Life has a life starting point that 

guides the creation of those stud-

ies. Sessions are carefully crafted to 

address life issues group members 

regularly face. Bible Studies For Life 

uses five key discussion questions to 

guide the group experience and to 

create conversations among group 

members. 

Starting Point 2: Text. Other groups 

prefer to study the text in its context 

so they can properly interpret it and 

apply it in their context today. Ex-

plore The Bible is a line of ongoing 

and short-term Bible studies with 

text as the starting point.  The studies 

take a group through entire books of 

the Bible and focus on major themes 

and application. In book after book 

and passage after passage, men, 

women, boys and girls, systemati-

cally explore their way through the 

books of the Bible.

Starting Point 3: Theology. Then there 

are groups that love studying theol-

ogy so they understand a particular 

doctrine in light of the whole coun-

sel of Scripture. The Gospel Project 

has theology as its starting point. It 

helps group members understand 

how a particular doctrine is threaded 

through the hundreds of stories in 

the Bible and it demonstrates how 

the Bible is one big story of God’s 

redemption of humanity through the 

atoning sacrifice of Jesus Christ. 

Starting Point 4: Your Church. An in-

creasing number of churches desire 

to create sermon-based studies or 

unique Bible studies for their mem-

bers. LifeWay has responded to this 

by helping them develop custom-

ized curriculum based on a church’s 

needs, culture, and mission. A church 

can receive customized curriculum in 

about 30 days from LifeWay, creat-

ed by experts who learn about the 

church, understand its needs, and 

design curriculum that creates great 

group dynamics.

The key is to select the right start-

ing point for your church. If you 

choose a life curriculum and give 

it to a group that prefers a text ap-

proach to Bible study, they won’t be 

happy—and more important, they 

won’t engage well with God’s Word. 

Normally, the problem isn’t with the 

curriculum itself; it’s a matter of mis-

alignment.

Choosing curriculum doesn’t have 

to be difficult, but neither should 

it be taken lightly. Curriculum is a 

wonderful tool in the hands of group 

leaders, a tool that can lead people 

to faith in Christ. It disciples them 

through God’s Word, aids group 

leaders in their ministry to those 

under their care, and ultimately 

supports the church in its mission 

of making disciples. That’s a course 

worth running. n

Ken Braddy (@KenBraddy) is manager of 
LifeWay’s ongoing Bible studies, magazines, 
and devotionals. He is an 18-year veteran 
of church education ministries in the local 
church. He and his wife lead a weekly Bible 
study group at their church in Murfreesboro, 
Tennessee.
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T
he church community is only as strong its foun-
dation. Spiritual progress is dependent upon 
intentional, strategic effort by those providing 
leadership. The church has been given but one 

commission, namely to make disciples. However, most 
churches seem to measure everything but disciples. 

In a recent study by LifeWay Research, we discovered that dis-

ciple-making is not happening at nearly the rate we think it is. 

What’s more, the single greatest tool to make growing disciples—

groups—is significantly under-utilized and underappreciated by 

pastors. 

The research shows that most pastors believe groups are import-

ant. But there’s a disconnect between what pastors believe and 

what churchgoers who are not in groups perceive. The people in 

the pews, who are not in groups, largely believe groups are not 

important to their pastors and leaders. In other words, disciple-

Developing a wise discipleship plan
By Micah Fries
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ship through groups is an aspirational value for pastors, 

but often not a realized one among all church attendees.

With that said, we also found that one of the vital ele-

ments of effective disciple-making through groups is the 

primacy of God’s Word in those groups. Regardless of 

their primary purpose, groups must be gathered around 

the Bible or they won’t produce disciples. So how can 

church leaders help their groups gather well around the 

Word of God? Allow me to suggest three helpful steps. 

Provide leadership
You may think this would be self-evident, but we found 

that pastors are largely not providing leadership for the 

groups in their churches. In fact, according to our re-

search, the majority of pastors and church leaders have 

no clue what is being taught in their groups. Almost two-

thirds of pastors tell us the person primarily responsible 

for selecting the curriculum for the group is the group 

leader. And a large number of those do so without help 

or direction from the pastor or staff. 

But when we interviewed more than 1,000 small group 

leaders, we found more than 75 percent say they want 

direction in how they lead their small group. If you are a 

pastor, your people want your help in planning and lead-

ing their groups.  

Unfortunately, the people in your church have likely 

come to believe that groups don’t mean that much to you. 

One way you can help change that—and make God’s 

Word paramount—is to become more involved in the 

process. 

One of the easiest and most practical ways to do this is 

to be personally involved in the selection of your church’s 

curriculum. Help your small group leaders choose cur-

riculum that helps accomplish your church’s purpose and 

highlights the Word of God. 

Develop a plan
Not only are pastors not involved in their small groups, 

few have a strategic discipleship plan for their church. 

Part of that is due to their personality type. Most pastors 

I know are not primarily strategic thinkers. They got into 

ministry because they are people focused, not because 

they love spreadsheets and long-range planning commit-

tees. Pastors are generally in ministry because they want 

to be around people and see those people grow in their 

relationship with God. This is a good thing. 

However, it’s hard for people to grow when there is  

no strategic plan—centered on God’s Word—to make 

disciples. 

If you aren’t by nature a strategic thinker, take heart, 

because your church has some strategic thinkers in it. 

Whether the people in your church are in the agricultural 

industry, education, or finance, or they are businessmen 

and women, they have to think strategically or their busi-

nesses will not succeed. Ask a couple of them if they will 

help you develop a plan to make disciples. 

As you make your plan, remember two things. First, 

keep it simple. Your strategy must be a simple, easy-to-un-

derstand process by which people go from being far from 

God to walking with God. Second, remember the content 

of the strategy is often less important than your fidelity 

to that strategy. In other words, make a good, simple plan 

and stick to it. 

Invest personally
You can’t prioritize groups and emphasize God’s Word 

unless you are personally involved in groups. You and 

every pastor and senior volunteer leader at your church 

should be actively involved in a group. What’s more, I 

would recommend that (if possible) you not lead that 

group. Show your people that gathering around the 

Word of God in a group matters so much that you are 

there, even when you are not in charge. Show them the 

importance of submitting yourself to the authority of 

God’s Word by committing to be in a group every week, 

and see what a difference that makes. n

Micah Fries (@MicahFries) is director of ministry development at 
LifeWay.
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B
eginning this fall, LifeWay’s Explore the Bible 
ongoing curriculum will expand to include 
young adults, students, and kids.

“Until now, Explore the Bible has been a book-by-

book study only for adults,” said Toby Jennings, managing editor 

of the study. “With this expansion, it will become the only cur-

riculum we know that provides book-by-book Bible study for 

groups of all ages.”

Adults and students will study the same passage of Scripture ev-

ery week. Kids will study the same concept within the same book 

as adults and students. They may, however, cross-reference a con-

nected story in Scripture that elaborates on the primary message to 

make challenging concepts more kid-friendly. All ages will study 

the same memory verse.

Each study session is developed to help groups understand the 

Bible passage within its larger biblical context. Sessions include 

engaging discussion questions, in-depth Bible commentary, and a 

comprehensive reading plan for each book of the Bible.

Explore the Bible is partnering with leading Bible teachers and 

scholars to develop the material and serve as general editors for 

specific studies. Well-known pastor, author, and radio teacher 

David Jeremiah will serve as general editor for this fall’s study of 

Hebrews. 

Tony Evans, another renowned pastor, teacher, and author, is 

leading the winter study of Esther, Ezra, and Nehemiah. Other 

general editors include Union University’s George Guthrie, and 

pastors Jim Shaddix, Afshin Ziafat, Gregg Matte, Vance Pitman, 

and Bryan Loritts.

In addition to the 13-session ongoing study, Explore the Bible 

will also be available in six-session studies for small groups. 

“Explore the Bible will help people of all ages know God better 

and help them to know and love Christ more,” Jennings said. “We 

believe individuals, families, and communities will be transformed 

as Christians allow the word of Christ to dwell richly among them 

and obey the text in their context.”

The study already has received favorable responses from church-

es including First Baptist Church, Spartanburg, South Carolina, 

which will begin using Explore the Bible for all age groups this fall. 

LifeWay Expands Explore the Bible
By Carol Pipes

Members of LifeWay’s editorial team review proofs of the newly 
expanded Explore the Bible series.
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“When I heard LifeWay was revising Explore the Bible 

and heard their heart for where they were headed with 

the Bible study, I immediately knew it was the right 

study for our church,” said Sam Davis, associate pastor 

and minister of education at First Spartanburg. “Our pas-

tor is an expository preacher and our church is drawn to 

book-by-book study.” 

The first thing that convinced Davis it was the right 

study for their church was how it would unify their Bible 

study classes and groups from preschool through senior 

adults in their study of the Bible. 

“When mom and dad go home from church, they can 

have dinner table conversations with their kids about 

what they learned in life group,” Davis said. “We’re hear-

ing that from parents more and more.”

Davis isn’t the only one at First Spartanburg looking 

forward to the new curriculum. From his first look at 

Explore the Bible: Kids, Greg Springsteen, minister of 

preschool and children, was impressed with the material 

and excited at the opportunity to truly explore the Scrip-

tures in a way that engages kids. 

“The lessons take kids on a journey starting with the 

central passage of the day then traveling back through 

Scripture to find connections that show the Bible as one 

big continuous story,” Springsteen explained. “Making 

these connections helps tie everything together, and the 

family app allows parents to continue exploring anytime, 

anywhere.”

Each Explore the Bible: Kids session incorporates ob-

ject-based learning similar to teaching methods used in 

museum exhibits. For example, kids will learn Jesus is 

all-powerful by looking at the story of Jesus calming the 

storm. They’ll examine a boat discovered by archaeolo-

Adult Study Plan 2014-17

subject to change
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-gists at the bottom of the Sea of Galilee that dates to the 

same era as Jesus and His disciples.

“The kids can see this boat and imagine what it might 

have been like to be on the boat in the storm,” explains Jana 

Magruder, director of Kids Ministry Publishing at LifeWay.

“We’ve incorporated lots of ways to engage children with 

the text,” Magruder says. “From historical maps, to info-

graphics, to discovery learning, we want kids to think about 

the Bible in a deeper way than they have ever before.”

LifeWay’s ongoing Bible studies have three distinct 

starting points—text, life application, theology. Explore 

the Bible starts with the scriptural text and a plan to walk 

people through all the books of the Bible. 

Bible Studies for Life starts with real-life issues people 

subject to change

Student Study Plan 2014-15
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Kids Study Plan 2014-15

subject to change

face every day, and brings the Scripture to bear on those 

issues. And The Gospel Project shows people how all 

Scripture points to Jesus.

Jennings explained how the curricula provide three dif-

ferent approaches, but each one helps people encounter 

the Living Word (Jesus) and the written Word.

Churches can register to preview Explore the Bible free 

for one month, which includes full access to four sessions 

of each adult, young adult, student, and kids resource at 

LifeWay.com/ExploretheBible. The expanded Explore 

the Bible can now be ordered for the fall. n

Carol Pipes is editor of Facts & Trends.
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I
n the mid-1950s, a little-known quality 
assurance manager named Joseph Juran 
traveled to Japan to advise companies  
rebuilding after World War II.

At the time, “Made in Japan,” was a sign of poor quali-

ty. To help those companies, Juran taught the lessons he’d 

learned while working in quality assurance for AT&T.

Among those lessons was the so-called 80-20 rule. It’s 

the idea that 80 percent of outcomes can be traced to 20 

percent of causes. 

Get a few things right, in other words, and you’ll solve 

most of your problems. 

Churches have an 80-20 rule of their own, says Scott 

Thumma, a sociologist of religion from Hartford Semi-

nary in Connecticut. Most of the ministry is done by a 

few of the people. 

So what about the other 80 percent? What would hap-

pen if they got involved as well? 

Those are the questions Thumma and his co-author, 

Warren Bird of the Leadership Network, set out to an-

swer in their book, The Other 80 Percent: Turning Your 

Church’s Spectators into Active Participants. 

Facts & Trends talked to Thumma about how churches 

can engage and mobilize the other 80 percent of church 

members and attenders. 

What’s the difference between how the 20 percent 
experience church and how the other 80 percent 
experience church?
The 20 percent find church spiritually invigorating and 

get their spiritual needs met there. Their concept of God 

and of what makes worship meaningful is being fulfilled 

by the church’s model, and they plug in. These are folks 

who are highly involved and growing spiritually. 

For some reason, the church’s model or ministry doesn’t 

resonate with the other 80 percent. There are a million 

reasons why people are disconnected. We are convinced 

it’s possible to create a space and a ministry that more 

people can connect to in meaningful ways. 

In the book, you say churches bear some of the 
blame because they limit how people can become 
involved. 
If you only keep the structures and the connections that 

already exist, then when all the predetermined slots are 

filled, there’s no room. People don’t fit. 

Turning spectators into participants
A Q&A with author and sociologist Scott Thumma
By Bob Smietana

The other
80 percent
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Too many congregations—especially small ones—say to 

people, “Do you want to sing in the choir,” “Do you want 

to read scripture,” or “Do want to help in Sunday school or 

help with the soup kitchen”? If those are all the slots you 

have, then only a few people can be involved. 

What kind of message does that send? Your passions, 

your talents, and your gifts from God, they don’t matter. 

You have to say, what else can we do? That opens up pos-

sibilities for people. You have to challenge each person to 

ask: what is God calling me to do, what is my purpose, what 

makes faith meaningful to me, and how do I live that out in 

our church structure? 

One of your suggestions is to ban the word  
“volunteer” from churches. Why is that? 
God doesn’t call people to volunteer. Jesus didn’t stand up 

and beg people to help him for a few hours. Becoming a 

Christian really is a life change. Ministry is not something 

you do to fill a slot at church. We don’t always think of the 

implications of the words we use. We are all ministers of 

the gospel; we are all fishers of men—and not just when it 

comes to evangelism.  

Why do some people become spectators  
or just drop out? 
Some of it is that churches aren’t paying attention. They 

don’t ask, where did half of our people go?

When we do pay attention, the immediate thought is, “It’s 

their faith. Those are just bad people.” But it’s not only 

church. All of society has this problem with commitment 

and involvement. 

One of the things we suggest is churches start paying 

attention to what their members do when they are not at 

church, when they are out in the community. 

One of the churches we studied began keeping track of 

all the volunteer hours people did in the community. Then 

they began to recognize that as a form of ministry. That 

helped re-orient people’s thinking. It shows that what we 

do out in the world matters. 

Say your congregation completed 30,000 volunteer hours 

last year. This year, try for 50,000. It’s a way of saying, let’s 

be better disciples. 

What can churches do to get started? 
We always suggest a church start with a ministry audit and 

a gifts assessment to find out what they are doing well. And 

then ask, how can we make our church more accessible?

And remember, you didn’t lose people or let them become 

spectators all at once. You lost them one person at a time. 

They didn’t find their place, and they slowly drifted away. 

You can bring them back slowly as well. The best way to 

reach the other 80 percent is 1 percent at a time. n

Bob Smietana is senior writer and content editor for Facts & Trends.

The other
80 percent



What does multisite 
mean for churches?
New research gives a glimpse of the 
movement today
By Aaron Earls

M
ultisite can mean many things and can take on  
dramatically different forms. But for the vast majority 
of churches, multisite means one thing—growth.

New research for the Leadership Network/Generis Multisite 

Church Scorecard found 85 percent of multisite churches are growing and 

doing so at a strong rate of 14 percent per year.

One of those churches, The Summit Church in Raleigh-Durham, North 

Carolina, “backed into multisite,” according to Rick Langston, lead pastor of 

strategic develop.

Today, Summit is one of the largest and fastest-growing churches in Amer-

ica. In 2005, the church sold their property and was meeting in a high school. 

As they continued to grow, a new permanent location became necessary. But 

what would they do in the meantime?
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“We owned a small church building near our original 

location,” says Langston, “and it seemed like a good idea 

to provide worship services there for the people who had 

lived in that community for so long.”

It wasn’t until they started meeting in three locations 

that they really understood what it meant to be a multisite 

church. Now, with seven campuses and a Spanish-speak-

ing congregation, Langston says they’re still learning.

According to Warren Bird, research director at Lead-

ership Network, that’s not surprising, since the multisite 

movement has only just begun. “Although we had re-

sponses from churches that have been multisite for more 

than 20 years,” Bird says, “the survey indicated that the 

typical multisite church is just four years into the pro-

cess.”

While it’s true the larger the church is the more likely 

it is to be a multisite church, it’s not only giant mega-

churches that go multisite. The typical church has an 

average weekend attendance of about 1,200 when they 

first decide to launch an additional campus. 

Bird says several multisite churches began with only a 

few hundred attendees, with the smallest having a com-

bined attendance of 80. “The size of church that goes 

multisite continues to inch downward,” he says.

Multisite means benefits
That’s not the only potentially surprising finding from 

the study. Some have asserted that launching new cam-

puses is taking the place of starting new churches, but the 

research seems to contradict this. “Perhaps the greatest 

personal surprise was that nearly half—48 percent—of 

multisite churches directly sponsor new churches,” says 

Bird. “This puts specific numbers to earlier research that 

shows church planting and campus planting reinforce, 

rather than hurt, each other.”

That has been the case at Summit, according to Langston. 

“Over the last few years, we’ve been able to plant more 

churches than campuses, and each church plant we’ve 

sent out has had a core group of 20 to 30 people or more 

who have moved to be a part of that new church,” he 

says. “We believe our multisite strategy has enhanced our 

church planting strategy.”

The research was also encouraging in terms of getting 

more people involved in the work and the leadership 

of the church. When asked if being multisite has helped 

increase lay involvement, 88 percent of multisite pastors 

said yes, compared to 79 percent in 2010. Bird says this 

was “the most reassuring finding.”

Suzanne Swift, public relations director of NewSpring, 

a multisite church soon launching their 10th campus 

in South Carolina, says that makes sense when you are 

growing. “Any growth in a church encourages and re-

quires growth of new leaders,” she says. “As we are 

reaching more and more people, the opportunity to serve 

others increases.”

According to Langston, leadership development is one 

of the strengths of the multisite model. “Each campus 

provides new leadership opportunities,” he says. “Also, 

as leaders move to help start a new campus that creates 

opportunities at existing campuses for new people.”

Leadership Network’s research found 87 percent of 

churches with campus pastors developed that leader from 

within the congregation. At Summit, all eight of their 

current campus pastors were either members of the staff 

or congregation prior to becoming a campus pastor.

“It’s important for a campus pastor to understand 

87%  
of churches with campus 
pastors developed that leader 
from within the congregation

Source: Leadership 
Network
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the vision and mission of the church, so finding these 

leaders from within the congregation is logical,” Langston 

says. But he says they did interview candidates from out-

side the church and would be open to that. 

Swift says the role of campus pastor at NewSpring is 

vital “in shepherding people and carrying out the vision.” 

They have filled those positions with both internal and 

external candidates. “It ultimately comes down to the 

heart of the leader and a calling they have, paired with the 

opportunities to serve in our church.”

Multisite means challenges
The multisite method does come with its own unique set 

of challenges. For NewSpring, one of the top challenges 

is the varied types of facilities used by the separate cam-

puses.

“Since several of our campuses meet in different types 

of rented facilities, we are often having to adapt and im-

provise when it comes to how we set up our different 

locations and what to do if there is a week the facility or 

part of the facility isn’t available,” says Swift.

There are technological difficulties as well. According 

to Swift, there are weekly challenges with delivering a 

live feed of the sermon to all the campuses. “Even though 

we have a good network infrastructure and have figured 

out the right technology, the Internet can be finicky at 

times,” she says.

For Summit, the distance between campuses requires 

additional work “to keep everyone on the same page,” 

Langston says.

“There is a temptation to look at one campus, whether 

it’s the largest or where the pastor teaches live, as the ‘main 

campus,’” he says. But at Summit, Langston says, “every 

campus is the Summit Church; the Summit Church is one 

church made up of several campuses.”

Langston believes these challenges have made them 

“focus more on what unites us as a church, and I believe 

because of that we have enjoyed an even greater experi-

ence of the unity Christ intended for us.”

Unfortunately, for some churches the difficulties faced 

by some of the campuses are too great to continue. In 

Leadership Network’s 2010 study, 10 percent of multisite 

churches had closed a congregation.

The most recent study looked at the reasons churches 

gave for closing, asking those who have done so the three 

primary reasons. Most closures (54 percent) resulted from 

the campus not becoming financially self-sustaining. The 

next most frequent responses were the site not growing 

(41 percent), it wasn’t reaching people who couldn’t be 

reached by another site (32 percent), and declining atten-

dance (27 percent).

Multisite means momentum
Even for those, like Oklahoma-based LifeChurch.tv, 

which has been doing multisite for more than a decade, 

the methodology requires constant innovation and 

change. In 1999, LifeChurch met in two locations and 

staggered starting times so pastor Craig Groeschel could 

preach at both venues, according to Bobby Gruenewald, 

pastor and innovation leader.

Like a surprising one in three multisite churches (37 

percent), LifeChurch also added a campus due to a 

merger. “In January 2001, MetroChurch, a 25-year-old 

non-denominational church, joined us and became the 

LifeChurch.tv Edmond Campus,” says Gruenewald. 

“Out of this partnership, LifeChurch officially became 

one church in multiple locations.” Beginning with those 

One in three multisite churches added 
a campus due to a merger.
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three, the church has since expanded to 18 cam-

puses across the nation. 

Despite being one of the largest and most in-

fluential churches in America, Gruenewald says 

there’s more to come at LifeChurch. “Because 

of recent significant growth, we’ve been look-

ing at areas in our community we’ve wanted to 

reach, but haven’t been able to from our current 

locations,” he says. “Then, we leverage the mo-

mentum of our existing campuses to grow a core 

group.”

This momentum might be one of the only 

unifying factors of the multisite movement. 

“We find multisite churches across a wide vari-

ety of denominational and non-denominational 

churches,” says Bird. “Multisite isn’t limited to 

a particular geography. Nor are just a handful of 

personalities providing primary momentum.”

Bird, one of the leading experts on multisite 

methodology, sees the growth in a perhaps 

unusual way—from the vantage point of his 

anonymity. “I always smile with delight when I 

meet a pastor who tells me with great enthusiasm 

something I know originated in my multisite 

reports or books, but he’s never heard of me or 

them,” he says. “Situations like that affirm to me 

that multisite is a true movement.” n

Aaron Earls is online editor of FactsAndTrends.net.

L
earn as much as you 
can from others who 
have done it well.” 

That’s the advice Rick 

Langston, lead pastor of strate-

gic development at The Summit 

Church, a multisite congregation 

in the Raleigh-Durham area of 

North Carolina, would give to 

those thinking about launching an 

additional campus.

Suzanne Swift, the public re-

lations director at NewSpring, 

says they would tell pastors and 

churches to be sure God is lead-

ing in the move. “It’s tempting to 

look at the success of other mul-

tisite churches and try to do what 

they are doing,” she says, “but 

it’s essential to clearly know God 

has called you to be a multisite 

church.”

NewSpring Church has grown 

from a small group meeting on a 

college campus to one of the larg-

est churches in the nation with 

nine campuses across South Caro-

lina and more in the works.

Swift also warns against “launch-

ing a campus in a place outside 

your sphere of influence.” She says 

it is much easier to care about and 

reach people “if our campuses are 

in areas where we have influence.”

As far as selecting a location, 

Bobby Gruenewald, pastor and 

innovation leader at LifeChurch.

tv, says they have tried virtually 

every possibility and “each option 

has different advantages when it 

comes to speed, efficiency, flexibil-

ity, and costs.”

For those looking to use a porta-

ble set-up, he says it can be “faster 

and cheaper in the short run, but 

there’s more required of your staff, 

and you have less flexibility in the 

size and layout of the facility.”

Renovating an existing build-

ing is faster than building from 

scratch, but Gruenewald says 

there are zoning issues that must 

be worked out. And while the cost 

is higher than portable, “there’s 

less time investment every week to 

set up and tear down.”

When buying land and building 

a facility there are more time and 

money commitments, he says, but 

you can design it to meet your 

needs.

Having more information about 

multisite challenges and oppor-

tunities helps those making the 

decision. That’s why Warren Bird, 

author of and contributor to sever-

al books on multisite churches and 

director of research for Leadership 

Network, believes research into 

multisite churches is so important.

“It can show them the lay of the 

land,” he says. “It can help them 

be realistic about the path ahead, 

from finances to how far apart to 

place their campuses. It can guide 

them to avoid potholes or detours 

by learning from others. It can give 

them courage and confidence as 

they prayerfully experiment with 

what to them is perhaps a new way 

of making more and better disci-

ples of Jesus Christ.”  n

Considering becoming a multisite church?
“

DIG DEEPER
• Multi-site Churches     

   by Scott McConnell

•  The Multi-site 

Church Revolution 

by Geoff Surratt, 

Greg Ligon, and 

Warren Bird

Facts&Trends • 47



I 
knew the patient before she died.

It was ten years ago. She was very sick at the 

time, but she did not want to admit it.

There was only a glimmer of hope at best. But 

that hope could become a reality only with radical 

change. She wasn’t nearly ready for that change. In-

deed, she was highly resistant to any change. Even 

though she was very sick. 

Even though she was dying.

I told her the bad news bluntly: You are dying. I hope 

I said those words with some compassion. I did feel 

badly sharing the news. But it was the only way I could 

see to get her attention.

I even told her that, at best, she had five years to live. 

At the time I said those words, I don’t really think I was 

that optimistic. I would not have been surprised if she 

died within the year.

But she was not only in denial; she was in angry denial.

“I’ll show you,” she said. “I’ll prove you are wrong. I 

am not dying.” Her words were fierce. Defiant. Angry.

It was time for me to leave. I had done all I could. I 

left. I wasn’t angry. I was sad. Very sad.

Now to her credit, she was right up to a point. She 

did not die in five years. She proved resilient and sur-

vived another 10 years. But her last decade, though she 

was technically alive, was filled with pain, sickness,  

and despair.

Autopsy of a deceased church
By Thom S. Rainer

“ How long can our 
church survive?”
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I’m not so sure her longer-term survival was a good 

thing. She never got better. She slowly and painfully de-

teriorated.

And then she died.

The autopsy
She, of course, is a church. A real church. A church in the 

Midwest. 

A church that was probably born out of vision.

A church that died because she no longer had a vision.

I was the church’s consultant over a decade ago. The 

church had reached its peak attendance many years ear-

lier. The worship attendance of 750 in 1975 took place 

during “the good old days.” 

By the time I arrived, the attendance had fallen to an 

average of eighty-three. The large sanctuary seemed to 

swallow the small crowd on Sunday morning.

The reality was that most of the members did not want 

me there. They were not about to pay a consultant to tell 

them what they refused to hear. Only when a benevolent 

member offered to foot my entire bill did the congrega-

tion grudgingly agree to retain me.

I worked with the church for three weeks. The prob-

lems were obvious. The solutions were difficult.

On my last day the benefactor walked me to my rental 

car. “What do you think, Thom?” he asked. He could see 

the uncertainty in my expression, so he clarified. “How 

long can our church survive?” That was the moment I 

gave my foreboding declaration of five years at most.

Of course, I was wrong on the exact number of years. 

The church has only recently closed. Like many dying 

churches, it held on to life tenaciously. The church lasted 

ten years after my declaration of a terminal diagnosis.

My friend from that church called me a week after the 

church officially closed its doors. We talked for over an 

hour. I took no pleasure in discovering that my diagnosis 

was correct. Together, my friend and I reviewed the past 

ten or more years. We were able to piece together a fairly 

accurate autopsy.

Why go through the pain?
Why should I take you through the pain of discovering 

why churches die? Because we need to know.

Jesus told Peter that the Church will never die: “And 

I also say to you that you are Peter, and on this rock I 

will build My church, and the forces of Hades will not 

overpower it” (Matt. 16:18). Indeed the church will never 

die. But churches have and are dying.

As many as 100,000 churches in America are showing 

signs of decline toward death. May God give us the cour-

age to make the changes necessary to give new life to our 

churches. n

Adapted from Autopsy of a Deceased Church by Thom S. Rainer  
(@ThomRainer), president of LifeWay Christian Resources.

DIG DEEPER 
In his latest book Autopsy of a 

Deceased Church, Thom Rainer, 

takes readers through the results 

of 14 church autopsies. Based on 

those results, he offers 12 ways to 

keep a church alive.
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By Aaron Earls

Sermon help for busy pastors

Scott Parkinson tucks himself away in the closet to be 
able to concentrate during his sermon preparation.

PHOTO BY BRANDON OURSLER
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A
pparently, there is more 
than one way to prepare 
a sermon. Just ask Scott 
Parkison and Jeremy Rose. 

Parkison, pastor of Trinity Baptist 

Church in Manchester, Tennessee, takes 

a traditional route to sermon preparation. 

He tries to spend time alone with the text 

and prays through what God would have 

him say to his people. 

“My wife laughs at me because on Satur-

day nights, I will often hide in my closet 

with my Bible and iPad as I go over the 

sermon I’ve spent all week preparing,” 

says the father of five. 

Most sermons take about 10 hours of 

preparation, says Parkison. After adding 

in the time it takes for long-range planning 

of sermon series and last minute tweaking, 

Parkison says the total time can approach 

20 hours. 

Sometimes it’s hard to find that much 

time for sermon planning and still have 

time to minister to his congregation. 

“People don’t realize how phone calls 

or walking into my office for a quick chat 

can completely derail my focus,” Parkison 

says. “Sometimes I feel as if people don’t 

understand the energy it takes.”

Jeremy Rose, church planter and pas-

tor of The Axis Church in Nashville, has 

developed a method that combines disci-

pleship and sermon preparation in a way 

he believes makes him more effective and 

humble as a pastor.

He and a group from the church who 

have all completed a basic hermeneu-

tics course gather on Monday nights to 

discuss the passage for the next sermon. 

Each one has been studying the text for a 

week. Rose takes notes and asks questions 

during the discussion. 

Rose then spends several hours Wednes-

day and Thursday studying before 

finishing his sermon. This method allows 

him to deliver a sermon with more than 

60 hours of research behind it, while also 

spending time in God’s Word with men in 

his church.

“It helps keep me 

humble,” he says. “When 

someone compliments the 

sermon, I can honestly say, 

‘I wish I’d have written it.’”

Rose is honest about his 

feelings toward sermon 

preparation. It’s one of 

his least favorite parts of 

ministry. 

“I enjoy preaching, I don’t 

enjoy studying.” Rose says. “But I hate 

preaching without studying.”

Parkison agrees. “The prep is very labo-

rious,” he says. “I enjoy the delivery far 

more than the prep.”

Despite viewing preparation as one of 

the more difficult aspects of their jobs, 

most pastors spend a significant amount of 

time on sermon prep. According to a 2012 

LifeWay Research survey, nearly 7 out 

of 10 pastors spend eight or more hours 

a week on sermon prep. A quarter spend 

8 to 10 hours on sermon prep, while 23 

percent spend 11 to 15 hours. About one 

in five (21 percent) spend more than 15.

“ People don’t realize how 

phone calls or walking into 

my office for a quick chat can 

completely derail my focus.”

— Scott Parkison
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To help pastors become more efficient in their sermon 

preparation, LifeWay has recently launched a sermon  

research service called ProTheo.

ProTheo offers pastors the ability to hire a personal 

research assistant who has been vetted by LifeWay Re-

search. The research assistant can look up background 

material and exegetical research for the pastor, or help 

find illustrations that bring the text to life. 

Micah Fries, director of ministry development at Life-

Way, is leading the project. He says ProTheo will help 

pastors who feel the time crunch. 

Fries is quick to point out ProTheo isn’t a sermon writ-

ing service. 

“The pastor still has to prepare the sermon, but it lessens 

the amount of leg work required in preparation.”

Each ProTheo client is lined up with a researcher who 

can be contacted directly for feedback. And the research 

is tailored to the specific needs of the pastor. 

Currently, pastors can choose to have consistent help 

on a weekly basis. Or they can purchase large blocks of 

time to provide significant research before a long sermon 

series.

The end result, says Fries, is a personally crafted  

research packet designed to fit the needs of the pastor. 

And maybe a less stressed, better prepared pastor with 

more time to spend on family and ministry outside of his 

study. n

Aaron Earls is online editor of FactsAndTrends.net.

“ I enjoy preaching; I don’t enjoy studying. 

But I hate preaching without studying.”

— Jeremy Rose

Jeremy Rose (to left with plaid shirt) discusses his upcoming sermon 
passage with a group from his church.

PHOTO BY BRANDON OURSLER

phonetree.com/LW14888.204.1746 

Connect easily and economically with automated  
communication using  phone, text, email & social media.  

No required contracts or monthly fees.

Stay  Connected
to your congregation



Practical, Timely Solutions for 
Pastors and Worship Leaders

Available at Lifeway Christian Stores.  
To learn more visit NewHopeDigital.com.

Hungry for Worship takes 
a provocative look at ten 
worship challenges facing 
churches today—regardless of 
size. Through a very balanced 
perspective, pastor Frank Page 
and associate dean of worship  
L. Lavon Gray encourage pastors 
to evaluate their worship in light 
of changes in trends that are 
taking place.

“There are some books that must be written. This is one of them!”
—Johnny Hunt, pastor, First Baptist Church, Woodstock, Georgia;  

former president of Southern Baptist Convention

twitter.com/ 
NewHopeBooks

pinterest.com/ 
newhopedigital

facebook.com/ 
NewHopePublishers

phonetree.com/LW14888.204.1746 

Connect easily and economically with automated  
communication using  phone, text, email & social media.  

No required contracts or monthly fees.

Stay  Connected
to your congregation

LockmanAd  3/17/14  11:24 PM  Page 1

Facts&Trends • 53



54 • SUMMER 2014

W
here we meet matters. Look at 
where Jesus decides to meet a 
thirsty woman.

Why was Jesus in Samaria at a well in 

the middle of the day and speaking to this woman with a 

bad reputation? Samaritans had a reputation for compro-

mising their beliefs. The religious leaders would be at the 

synagogue, not at the well. This was not the time or place 

to find people seeking God. This is where broken and 

lost people came to carry out the mundane and repetitive 

tasks of daily life. 

Of course, that’s exactly why Jesus was there.

That’s the idea behind some of the facilities now being 

designed by Visioneering Studios. Many churches have 

partnered with them to design “modern-day Jacob’s Wells,” 

where believers can intentionally encounter the lost who are 

not seeking living water, but finding it nonetheless. 

Mel McGowan, president of Visioneering Studios says, 

“The Samaritan woman of today isn’t planning on going 

to church any time soon, but that won’t stop the God 

of the universe from busting through space and time, 

through the geographic, spiritual, and cultural barriers to 

connect with her where she is trying to get a drink.” 

Visioneering Studios is an envision-design-build minis-

try that provides help to churches in need of planning and 

building through five locations across the U.S., including 

the new Visioneering Studios at LifeWay.

The people at Visioneering Studios believe modern-day 

wells can be dug to facilitate the horizontal connection 

between people, as well as the vertical connection with 

the Creator and His creation simultaneously.

What does the modern equivalent of the Samaritan well 

look like? 

To create places for these divine appointments to occur, 

Visioneering designs places as part of a church campus, or 

at the fringe of the church’s property, to serve as a bridge 

between the community and the church property. 

Inside-out church
For years churches have tried to incorporate cafes and 

coffee shops patterned after Starbucks into their facili-

ties. The idea is to offer a comfortable, non-threatening 

environment for seekers to discuss life and develop rela-

tionships within the church walls. These usually function 

on Sunday mornings and a few other hours during the 

week when church members are on campus. Unfortu-

nately, the limited hours of operation often hinder the 

primary goal of engaging unchurched people.

What if these were turned inside out? What if churches 

designed a place to touch the community in ways other 

than a coffee shop for Christians? What if there were fa-

cilities designed to host ballet classes and music recitals, 

as well as worship services? 

What if people didn’t have to enter the church building 

Modern-Day 
Jacob’s Wells
Turn your church  
inside out
By Gary Nicholson

Northside Christian Church in Spring, Texas, 
was built around a community fishing hole.
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to visit our “watering hole?” What if these were store-

front businesses built side-by-side or on a pad site on the 

church property that could be leased to outside compat-

ible merchants and operated as separate ventures? These 

are some of the ministry opportunities Visioneering is 

currently exploring. 

Northside Christian Church in Spring, Texas, built its 

facility around a community fishing hole it keeps stocked. 

Neighborhood families come to fish and, in the process, 

engage in the church’s culture. The concept is simple, and 

the execution fits the DNA of the church, its context, and 

calling. The church’s desire was for the new location to be 

a gift to the community of an open, public park that also 

happens to have a church onsite. 

Senior pastor David Garison says a majority of their 

first-time guests say they decided to visit the church be-

cause they drove by and were intrigued by the building 

and its surroundings.

Mixed-use development
Churches have spent millions building costly facilities 

like gyms, bowling alleys, and handball courts to entice 

the public into the church’s space. Unfortunately, they 

often function like Christian country clubs that serve to 

build fellowship at best, and at worst, to distract church 

members from their calling to serve and share. 

Most of those facilities are inward facing, designed as 

part of a campus to serve only the membership and the 

few guests they invite. The difference in the modern-day 

Jacob’s Well is the general public comes in off the street 

to these facilities and is engaged in non-threatening ways 

by believers who are intentional about developing rela-

tionships.  

These facilities can be used seven days a week, for 

anything from retail outlets to art galleries. They might 

house a restaurant, a dress shop, or a laundromat. Ten-

ants might pay rent and help fund a church-run ministry, 

which could be a coffee shop, a pizza joint, or artists’ 

studio—the sky’s the limit. The church provides incu-

bators for start-up community-conscious businesses and 

healthy enterprises that make positive contributions and 

truly integrate the church into the community. 

In addition to these commercial and retail uses, the 

church could even provide residential properties. This 

would open the door to even more ministry opportuni-

ties, including interim housing for the homeless, elderly 

housing, and low-cost housing for interns, staff, and oth-

ers. And it would provide even more opportunities for 

integrating the church into the community, greatly in-

creasing the likelihood of encounters like the one between 

Jesus and the Samaritan woman at the well.

The new normal
Visioneering worked with the West Ridge Community 

Church in Elgin, Illinois, to design a master plan includ-

ing residential town homes, commercial development, 

and a House of Blues-style worship venue called The 

Lightclub. Pastor Darren Sloniger has a master’s degree 

in urban planning and works as a real estate developer. 

He understands the social and cultural benefits of em-

bracing a mixed-use development approach. In addition 

to holding worship services on Sunday morning, the 

Lightclub offers live music throughout the week. Adjoin-

ing the worship venue is The Encounter Café, owned by 

West Ridge Church, but run by a local family who have 

all become Christians since opening the restaurant. 

As time goes on, we expect more and more churches to 

be looking at such a model. Someday, this may become 

the norm for church facilities. The key is to be intention-

al about designing the facility to engage the community 

seven days a week.  

“Even as we are designing walls, we are seeking to tear 

down the walls between the lost and the found, Christ 

and community, the audible message and those so thirsty 

to hear words of eternal life,” says McGowan.

What would your church look like turned inside  

out?  n

Gary Nicholson is studio director of Visioneering Studios at LifeWay. 
For those interested in developing your own version of this concept,  
call the Visioneering Studios at LifeWay at 615-251-2466, or email 
carch@lifeway.com. 
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The church and mental illness

W
ould it surprise you to learn that every fourth person 
you meet struggles with a mental health challenge?

Twenty-six percent of American 

adults experience a diagnosable 

mental disorder each year, according 

to the National Institute of Mental 

Health. Mental illness affects people 

of all ages, races, and walks of life.

But many church leaders and 

churchgoers don’t understand 

mental illness and don’t know how 

to support sufferers. A September 

2013 LifeWay Research survey 

found nearly half (48 percent) of 

evangelicals, fundamentalists, and 

born-again Christians believe that 

with prayer and Bible study alone 

people can overcome serious mental 

illness.

LifeWay Research president Ed 

Stetzer worries that some Christians 

see mental illness as a character flaw 

rather than a medical condition. 

“They forget that the key part of 

mental illness is the word ‘illness,’” 

Stetzer says. 

Compassion for the suffering
Brad Hoefs understands the issue 

both as a pastor and a person living 

with mental illness. Hoefs was senior 

pastor of a fast-growing Midwestern 

mega-church when his undiagnosed 

bipolar disorder led to troubling be-

havior that landed him in the news. 

The church was in the midst of a 

complicated and protracted proper-

ty purchase. It was the stress of this 

situation that triggered the crisis, 

said Hoefs.

The church leadership didn’t 

know how to respond, however, and 

Hoefs was let go. A group of 50-

to-75 parishioners supported him, 

paying his salary until he was well 

enough to return to ministry. 

Today, Hoefs has reconciled with 

leaders from his former congrega-

tion and now pastors Community 

of Grace in Elkhorn, Nebraska, a 

church he founded with the group 

who cared for him. 

“I believe everybody does the best 

they can in a crisis like that. How-

ever, sometimes we’re inadequate in 

our ability to respond because we 

don’t understand mental illness,” 

said Hoefs.

He compares his manic episodes 

to being shot up with methamphet-

amines in the middle of the night: 

“The next morning you’re all high 

and crazy and nobody understands 

why.”

Accountability has been key to 

Hoef’s recovery, he said. Both his 

wife and a small group of friends 

have his permission to talk to each 

other and to his doctor about his 

condition. 

For the past 11 years (ever since 

a second stress-induced crisis), he 

has met every other week with this 

group of friends.

“It really helped me know that the 

people who loved me were not just 

picking on me with my behavior. 

When your brain is playing tricks 

on you, you perceive one thing to be 

reality and sometimes it’s not accu-

rate,” said Hoefs.

For Brian Brodersen, senior pastor 

at Calvary Chapel of Costa Mesa, 

California, exercise and a strict 

diet—along with prayer, meditation, 

and sometimes medication—have 

helped him manage occasional bouts 

of depression and anxiety caused by 

Chronic Fatigue Syndrome.

“Many Christians don’t under-

stand the true nature of mental 

illness,” says Brodersen. “A lot of 

Christians think it’s just a matter of 

wrong thinking patterns that need 

to be corrected by Scripture and 

prayer.”

While sin and disobedience may be 

the source of some mental suffering, 

that is much different from mental 

illness, he says. 
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His task as a pastor is to discern 

whether symptoms are primarily 

spiritual or physical in nature, or 

perhaps a combination of both, and 

then to respond accordingly.

After Rick Warren’s son Matthew 

died by suicide last year, Brodersen 

published a statement in support of 

the Warrens and those who suffer 

from mental illness that affirms med-

ical intervention. 

“Having had just a little taste of the 

torment myself gives me a great com-

passion for those whose suffering is, 

at times, unbearable,” says Brodersen.

Stigma and misconceptions
The stigma of mental illness can cause 

some Christians to suffer in silence, 

even in church. 

In her book, Troubled Minds: Men-

tal Illness and the Church’s Mission, 

author Amy Simpson shares her 

experience of growing up with a 

schizophrenic mother.

Asked what has surprised her most 

as she’s promoted the book, Simpson 

says it’s the number of people who 

have said they identify with her story 

because it mirrors their own in some 

way.

“People really do want to talk 

about their own stories and haven’t 

necessarily felt permission to do that 

before. That’s been true with lay 

people and it’s been true with church 

leaders,” says Simpson.

Christians’ responses to those with 

a mental illness reflect a combination 

of the unique kinds of stigma that 

show up in churches and ignorance 

about mental illness, says Simpson. 

The LifeWay survey found that 54 

percent of Americans say churches 

should do more to prevent suicide. 

But those who never attend church 

are the least likely to agree that 

churches welcome those suffering 

with mental illness, while those who 

attend weekly view these houses of 

worship as welcoming.

Simpson says the big problem is 

dissonance between the potential and 

the reality of what churches can offer 

to those with a mental illness. 

“Sometimes that gap is also between 

reality and people’s expectations,” 

she says. Even people who never at-

tend church expect churches to help.

A place for caring and support
A broken mind is different from a 

broken body and how to heal the 

mind is still more of a mystery than 

how to heal the body, says Doug 

Ronsheim, executive director of the 

American Association of Pastoral 

Counselors.

“Sometimes we want to address 

the most complex issues with the 

simplest answers, because then we 

feel we have done something,” he 

says. “So, if you prescribe prayer 

and it doesn’t work, then you’re not 

praying right. . . . It puts the onus on 

the person who is coming to you for 

prayer. But Jesus says, ‘I’ll walk with 

you, I’ll talk with you, I’ll be with 



Facts&Trends • 59

you in your depths of despair.’”

Ronsheim is a board member for 

Pathways to Promise, an interfaith 

resource that helps congregations 

enhance their capacity to respond to 

mental illness.

“We really talk about how to be 

with people, how to be companions 

with people, not walking behind or 

walking in front, but how do you 

walk beside people?” he said.

Pathways to Promise has developed 

a model for training congregations 

and faith leaders to do this and to 

connect congregants with service pro-

viders in their communities. 

“The congregation becomes a place 

of caring, support, companionship, 

but also supports the need for aftercare 

programs, med visits, all the things that 

are needed,” says Ronsheim.

Frustration over not being able to 

find a faith-based support group spe-

cifically geared toward mental illness 

led Hoefs to found Fresh Hope, a 

network of support groups grounded 

in Christian hope and a pursuit of 

wellness rather than merely coping.

At Calvary Chapel of Costa Mesa, 

plans are underway to launch a 

support group for both those expe-

riencing mental health challenges and 

their loved ones, says Brodersen.

For Simpson, the place for church-

es to start is with a good theology of 

suffering, one that includes mental 

illness as a normal part of the human 

condition rather than something that 

happens to other, “scarier” people.

“A serious study of Scripture will 

teach us that we should not be sur-

prised by suffering,” says Simpson. 

“More churches need to be honest 

and open about that.”

Churches can and should create 

boundaries for people whose behav-

ior is disruptive or dangerous, but 

they should also be consistent, loving, 

and clear in how that message gets 

communicated, Simpson says.

“It’s important for churches to think 

about what they do and do not tolerate, 

what they are and are not willing to 

handle within their congregation, and 

to be reasonable about that,” she says.

A mental health diagnosis doesn’t 

have to mean a person’s life is effec-

tively over or that God can no longer 

use them, Simpson adds.

“Medically speaking, there are 

many reasons that’s not true. So we, 

the church, can offer hope.” n

Christine A. Scheller is a widely published 
journalist and essayist. She lives with her 
husband at the Jersey Shore, and in Washing-
ton, D.C., where she helps facilitate dialogue 
between scientific and religious communities.

DIG DEEPER
•  Hope Again: A 30-Day Plan for Conquering 

Depression by Mark Sutton and Dr. Bruce 

Hennigan (B&H Publishing)

•  Beyond the Shadows: Discover Hope for Over-

coming Depression by Ramon Presson (LifeWay) 

•  Counseling the Hard Cases edited by Heath 

Lambert and Scott Stuart (B&H Publishing) 
Available at LifeWay stores and LifeWay.com. 



CALIBRATE 
Practical ministry ideas for your church

H
aving served in the local church the past two decades, 
one of the first things my wife and I did after our recent 
move was eagerly hunt for a new church home. To our 
surprise and disappointment, we’ve experienced a rather 

lukewarm reception at the churches we’ve visited. 

 But our experience as newcomers 

has allowed me to see churches from 

a different perspective. Here are some 

things that would help make your 

church more welcoming to visitors 

like us. 

1.  Start in the parking lot. Make 

sure your church has adequate 

guest parking and that it is clearly 

marked. Consider placing volun-

teers in the parking lot to assist 

first time guests. 

2.  Smile more. A friendly greeting 

and handshake go a long way to 

making guests feel welcome. 

3.  Signs matters. There’s nothing 

 

more awkward than wandering 

around a church, looking for the 

worship center, children’s area, or 

the restrooms. 

4.  Louder isn’t necessarily better. 

Now, I know our new city is re-

nowned for its music, but I’ve 

visited churches where I’ve felt 

almost assaulted by the sound. 

I’m talking about music that’s so 

loud you can’t hear yourself think. 

High energy is great, but be sen-

sitive to all age groups attending 

your service. 

5.  Clearly communicate that guests 

are welcome. It’s easy to iden-

tify a church that’s “members 

only.” Their worship programs 

use insider language to promote 

activities and events. Prime seats 

are taken requiring guests to climb 

over folks to find an empty seat.  

Welcoming churches communi-

cate in a variety of ways—from 

the parking lot to the pulpit—that 

guests are valued. Some churches 

set up a welcome center in a prom-

inent location where guests can 

find valuable information about 

the church, meet friendly and 

knowledgeable members, and 

have their questions answered. 

6.  Make time for fellowship. I appre-

ciate churches that create time and 

space for coffee and conversation 

after the service. Train your regu-

lar attendees to look for first time 

guests and invite them to lunch 

after the service.

7.  Follow up. A card in the worship 

program is an easy way to capture 

contact information. Ask guests to 

place this in the offering basket, or 

better yet, offer a gift if they bring 

it to the welcome center. A letter, 

a phone call, even a visit can help 

turn guests into regular attenders. 

Clearly communicate the next 

steps for a guest to get connected 

to the church.

8.  See your church through their 

eyes. Visit another church, and 

pay attention to everything from 

the website and parking lot to 

the signs on the wall and the 

reactions of church members. 

Then try to see your own church 

from a first-time guest’s point of 

view. Even better, have an anon-

ymous guest visit your church 

and give some honest feedback.   

You’ll be surprised by what you 

learn. n

Sean Fowlds (@SeanFowlds) has served as a 
youth pastor, associate pastor, and senior pastor. 
He and his wife, Linda, live in Franklin, Tenn. 
He is writing a book about living a kinder, 
gentler life. Visit him at www.seanfowlds.com.

8 tips for a great first impression
By Sean Fowlds
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Technical tools for your ministry

Make your church’s website mobile friendly
By Anthony Coppedge

I
t’s hard to go anywhere (including church) where people 
are not pulling out their phones for more than calls. We’re 
clearly a mobile culture with habits now firmly entrenched 
in anytime, anywhere access. Churches must, at a minimum, 

make a mobile version of their websites for these small screens.

But where to start? Pastors don’t 

necessarily need to keep up with 

the technology, but they do need to 

empower their staff or volunteer web 

team to ensure their church websites 

are mobile friendly.

Here are six quick checks to deter-

mine if your site is mobile friendly:

1.  Does the website load quickly? 

Mobile phones are not always on 

Wi-Fi, so less than three seconds 

load time is the goal.

2.  Is the text big enough to read 

without zooming? 

3.  Is navigation simple and  

obvious? Less is more with only 

a few, obvious choices for most 

mobile websites.

4.   Are links thumb-friendly?  

Text links must be easy to click.

5.  Do images fit on the screen? 

Text-only or very limited picture 

usage is usually best (and loads 

faster, too).

6.  Is there a one-click method for 

a phone number, email, and map 

or directions? 

Answering these questions is a 

quick and easy way to determine if 

your church website needs a mo-

bile-friendly overhaul. In fact, you 

may discover that thinking through 

your mobile website is a great 

launching point for rethinking your 

existing desktop website, too. 

Optimizing for mobile
If your church needs a new mobile 

website, below are a few helpful 

guidelines to ensure it’s optimized 

for mobile users:

Ensure fast loading.
•  Focus on the information that 

someone on a mobile device will 

likely need to know.

 •  Use Google analytics to see what 

mobile users are doing on your 

regular website now as consider-

ation for what should go on your 

mobile site.

 •  Consider using responsive design 

(code-speak here) for a flexible 

layout, depending on the size and 

resolution of the device. 

•  Limit images and pictures. Text-on-

ly is perfectly OK.

Simplify navigation.
 •  Orient the site vertically for most 

uses (except possibly integrated 

maps and directions).

 •  Use a simplified hierarchy in 

menus. No roll-over menus!

•  Use obvious Back and Home 

buttons.

 •  If possible, limit navigation to 

top-level information only.

 •  Add small icons with clickable 

 

 

 

links for your social media ac-

counts (Facebook, Twitter, etc.) .

Be thumb-friendly.
 •  Rewrite content to use short 

sentences and paragraphs. Limit 

scrolling of text.

 •  Keep links spread apart to reduce 

accidental clicks. 

•  If you use fields to capture in-

formation, only request essential 

information to cut back on typing 

(and errors).

Mobile is not future for our culture; 

mobile is now. Churches can re-

spond to this reality with simplified, 

optimized mobile websites to meet 

people where they are.  n

Anthony Coppedge (@anthonycoppedge) is a 
passionate leader in church communications 
and technology circles. He is an author and 
consultant working with churches for greater 
effectiveness through strategic communica-
tions and relational metrics. 

•  56 percent (and climbing) of U.S. adults now use 
Internet-enabled smartphones.

•  94 percent of smartphone users have searched for 
local info—including your church.

•  66 percent of smartphone users visited an organi-
zation in person after viewing a website.

•  90 percent of smartphone users acted within 24 
hours of viewing the website.

•  57 percent of mobile users won’t recommend an 
organization based on a poorly designed mobile 
site.

(Sources: Pew Internet & American Life survey, comScore, 
Google 2012 and 2013 mobile reports)
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Practical resources for you and your church

What’s Best Next: 
How the Gospel 
Transforms the Way 
You Get Things Done
By Matt Perman (Zondervan)

In keeping with the 

spirit of this book, 

let’s get straight to the 

point: You should read 

this book. We live in 

an age characterized 

by overwhelming 

amounts of information, 

choices, pressures, and 

expectations. Life has 

never been easy, but 

it seems to be moving 

faster. Many of us have 

learned that working 

hard and being busy 

does not necessarily 

produce a life of peace, 

joy, and fruitfulness. 

We need help. Perman’s 

aim is not only to make 

us more efficient, but 

to help us do the right 

things for the right 

reasons. Don’t miss it.  

The Insanity of  
Obedience
By Nik Ripken (B&H 
Publishing)

As Christians carry 

the gospel across the 

ocean and across the 

street, persecution will 

become the norm. How 

believers respond in the 

face of persecution re-

veals their level of faith 

and obedience. Nik 

Ripken brings decades 

of ministry experience 

in some of the most 

persecuted areas of the 

world to bear on our 

understanding of faith 

in Jesus. The Insanity 

of Obedience is a call to 

partner with Jesus in the 

toughest places.

“We have the high 

privilege of answering 

Jesus’ call to go,” Rip-

ken says. “But let us be 

clear about this: we go 

on His terms, not ours. 

If we go at all, we go as 

sheep among wolves.”

Crazy Busy 
A (Mercifully)  
Short Book about a 
(Really) Big Problem
By Kevin DeYoung (Cross-
way)

Crazy Busy is for pas-

tors, parents, and others 

who struggle with doing 

too much. DeYoung 

doesn’t approach the 

topic about busyness 

as one who has it all 

figured out. Rather he 

takes on the topic as 

one on a journey trying 

to find biblical ways 

to do life and ministry 

without feeling frazzled 

and overwhelmed. 

DeYoung helps readers 

think through the heart 

issues behind their 

busyness and offers 

practical ways to find 

biblical rhythms and 

rest in Christ.

Christ-Centered  
Exposition  
Commentary Series 
(B&H Publishing)

Edited by David Platt, 

Daniel L. Akin, and 

Tony Merida, this new 

commentary series, pro-

jected to be 48 volumes, 

takes a Christ-centered 

approach to expositing 

each book of the Bible. 

Rather than a verse-

by-verse approach, the 

authors have crafted 

chapters that explain 

and apply key passages 

in their assigned Bible 

books. Readers will 

learn to see Christ in all 

aspects of Scripture, and 

they will be encouraged 

by the devotional nature 

of each exposition. 

Commentaries include 

Exalting Jesus in Mark 

by Daniel L. Akin, 

Exalting Jesus in Ephe-

sians by Tony Merida, 

Exalting Jesus in James 

by David Platt.

Children of the Day
By Beth Moore (LifeWay)

Walk the shores of 

Thessalonica with 

this verse-by-verse 

Bible study of 1 and 

2 Thessalonians. New 

from Beth Moore, this 

nine-session, women’s 

Bible study will teach 

participants how to let 

go of past mistakes, and 

they will discover their 

circumstances are not 

coincidental. Whether 

facing family crises, 

medical diagnoses, 

relationship troubles, 

doubts, or fears, readers 

will come away en-

couraged that even in 

difficult times, Christ 

is with you. This study 

includes personal study 

segments and activities 

for individuals, as well 

as video sessions and 

leader material  

for groups.

Books & Bible Studies
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Digital
Twenty:28
In today’s digital world, a church’s website and online resources have 

never been more important. Twenty:28, a new service from LifeWay, 

offers church leaders a way to better connect with members and 

potential guests through Web and mobile channels. The online con-

tent management system offers a wide range of digital solutions for 

churches and non-profits including website development, mobile apps, 

and online giving services. Twenty:28’s e-giving allows churches to 

accept, track, and record online, mobile, and text tithes and offerings. 

Churches using twenty:28’s e-giving platform can receive all of these 

services for free if they meet a certain giving threshold each month. Additional resources include videos and content from 

MinistryGrid, MyStudyBible, and WORDSearch. Your members can watch instructional videos, read scripture in several 

different translations, explore various commentaries to see what God’s Word says, and download free e-Books and other 

resources. LifeWay is offering a 60-day free trial for churches, and one year free for church plants.

Twenty28.co

Selma Wilson
President of B&H Publishing Group, Selma Wilson shares each week 

her thoughts on Christian publishing, leadership, and church trends. 

Readers also will find inspirational stories of people who are changing 

the world, as well as book reviews and interviews with Christian 

authors.

SelmaWilson.com

Church Tech Today
Want to know the latest in church technology development? 

ChurchTechToday offers ideas and best practices related to church 

technology, as well as reviews of the latest digital products and software. 

The creators of the blog aim to help church leaders use technology in a 

way that truly impacts the church and the world around us.

ChurchTechToday.com
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Conferences & Events

Global Leadership Summit
August 14-15, 2014 
Multiple locations

Faculty: Bill Hybels, Susan Cain, Patrick 
Lencioni, Wilfredo De Jesus, Bryan Loritts, Louie 
Giglio, Erica Ariel Fox, and more

Everybody has influence and the respon-

sibility to lead well. When cultivated in 

a culture of Christ-centered leadership, 

your influence can change lives and the 

organizations in which you lead. Lead-

ers worldwide leverage the Summit to 

sharpen their skills and to unleash the full 

potential of their teams.

WillowCreek.com/Summit

dotMOM Conference
September 19-20, 2014 
Hendersonville, Tennessee

Guests: Angie Smith, Jennie Allen, David 
Thomas, Steve and Debbie Wilson, and Carl and 
Heather Cartee

The journey of motherhood is exciting, 

scary, lovely, and challenging. Which 

is why LifeWay created dotMOM—a 

weekend to encourage and refresh 

moms, draw women closer to Christ, 

and connect women with other moms. 

This year’s event will offer breakouts on 

The Main Event
August 1-2, 2014 
Nashville, Tennessee

Guests: Michael W. Smith, Bobby 
Bowden, John Croyle, Maj. (Ret.) 
Jeff Struecker, Derwin Gray, Matt 
Carter, Darrell Waltrip, Thom S. 
Rainer, Billy Mauldin, Kyle Fro-
man, Michael Jr., Tommy Bowden, 
and a surprise guest.

The 2014 line-up is an 

amazing mix of leaders, 

soldiers, coaches, athletes, 

performers . . . men who 

have reached extraordinary 

levels of achievement, who 

all understand that the glory 

and recognition ultimately 

goes to the One who truly 

deserves it—Jesus Christ. The 

Main Event will honor and 

celebrate Him, as well as the 

soldiers who have suffered for 

this nation, and everyday men 

who are fighting battles of 

their own.  

LifeWay.com/TheMainEvent
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You must awaken a person’s sense of need. If Jesus Christ 
is who you claim He is, then He will have an answer to 
that need. #evangelism

@RaviZacharias, founder and president of Ravi Zacharias International Ministries

God’s people ought to have such a confidence in Jesus 
and humility toward man that they shine even in the  
darkest, cruelest places.

@_kevpeck_, pastor of Austin Stone Community Church, in Austin, Texas

The way we share the gospel needs to change – we need 
to include the full story of God. 

@AlvinReid, author of Evangelism Handbook (B&H) and professor  

of evangelism and student ministry at Southeastern Seminary

spiritual warfare, balancing busy lives, 

how to do preventive discipline, raising 

girls, the art of nurturing boys, and more. 

dotMOM is for women of all ages with 

kids of all ages.

LifeWay.com/dotMOM

Kids Ministry Conference
October 6-8, 2014 
Nashville, Tennessee

Guests: Sally-Lloyd Jones, Lisa Harper, Michael 
Bleecker, Pete Wilson, Jeffery Reed, Michael Jr., 
Eric Geiger

LifeWay’s Kids Ministry Conference is 

designed for children’s pastors, leaders, 

teachers, and volunteers. Kids ministry 

leaders will learn from experts as they 

discuss the unique aspects of children’s 

ministry. Participants will leave refocused, 

refreshed, and full of ideas to take your 

church’s kids ministry to the next level.

KidsMinistryConference.com

Marriage Getaways
October 2014 
Ridgecrest, North Carolina

Guests: Gary Chapman, Steve and Debbie 
Wilson, Michael O’Brien, Steve Arterburn, Dale 
and Jena Forehand, Travis Cottrell

LifeWay’s Marriage Getaways are 

designed to encourage and equip couples 

while offering some much-needed alone 

time. Breakout sessions cover a range 

of topics on marriage, parenting, and 

relationships. “We have learned how to 

communicate on a deeper level; learned 

things about one another that we had 

never learned in our 14 years of mar-

riage,” say Joe and Jennifer Minshew. 

“This time together has improved our 

relationship and I am sure, improved our 

future.”

LifeWay.com/MarriageGetaways

Folks we’re following
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G
roups are at the core of the mission of the church. Small 
groups, done right, are simply communities on mission  
together. However, a common struggle of groups comes in 
participating together as a disciple-making, evangelistic  

community. One of the easiest ways to use your group as a catalyst  
for evangelism is to invite your neighbors to your group.

Some people would not think of at-

tending a church service, but would 

gladly go to a small group meeting where 

you were either hosting or attending. If 

they are already active in a local church, 

affirm them. If they are not, those are the 

neighbors you can pursue spiritually.

In addition to inviting neighbors to 

weekly group meetings, here are some 

practical ways members of a group can 

work together to reach out to neighbors. 

With a little forethought and planning, 

your Bible study group could host an 

event in your neighborhood with the 

intent of being on mission together. The 

members of your group can assist you. 

And along the way, they’ll discover what 

it means to live on mission in a commu-

nity. 

I hope these ideas will serve as a jump-

ing off point for many others that work 

best in your community. Use your own 

creativity to make welcoming environ-

ments where people can connect.

1. Fireworks 
We hosted a neighborhood fireworks 

display for several years. Our neigh-

bors gathered together and watched 

the fireworks. It was a great opportu-

nity to meet people we didn’t know. (If 

your community doesn’t allow private 

fireworks displays, go with your small 

group to the public one in your town. 

Invite your neighbors to go with you. 

Get out where the people are.)

2. Pool Party
If you have a pool, you can host a pool 

party for the people in the neighbor-

hood. If you have a neighborhood 

pool (as we do), you can host it there. 

Grill some meat 

and invite some 

of the neighbors 

you don’t know. 

Be sure to provide 

sunscreen, towels, 

and lots of water.

3. Block Party
A church planter recently tweeted a 

picture of his neighborhood block party 

on the Upper West Side of Manhattan. I 

was encouraged to see this because if it 

can be done in Manhattan, it can be done 

anywhere. A block party is a fun event 

where all of the neighbors are invited. 

Throughout the year, your group can 

help facilitate one for every member of 

your group that lives in a neighborhood.

In some cities, a citywide push on a 

specific night acts as a “night out against 

crime.” You could use this civic push to 

be the host of your block party. In fact, 

if you register your National Night Out 

block party online, they will send you 

an NNO Organizational Kit filled with 

“how to” materials.

Consider having your block party on 

a holiday, such as Labor Day, Memorial 

Day, or the Fourth of July. Ask your 

neighbors to bring food or beverages. 

Your group could provide inflatable 

bounce houses or carnival type games. 

Kids will love it, and you’ll make key 

connections with many of your neigh-

bors.

These kinds of activities are a great 

opportunity to get to know your 

neighbors, but can be a challenge to pull 

off alone. Groups 

can make the 

difference.

Groups are the 

most likely place 

where people are 

going to learn to 

think outwardly 

and live external-

ly focused lives. Once you have five to 

10 families living intentionally in their 

neighborhoods, your group will evan-

gelize and disciple people you thought 

could never be reached. A community 

on mission together can make a signif-

icant impact.

A transformational group is a group 

that connects with God, with mem-

bers of the group, and with those who  

are disconnected—in the church and 

in our neighborhoods. It starts with 

disciples who are following Jesus in 

community.  n

Ed Stetzer is president of LifeWay Research Division.

Reaching your neighbors through groups

THE EXCHANGE
For more visit EdStetzer.com.

“ Groups are the most likely 
place where people are going 
to learn to think outwardly and 
live externally focused lives.”

— Ed Stetzer



Between financial struggles, family dynamics, health issues, and the typical problems of 
everyday life, it’s easy to feel weighed down by your circumstances. But now you can get the 
keys to overcoming anxiety and despair once and for all—by shifting your focus from your 
circumstances to Christ. Through this six-sesssion study from Perry Noble, you can get a plan to 
combat stress, worry, depression, and anxiety so you can be free to enjoy the abundant, joy-filled 
life you were created for.  
 
To learn more, check out the study online, call 800.458.2772, or visit the  
LifeWay Christian Store serving you.  

Flu.
Bills.
Taxes.
In-laws.
Rush hour.
Housework.
Fender bender.
Soccer practice.
Pounding migraine. 
Someone wet their bed.
Another impossible deadline.
“Could you do me a small favor?”

lifeway.com/overwhelmed

How to get over being overwhelmed.



The question comes in many forms: What does God want from me? 
What is God’s will for my life? How do I get closer to God? Essentially, 
they all point to the desire to be a better disciple.

These are not easy questions to answer. But we can help. Just 
have your congregation take the Transformational Discipleship 
Assessment (TDA). This simple questionnaire (based on 8 
attributes of discipleship that consistently show up in the life 
of a maturing believer) reveals the specific strengths and 
weaknesses of your congregation. Individual reports 
help each person focus on specific areas that need 
improvement. The group report will help you plan 
sermons that address the needs that many 
share in your church. 

“Pastor, what is 
   my next step?”
Now you can have a better answer.

Learn more at www.LifeWay.com/TDA
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