Lesson 9: Pioneering and Multiplying the Church

In the last lesson we began to understand the role of culture and how we can take steps to make sure the gospel is not seen as alien or threatening in a new culture.

Now we come to the strategic heart of this course. The plight of unreached peoples is not that they have not heard the gospel. The real tragedy is that they have never seen how Christ can be followed by their people without committing what amounts to cultural suicide. This lesson will bring about the all-important beginning—the missiological breakthrough and introduce us to a vision of seeing His church spontaneously multiply.

How do churches grow? The Church is a living organism, expanding with a growth that comes from God (I Cor. 3:6-7). A church can and should grow in four ways:

1. Internal—Maturity and internal strength.

2. Expansion—Continually adding new believers from the immediate neighborhood.

3. Extension—Multiplying itself, producing daughter churches.

4. Bridging—Extending its witness and church planting efforts beyond its own culture.

One of the features of growing churches is that they generally aim to evangelize whole families.  In the article entitled “Evangelizing Whole Families” you will read some interesting case studies. Chua Wee Hian contrasts Western missionaries who failed on two counts. 

First, they did not present themselves as respectable members of any family and thus they had no appropriate role or status in the eyes of the Chinese village. Second, they did not aim to reach whole families, attempting instead to win individuals to the faith. Thus the missionaries were considered to be “family-breakers.” The individuals did not have as much power to make decisions as the missionaries had thought. 

Their experience is contrasted with the evangelistic efforts of an indigenous movement of multiplying churches called the Little Flock Assembly. This movement not only sent out whole families as the evangelizing force, but they also aimed carefully to draw entire families to Christ. 

When missionaries enter a new society with their family, they are more easily received as people of honor and credibility. Missionary families are more likely to develop relationships of credibility and influence with members of extended families. Since the gospel multiplies rapidly along family lines, missionary families are often among the most fruitful missionaries. However, single missionaries can often have much of the same kind of influence as they find ways to become part of local families.

Another strategy is tentmaking. Working for a living was Paul's standard practice as seen through the New Testament. Tentmaking meets people where they operate.  In the article entitled “ Paul's Secret – A First-Century Strategy for a 21st Century World”, Dave English shows what it was like to live a lifestyle that was both ministry and vocation at the same time. The two were intertwined in Paul's life.

In his classic work “The Bridges of God”, Donald McGavran surveys the growth of the world Christian movement since Pentecost. He shows that throughout history most of the people who had ever followed Christ have done so as part of what he called “people movements.” The term “people movement” is used here to describe a wave of group decisions to follow Christ by people who share culture and kinship, while retaining their identity and relationships

within their people. These people movements, which McGavran often called “people movements to Christ” or “Christward movements,” can and should be recognized, nurtured and sustained. One outstanding feature which is almost always part of sustained people movements is seen in multiplying networks of simple and powerful churches. McGavran describes five advantages of people movements. Notice how each of them actually describes the kind of churches that become the multiplying infrastructure of the people movement.

1. Enduring Churches

Churches that are independent of Western dominance and have withstood the test of local persecution.


2. Indigenous Churches

The mission station approach invites converts to become part of highly Westernized congregations on mission stations. On the other hand, people movement churches remain identified and immersed in the local culture. They are permanent because they are entirely independent of Western funds and leadership, and they find spontaneous expansion quite natural. Believers are encouraged to reach out to their families, but the churches are rarely comprised of people from several different ethnic backgrounds. People movements are usually characterized by a commonality of ethnic and cultural identity.


3. Spontaneously Expanding Churches. 

If new churches are fully equipped and released by missionaries to multiply themselves, they have a chance to multiply without missionary interference.


4. Enormous Potential for Growth. 

People movement churches have great potential for ingathering within the people group.


5. Displaying Christ’s Power

The churches are so lightly institutionalized and so devoid of foreign influence that what is outwardly manifested is a “change in inner character made possible by the power of God.” The people themselves are the spectacle. 

An indigenous church is a group of believers who live out their life, including their socialized Christian activity, in the patterns of the local society.  For them, any transformation of that society comes out of their felt needs under the guidance of the Holy Spirit and the Scriptures.


Earlier, if the church was self-supporting, self-propagating, and self-governing it was considered an indigenous church. Each of the "three selfs" describes an aspect of the institutional dimension of churches. Each contains features that are often borrowed from another culture instead of arising from the local culture. Therefore, just because local people are self-funding, or self-governing does not mean that the churches are free from presenting a distinctively foreign character.

Established churches often do not support or encourage indigenous churches. Missionaries have often been the primary force opposing the growth of indigenous church movements.  The missionary task is to communicate the truth of Jesus Christ and help people follow Him in culturally appropriate ways which are faithful to the Scriptures as guided by the Holy Spirit.

Technically, missionaries cannot “found” an indigenous church. It must be planted and emerge with a life of its own. Once again, the illustration of the gospel as a seed sprouting in the soil of the society is used. Because missionaries do not often work to enable local movements in this way, most indigenous churches get their start apart from missionaries. This does not have to remain true. It’s time for E-2 and E-3 workers to expect and desire that the Church will have different cultural manifestations in different settings.

In the article “A Church in Every People: Plain talk about a difficult subject”,  Donald McGavran makes the surprising statement that “It is usually easy to start one single congregation in a new unchurched people group.” What is truly difficult, but essential, is planting not one, but a cluster of growing churches which reflects the cultural soul of the society. This missiological breakthrough is so crucial that McGavran states that the goal for mission should be to plant “in every unchurched segment of mankind” a cluster of growing congregations.

He describes conglomerate churches as  believers who are gathered together by missionaries by a "one-by-one out of the social group" method. The conversion is characterized by an extraction from their society. When converts are uprooted from their ties of family and social networks, they have a much greater challenge conveying the gospel to others of their people group. The main drawback is that conglomerate churches are often "sealed off" from the local society.

McGavran outlines seven principles for beginning Christward Movements. These are:

1. Aim for a cluster of growing churches.

2. Concentrate on one people group.

3. Encourage converts to remain with their people/community.

4. Encourage group decisions for Christ.

5. Aim for a constant stream of new converts.

6. Help converts exemplify the highest hopes of their people and

7. Emphasize brotherhood.

These principles are further explained in your readings.

Encouraging new believers to remain one with their people is one of the most difficult and strategic aspects of pioneer church planting. A potential missiological breakthrough depends on converts remaining a part of their people group as much as possible. 

Encouraging new converts to retain their identity with their people group is challenging for a number of reasons, such as: 

· Both the convert and the missionary may view the foreign institutions and culture of the missionary as offering seemingly necessary safety and financial security.

· Foreign training institutions can appear very attractive and seem to be beneficial for leadership development.

· Early converts of unreached groups are often harmed physically, ostracized, or even killed. Missionaries often attempt to shelter the converts from this kind of persecution. 

Some of the most difficult decisions missionaries ever make concern the welfare and stability of early converts from unreached people groups. If new converts are encouraged to endure persecution in ways that display Christ's character and power and live out the highest ideals of their culture in the power of and in obedience to Christ, then a much greater testimony for Christ results throughout the convert's community and family and a way is made for many within the group to follow Jesus.

Encouraging a church movement to express the cultural identity of a single people group can play a strategic role in bringing that entire people group to God. Some have looked on such culturally focused churches as exclusive or even racist. They argue that the people group approach divides the body of Christ. Others point to the value of penetrating many different people groups with distinct, but not divided church movements.

People-specific church planting gives us the opportunity to encourage unity among and between different congregations, instead of merely trying to foster unity in one particular congregation. Distinctive congregations need not be divided. 

Conglomerate churches of blended ethnic identity do afford opportunities for interaction and friendship among the few who are part of the congregation.  However they do not offer a way for the values of the kingdom of God to deeply penetrate the different ethnicities and social groups. The best hope for lasting transformation, justice and reconciliation is for the gospel to affect every people group at the very core of its leadership and values. The vision and values of brotherhood must be taught among people-specific congregations. Part of standard church life should be occasions of larger multi-ethnic celebrations portraying and advancing brotherhood of the kingdom of God.

Another issue that arises in pioneer E2-E3 efforts is that of the radically different cultural character of the churches that grow in frontier mission situations. There are many issues that result from contextualized church planting.  Is it sound practice to encourage movements of believers to follow Christ without extracting them from their cultural roots? Most say yes until some of those cultural roots appear to be vestiges of religious practice or belief that seem to be “non-Christian” to Western believers. To what extent must we contextualize our message in order to evangelize unreached peoples in the simple power of biblical truth?

The article entitled “The C1- C6 Spectrum” provides a practical tool for defining six types of “Christ-centered Communities” found in the Muslim context.

C-4 churches are comprised of converts from Muslim background, but members are not regarded as Muslims by their community. C-5 churches are comprised of converts from Muslim background, but they still identify themselves as Muslims. Other Muslims of their community may continue to recognize them as Muslims as well. C-5 churches are sometimes described as "Messianic mosques." The greatest hindrance for Muslims to follow Christ is not a theological barrier, but the loss of cultural and religious identity. C-5 churches offer new believers from Muslim background a way to begin following Jesus without divorcing themselves from their family and friends. You will read some eye-opening case studies in the article entitled “Must all Muslims leave “Islam” to follow Jesus?

There are two risks  in encouraging C-5 churches. 

1. The most obvious risk is syncretism. ie. Muslim belief and practice being considered adequate or equivalent to the unique salvation found in Christ.

2. Secondly, if foreign missionaries are thought to be presenting themselves as Muslims, the entire effort can be thought of as deceptive manipulation.

Therefore it is important to note some of the safeguards that can help new believers avoid syncretism.

Missionaries should:

· Know biblical teaching on syncretism.

· Study Islamic religion and culture.

· Approach the culture with an open, or experimental mentality.

· Monitor and evaluate contextualization, and

· Beware of presenting the gospel as it may have been syncretized with Western culture.

Also, new believers should:

· Confess that Jesus is Lord.

· Be baptized

· Study the Injil (ie. the Gospels).

· Renounce occultism and harmful Islamic practices.

· Practice Muslim traditions to express love for God - and never to earn merit for forgiveness of sins.

· Examine, judge, and reinterpret the Koran and Muslim theology, and

· Show evidence of the new birth and growth in grace.

Similar to the C scale for the Muslims, you will find an H scale for understanding and defining contextualization in the Hindu world, in the article entitled “Understanding the H-Scale”. You will also read some eye-opening observations by a Hindu convert in the article “A Caste Hindu tells her story”.

We must have God’s wisdom about all handling these complex matters with sensitivity and understanding. 10,000 more believing communities are needed in order to fill the earth with Christ’s glory. Every one of them will be different in some way. There is no standard plan or formula.  We must have radically new efforts of cross-cultural evangelism in order to witness effectively to these people, and follow God’s leading in all that we do.

We have reached the end of the introduction to lesson 9. I look forward to meeting you again as we proceed to Lesson 10 of the Perspectives Correspondence Course – “Christian Community Development and Partnership”.

