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We have long been aware of the challenge of reaching the unreached 

peoples of the world. For many this seemed a daunting and almost 

impossible task. However, with a clear biblical model of church planting, 

which works in divergent cultural settings, what seemed insurmountable we 

now see as possible. 

In A Vision of the Possible, Daniel Sinclair thoroughly covers practical whys 

and how-to’s concerning pioneer church planting among unreached people 

groups—specifically Muslims, Hindus, and Buddhists—with applicable 

discussions from Scripture along the way. Its emphases include resistant 

environments and church planting in teams. It also includes the newly 

revised seven “Pioneer Church Planting Phases” which is widely used by 

mission agencies working among unreached peoples. 

Those on the field and those in preparation—including those in Bible schools 

and seminaries—will find this book immensely practical. Senders on the 

homefront will also find it invaluable as they seek to understand the biblical 

and concrete issues the friends they support grapple with on a daily basis. 
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Sinclair has sifted nearly 30 y ears experience in one of Christianity ’s foremost 
mission agencies wor king among unr eached peoples to pr ovide this v aluable 
resource. Th e result is A Vision of the P ossible, a message of hope, insight, and 
encouragement to all who long to see the completion of the Great Commission 
in this generation.

DR. DAVID GARRISON

missionary and author of Church Planting Movements

Th is book excites me. I am a pioneer missionary to the core. I long to see churches 
planted among the most diffi  cult peoples on ear th. For years many of us hav e 
been groping our way thr ough the miasma of ingrained misconceptions about 
what it means to plant a chur ch. Here is the best and most practical guide to 
church planting I have yet seen in print. May it become a stimulus to a new wave 
of good church starts among unreached peoples across the world!

PATRICK JOHNSTONE

author of Operation World

For y ears pr ospective chur ch planters among the most r esistant peoples, like 
Muslims, have had to r ely largely on a vision that a chur ch was possible. With 
this book D an Sinclair has demonstrated thr ough his o wn and his colleagues ’ 
experiences, blended with scriptur e, how this vision is not only possible but is 
a reality.

DR. DUDLEY WOODBERRY

Dean Emeritus and Professor of Islamic Studies, Fuller Theological Seminary

Dan Sinclair has the experience of a fi eld church planter coupled with 11 y ears 
of being fi eld director, where he tracked progress of nearly 160 fi eld teams, made 
visits to fi eld teams, and inter vened when tr ouble arose. All of this giv es him 
unique experiences and insight which is wonderfully put in this book of amazing 
breadth and depth. I t is a must r ead for all those who aspir e to plant chur ches 
among unreached peoples.

DICK SCOGGINS

co-author of Church Multiplication Guide and 
mentor for church planting with various other organizations 

Pulling upon 20 plus years of experience, A Vision of the Possible spells out what 
is practically needed for today’s church planter and fi lls in the gaps what others 
books have left out. D an’s message is clear , funny, and easy to r ead, and he ’s 
vulnerable in the process. I highly recommend this book to anyone who thinks 
they may want to be on a team, or send a team to reveal the glory of God where 
it is not yet known!

BOB SJOGREN

president of UnveilinGLORY and 
author of Unveiled At Last and Cat & Dog Theology
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In the midst of the overconfi dent generalizations of self-appointed “arm chair” 
theorists, Dan has “been there; done that” in the Muslim world. A Vision of the 
Possible is an exemplary guide from a veteran who has been a colleague and coach 
to literally hundreds of “on the ground” practitioners in 40 diff erent countries! 
He writes reality as one who loves God with His mind as well as his heart!

GREG LIVINGSTONE

founder of Frontiers and author of Planting Churches In Muslim Cities

A Vision of the Possible is a future classic; the best book of its type that I have 
ever read. Th e style is balanced, entertaining, engaging, and practical. Very well 
done.

SCOTT BRESLIN

field church planter and co-author of Understanding Dreams From God

Th e beauty of this book is that it is r ooted in the Word of G od from start to 
fi nish. Th e author has beautifully blended in present-day insights from manage-
ment, confl ict resolution, language learning, and team building, all of which are 
empowered by a God-given vision to r eap a maximum har vest for the Lor d. It 
is so fi lled with practical wisdom on every phase of church-planting movements 
by team eff orts that it should be a companion v olume to the B ible for ev ery 
Christian working among unreached peoples.

DR. DON MCCURRY

president of Ministries to Muslims, editor of The Gospel and Islam, and 
author of Healing the Broken Family of Abraham: New Life for Muslims

A Vision of the Possible not only fi lls a major hole in the need for information to 
mobilize more workers among unreached peoples, but also for what to do when 
they get ther e! Th e lessons that D an has gather ed in this book will be critical 
to our own mission of YWAM, and many other missions and chur ches, in our 
common journey on the Emmaus road.

STEVE COCHRANE

International Director of Frontier Missions/Neighbours, Youth With a Mission, India

Th e fi rst thing I did after reading A Vision of the Possible was to give it to a young 
man preparing for ministry in Pakistan. Th e clarity, experience, and illustrations 
of the author help any aspiring “ pioneer” understand the practicalities of the 
challenges ahead as w ell as the essential natur e of ser ving in a team context. I 
believe every pioneer church planter—as well as trainers, strategists, or churches 
desiring to par tner with such eff  orts—should r ead this book car efully and 
repeatedly.

PAUL BORTHWICK

speaker and author of Youth and Missions, Leading the Way, 
How to Be a World-Class Christian, and A Mind for Missions
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viiIntroduction

Introduction
“Planting churches among unreached peoples” doesn’t strike most 

people as a gripping topic. Even for Christians, while missions has a 

place in the overall scheme of things, it is just one of many priorities 

vying for the attention and resources of the church.
But let’s stop right here, take a deep breath, step back, and look at 

the big picture. What are we really talking about? Followers of Christ 
know that human history is not random, but rather is moving toward the 
riveting last chapter, which for most will be a surprise ending. “This gos-
pel of the kingdom shall be preached in the whole world as a testimony 
to all the nations, and then the end will come” (Matthew 24:14). All of 
Scripture points to the reality that bringing the gospel of Christ to all na-
tions is now the central drama on the human stage. What develops with 
Christ’s apostolic envoys as they work among all peoples is the great 
story—ignored by most—that will affect the destiny of all who live.

What stands between us and the end of history? Only one thing: reap-
ing a harvest among the remaining people groups for whom the gospel 
has not yet taken root, through establishing healthy, indigenous churches. 
Therefore, what is the true signifi cance of pioneer church planting? Of 
taking the gospel to the largest blocs of unreached peoples—Muslims, 
Hindus, and Buddhists? This is the main event, the holy grail. Without 
overstating anything, there is no greater drama unfolding today on Planet 
Earth! Not only is it the greatest challenge to the church in fulfi lling our 
Lord’s Great Commission, it remains the single most determining factor 
in the course and close of human history.

This book is born out of fi ve core convictions. Firstly, in between 
His resurrection and His ascension, several times and in different 
ways Jesus made it clear that bringing His gospel to all peoples must 
be of paramount importance to all His followers until the task is done. 
Wherever His followers live or whatever the cost, nothing else is to be 
of higher priority. “Go and make disciples of all the nations” (Matthew 
28:19) is one statement of the Great Commission; being His witnesses 
“even to the remotest part of the earth” (Acts 1:8) is another. Among ap-
proximately one third of the world’s population, this assignment remains 
so very unfi nished. Unreached peoples must be the core focus in obeying 
our Savior’s great command.
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viii a VISION of the possible

Secondly, in the wide scope of church history, “church planting” 
is newly in vogue in the church today, so we might be fooled into 
thinking it’s a new concept. But in fact it is as old and as central as 
the Great Commission itself. It is exactly what all the apostolic teams 
of the New Testament did. They preached the gospel and then formed 
and matured communities of faith. How could Paul say, for example, 
that “from Jerusalem and round about as far as Illyricum [about half the 
Mediterranean Basin] I have fully preach the gospel of Christ” (Romans 
15:19)? Only by dotting the landscape with new churches that would 
carry on the task of evangelism in their areas.

Thirdly, again following the New Testament example, we must pur-
sue these aims in teams. These needn’t be big or elaborate teams. But, as 
we will see, apostolic works in the Bible were always joint efforts. By 
the way, those on the home front who are actively engaged as “senders” 
through prayer, fi nancial, and other vital forms of support, are part of the 
broader team belonging to those precious fi eld teams. This book is also 
for you, as you gain a clearer picture of what those with whom you are 
partnering are grappling with on a daily basis.

Fourthly, the harvest will come even in these very diffi cult fi elds. 
We must avoid the temptation to fall into an unbelief, sort of by default, 
that there will always be major swaths of humanity which the gospel is 
unable to penetrate, and therefore the people cannot be saved. We simply 
cannot believe that and the Bible at the same time. Some from “every 
tribe and tongue and people and nation” (Revelation 5:9) will defi nitely 
be a part of heaven’s eternal community. Hence this book’s title: A 
Vision of the Possible. While reaping a harvest among unreached people 
is humanly impossible, by our Lord’s leading and power it is not only 
possible but certain. This book attempts to unpack what is involved in 
working in teams to plant churches among the most resistant peoples on 
earth. Envisioning the steps will fi re our faith and lead us to go after the 
seemingly impossible—for whatever fi elds might seem to us as resistant
are in actuality white unto harvest.

Lastly, the Word of God is our primary teacher for how to do this. 
Nearly 2,000 years of experience and missiology is also an incredible 
aid to today’s teams, and some of that is included in these chapters. But 
throughout I have sought to fi rstly see what the Lord instructs us in the 
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ixIntroduction

Bible. It is amazing how much the Word deals with the questions cross-
cultural workers are grappling with today.

Nearly all of today’s unreached peoples are Hindu, Muslim, Buddhist 
(or other Chinese religions), or tribal/animist. By pioneer work we mean 
going, like Paul, to where Christ is not “already named” (Romans 15:20). 
Indeed, this book emphasizes the work of the gospel among those who 
are unresponsive, resistant, or even hostile. We speak of apostolic ef-
forts among populations who for centuries have blocked Christ’s saving 
message from gaining any meaningful foothold. This usually means 
special struggles and persecution for those who do believe, exceptional 
obstacles to gathering believers, and unique hardship and sacrifi ces for 
the workers who go in and labor, laying down their lives—fi guratively 
and sometimes literally—in order that Christ might be formed in the new 
churches. Examples include the Fulbe of West Africa, the Yadava caste 
of India, the Khmer of Cambodia, and thousands of peoples in between. 
However, sometimes it is not so much that they are resistant, but that 
they have been sadly neglected by the body of Christ. In any case, the 
love of Christ compels us to go.

Some Nuts and Bolts
• Some names of people and other particulars have been 

changed for security reasons.

• The principles in this book apply to all pioneer church plant-
ing efforts, despite the fact that most of the examples given 
arise out of the Muslim context, as that is my main area of 
experience. It can be equally useful to believers laboring 
among Hindu, Buddhist, and animist peoples.

• In a number of instances I felt that using an acronym helped 
the text fl ow better. These are mostly CP (church planting), 
CPer (church planter), MBB (Muslim-background believer; 
likewise HBB for Hindu-background believer, and so on), 
and CPM (church planting movement).

• I have intentionally sought to keep the words missions or 
missionary to an absolute minimum. Properly understood, 
these words mean good things. However, in much of the 
world they are misunderstood and carry quite negative con-
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notations among the people we are seeking to love. We do 
not wish to reinforce misconceptions of cultural or religious 
colonialism, coercing or inducing people to change religions 
as if we were in some global religious contest. Jesus calls out 
to all people to embrace forgiveness of sins in His name, to 
be changed in the heart, and to become His disciples. The 
outward forms this takes will vary widely across cultures.

I have drawn on the experiences of the last twenty-nine years. In this 
regard no one has been more important than my wife, as we have been on 
this wild ride together, being privileged to work among Muslims in the 
United States, in the Middle East, and from the international offi ce of a 
large church planting agency, serving as fi eld director. From the begin-
ning, it’s been a team effort with my wonderful wife and kids as we have 
learned together. Thank you for believing it was, and still is, worth it.

Many friends have invested hours of their personal time as the read-
ing/editing team, in giving much-needed advice, in logistics, and just 
encouraging me to keep pressing on. These include Felicity McLure, 
Phil Parshall, Darrell Dorr, Dick Scoggins, and Celeste Allen. Others 
also helped signifi cantly, but have asked not to be mentioned by name 
for the sake of ongoing ministry in sensitive locations. The Lord knows 
who they are. I pray that these all receive much blessing and encourage-
ment, knowing how they have helped others. Thank you all!

Finally, words are not adequate for how grateful I feel toward the 
scores of colleagues on the fi eld around the world, with whom it is my 
greatest privilege to be your fellow worker. Your dedication and gifted-
ness humble me. These insights are your insights. The victories have 
been your victories. The harvest ahead is your harvest in the Lord. You 
are the pioneer church planters of this generation.

Dan Sinclair

Vision of the Possible.indd   x 3/9/2006   4:00:54 PM



1

1Apostleship

Apost leship:
The Great Neglected Subject

She came up to me immediately after I fi nished speaking about our 

life and ministry in the Middle East. “I just want to encourage you, Dan. 

Your family’s willingness to serve the Lord in this way is so special and 

is a real challenge to us here.” Others shared similarly affi rming words. 

When I got home, I realized there was a sub-message in their kind words: 

“What drinking fountain did you drink from, ’cause I really don’t want 

to catch whatever you’ve got?!”

Let’s face it: Anyone who would leave family and friends; a good 

job; a home; one’s own country, culture, and language; and move to the 

other side of the world where everything is so different and scary and 

economically poorer—not to mention hostile to the message—must be 

a little nuts, right? Numerous other times I’ve been asked, “So you guys 

must really like it over there, right?” expecting to hear the affi rmative. 

After all, the reasons for going must be the adventure, the stimulation 

from other cultures, foreign travel, and the like. Not!

If you’re a worker in a foreign country, laboring to bring Christ 

to an unreached people group, I’m sure you’ve experienced the same. 

The reason we seem to be such oddballs is that our calling is different. 

There’s only one reason to do what we’re doing: because Christ wants 

us to. Why? Because He loves all people, not just us. He wants everyone 

to have the opportunity to know Him—not just those who live in free, 

comfortable countries. And throughout the centuries He’s given the ap-

ostolic call to certain ones of His children. So they head out, regardless 

of the cost or whether or not it feels good to them or makes sense to 
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2 a VISION of the possible

friends back home. It doesn’t make us any better than anyone else, but it 

may make us stranger.

It was a chilly January 1 morning, in the early 1980s, when our family 

fi rst arrived in our new home in Egypt. The evening before, sitting at the 

gate at New York’s JFK felt like waiting to depart Planet Earth on a mis-

sion to Mars. I had recently made an exploratory trip and was fortunate to 

have already arranged a furnished apartment for us to move right into. We 

got there, and immediately jetlag hit us like a big brick. But what really got 

to me was the noise. Turns out our seventh fl oor fl at was on the noisiest 

avenue in the city and possibly the entire continent of Africa! Egyptian 

drivers honk their horns all the time. The saying goes that if your horn is 

broken, park your car—as the horn is more important than the steering 

wheel. A friend later took a stopwatch and measured the longest duration 

between horn honks and once got as high as thirty seconds, at two in the 

morning! In the back of the fl at, where our bedroom was, was the tram 

line. Anytime a tram went by, which was from 6 a.m. to 1 a.m., there came 

a series of bam-bam-bams . . . at one-second intervals.

My heart sank. There was no way I could live here! But there 

was also no way I could throw in the towel and return home, though I 

would’ve considered this option if it weren’t for all the “Let’s go out and 

reach the nations” talks I had just given at our sending church. The point 

is, pioneer envoys are not inherently tougher. They’re just called.

We had been in the city a whole two weeks and were feeling almost 

settled. Another team family arrived and stayed with us in our apartment, 

but John and Cindy also wanted to spend a couple nights in a hotel, for 

the sake of registering their passports. I said, “I know just the place.” So 

we took a taxi to the Venetian. But something wasn’t right. Even though 

it was only 6:30 p.m., the door was locked. Finally, after knocking on the 

door awhile, a not-very-well-dressed young man answered the door. We 

had learned a handful of Arabic words prior to coming, so we worked 

to communicate our wishes for a room. It was all seeming a bit odd, 

but we just fi gured that hotels in Egypt must be different from what we 

were used to. The young man was looking more and more perplexed, but 

graciously tried to accommodate us. He showed us in, and sure enough 

there were some rooms with beds and accessories. But things seemed to 
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3Apostleship

be missing. And there were no doors. When we struggled to express our 

concern over the lack of doors and privacy, he appeared very distressed. 

He didn’t know what to do. Then it suddenly hit us: this wasn’t a hotel; it 

was a furniture store! I can’t remember feeling so stupid—either before 

or since. My friend John laughed so hard and so long that even his son 

pleaded with him to stop, and to get up off the ground.

Are pioneer church planters inherently more cross-culturally aware? 

Well, I hope that’s not a requirement.

For years we have shied away from using the word apostle in relation 

to church planting work overseas. After all, people know that apostles 

were the “big shots” in the New Testament. To say, “God has called 

me to be an apostle,” sounds somewhere between gross arrogance and a 

delusional break from reality. This is an unfortunate confusion, because 

the ministry of apostles is at the very core of the Great Commission as 

well as the current work to bring the good news to those who have never 

heard.

Many years ago I took Perspectives on the World Christian 

Movement at the U.S. Center for World Mission. Though it was an out-

standing course, I cannot recall a single lesson on apostleship. I later 

completed a master’s degree from seminary. There were no classes of-

fered on apostleship. In fact, I do not recall a single lesson on the subject. 

Please understand: I do not mean this as a criticism. Given the silence on 

the subject, this isn’t too surprising. But it is ironic in light of how the 

calling and work of the apostles is at the very core of the expansion of 

the gospel in the New Testament.1 If this is true, then the calling, gifting, 

and nature of apostleship today is more vital to us than even concerns 

such as cultural anthropology, methodology, and missiology. What was 

true in the fi rst century is just as true in the twenty-fi rst century: without 

apostolic ministry the gospel does not break new ground. With regard to 

pioneer work, apostleship is everything. Indeed, it is why, in the Lord, 

the impossible is acutally possible.

I would encourage you to read through appendix 1, “Apostleship 

in the New Testament.” To summarize, in the New Testament we fi nd 

mainly two categories of apostles: the Twelve and pioneer workers in 

general. The Twelve played a foundational and sacred role in the es-
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4 a VISION of the possible

tablishment of the church and had a unique authority from Christ. But 

the two categories are not fundamentally different. Perhaps the clearest 

mandate for the apostles is found in Acts 1:8, to be Jesus’ witnesses “in 

Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and even to the remotest part 

of the earth.” In fact, the command to the apostles to take this gospel 

“to the remotest part of the earth” were Jesus’ last seven (or however 

many they were in Aramaic) words before his ascension! This was ful-

fi lled in the book of Acts by both the Twelve and the “non-Twelve” 

apostles. The non-Twelve apostles included Paul (who seems to have 

been a sort of bridge between the two apostle types), Barnabas, Silas, 

Timothy, Apollos, James, and others. The primary way in which apostle

and apostleship are used in the New Testament when not referring to 

the Twelve is concerning the pioneer work of taking the gospel to un-

reached peoples, resulting in new communities of the body of Christ. 

Thus “church planting among unreached people groups” would be a fair 

description of the New Testament concept of apostolic ministry.

SOME APOSTLE FAQS (FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS)

1. Are there apostles today?
Yes. Apostles and apostolic ministry are just as needed and man-

dated today as in the fi rst century. There is no biblical reason to suppose 

that the way the term was applied to Barnabas, Silas, Timothy, Apollos, 

James, and others would not continue throughout the church age (and 

today). The term does not apply simply to all who are sent out from their 

churches (or else many more would have been called apostles in the 

New Testament), but to those with the special gift of apostleship. Indeed, 

since the ministries of Ephesians 4:11 exist to bring the church to full 

maturity, including its growth to all people groups, the role of apostle 

must still be alive and well!

2. Should pioneer church planters take on the title apostle 
for themselves?

I believe that those engaged with an unreached people group to 

evangelize and plant churches can unabashedly speak of apostolic min-
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5Apostleship

istry and of being on an apostolic team. But out of Christian humility 

and acknowledgement of the diversity of views concerning apostleship, 

one should be reluctant to stand up and say, “I am an apostle.” Also, 

while the various teams in the New Testament were no doubt engaged 

in “apostolic ministry,” the actual title apostle seems to have been ap-

plied somewhat sparingly, perhaps only to those whose calling, gifting, 

and fruitfulness in pioneer work had become confi rmed over time. As 

1 Corinthians 9:2 shows, not even Paul’s apostleship was universally 

recognized.

Having said that, I do believe that over time other leaders may come 

to recognize that a particular person has a clear gift of apostleship, and 

may legitimately refer to him as an apostle.

In his recent book, Loving the Church, Blessing the Nations, George 

Miley has fi ve very helpful chapters on apostolic leaders. “The word 

apostle might trigger more concern in some than the word apostolic or 

even the compound apostolic-type. Notice the difference between saying, 

‘He is an apostle,’ ‘He is an apostolic leader,’ or, ‘He is an apostolic-type 

leader.’ Similarly we can speak of apostolic ministry or even apostolic-

type ministry. If we have hesitations about the role of the apostle today, 

using the adjective might give us more freedom to talk openly about this 

subject.”2

3. Can apostleship today refer to a positional or leadership 
role in a denomination?

While I respect those who might use the term in this way, I person-

ally fi nd no evidence of this kind of position in the New Testament. 

While the twelve apostles were given broad authority in the church by 

Christ, the focus of their apostleship was not some form of top-level 

ecclesiastical governing. I do not see support for believing that apostle-

ship today pertains to a kind of positional authority in a local church or 

hierarchical governing in a church denomination.

4. Is it enough for a pioneer church planting team to possess 
a general mix of gifts?

In my observations over the past twenty-two years of working with 

pioneer church planting teams, if a team lacks apostolic gifts (that is, 
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no one on the team seems to have that breakthrough type of apostolic 

gifting), then they are rarely very effective.

5. What about those who are not apostles?
If you do not feel that you have the gift of apostleship, but you are 

on a pioneer church planting team, is all this apostleship stuff reason 

for discouragement or for questioning your calling? Certainly not. Many 

in the New Testament were called to be a part of apostolic teams but 

were never themselves called apostles. Most were called fellow workers; 

and only a handful were called apostles. Today, just as then, there are 

many, many indispensable roles for workers who will not be recognized 

as apostles themselves.

6. What are apostles like?
I do not believe there is a clear-cut profi le—certainly not one you 

could easily defend simply from the New Testament data. But of those 

I’ve observed who seem to truly have the gifting, I can offer some tenta-

tive general traits (being very nondogmatic here!):

a. God uses them in a variety of ministries. They are the kind 
who tend to make things happen. Oftentimes they are good at 
making something out of nothing, ministry-wise, successfully 
starting new works from scratch. Generally there is a history of 
evangelistic and discipleship fruitfulness.

b. People readily catch their vision and feel led to join in.

c. They have gifts of Bible teaching and leadership.

d. They can be quirky and sometimes hard to get along with.

e. They can have thick skins and hard heads. They tend (right or 
wrong) to not back down very easily—on anything!

f. Areas of the fl esh can include self-confi dence, overassertiveness, 
and independence. When this is the case, you can see the Lord 
taking them through a process to grow in these areas toward 
greater fruit of the Spirit and total dependence on Christ.

g. They want to have a good handle on everything in the ministry. 
This can seem like a tendency to overcontrol.

h. “They have their own ideas of what they want to do.” (Miley:111)
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i. “They do not fi t the mold. They color ‘outside the lines’.” (Miley:111)

j. “They have a genuine hunger for a deeper relationship with 
God.”  (Miley:111)

k. “They are broad in their horizons and think beyond ‘our’ 
church.” (Miley:111)

l. “They thrive on doing things that are challenging and risky” 
(Miley:111)

m. “They tend to become overextended in their commitments.” 
(Miley:111)

n. They can be extroverted or introverted, glittery or non-showy. 
Apostolic gifting doesn’t just come with a particular personality 
type. Some examples: Apollos was winsome. Paul was driven 
and task-oriented. Barnabas—whose name means “son of 
encouragement”—was strongly pastoral.

More could be added to this list. And no doubt some needs to be 

subtracted from this bit of speculation.

THE NATURE OF APOSTLESHIP TODAY

Apostolically gifted pioneer workers are not supermen or super-

women. They have quirks, character fl aws, and soft spots. They can be 

tall or short, smart or not so clever, impetuous or cautious. But they seem 

to have this in common: They are always on the lookout for key open-

ings. When the normal ways of getting in seem blocked, they look for 

other ways to get to the people to show God’s love. When those unique 

opportunities happen, they jump on them.

I think of my friend Bruce, a Presbyterian minister, and his family, 

who had prayed for years for some way to bring the love of Christ to the 

Kurds of northern Iraq. In early 1990 they moved to a particular Middle 

Eastern city to study Arabic, and hoped that somehow an opening might 

present itself to bring the gospel to this people group that was so inac-

cessible. When Saddam’s tanks rolled into Kuwait City, no one knew 

that this would mean a way for the gospel to reach the Kurds. A couple 

weeks after the fi ghting stopped in April 1991, word went out that the 
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UN eagerly wanted NGO (nongovernmental organization) help among 

the Kurds above the thirty-sixth parallel. Within a week, Bruce and his 

family and their team were on their way to Iraq—not knowing where 

they would live, whether they would be safe or unsafe, or what would 

happen the next day. It was a sad day for our kids when their kids left, 

as they all had become good friends. Other workers soon followed, and 

they have seen a tremendous harvest for the Lord.

I likewise think of Joe and Cathi, who longed to bring Christ to the 

people of Albania who were so cut off from the good news because the 

Communist regime shut off virtually all avenues for the gospel. So Joe 

and Cathi moved to Kosovo, Yugoslavia, and for a few years learned 

the language and ministered to ethnic Albanians who lived there. When 

Communism suddenly and unexpectedly fell in Albania, they immedi-

ately went in. Within a week Joe was preaching Christ in the open air 

in Tirane, standing on a fallen statue of Stalin. A church sprung up at 

once.

Apostles are not exclusively expatriates. While God is moving 

people from various nations into the harvest among unreached peoples, 

He is at the same time raising up nationals, even to go to various cities 

in their own countries to evangelize and plant churches. I still remember 

how my heart was moved as I listened for four hours as Jamal, in Central 

Asia, told me of his conversion and remarkable calling by God. He had 

a dream in which he was protesting to God not to send him to join other 

wheat harvesters because he had to care for his family. God directed 

Jamal’s eyes to a high mountain peak; at the pinnacle his infant son was 

rocking serenely in an cradle. Suddenly God gave a command and the 

cradle fl ipped upside down, coming around in a full revolution, fi nally 

returning to its former place at the mountain’s pinnacle. After Jamal 

recovered from the horror of witnessing his most prized possession, his 

fi rst son, meet his certain death by God’s command, he looked more 

closely. There in the cradle was his son, smiling and calm as though 

nothing had happened. God fi nally said, “Do you see? I can take care of 

your family better than you can. You go into my harvest!” This brother 

has since planted several churches in and around his native city. He and 
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his family have relocated to a new city, having been formally sent out by 

the MBB church they planted!

In 1984 I sat on a hill overlooking a large swath of Cairo—four- to 

ten-story buildings as far as the eye could see, all of the same drab light-

brown color. The horizon was hazy because of a big cement factory. The 

population just in this limited viewing area was probably around seven 

million souls (out of the nearly twenty million of the city). The thought 

burned through the haze: this is exactly what Paul described in Romans 

15:18–21:

For I will not presume to speak of anything except 

what Christ has accomplished through me, resulting 

in the obedience of the Gentiles by word and deed, 

in the power of signs and wonders, in the power of 

the Spirit; so that from Jerusalem and round about as 

far as Illyricum I have fully preached the gospel of 

Christ. And thus I aspired to preach the gospel, not 

where Christ was already named, so that I would not 

build on another man’s foundation; but as it is written, 

“THEY WHO HAD NO NEWS OF HIM SHALL 

SEE, AND THEY WHO HAVE NOT HEARD SHALL 

UNDERSTAND” (emphasis added).

In this passage Paul shares his heart and his calling, what drove him 

to do everything he did. It was his life’s calling to go to cities where 

Christ was not yet known, to people groups in which the church had not 

yet taken root. One of the great privileges of pioneering ministry is that 

when you share the gospel with a neighbor, friend, or taxi driver, it is 

the fi rst time they have ever heard—and sadly, may be the last. At that 

moment, you are truly Jesus’ ambassador to them.

Recently my wife and I were visiting the church one of our daugh-

ters attends. The pastor was making a reference to apostleship, but he 

stumbled on his words and it came out impossible-ship. I thought, “Hold 

on. That’s right. That’s really what apostleship is.” Apostleship is the 

work of creating something out of nothing. It is moving to a city and 
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people where virtually no one is following Christ, yet where God uses 

you to create a body of believers. It normally functions in a hostile envi-

ronment, which makes things very diffi cult both for the church planters 

and for the new church. Humanly speaking, this is an impossible task. It 

really is a special anointing and gifting.

Why focus in a particular way on Hindus? Or Buddhists? Or 

Muslims? Though this might seem to some as aggressive or possibly 

a new form of colonialism, it actually comes from a heart of loving 

concern. Everyone needs Jesus. For far too long, Christians have failed 

to give Muslims, for example, an opportunity to understand the peace-

able way of Jesus. It is also recognized that the Crusades set a negative 

historical image. We are grieved that Muslims were mistreated in the 

name of Christ. Since that time, many Muslim societies have distrusted 

so-called Christian societies, and vice versa. In addition, Muslims are 

often taught an incorrect view of what it means to be a follower of Jesus. 

Therefore gospel workers feel they have a role to play in correcting any 

misunderstandings about the true nature of Jesus Christ. By becoming 

profi cient in Islamic history and culture and the language of the people, 

they are better able to maximize their sensitivity and respect for Muslim 

peoples. In the West we comprehend so little about the typical Muslim’s 

needs and worldview. Only by really caring for these people can we be-

gin to understand. In addition, pioneer church planters have discovered 

that Muslims have much to teach us. They take the spiritual world quite 

seriously and generally are open to discuss religious issues. They have 

a very high respect for God and His power. They place a high value on 

community and loyalty. Hospitality is very important to them. These 

are some of the many qualities expatriate workers value in their Muslim 

friends, and they fi nd that living among Muslims has enriched their 

lives. Finally, we wish to be for our friends those “People of the Book”3

spoken of in the Qur’an: “But if you are in doubt regarding what We 

have sent down to you, then ask those who read the Book before you. 

Assuredly the truth has come to you from your Lord; so be not among 

the doubters.”4

The apostolic heart beats for pioneer church planting—to go where 

others aren’t going or can’t go, to engage a populace who have never 
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before heard our message with the great news of forgiveness and eternal 

life in Christ—without worry of interference from other ministries or 

of interfering with them. This is the yearning of the apostle. It is why 

Paul would turn his back on visiting Rome, the center of civilization at 

the time, with its emerging church and all the excitement, comfort, and 

prestige that could have meant for him. Instead he stayed on in cities 

without a vital church, usually in frustration and obscurity, pleading with 

resistant and hostile people to hear the gospel and building up those who 

responded.

This pioneering, suffering spirit has always characterized God’s 

special sent ones. As C. T. Studd wrote:

Some wish to live within the sound

Of Church or Chapel bell;

I want to run a Rescue Shop

Within a yard of hell.5

A practical application, as alluded to above, is that apostles need 

“fellow workers” (or teammates) and that these workers, in turn, need 

apostles. Together they comprise viable apostolic teams. Several times 

I have observed team leaders who do not yet have a team. Even though 

they may exhibit signs of apostolic gifting, they can go for long periods 

without fruit because of not having fellow workers to help them.

I have likewise observed the reverse (and here is where I might get 

into trouble with some): good-sized church planting teams that do not 

seem to have anyone on the team with the gift of apostleship—not the 

team leader nor anyone else. It’s perplexing, because these teams have 

mature and experienced people, but year after year nothing seems to hap-

pen. Could it just be that the soil is hard and it’s not yet God’s timing 

for a harvest? Of course this is sometimes the case. But I also believe 

that sometimes the reason is that there is no one on the team with a 

breakthrough gifting, that special anointing that creates something out 

of nothing for Christ’s sake. When this is the case, it may be best for all 

either to fi nd a new team leader with possible apostolic gifting or let the 

team break up and the workers join other teams where they can be more 

effective.
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Paul’s consciousness of being called as an apostle had a profound 

impact on his life and ministry. Nothing would ever again be the same. 

First of all, he knew that his gospel ministry was not his whim, idea, or 

chosen career path. Rather, it came from God’s initiative. And therefore 

it came with God’s authority. How often Paul reminded people in the 

churches he started of his apostleship—and of his awareness that God 

was communicating to them through him!

Secondly, Paul’s awareness of calling eliminated any shrinking 

back from discharging his ministry with all faithfulness, whatever the 

cost. “For if I preach the gospel, I have nothing to boast of, for I am 

under compulsion; for woe is me if I do not preach the gospel. For if 

I do this voluntarily, I have a reward; but if against my will, I have a 

stewardship entrusted to me” (1 Corinthians 9:16–17; emphasis added). 

This “stewardship,” of course, was his apostolic ministry. As Paul said 

in his emotional farewell to the elders of the church at Ephesus, “I do not 

consider my life of any account as dear to myself, so that I may fi nish 

my course and the ministry which I received from the Lord Jesus” (Acts 

20:24; emphasis added). One team leader confi ded with me, “Paul’s 

sense of apostolic call has had a profound effect on me and my ministry, 

Dan, forcing me to plead with Christ Jesus constantly to grant me His 

grace that I might be faithful until the end, not turning to the right or 

the left in my vocational and ministerial aspirations. I am a bond slave 

of Christ, called to die to my own will and live for His alone. In ad-

dition, when preaching to nonbelievers and exhorting obstinate church 

members, sometimes, but not often, I have had to plead with them not to 

sin or reject Christ because God was at that moment speaking directly to 

them through me. Of course, I had better be careful when to invoke my 

“authority,” but such moments have always kept both me and my hearers 

very serious and careful that our words, spoken with love and humility 

and extreme self-examination, at that moment have eternal weightiness 

before God.”

We’re told that today there are still around two billion people who 

not only do not know the Lord but are also beyond the witness of any 

church in the midst of their own people and language. They have no news 

of Him; they have not heard. And they never will until pioneer gospel 
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ambassadors do whatever it takes to bring the gospel to them and plant 

churches, particularly among Hindus, Muslims, Buddhists, Taoists, and 

secular Communists, as well as many other kinds of unreached people 

groups. This is why we do what we do. This is our vision. This is our 

apostolic calling.
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What Is  a  Church?
—and How to Plant One

The BBC recently reported how “the world’s fi rst infl atable church 

went on display to the public for the fi rst time on Tuesday. The blow-

up church, which is 47 feet (14.3 meters) high from ground to steeple, 

47 feet long and 25 feet (7.6 meters) wide, includes a blow-up organ, 

altar, pulpit, pews, candles and ‘stained glass’ windows.” Now, if this 

meaning of church became acceptable to the wider gospel worker com-

munity, how much easier “church planting among unreached peoples” 

would be!

Assuming this isn’t what we mean by church, then what is a church? 

And how does one plant one? As chapter titles go, this one is pretty auda-

cious. While I cannot offer up a foolproof recipe for planting a church 

in a resistant context, I do believe there are some generally agreed upon 

church planting principles that have a lot of power to launch a new team 

into fruitful ministry. We’ll take up the two questions in this chapter in 

reverse order: fi rst How do we plant a church? then What is a church?

This chapter presupposes that the workers are committed to church 

planting among their unreached people group, as opposed to a variety 

of other fi eld pursuits. I wholeheartedly agree with Trent and Vivian 

Rowland: “For the least evangelized peoples to be reached, the birth and 

growth of an indigenous self-propagating church needs to be the central 

goal and every ministry should be evaluated in light of its contribution 

toward this goal. People who do not have church planting as their stated 

goal probably will not do it.”1
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We know that in resistant fi elds the majority of those who come to 

faith in Christ eventually leave the faith. But in my experience believers 

are much more likely to stay in Christ if, from the beginning of their 

pilgrimage with the Lord, they are woven into fellowship with others 

from the same background.

HOW TO PLANT A CHURCH

Pioneer church planting means starting a church from scratch where 

no church from that people group yet exists. It is very intentional.

Having a Goal in Mind
A church in an unreached context is like a turtle on a fencepost. 

It didn’t just somehow get there; someone had to make it happen. One 

has to begin with a goal in mind, a picture, a vision of what must be-

come—something so concrete you can almost touch it, taste it, see it. If 

God has called you to plant churches among an unreached people group, 

may He truly give you this special kind of faith and vision. The initial 

goal will probably be something like this:

a. a group of believers from the particular people group;

b. of some minimum size and social variety (e.g., not just a group 
of three single guys);

c. committed to Christ, to one another, to being His body together 
and being taught by His Word;

d. under two or three believers (from that people group) shepherding 
as elders;

e. with a vision to reproduce.

In most pioneer situations, especially in resistant cultures, the aim 

should be to start new groups of believers from that background—Hindu-

background believers in the Hindu context, Buddhist-background believ-

ers in the Buddhist context, and so on—rather than seeking to integrate 

these new believers into a culturally Christian-background congregation. 
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As Subbamma writes from Andhra Pradesh, India, “If there is enough 

fl exibility and freedom in our approach to Hindus, house churches will 

grow naturally among them.”2

Now some might object that the initial goal I’ve suggested is too 

small—that if this is the initial goal then you will be content with it, 

and you will fail to lay the groundwork for a church planting movement 

(CPM). I would agree and disagree with such an objection. Having a 

longer-range CPM-type vision is great. To intentionally lay the ground-

work for the “DNA of CPM” from the very beginning could be very 

strategic. And to even cultivate ground in multiple locations simultane-

ously—especially if you are a larger team—may be exactly what the 

Lord would have you do. But to have only huge goals (i.e., your fi rst 

goal is a movement) and not to have something more concrete, nearer 

at hand, will paralyze the vast majority of church planters. For a church 

planting team in a pioneer or resistant city, having a goal that is as simple 

and specifi c as the one above will be energizing, as most will realize that 

it is something that is possible within a reasonable time period, as the 

Lord works. There is another danger: If you have an impossibly large 

dream that only Christ can do by a humongous miracle (think on the 

level of splitting the Red Sea), then you will generally be content with 

no progress. For pioneer workers, being satisfi ed with no progress can 

become a disease.

We had a medium-size team in “Shukranistan.”3 For many, many 

years the fact that there was absolutely no fruit and little real evange-

lism did not deter them from claiming hundreds of churches for Christ 

in their goals. Then the team leader got a new team leader overseer who 

had a real allergy against such vagueness and directionless-ness. He 

wouldn’t hear about hundreds of churches, but only wanted to know 

what the team was going to do to get the fi rst church. Everyone had to 

have a plan for their personal evangelism and discipling. Within a year 

they had two growing fellowships, and the excitement on the team was 

palpable. This is also a team that prays a lot, and the Lord is answering 

their prayers, giving them the desires of their hearts.
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How to Get Started
It’s been my privilege to be a part of starting several new fellow-

ships from scratch—three of them with MBBs, and two of those being 

in the Middle East. These were neither huge nor shining examples of 

what a church ought to be, but I did learn one thing: Starting a fellowship 

group is not as complicated as we sometimes make it out to be (though 

perhaps not as simple as the “infl atable” variety).

In my own experience, in every church plant I’ve observed, and in 

all of Paul’s church plants, I see that one cannot plant a church until one 

has believers to work with. This means that we either lead them to faith 

in Christ ourselves, or else the Lord allows us to fi nd them or them to 

fi nd us. Many times there is a combination of leading some to faith and 

discovering an existing believer or two.

Eric and Carla and their two-year-old son moved to a city of three 

million people in Indonesia, where there were no known believers in 

the late 1980s. After getting a good start on the language, Eric began to 

spend most of the day out in various places in the city where men could 

be found working in markets, socializing near tourist spots, or just relax-

ing in their homes. He would meet people, cultivate relationships, share 

Christ, and return home later in the day. Eric did this faithfully for several 

years, until one day he shared the gospel with a man named Forest,4 who 

was already a follower of Christ. Forest instantly recognized that Eric 

was a Christ-follower who could disciple him. They became fast friends, 

and within eighteen months God used these men and their wives to plant 

a church of twenty believers from Forest’s people group.

Another brother, Michael, serving in Central Asia, had worked 

boldly for quite some time, sharing the gospel and even placing gospel 

literature in public schools—somehow with offi cial permission. His team 

also diligently went all over the place showing the Jesus fi lm. Fahmi, an 

engineer who had come to faith in Europe and just returned home, came 

to one of these showings. God had put a burden on Fahmi’s heart for his 

own people. He immediately recognized in Michael one who was bold 

and zealous to get the good news out. Within a couple years of working 

together, the church they started had around 150 members and was plant-

ing daughter fellowship groups in neighboring towns.
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My own experience was similar. For a year and a half my wife and 

I labored in evangelism and learning Arabic but saw no fruit. One day 

Bill, an American friend of mine, told me that an Arab friend of his, a 

citizen of the country we were living in, was coming back home. Farouk,5

born and raised as a Muslim, had come to Christ several years back, had 

grown in his faith, and had been involved in discipleship and ministry 

outside the country. It wasn’t clear if Farouk was coming for a week or 

possibly longer. “Would I like to meet him?” There was no hesitation. 

“Absolutely.”

Farouk and I met the day he arrived in Bill’s apartment and imme-

diately hit it off. We quickly became close friends, drawing on our com-

mon commitment to ministry as well as a mutual dry sense of humor. 

It was later my privilege to be the best man in his wedding, and to this 

day we are very, very close—a friendship I treasure deeply. A couple of 

weeks later I headed off to a conference in Germany, where we prayed 

for a breakthrough in our adopted country. Upon my return Farouk told 

me that he had met two or three other believers and had pulled them 

together in fellowship. Was that OK? Did I mind? Did I want to come 

and meet these brothers? The group was off and running. (Never mind 

that one of these brothers had been a fi ghter in the Lebanese civil war 

and later tried to kill Farouk. One must learn to overlook minor ups and 

downs in this work!)

Some advocate an approach to evangelism and church planting 

that seeks to work with a whole group of people who are not yet be-

lievers, regularly getting together around the teachings of Christ and 

building deeper relationships together in the context of learning more 

about Him from the Gospels or the whole New Testament. An excel-

lent example of this among tribal peoples would be the intentional 

approach of forming “listening groups” of nonbelievers in the largely 

oral Kui people of Orissa, India.6 I really applaud these efforts to form 

groups of nonbelievers, and wherever we can see it being fruitful is 

truly exciting. The hope in this methodology is that at some point most 

or all will come to saving faith in Christ. Of course, even with this 

approach, at some point there have to be believers who become the 

community of faith.
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Oftentimes this approach of casting wider nets means investing a 

lot in a particular family or clan. Don and Carol and their team worked 

among the “Buran”7 in a major city in South Asia. For several years 

they had seen only a little progress, including the ongoing discipling 

of Bruce,8 a Buran believer. Though Bruce’s family lived in a village 

around four hours away, and though Bruce’s brother Hank9 was a zealot 

who had trained with the Taliban, Don and Bruce would visit them peri-

odically and seek to share Christ. There is not space here to share the ex-

citing details, but once Don, Bruce, and another brother drove very early 

out to visit the family, arriving around eight in the morning. Just a few 

hours prior to their arrival Hank had a dream in which Christ told him 

these men were about to arrive and that he and the whole family should 

receive their message from God. This they did, and the whole family was 

baptized the next day! Now not only has a church been planted among 

this extended family, but many other embryonic fellowships among the 

Buran have sprung up as well. And through this the gospel has even 

spread into another four or fi ve related people groups in different areas, 

including one in a neighboring country. We can never know what we 

will set in motion by the simple obedience of sharing the good news!

How to Gather
Now let’s assume that your team is in regular contact with two or 

more believers, but that these believers are not yet seeing each other 

regularly. There is not yet a fellowship group. The best thing at this 

stage would be for someone on the team to be regularly discipling each 

believer. In other words, they see each other often, study the Word and 

pray together, and are involved in each other’s lives in an ever-growing 

relationship.

Gathering these new believers into a functional fellowship—even 

a small one—will probably take more time and care than would be re-

quired back in your home country. Each believer is already aware that 

following Christ is risky business. The threat of persecution from fam-

ily, neighbors, employers, and the government is very real indeed. Also, 

Hindu, Muslim, and Buddhist societies are typically Eastern in culture 

and therefore more family and clan oriented. Getting to know people 
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from outside one’s clan is not easy in general, and particularly daunting 

in sensitive matters of faith. All of these factors can create an absence 

of trust—a force which can keep believers apart, or pull them apart soon 

after initial introductions.

Some have proposed that the answer to this large diffi culty is to 

“fi sh in ponds”; that is, only seek to lead people to Christ in a particular 

clan or social network, so that when some do come to faith they already 

know each other. I admire this approach, and wherever the Lord’s work-

ers believe this is how they should proceed I say “Go for it.” But be 

aware that this may really limit your sphere of contacts, as we really do 

not know where the Lord is going to stir people’s hearts. Likewise, I’ve 

seen in a situation or two that some believers prefer relating to others 

outside their family or social circle. Relationships inside families are 

always complex and have their own set of challenges.

So which approach do I personally favor: casting our nets widely 

and then later having to bring strangers together—or only working inside 

one family or circle, hoping to create a fellowship group from those who 

already have a natural relationship with each other? My answer is that 

it really depends on the context and one’s sense of the Lord’s strategic 

leading. Overall, I would say that the jury is still out on which works best 

across the board. Failed attempts at gathering do not exist only in the 

former approach to church planting.

Regardless of your approach on this matter, there are forces that 

keep believers apart. But there are also forces that can serve to pull them 

together. One of these positive factors is you. If your relationship with 

them is one of good friendship and is spiritually benefi cial, then they 

will not mind meeting other friends of yours—i.e., other believers. You 

can be the glue. Another key factor is how they will see, as they become 

more acquainted with the New Testament, that believers are supposed to 

be in community. And fi nally, following Christ will result in overwhelm-

ing psychological pressure if a believer is isolated: he or she will feel odd 

and vulnerable in society, and under a great burden of dealing with such 

challenges alone. People naturally want others supporting them when 

they are dealing with really hard things.
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There are basically four things you need to nurture when beginning 

to bring multiple believers together who may or may not know each 

other:

1. Learning biblical principles about community.
Even working one-on-one you can begin to unfold the Lord’s teach-

ing about relationships between believers: why this is nonnegotiable, an 

indispensable aspect of fellowship that they will come to experience as 

precious. Of course at fi rst this will only be conceptual. Nonetheless, we 

start this process with the Word of God.

2. Comfort.
Think of creative ways for them to meet each other in nonthreaten-

ing contexts. It will likely take time for them to begin to feel comfortable 

with each other. Again, you are probably the initial glue.

3. Trust.
—in the long run, so very, very vital.

4. Healthy interaction.
Eventually they can begin to be there for each other: to encour-

age, strengthen, and minister to each other. They can begin to carry 

out all the various “one another” functions and exhortations found in 

Scripture.

Most of the time you will need a stage of pre-gathering. You will 

probably want to let new believers know of the existence of other be-

lievers early on. And you will begin teaching about the community life 

of believers, and how staying in isolation in the long run is unbiblical 

and a recipe for disaster. Going over passages such as Acts 2:41–47 and 

Ephesians 4:11–16 is a good start.

A nonthreatening way to introduce people to each other is through 

parties. With birthdays and holidays (both Christian and local), there are 

unlimited occasions to have a dinner or party. We have found that meals 

and parties in our home are seen by all as warm and inviting. Believers 

and seekers who might steer clear of a meeting will gladly come out for 

a meal. Indeed, to not come is to offend the host, which people are eager 

to avoid.
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The fellowship meetings we’d been having weren’t well attended. 

But it was someone’s birthday, so we decided to invite many believers 

and some seekers to a party and dinner. We made it clear to all that 

this was a birthday party but that we were also going to worship, pray, 

and have some time in the Word. I couldn’t believe that nearly twenty-

fi ve people showed up. We barely fi t in Fred’s apartment and had to 

take special measures to make the food stretch. Surprisingly, a young 

believer named Tawfi q, who hadn’t shown much commitment to the 

Lord up till then, not only came to the party but brought an unbelieving 

friend—knowing that we’d be sharing about the Lord Jesus.

These parties can be merely social. Or, if you feel the situation will 

allow it, the event can also have a spiritual dimension, even if your in-

vited friends include those who are not believers yet. It can be perfectly 

natural—for example, at Easter—to read and share from God’s Word 

and have a time where some people pray out loud.

The fi nal step of pre-gathering can be get-togethers consisting only 

of believers, expressly for the purpose of fellowship, Bible study, and 

prayer. These gatherings might take place on an evening, or perhaps 

even as an overnight retreat somewhere. Hopefully these times are meet-

ing needs in people’s souls, and an appetite for more is growing.

In my setting, the believers often enjoyed picnics together on Friday 

afternoons. These gatherings were usually one to two hours away by car, 

up in the hills in the midst of pine trees and fresh air. I remember one 

time when many of us piled into cars. We had chairs, blankets, Bibles, 

lots of food, charcoal, matches, and—whoops!—no grill. Mahmood, a 

particularly enterprising young man, searched the hillside high and low 

and found the front section, or grill, of a 1957 pickup truck, which served 

as a perfect barbeque grill! I still have a photo of it. I also remember how, 

even as the sun went down, no one wanted to go home.

At some point, then, you will want to propose—if the believers 

haven’t proposed it already—that the group get together regularly. This 

may very well require all your resources of personal infl uence, relation-

ship, and bringing forward persuasive truths from the New Testament. 

You may have to tear down fear barriers. And prayer will need to bathe 
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the whole process, as ultimately only God can overcome this hurdle. And 

He will. He is committed to you, to them, and to the life of the body.

Some would contend that these regular fellowship times should not 

be in the expatriate’s home; other locations would be better. But most 

would agree that it’s better to have a fellowship in a less-than-ideal place 

than none at all.

Then What?
According to the “Pioneer Church Planting Phases” (see chapter 

5 and www.churchplantingphases.com), once you have three or more 

believers getting together regularly, the group is in Phase V. There is 

nothing magical about the number three, of course, though it does seem 

to be a sort of minimum for a group to be a group. In a pioneer context 

this is a huge achievement, and it represents exhilarating potential for 

now growing the body of Christ.

One of the most gratifying bits of affi rmation concerning ministry 

we ever received came from an unusual source. Sometime after the 

events mentioned before, Farouk was questioned frequently by a senior 

offi cer of the secret police. He was basically the head of the department 

concerning Christian activities, specifi cally responsible to make sure that 

Christian evangelism didn’t rock the boat. With unusual candor, he fi -

nally told Farouk that he’d been working in these affairs for twenty years 

and that our group of Christ-followers, because of its potential, was the 

fi rst thing to really get his department scared. And so it is, when God’s 

children begin to form together into a body. Of course, as people begin 

to follow Christ in reality they bring all kinds of benefi cial infl uence to 

society, but the security services may not realize that.

Once at this stage, the focus of the church planters becomes the 

fourfold task of 1) teaching the Word; 2) shepherding the believers; 3) 

developing community and New Testament body life; and 4) begin-

ning to develop potential leaders. This is the subject of chapter 14. 

However, let me be quick to point out that this does not mean that the 

evangelistic activity of the church planters ceases. This continues on, 

as well as possibly seeking to start new groups in other places, as the 

team is able.
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There are some very important things we haven’t mentioned con-

cerning this process of planting a church from scratch in a pioneering 

or hostile environment. We haven’t said much about prayer, which of 

course is absolutely crucial—both for the CP team and for mobilizing 

prayer all over the world. We haven’t talked about praying for the sick, 

or about several other things some might feel are central.

WHAT IS A CHURCH?

I have heard fellow workers proudly proclaim their aim to plant a 

contextualized church—one that is maximally indigenous and fi tting to 

the culture—as if they have just discovered the Rosetta stone of pioneer 

work. Personally, I have never met a church planting worker who intend-

ed to simply transplant or import “church” just as it was back home to 

the new culture. Everyone gladly embraces to one degree or another the 

principle that forms and fl avors of church life are not biblically absolute 

and therefore ought to come from and fi t in well with the host culture. 

Specifi c areas include clothing, interaction of men and women, sitting 

in pews or chairs or on the fl oor, modes of worship, the role of and type 

of music, religious terminology, greetings, meeting components, food, 

fi nances, prayer positions, and the list goes on and on. And besides all 

these externals lie the meanings behind the forms and the strategy for 

thinking through contextualization, so that the church is truly at home 

in its context and the only objection or stumbling block to this new faith 

is that of the cross of Christ. As Subbamma describes in the Hindu con-

text, “It is consequently entirely in line with the historical practice of the 

Church that we should fi t the churches to the needs of the populations 

becoming Christian.”10

Issues of contextualization don’t apply only to the propogation of the 

gospel. Indeed, it was Buddhism’s closeness to Taoism that enabled it to 

be accepted so widely into Chinese society in the second century A.D.11

Until Jesus returns, church planters will differ on the very important 

issues of contextualization and approaches to culture. This is natural. 

But all will agree with the need to give birth to an indigenous church. 

Whatever our approach, we should not allow cultural concerns to para-
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lyze us or the progress in church planting. We must learn the language 

and culture well (see chapter 6) and strive to minister in culturally 

appropriate ways. But mistakes will be made; no one is going to get 

it perfectly “right.” As the church planters play a smaller and smaller 

role—eventually leaving all together—the church will naturally drop off 

any unintended and unhelpful foreign baggage.

Therefore, what ought to engage us more than the cultural concerns 

regarding how to plant a church are the biblical concerns. What is a 

church? What does it look like? How is it birthed? How is it to function? 

How is it led? And because the apostolic church planter is not going to be 

around forever, not going to implement or teach everything from A to Z, 

the question becomes, What are the minimums or core essentials of the 

New Testament with regard to “church” for this people group God has 

called me to? Coming to grips with these matters is the central steward-

ship for the apostolic church planter. Then, with these biblical principles 

in view, he can begin to visualize how it might look in the new culture.

Some Basics
The predominant Greek word in the New Testament for “church,” as 

you may know, is ekklesia. It is used 114 times and, except for 5 times, 

always refers to the church. By this time, ekklesia had both a Jewish and 

a Gentile meaning. To the Jews it denoted a religious gathering or body, 

the congregation of faith. To the Romans and Greeks it meant a func-

tioning social entity, such as a city’s assembly. It seems that the New 

Testament writers drew upon both understandings in their use of the 

word. There are two other Greek words—plethos and sunagogay—that 

are used a few times for church. Interestingly, koinonia (“fellowship”) is 

never used to denote a local church (e.g., “the Antioch Fellowship”).

In the New Testament, ekklesia often refers to the church at large, 

the universal church. Many times, however, it refers to specifi c local 

churches. As someone has said, “While there are many churches, there 

is but one Church.” As such, unity is inherent because of our organic 

relationship together in Christ; yet at the same time, on a practical level, 

there is an ongoing necessity of working hard to preserve it.

Vision of the Possible.indd   26 3/9/2006   4:00:56 PM



27What Is a Church?

There were no purposely built church buildings until Constantine. 

Churches often met in homes. There could be several house churches in 

one city, while maintaining a larger sense of “church” under a common 

leadership, such as was apparently the case in Corinth.

The key mark of the church is faith. Jesus’ inaugural use of ekklesia

was upon Peter’s full confession of faith in Jesus as Messiah (Matthew 

16:18). “Primarily the church is a society not of thinkers or workers or 

even of worshippers, but of believers. Hence, we fi nd that ‘believers’ or 

‘they that believed’ is constantly used as a synonym for the members 

of the Christian society (e.g. Acts 2:44; 4:32; 5:14; 1 Timothy 4:12).”12 

Drawing upon old covenant terminology, all members in Christ are now 

“a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for God’s own 

possession” (1 Peter 2:9).

The Operation of the Church
In numerous references, baptism is the confi rming entrance point 

upon which an individual or group embraces Christ and is brought into 

the church. While it might not be possible to say the New Testament 

asserts that one cannot be a member of the church without baptism, its 

normative treatment of the practice would suggest that an unbaptized 

believer is certainly lacking a vital step in following Christ and being in 

union with His body.

By the spring of 1990 our fellowship group was growing and do-

ing pretty well. Farouk and I were partnering to give leadership to his 

exciting new group. Three of them hadn’t been baptized yet and were 

eager to do so. So for weeks we taught on baptism, as well as counseling 

these three individually to make sure they understood its meaning and 

ramifi cations. Finally the Friday came when about eight of us headed 

off for the baptism. We had all agreed that, for security reasons, none of 

us would talk about this event to anyone. We walked together through a 

beautiful canyon, after a while coming to a pool and small waterfall area. 

Total privacy and an incredibly beautiful spot on earth! The baptisms 

were wonderful, and the fellowship was so very rich. One of the men had 

a false tooth that fell out during the baptism, which we still laugh about 
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to this day. By 3:30 that afternoon the phones were buzzing with people 

who had heard about the baptisms from the men. So much for security!

As there is a clear point of joining the church through faith and 

baptism, there is likewise to be a clear demarcation to know who has 

left. There are three ways for this to occur: 1) being removed for failure 

to turn from sin (Matthew 18:15–20; 1 Corinthians 5); 2) abandoning 

the faith (1 Timothy 1:19); or 3) simply ceasing active involvement in 

the church (1 John 2:19). By God’s grace, restoration is possible in all 

three cases. One result of this clarity in entry and exit is that it ought to 

be possible at any time to know fairly well who are the visible disciples 

of Christ and members of His body. While this doesn’t necessarily rule 

out the possibility of “closet believers,” that would clearly be an inferior 

spiritual state—with impaired obedience to Christ and some question 

about the reality of one’s faith and salvation.

Local churches assemble, or come together or meet (cf. Acts 2:42; 

5:12; 1 Corinthians 5:4; 14:23, 26; Hebrews 10:25; James 2:2). They are 

not merely an amorphous network of believers who have occasional ties. 

The context of the local church in the New Testament is always on ac-

tive community life, rather than some theoretical sense of membership. 

Never are people viewed as being in the church if they are not active in 

the church. This is a crucial point in hostile contexts: despite the pres-

sures and risks believers must fi nd a way to spend time together, whether 

in small groupings or larger ones.

A local church in the New Testament is under a common leadership 

of elders. Thirteen times in the New Testament we fi nd the term elders 

in the plural with local church being in the singular. Indeed, usually 

the fi rst application of the term church with regard to a new group of 

believers is in the context of the leadership or eldership over them (e.g., 

Antioch [Acts 11:26]; the churches of Paul’s fi rst missionary journey 

[Acts 14:23]; Ephesus [Acts 20:17]; the churches of Crete [Titus 1:5]). 

This is probably an indicator that an absolutely essential structural 

component to a local body of Christ is being under the vital leadership, 

teaching, and shepherding of elders.

Neither Jesus nor the writers of the New Testament give us a de-

tailed order for local church organization; no church constitution or 
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bylaws are found on Scripture’s pages. The one thing that is normative 

for local church leadership across all New Testament churches is the role 

of elders (or overseers or pastors)—with plural elders shepherding the 

singular church. It seems highly likely, therefore, that within this one 

norm, there is nearly complete latitude for different churches of varying 

cultures and times to organize themselves as best fi ts the situation.

Our Lord directed us to “make disciples of all the nations . . . teach-

ing them to observe all that [He] commanded.” Throughout His time on 

earth He consistently taught that all His followers are to be together in 

community, in unity, and in service to one another as we grow in Him. 

This community He called church. So as church planting is implicit in 

the Great Commission, the goal of pioneering work must be to leave 

behind believers in community. And while there will be many philo-

sophical and strategic issues for us to grapple with along the way, we 

move forward by keeping the all-crucial biblical teachings concerning 

church and church planting before us.
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Working in Teams
—Foundational Principles

Different things go in and out of style in pioneer gospel endeavor. 

One emphasis very much in vogue today is working in teams. Common 

wisdom says that workers thirty years ago believed in cooperation on the 

fi eld, but were pretty individualistic in their actual ministries. Then came 

the Baby Boomers, who were more relational, touchy-feely, and wanted 

to do things together. And now the Gen-Xers are really into doing things 

as a group; relationships are a top priority. Today’s candidate sees be-

ing in close community as absolutely essential. This stereotype may not 

be always true, but there is no doubt that the younger wave of workers 

are much more into “team” and “community” than their predecessors. 

Mission agencies know this, as even a cursory look at current recruiting 

advertisements will bear out.

As one who has had the privilege (and sometimes the overwhelm-

ing challenge) of overseeing more than 160 teams—most of them still 

carrying on, thankfully—I know that team is a matter of great contrasts. 

As workers begin their pre-fi eld preparation, team connotes only the 

warmest of images and future hopes: close fellowship, need-meeting 

friendship, sharing Christ arm in arm in the bazaar, mutual encourage-

ment when things are tough, a sense of belonging, and cherishing the 

direction of the team leader as he1 wisely steers the ministry ship in the 

Lord’s way. One can almost smell those pies in the oven during future 

team meetings on the fi eld!

Though sometimes those expectations are actually fulfi lled, reality 

tells another side of the story: probably the biggest source of pain on 
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the fi eld for workers is from fellow teammates. Interpersonal confl icts, 

clashing expectations and opinions, unresolved offenses, and irreconcil-

able differences with leaders often bring healthy team life grinding to a 

halt. I’m sad to report that many times I’ve seen teams stuck for a year or 

longer, frozen and unable to have good team life or any effective ministry 

at all. How the devil must laugh when workers pay the enormous price 

of leaving home and enduring many hardships, believers back home are 

giving and praying, and the team knows the language and culture—but 

then the ministry becomes stymied or even destroyed because of the 

team’s internal confl ict and dysfunction. As a fi eld overseer I could get 

really frustrated by that, except I’ve been in the thick of those things 

myself as a co-sinner with my teammates.

The fi rst church planting team I led was in Egypt. The fi rst six 

months as a team were quite rocky, with a lot of dissatisfaction, focused 

largely on some decisions I made or the way I made them. I sort of 

expected the problems to just go away, but they didn’t. Tension on the 

team grew worse, and contentiousness became a serious problem. Two 

or three on the team were making it impossible for me to lead, and it 

was becoming really unbearable. I still remember the day I told my wife, 

with tears in my eyes, that I couldn’t go on, that I was quitting as team 

leader. Three years of preparation at a dead end. I never felt so low. All 

our hopes and dreams had failed, or so it seemed. By God’s grace, we 

eventually worked things out as a team—and I didn’t quit. I grew from 

the mistakes I had made, some diffi cult team members changed their 

attitudes, and soon the Lord pulled us together into a deeply satisfying 

unity. Before long, we as a team were discipling several believers and a 

fellowship meeting began. But I would never forget those lows and highs 

of team life—and I’ve got the gray hairs to prove it!

So do we give up on working in teams? Certainly not. As I’ll share 

below, working in teams is an essential part of the apostolic task. God 

doesn’t call lone rangers to build communities of faith. But what are the 

lessons we can learn?

Most workers feel that they fi nally get a handle on team life and 

ministry only after a term or two on the fi eld. This chapter is an attempt 
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to give the reader a head start. There are several models of team out 

there. Are some better than others? What works? What does it mean to 

be a team? Does team necessarily mean big team? (Hint: No.)

WHY PLANT CHURCHES IN TEAMS?

1. It’s the only New Testament model.
A very interesting study is to trace all the occurrences in the New 

Testament of “the work” (Greek ton ergon). Most of the time this is a 

very special phrase referring specifi cally to the expansion work of the 

gospel, taking the good news to cities and regions that are as yet unevan-

gelized. The end result, as the Lord works, is consistently the founding 

of new communities of faith in Christ—churches. The people involved 

are apostles, evangelists, and those intriguingly referred to many times 

as “fellow workers” (Greek sunergous). Likewise, the New Testament 

mentions thirty to forty individuals by name who had left their homes 

and were actively engaged in pioneer apostolic work. They seem to be 

full-time in ministry, or nearly so, and most probably received some 

form of fi nancial assistance to enable them to do so. The point is this: 

every single one of those mentioned worked in joint effort with other 

workers.2 Teams are not just the latest fad; they are the New Testament 

model and mandate.

2. One person can’t do it.
Throughout history lone rangers usually see little or no lasting fruit 

and are often unable to persevere in the task long enough to have endur-

ing impact, to leave behind lasting fruit. There are rare exceptions to 

this, of course. But I believe the Bruchkos3 are the exceptions that prove 

the rule.

In Acts 13:2 the Holy Spirit did not say, “Set apart for Me Barnabas 

for the work to which I have called him in Cyprus; and then also set apart 

Paul for Me to go to Asia Minor by himself. This way we’ll get more done 

in less time.” No. He called them to go out together, knowing well that 

either one of them by himself would be lonely, vulnerable, and ineffective. 

Jesus sent out the Twelve two by two (Mark 6:7), as well as seventy oth-
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ers (Luke 10:1). The Lord then continued on with this model in the early 

church.

While Barnabas and Paul had some overlapping gifts—for example, 

in preaching and teaching—they also had differing gifts and personalities. 

It was God’s intent to use these differences and this apostolic gift-mix 

to plant and strengthen each of the churches on this fi rst journey. They 

also experienced many disappointments, problems, and fi erce opposition 

(like Paul being stoned and left for dead). Truly, when one of them was 

down, the other could pull him up.

Isn’t it interesting that at the end of Acts 15 when Paul and Barnabas 

had their falling out, neither of them threw in the towel on the team 

concept? Neither one said, “OK, that’s it. I’m done trying to work with 

others. It’s too hard.” Rather, both quickly went out and formed new 

teams!

Steve Richardson of Pioneers writes about dramatic change in apos-

tolic work in Indonesia in the mid-1980s, where a new pattern emerged 

in which attrition went way down and fruitfulness increased. “The com-

mon distinguishing factor in West Java was that new arrivals after 1985 

almost without exception were persons affi liated with organizations that 

prioritized, or were seriously endeavoring to develop, a team approach 

to ministry. Each of these organizations was characterized, in varying 

degrees, by a pervasive and integrated emphasis on nurturing biblical 

community among their personnel on the mission fi eld.”4

3. You need to stay vibrant in body life relationships yourself.
Pioneer workers are there not only to share the gospel, but also to 

disciple newer believers and older believers, gather them, teach the Word, 

lead, counsel, and solve problems. Overall, they are there to build up and 

develop a new body of believers. Therefore, we’ve got to be able to 

model biblical relationships between believers. As Paul said, essentially, 

in 1 Corinthians 4:16: “Imitate me!” We’ve got to be experiencing and 

practicing the love of Christ ourselves to be able to teach it. This includes 

all the aspects of the “one another” commands in the New Testament, 

preserving unity, confronting sin, helping others in spiritual transforma-

tion, and generally ministering to one another. It’s certainly important to 
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do this with our teammates, even if there are only a couple of them. The 

apostolic team itself, as a microcosm of community, should be a great 

place for us to grow in biblical relationships and to be an example to 

local believers.

4. You need to stay “on task” and spiritually thriving.
This has become something of a mantra for many of us: the focus of 

our coaching a team and each member of it is that he or she be on task and 

thriving spiritually. They need to have a clear sense of the particular aspect 

of ministry they need to be zeroing in on at each stage, and then helped 

to work at that daily, and effectively. Most of the time there aren’t ten 

things I need to be focused on, but just one or two (for example, learning 

the language or majoring on evangelism). So it’s vital that I spend my 

time and energies on those things and not get distracted by other things. 

Likewise, there is nothing more important for workers than being in close 

fellowship with the Lord and drawing on His life. Only by the power of the 

Holy Spirit can we see progress in anything of a spiritual nature.

That’s another reason we need a team around us. Our lives on the 

fi eld are hard. We’re away from home and from our normal church life. So 

often we feel like strangers, culturally out of sync and out of touch. We’re 

attempting a humanly impossible task in a sometimes hostile environment. 

This task will likely take several years rather than just a few months. Add 

to this being “affl icted, perplexed, persecuted, and struck down,” which 

Paul says is par for the course for apostles (2 Corinthians 4:8–9). Not even 

the most rock-like among us is unaffected. We need our fellow workers to 

keep pointing us to the Lord, to His adequacy, to His life. Isn’t it instructive 

that in that great 2 Corinthians 4 passage about suffering and overcoming 

on the fi eld, Paul always used the fi rst-person plural: “we” and “us”?

When we moved into our present house a few years ago some of the 

upstairs fl oorboards were squeaking. So I grabbed some screws and my 

drill, pulled back the carpet, and began setting in new screws to better 

lock those boards down. After a few minutes I drilled a hole and heard a 

new sound: Hhhisssss. “Hmmm,” I thought, “I didn’t know wood made 

sounds like that.” When I pulled back the board, I got squirted in the 

eye with water. I had hit a water pipe. Panic ensued as the hallway was 
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beginning to resemble a water feature. Fortunately Liz kept her head 

and phoned a friend of ours, who is a doctor. He quickly performed 

emergency surgery on the pipe and we were saved! Isn’t it great having 

friends around in a time of need?

Not long ago Hans and Karen, a team leader couple in Africa, went 

through a really tough patch. They and their team live in one of the poorest 

cities on earth and are engaged in a vibrant humanitarian project that has 

blessed tens of thousands of people, and they have also planted a some-

what large multicell church. They were thrilled to learn that Karen was 

pregnant with their second child. But soon she began having diffi culties 

and eventually had to fl y home for the remainder of her pregnancy, as 

too much activity would’ve resulted in the loss of the child. Hans stayed 

back, and they would periodically talk on the phone. Then a wave of at-

tacks broke out against workers and local believers. One expatriate family 

survived a vicious murder attempt. Another worker was shot at. The bullet 

hit his daughter, but thankfully both were OK. A local leader was knifed, 

but miraculously survived. Then, fi nally, Hans received a series of death 

threats from someone connected with terrorists.

What should Hans do? Stay? Go home? Go to the authorities? He 

and Karen had some really diffi cult and intense conversations over the 

intercontinental phone lines. Such times are not fun. But their team was 

able to rally around them both, providing strength, counsel, and encour-

agement. As a result, Hans and Karen were able to weather the storm; and 

they remain today in incredibly fruitful work. The point is this: because 

of working in a team, they were able to stay and become instrumental in 

leading dozens into eternal life in Christ, and a lampstand for Him is now 

well established. If there hadn’t been a team, the work would’ve likely 

come to an end prematurely.

FORMING, STORMING, NORMING, AND 
PERFORMING

Let’s take a look at Rick Love’s description of the “Four Stages of 

Team Development” as applied to apostolic teams:
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1. Forming.
The beginning of team life. Expectations are unclear. Members test 

the water. Interactions are superfi cial. This is the honeymoon stage.

2. Storming.
Confl ict and resistance to the group’s task and structure. The team is 

struggling through its differences.

There are healthy and unhealthy types of storming. We must work 

through the healthy types and minimize the unhealthy types (which, since 

we live in a fallen world, are unavoidable). As a team leader and coach, 

I have found that confl ict usually occurs in fi ve major areas: character 

problems, gifting fi t, authority issues, vision and values dissonance, and 

personality and cultural differences. However, if dealt with biblically, 

these fi ve stumbling blocks of storming can be turned into fi ve stepping 

stones of performing.

3. Norming.
A sense of group cohesion develops. Members accept the team and 

develop norms for resolving confl icts, making decisions, and completing 

assignments.

Norming takes place in three ways. First, as storming is overcome, 

the team becomes more relaxed and steady. Confl icts are no longer as 

frequent and no longer throw the team off course. Second, norming oc-

curs when the team develops a routine. Scheduled team meetings give 

a sense of predictability and orientation. Third, norming is cultivated 

through team-building events and activities, such as celebrations, public 

and private affi rmation, retreats, and fun get-togethers.

The team’s goal, however, is performing, not just norming. Yet, 

norming is a necessary transition stage. A team can’t perform if it doesn’t 

norm.

4. Performing.
This is the payoff stage. The group has developed its relationships, 

structure, and purpose. It’s beginning to tackle the task. The stumbling 

blocks of storming have been turned into stepping stones of performing.5
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Now, in the next chapter, let’s turn our attention to the skills of 

successful team life. Successfully ministering as a team is what will 

powerfully impact our church planting, as the Lord gives fruit.
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Working in Teams
—Practical Applications

In the last chapter we took an in-depth look at what working in teams 

means, both biblically and in today’s environments among unreached 

people groups. Along with the biblical imperative of apostolic ministry 

functioning in teams, we’ve seen the reality of common frustrations that 

team life often brings. In this chapter we move even more from theory 

to practical applications. What will it take for my team to be successful? 

What might cause failure or even team disintegration? What skills do we 

need as a team, not only to have a good team experience but to operate 

together fruitfully in church planting?

KEYS TO SUCCESSFUL TEAM LIFE

Here are eight practical tips for helping teams to work together well 

and to be effective. Let me also recommend that these eight points would 

make for good group discussion about how your team is doing.

1. Team leadership.
The best team leaders are those who are strong, secure, and gracious 

in their exercise of leadership. Organizations should appoint leaders who 

have a measure of maturity and who have a track record in leadership 

roles, at least in their home country—though this second criteria should 

not necessarily rule out younger leaders. Insecurity causes leaders to 

overreact to situations and often leads to insecurity in the team. Teams 

can then drift. It is very important for both the team leader and the team 

members that the team leader’s role is defi ned and well-understood by 
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the team. Accountability for each person on the team is also a critical 

factor for success (see the section on accountability in chapter 10). It is 

vital that team leaders learn how to stay graciously fi rm in regard to team 

standards.

2. Oversight and coaching from outside the team.
All team leaders need someone to whom they report and to whom 

they are accountable: an outside pair of eyes, an encourager and problem 

solver. In our organization this is the role of the team leader overseer 

(TLO). Other organizations use different titles. Whatever the role is 

called, it is essential. This person can help the team leader become a 

better leader, as well as assist him when intra-team problems arise.

3. Careful recruiting.
Some teams seem to have only two qualifi cations for new work-

ers: 1) they can raise their support; and 2) they have a pulse! There are 

no perfect teams and no perfect team members, but I personally do not 

recommend a “whosoever will may come” approach to team building. It 

can be a team’s downfall.

This is not to say that a team should set super-high qualifi cations 

for joining. As Steve Richardson writes, “We had members from almost 

every imaginable background. Some had been involved in drugs and 

gangs, others in rock bands, some had been suicidal, or had been abused 

as children. One had seen four different stepfathers come through the 

home, while another had been employed as a bartender and simultane-

ously operated a large illegal gambling racket in the United States. ‘And 

such were some of you,’ the Scriptures say.”1

Every team or team leader must consider two questions in regard to 

recruitment: 1) What level of maturity is minimum, especially in areas 

such as marriage, getting along with others, working under authority, 

and their spiritual walk with God? 2) How much of a prior track record 

of ministry in the candidates’ home country is required? If they are ex-

pected to share the gospel, disciple young believers, or teach the Bible 

on the fi eld, surely they should’ve done it already back home in their 

own culture.
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The best teams are indeed a place where each member can continue 

to grow in Christlikeness and gain victory in an ongoing way over areas 

of sin. But teams that are absorbed in character issues can become little 

more than a MASH unit, or spiritual hospital, for themselves, and little 

church planting takes place. One of the most common regrets I hear 

from team leaders is how they have recruited a wrong individual onto 

the team.

While we’re on the topic of recruiting, let me say again that every 

team should have at least one member with apostolic gifting—whether it 

be the team leader or someone else.

4. Godly relationships and unity in the team.
The good news is that most pioneer teams eventually attain this, 

and God refi nes us in the process. This usually involves a very practical 

thing: learning to be realistic with each other. The Bible calls this grace. 

It calls it accepting one another (Romans 15:7) and showing tolerance 

for one another in love (Ephesians 4:2). None of us, starting with me, 

has “arrived” yet. We all have sins, habits, and ways of communicating 

or doing things that are irritating or offensive to our fellow workers. Get 

used to it!

The other key issue in this area pertains to offenses or sins: knowing 

when and how to confront or discipline one of our brothers or sisters. All 

teams are urged to invest a series of team meetings in working through 

Rick Love’s Peacemaking manual.2 This takes time, but pays huge divi-

dends over the long run.

5. Being willing to change the makeup of the team.
Sometimes it is perfectly fi ne for a team member to leave the team 

and go somewhere else. Maybe there’s a team leader in another part of 

the country whose style or philosophy of ministry is a better match for 

that person. Luke doesn’t criticize Paul or Barnabas for their parting of 

the ways, and both carried on in effective work for Christ afterward.

Likewise, team leaders must sometimes be willing to confront team 

members about serious problems and even be willing, at some point, to 

ask them to leave. This should not happen without cause, and without giv-
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ing the team member plenty of opportunity to change. But sometimes it is 

necessary for the good of the team, and for the team member as well.

Jerry and the team he led prepared for a couple of years to live in a 

certain country in the Middle East. After building up the team to seven 

members, they moved to the fi eld. It was soon apparent that Jerry and 

Frank were not on the same page. Jerry would try to lead the team to zig, 

and Frank would insist they zag. Confl icts between them would occur 

around almost every issue: Jerry’s leadership, the team’s objectives and 

strategy, tentmaking decisions for Frank, or even what day to hold team 

meetings. Jerry—patient to a fault—would take hours to talk with Frank, 

to try to persuade him or come to agreement; but most of the time that 

didn’t work. Meanwhile, the rest of the team looked on with frustration. 

The situation began to eat at everyone. Frank was never willing to say, 

“God has called me to work under Jerry’s leadership, so I’m going to co-

operate and support him, even when I don’t agree.” And Jerry was never 

willing to bring their relationship to a crisis point, where the problem 

would get fi xed or else Frank would have to leave. After about six years 

on the fi eld—most of it characterized by lots of personal turmoil and 

little fruit—the team busted up completely. I do not recommend such 

passivity.

6. Keep the focus on the ministry God has called you to.
We’ve talked about the problem of team strife. There exists an oppo-

site and equal problem: too much coziness. Some teams seem to believe 

that their primary purpose is to be the perfect team. Usually these are 

large teams, with lots of team meetings and socials and perhaps an over-

emphasis on “community.” They aim at growing super close together 

and at becoming the ideal environment for personal development. Sadly, 

I’ve seen some model teams, in terms of team life, that are accomplish-

ing nearly zero in regard to reaching their target people and are largely 

just raising their children in a foreign country. When the team becomes 

everything—the focal point and the measure by which we gauge our 

success—then church planting will necessarily get lost.

Interestingly, we don’t help the matter by calling the team leader 

“team leader.” That title implies that the person’s main job is to lead 
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the team, as if that were an end in itself. The team leader’s main aim 

should be to plant the church(es), and leading a team is a means to that 

end. People often get confused about this. One of these days I’m going 

to propose a change in title. Pioneer church planting teams have the sin-

gular objective of planting churches, e.g., among Buddhists, Hindus, or 

Muslims. We can succeed at that or we can fail at that. You can measure 

our progress by that one thing. Therefore it is vital that teams avoid fall-

ing into the trap of becoming a cozy club or a monastic order. We’re 

there for one reason: to plant churches. (OK, I’ll stop preaching!)

7. Oneness of ministry objectives.
A team is not merely a confederation of adults, all of them doing 

their own thing. A true team will have a clear vision of what they are 

attempting to accomplish for Christ together; every member’s activi-

ties will somehow fi t into making that happen and will be subordinate 

to that goal.

I remember getting to know a new team in Cairo: fi ve couples who 

had arrived around the same time. Soon they were mostly spread out far 

and wide, in a city where it can take an hour to get from point A to point 

B. Within a year, one couple was focused on a humanitarian project 

outside the city; another was mainly working with Christian-background 

Egyptians, teaching Sunday school in a Christian church; another was 

working on media full-time; while the other two couples were trying to 

really learn Arabic and share Christ with the majority people, frustrated 

because they had assumed the whole team would be doing that. This 

“team” was actually no longer a team. A real team has a cohesive vision 

and a plan to work together toward making it a reality.

8. Strategic use of your time together.
Let me suggest three essentials:

Firstly, my dear friend and valued mentor, David Roper, once told 

me that the way to develop “teamness” and unity in a group is to study 

the Word together. This is true for elder boards as well as ministry teams. 

When you study the Bible together you see how each one responds to the 

Lord, and there are unique opportunities to speak into each other’s lives. 

You are mutually in submission to the Lord and His word. Listening and 
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obedience are the order of the day. You grow together in your grip on 

Scripture, as well as developing a common philosophy of ministry. And 

the Lord loves to speak from His word on specifi c situations the group 

may be facing.

Secondly, pray together. Let me share a confession: I’ve been ter-

rible at this as a leader. And my ministry has suffered as a result. Teams 

must have extended times together in corporate prayer and worship. 

There’s so much to pray about, both in terms of each other’s lives and 

for the ministry. Again, you’re all together, in God’s presence, and in 

submission to His leadership of the team. In my ten years of serving as 

fi eld director, I noticed a strong correlation between teams that pray a lot 

and teams that see a lot of fruit. Hmmmm.

Thirdly, take time as a team to communicate together about all as-

pects of the work, and to plan. At one of our annual leaders’ conferences, 

we were privileged to have Haik Hospesian, Armenian bishop of Iran, as 

a special guest. Six months later Haik was martyred. Something led me 

back then to ask him about goal-setting, and his words still ring in my 

ears: He shared how in their ministry, in which they had seen thousands 

come into the kingdom, “planning” was regarded as a great act of faith. 

So may it be with us. Normally the best team decisions about direc-

tion and strategy are made together—in consensus, if possible. Never 

underestimate people’s need to share their viewpoints (whether or not 

their position prevails), to be heard, and then to own the direction. You 

may be tempted to think, “But that will take too much time.” Remember 

the adage: If you don’t have enough time today to do it right, what makes 

you think you’ll have more time tomorrow to do it over again? Likewise, 

to under-process key team decisions and directions will cost you down 

the road. Been there, done that.

None of these three elements can be left out of healthy team life. 

But don’t make the mistake I’ve often made: trying to accomplish all 

three in one weekly meeting. They won’t fi t. Team prayer especially 

needs its own separate get-together, free from diversions. Haven’t we all 

been in “prayer meetings” where deciding who brings the potato salad to 

the team retreat somehow took up most of the time? Protect your team 

prayer times.
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VSP AND MOU

As future team leaders begin to put together their plans for the fi eld, 

they rather quickly face two key challenges: How can I share this vi-

sion with others? What information do prospective team members need 

before they can make a decision to join us? And what is vital for folks to 

understand so that we are all on the same page?

First of all, there are a host of reasons why a prospective team leader 

needs to write what we call a Vision and Strategy Paper (VSP), which is 

normally about three to fi ve pages:

• It forces him to articulate, in writing, the team’s vision. This 
is a good thing. What may have been fuzzy becomes clearer. 
Who exactly are we seeking to plant the church among? 
Where? If the Lord accomplishes what we believe He has 
put on our hearts, what will it look like? In broad strokes, 
how are we going to pursue this? In short, a VSP addresses 
the what, who, where, and how.

• The leadership of the workers’ agency may require this docu-
ment to help them evaluate whether or not to approve this 
leader and this new team.

• Recruiting and sending entities really need this paper in order 
to help the team come together.

• Supporting churches need it.

• And last but not least, this paper can be the most powerful 
vehicle for prospective team members to clearly grasp the 
vision and have it resonate in their hearts by the Holy Spirit.

Secondly, as candidates begin to seriously consider committing to this 

team, it is vitally important that they understand as much as possible the 

particulars of how this leader intends to lead, what life will be like on the 

fi eld, and how the team will function. This comes together in a more detailed 

document we call the team’s Memo of Understanding (MOU). The aim here 

is to minimize surprises and confl icting expectations later down the road. 

Mismatched expectations is perhaps the number one cause of confl ict on the 

fi eld. For more on how to write a VSP and MOU, see appendix 3.
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TEAM FORMATION: SIZE AND GIFTING

One of the fi rst practical questions a new team leader will have to 

grapple with is this: How large should my team be? How many people 

will we need?

A couple of years ago some of us were interacting with an authority 

on the subject of church planting movements. I asked him, “From what 

you’ve seen on the fi eld, what kind of team size seems to be best?” He 

replied, “We’ve found that team size is inversely proportional to church 

planting fruit.” Jaws dropped, drinks were spilled, and silence took over 

the room. Bear in mind that we place a high value on team, and for many 

in our ranks, it is “the more the merrier.” We quickly realized the speaker 

was joking or exaggerating to make a point—probably both. But his 

point was clear: larger teams of necessity end up making a huge invest-

ment in the intra-team relationships themselves, and too often have little 

energy left to really focus on the local people, language, and culture. In 

the experience of this leader and his organization, it was the small teams 

that were generally most fruitful.

From what I have seen over the years, I would have to say that my 

observations are similar. Several times I’ve been concerned for a team 

because I thought they were too small. When are they going to add team 

members, so that they can then become effective? I would persist in my 

concerns only to discover one day that they were planting churches and 

appointing elders!

In one case a team leader and his wife tried for many years to build 

a team. Several couples joined them, only to leave—for various reasons: 

health, children, hardships, etc.—a year or two or three down the line. 

Finally we encouraged this couple to stop trying to build a team and 

just get on with the work. Within a couple of years they planted three 

churches in this resistant environment! Why? Because they focused 

more on local people, and as they teamed up with some of them, they 

saw fruit together. Would I recommend this approach for everyone? No. 

(Reread the four points under “Why Plant Churches in Teams?” in the 

previous chapter.) But for many, trying to build a large expatriate team 

will slow down the actual planting of churches.
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My fi rst team in Egypt consisted of fi fteen adults and I can’t even 

remember how many children. I entered the fi eld with high hopes of 

learning the language well, sharing Christ, and teaching the Scriptures 

to those wanting to follow Him. What I actually found myself doing was 

managing and administrating a large team. I discovered that with every 

“pair of boots” on the ground, the burden of things like relationship 

building, communications, oversight, and coordination goes up. And it 

goes up exponentially, not linearly.

Try a little exercise: If you have X points, there are Y lines or links 

between them. If you have three points—a triangle—there are just three 

links. If you have four points, there aren’t just four links—there are six. 

Five points have ten links; and so on. You get the picture.

Over the years I’ve worked closely with one of our teams in Central 

Asia that is a bit remote or isolated. It was fi rst led by the Wilsons and 

then by the Hortons. There has never been more than two families on-

site, and most of the time there has only been one family there. As a 

result, both families have struggled with a lack of fellowship, along with 

health and education issues, and have often been on the verge of throw-

ing in the towel. Now there is no question that this was not ideal, and 

that it would’ve been better over the years to have more fellow workers. 

But God has used fi rst the Wilsons and then the Hortons—and the three 

other adults who were with them in the early days—to plant the church, 

which consists of fi ve house churches and is still growing. They were 

forced, in a way, to go deep into the culture and into relationships with 

the local people. Over the years, despite really wanting teammates, the 

right teammates, Bob Horton insisted on being selective, even though 

most of us urged him not to be so picky. In time God brought along 

another couple who had solid maturity and fi eld experience and even 

knew the language. As a result this new couple was able to move quickly 

into ministry, including discipling elders and teaching them how to plant 

daughter churches.

I personally do not buy the model that you must have a large team in 

order to have all the necessary gifts to plant a church. Some would say 

that in addition to gifts of apostleship, evangelism, and Bible teaching, 

you also need gifts of worship leading, administration, children’s min-
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istries, women’s ministries, Bible translation, pastoral care (especially 

since you now have a large team with lots of pastoral needs), fi nancial 

giving, computer expertise, ethnomusicology, mercy, media, language 

learning, visa renewal, car repair, and web page design. Don’t get me 

wrong. Those things are important, and you may indeed want individuals 

on your team who are strong in them. But this is a model that feeds on 

itself: the more team members you have, the more other team members 

you need to help take care of them, and so on. And it all has the net effect 

of pulling team members inward into the team and away from creating 

and deepening relationships with locals. Gravity is gravity.

How were the few examples of teams in the New Testament able 

to be effective? Since they generally were made up of only two or three 

individuals, it is unlikely that they had all the gifts. Rather, it seems that 

they did have a few essential gifts: namely teaching, leading (especially 

the ability to pull believers together into good body life), and probably 

the gift of faith. Perhaps these three gifts are the irreducible core of apos-

tolic gifting. They also had spiritual authority, of course, because of their 

maturity and calling and the Spirit working effectively within them. I 

don’t even think that they necessarily always had a “gift of evangelism,” 

though they were obviously committed to evangelism and must have had 

at least a “C+” ability in communicating the good news with boldness.

So is there a case to be made for larger teams? Believe it or not, 

I think the answer is yes. While I and others may tend toward smaller 

teams, others are working effectively in larger teams, and for good rea-

sons. Here are some reasons that you—if you are a team leader—might 

conclude that a larger team is right for you:

1. If you are the type of leader who needs lots of team members, and 
you are very good at making it all work together well and especially 
at leading people to be effective in their ministries. I think of a 
friend who I believe would shrivel up and blow away if he didn’t 
have a large team with lots of activity going on. And he’s made it 
work. I can also think of another friend who used to operate this 
way, but eventually gave up on the three-ring-circus model because 
it was killing him and his wife. He eventually stepped out of leading 
expatriate workers altogether (and is being very fruitful).
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2. If it is part of your calling to invest in green, inexperienced 
workers, so that fi ve years down the road they will be effective. 
Though Paul usually worked in small teams, he always mentored 
at least one up-and-comer, most notably Timothy. A delightful 
model related to this is to grow a team and then hive off part 
of the team to become a new team, and to keep doing this in 
ongoing “team reproduction.” A key is make sure you have a 
leader in the making who can take over the new team.

3. If your aim is to have a larger team that will operate in multiple 
small church planting “squads.” I think of one of our teams in 
Turkey that is large and the team leader has done an excellent 
job of pulling people together and providing a good, nurturing 
environment; but for ministry they are broken up into three or 
four sub-teams that each seeks to plant a church in a different 
part of the city.

4. If you must operate a humanitarian project that absolutely 
requires a large number of expatriates to run it.

Other than for these four reasons, I would suggest being selective 

and keeping your team small.

THREE PAULINE MODELS

We all know of Paul’s three “apostolic journeys” in the book of Acts:

1. Acts 13:4–14:28 (Cyprus and southern Turkey)

2. Acts 15:39–18:22 (central Turkey, Greece, western Turkey)

3. Acts 18:23–21:17 (expanding the gospel in previously visited 
regions, with a long stay in Ephesus)

It occurred to me recently that these three ventures each had a differ-

ent model of “team,” and that these somewhat refl ect what we fi nd today 

among pioneering teams around the world:

1. Quickly go out with a good friend or partner (Barnabas).

2. More deliberately build a team, over time (Silas, then Timothy, 
then Luke [i.e., starting with the “we” passages that begin in 
Acts 16:10], then incorporating Aquila and Priscilla).
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3. After becoming a respected veteran, base in one place (Ephesus) 
and network with a wide variety of workers to reach a whole 
region. Paul probably functioned in a broad leadership role, 
directing multiple individuals and small teams to plant churches 
all around western Turkey, “so that all who lived in Asia heard 
the word of the Lord, both Jews and Greeks” (Acts 19:10). It 
was probably during this time that Paul began to network with 
the couple dozen “fellow workers” he wrote about in various 
passages.

On his fourth journey—to Crete, Spain, and perhaps elsewhere—

Paul may have gone back to the fi rst or second model. During this time 

he was also able to effectively direct ministries from a distance, most 

notably Titus in Crete. But we speculate . . .

TEAM DECISION-MAKING

One last practical matter: How should teams make decisions? What 

we’re talking about here are especially decisions that affect the team as a 

whole (as opposed, for example, to whether someone should take a par-

ticular tentmaking job or a family should rent a particular apartment).

Of course, not all decisions are created equally. There are trivial 

issues, there are medium-weight issues, and there are foundational issues 

of goal-setting, strategy, and doctrine.

One thing I’ve learned the hard way is the value of consensus. 

People need to feel heard. People need to process and know that they 

have at least some infl uence in the process. All this is good, because at 

the end of it all they will feel more ownership of the decisions. Normally, 

team leaders are held accountable for the team’s overall well-being and 

direction, and for the progress in church planting. Therefore the team 

leader has authority commensurate with this high level of responsibility. 

Team leaders are encouraged to exert strong leadership when appropri-

ate, which will not always be popular.

However, even though team leaders could be highly directive and 

make all decisions unilaterally, I don’t encourage that. The team will 

feel that the leader is being authoritarian and heavy-handed. While that 
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level of taking authority may be necessary once in awhile, most of the 

time consensus-building works better. Here’s a quote from one offi ce’s 

Memo of Understanding (MOU) regarding how they operate:

We value participative leadership.

We reject leadership styles that are autocratic. On the other 

hand, we also reject a purely democratic approach to deci-

sion-making. Participative leadership means that everyone 

gets a say. It does not mean, however, that everyone gets a 

vote.

The goal of any leader is to discern the will of God. To do so 

s/he must listen to God and to the people s/he leads. Thus, in 

the spirit of James 3:17, the leader guides the decision-mak-

ing process, facilitating honest and open discussion, receiving 

the team’s counsel and input. In this atmosphere of “speaking 

the truth in love” (Ephesians 4:15), the leaders generally seek 

to lead the team to consensus.

Failure to attain consensus on important matters is regarded 

as a call to prayer for further guidance. While we value par-

ticipation and seek consensus, the International Director and 

other directors at International Offi ce always maintain the 

right to make unilateral decisions within the purview of their 

responsibility and authority.

As you read that you probably noted a couple of things. First of all, 

not everyone’s input will be weighed equally. Some may have more 

experience or insight on a particular issue. Secondly, consensus does 

not necessarily mean unanimity (i.e., that all vote yes). And fi nally, 

consensus leadership does not work well in emergency situations, tur-

moil, or in extreme confl ict. It’s better to have strong, directive leader-

ship at those times.

In summary, there are three ways in which team decisions are usu-

ally made:

1. A fi nal decision is made only with team consensus. Soon after 
all the turmoil was resolved in our team in Egypt, we were 
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encouraged by a leader from another organization to spend time 
as a whole team doing major goal-setting, since we were closing 
in on the two-year mark. He gave us a set of steps that their 
organization used. It was fantastic! The team pulled together like 
never before, and by God’s grace everyone felt really blessed 
to be on this team. We were able to hear each other out, to 
articulate our team ministry objective, and to identify milestones 
we expected to aim at in the coming twenty-four months. It was 
fully a team process with no one person—including me, as team 
leader—being dominant. The more signifi cant and lasting a 
decision will be, the more valuable it will be to gain consensus.

 We fi nd a delightful example of this in Acts 16:6–10 when the 
Spirit was leading the team to take the gospel into Europe for 
the fi rst time in history. Paul initiated with what he felt to be the 
Lord’s leading. But the fi nal decision was made as a group: note 
that “concluding that God had called us to preach the gospel to 
them” (v. 10) is in the plural.

2. Nonetheless, there are times when the team leader will need to 
make a fi nal decision himself. There may be touchy situations, 
sensitive personnel issues, or occasions when a consensus 
is unattainable. Even here, however, the team leader should 
allow for good discussion and consultation. This consultation 
doesn’t always have to involve everyone at the same level; for 
example, if a decision is especially pertinent to only a few on 
the team who have the most stake in something or bear the most 
responsibility.

3. Some decisions should be delegated. For example, if the team is 
planning a retreat you may delegate certain things to an individual 
(e.g., choosing the location) and empower that person to make 
the decision.

GROUP DISCUSSION QUESTIONS FOR YOUR TEAM

I would recommend that you allocate forty-fi ve minutes in your next 

two or three team meetings to openly and honestly discuss the following 

questions. Alternatively, work on these questions in multiple sessions 
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during a team retreat, assigning different team members to moderate dif-

ferent sessions.

  1. Would you say that your expectations for team life and ministry 
are overly optimistic (or “blue sky”), too pessimistic (or jaded), 
or pretty realistic? (Go around the room and let each person 
respond.)

  2. Does the New Testament really only give examples of pioneer 
work in teams? Support your answer.

  3. What is our model of team?

  4. What are the gifts present in our team?

  5. Is our team a good environment for biblical body life? Are we 
modeling this well for local believers (or will we able to in the 
future)?

  6. Does this team help you or hinder you in being on task and 
thriving spiritually?

  7. Where are we on the “Forming, Storming, Norming, and 
Performing” sequence?

  8. What’s the right size for our team?

  9. Does this team help me to have a healthy outward focus on 
ministry and majoring on the local people, or is there a danger 
of too much inwardness on our team?

10. Review the eight “Keys to Successful Team Life” in this chapter. 
How do we stand?

11. How do we make team decisions? Does that process need any 
adjustment?
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The Pioneer  Church 
Planting Phases

The Pioneer Church Planting Phases (often referred to as the CP 

Phases, for short) have been broadly welcomed since their launch in 1994. 

One leader of an older, major agency remarked that their organization had 

started out solidly focused on church planting about a hundred years ago, 

then drifted from that, and more recently has come back to their church 

planting moorings. He shared how the Church Planting Phases had been 

a signifi cant help to them in that process and that their teams now use the 

phases quite a bit. The current version is a major upgrade from earlier 

versions, with a fresh emphasis on reproduction, nonlinearity, groups, 

and preparing for a movement. This new version can be found at the 

end of this chapter, as well as at http://www.churchplantingphases.com, 

along with accompanying papers.

WHAT ARE THE CHURCH PLANTING PHASES?

The CP Phases, as developed by Scoggins and Rockford, are a broad 

description of the process of planting churches in a pioneer (unreached 

people group) context. They can be a guide in planting one such church, 

though the emphasis is on planting multiple churches and reproducing 

churches. They outline the general stages church planting teams go 

through to win people to Christ, gather them together as His body in that 

locale, and develop them into a functioning, biblical ekklesia (church)—

leaving them with indigenous leaders and a vision for spreading the 

gospel and reproducing daughter churches. The CP Phases identify key 

milestones along the way.
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While this resource might apply anywhere—even in the West—the 

intent is that it be a tool for places where Christ is not “already named” 

(Romans 15:20). This generally means there is an ignorance of the gos-

pel, misconceptions about Christ, special diffi culties for church planters, 

hostility toward the message, and persecution for believers who deter-

mine to follow Christ. As a result, in particularly resistant environments 

it can often take quite some time before the church planting team will 

reach the fi nal phase. The tool takes a team all the way from pre-fi eld 

work and the initial “landing”—when they don’t yet know the language 

or culture—to the planting of reproducing churches. The CP Phases are 

a unique sketch of how something that is humanly impossible actually is 

possible, in the Lord. Here’s an overview:

Phase I: Forming, Preparing, and Launching the Team
All the stuff before you get on the plane: recruiting, planning, sup-

port-raising, pre-fi eld training, working on the team’s relational kinks, 

etc.

Phase II: Learning the Language and Culture
Starts when the team fi rst “lands.” Pioneer workers typically spend 

the fi rst two to three years in full-time language learning. Of course, 

during this time they are building relationships and sharing Christ as op-

portunities arise. Workers must not wait for perfect language profi ciency 

before bearing witness to Christ.

Phase III: Preaching the Gospel to Groups and Individuals
To be fully in this phase means the team has reached a func-

tional level of profi ciency in the language (see chapter 6), so most of 

their time is now spent in evangelism rather than in language work. 

Normally there are no believers to disciple yet, though some teams 

skip over this phase if a number of local people come to faith while the 

church planting team is still learning the language. But, of course, no 

team really “skips over” evangelism, which should remain a priority 

throughout the church planting process. Other teams may spend ten 

years or longer in Phase III, if people are especially unreceptive to the 

gospel message.
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Phase IV: Discipling Believers and Working toward Gathering
One or more believers from the people group are being discipled 

prior to gathering taking place. Like Phase III, sometimes this phase 

is skipped over when gathering occurs early. Having a distinct phase 

here does not mean that keeping believers isolated for a period of time 

is advocated. Quite the opposite, as church planters are encouraged to 

bring believers together as soon as feasible. But it’s not uncommon for 

church planting workers to be in this discipling-but-not-gathering phase 

for quite a while.

Phase V: Developing the Body of Believers
The ministry of gathering believers together and leading that fellow-

ship toward maturity begins once three or more believers start meeting 

together regularly for fellowship in Christ.

Phase VI: Empowering and Installing Leaders, and the 
Beginnings of Reproduction

Preparing the fellowship for being on their own as a church, par-

ticularly by developing leaders—specifi cally a plurality of leaders 

who can soon assume eldership. This is similar to Phase V, but now 

the group is further along. The focus is on leadership development and 

reproduction.

Phase VII: Reproduction and Movement
Begins once elders are appointed. Focus is now fully on helping 

the church(es) become reproductive in planting daughter churches and 

working toward becoming a church planting movement.

The CP Phases are based on examples in the New Testament and on 

the personal experience of fi eld teams, mixed with common sense. For 

example, you can’t have a group of believers until there are individual 

believers. Even if a team’s strategy is to bring together a group of seekers 

who regularly study about Jesus together, and even pray and worship to-

gether, they are not yet a local body of Christ until some of them are born 

again. Likewise, if the church planters are going to become fl uent in the 

language—a high priority among most pioneer workers—it makes sense 

that they would make this a priority from the beginning on the fi eld. 

Pre-fi eld preparation for a team comes even before that. At the other end, 
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it makes sense that the church planters will invest heavily in developing 

potential elders after a fellowship has begun to meet. And one can fi nd 

these same kinds of steps—except for language learning—in the New 

Testament (see examples below). See David Hesselgrave’s “The Pauline 

Cycle”1 for similar factors.

It really helps to break up the overwhelming task into smaller 

chunks. As Nido Qubein said, “One of the greatest reasons people can-

not mobilize themselves is that they try to do great things. Most worth-

while achievements are a result of many little things done in a single 

direction.”2

Apostolic teams oftentimes envision planting large churches, an ex-

panding network of smaller house churches, or even a full-blown church 

planting movement. As mentioned, planting churches that reproduce 

is crucial. Some teams operate in regions where the gospel hasn’t yet 

made any inroads at all; and therefore, perhaps appropriately, they have 

smaller visions. But there is always a certain minimum objective for all 

teams, even in the most resistant and unresponsive environment. This is 

to establish a group of believers, of a minimum “critical mass” of size 

and diversity, committed together to being the body of Christ, under the 

eldership of at least two or three local elders, where those elders are 

installed and operating, giving indigenous shepherding to the church. 

The point is, whether a team has huge goals or more modest goals, the 

primary goal is always church planting. That is a narrow aim. And that 

narrowness is intentional in the CP Phases.

The Church Planting Phases are a combination of two tools in one:
1. A measure or yardstick: Seven distinct phases, with defi nitions 

that endeavor to make as clear as possible what phase a team is 
in and precisely when they will pass into the next phase.

2. A guidebook: This refers mainly to the specifi c, numbered 
activities under each phase. While this is certainly not meant to 
be a “cookbook” consisting of recipes guaranteed for success, 
nor a list of mandatory steps that all teams must do, it does seek 
to comprehensively identify most of the activities you should 
be focused on in each phase and it forces you to look ahead to 
the next phase. Regardless of what phase you are in as a team, 
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the priorities for you at that time ought to be clear, and the CP 
Phases try to make that possible. Having a large number of 
possible activities under each phase is especially helpful for 
teams in resistant soils who tend to try a few activities over and 
over again, often losing hope and creativity.

Here is the basic structure. Each phase has these components:
• Title

• Defi nition: a short description of what is to be accomplished 
in this phase.

• Crestpoint. A term such as “endpoint” is not used because 
oftentimes the primary activity of that phase does not in fact 
end (e.g., language learning, evangelism, or discipling). The 
crestpoint, however, is meant to mark the target point of that 
phase and when a team essentially moves from that phase 
into the next phase. For example, a team in Phase IV is dis-
cipling one or more believers. Once three or more believers 
begin meeting together in fellowship as a body of believers, 
the team is regarded as being in Phase V. But that certainly 
does not mean individual discipling or mentoring stops. The 
crestpoint is a clear, intermediate goal that should be out in 
front of the team in a given phase.

• Various activities that the team should consider undertaking 
for that phase.

In addition to being a measuring tool for team progress, the Church 

Planting Phases are also useful for describing the growth and progress of 

new churches. Note the specifi c criteria for a fellowship’s development 

in the crestpoint of Phase V and Phase VI. When a fellowship meets 

the specifi c criteria for group commitment, size, breadth, leadership, and 

strength at the end of Phase V, it is said to be a Phase VI church. When 

such a church has installed a plurality of elders per the crestpoint of 

Phase VI, it is said to be a Phase VII church.

Again, the titles, defi nitions, and crestpoints comprise the measuring 

tool of the CP Phases. The aim is to be as unambiguous as possible with 

regard to what phase a team is in at any given time, just like the lines on a 

ruler are not fuzzy but sharp. One of those transition points may be more 
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subjective than exact: the “shifting of gears” between Phase II (language 

learning) and Phase III (evangelism). I suggest to team leaders that this 

transition occurs when the team switches from spending 80 percent of 

their energies in language learning and 20 percent in evangelism to vice 

versa.

As mentioned, even though a team will be in one particular phase it 

is very common for ministry activities from various phases to be going 

on at the same time. For instance, language learning will certainly carry 

through all the remaining phases, as vocabulary will need to be devel-

oped and refi ned as the team goes deeper into the ministry required by 

the later phases. And though a team may be in Phase V (a new fellowship 

having gathered), newer team members may be in Phases 2 and 3 and 

there may be pre-fi eld team members in Phase I. But in the church plant-

ing arena, the team is seen as operating at Phase V when they are giving 

leadership to a group of believers who regularly gather. In addition, there 

may be a few Phase VI activities (leadership development) going on 

even before the work is fully at Phase VI. Again, the phase the team is in 

is the highest one that is completely attained according to the defi nition 

and crestpoint criteria.

It is very common for a work to go backwards in the CP Phases. 

For example, imagine a team which has brought believers together in 

fellowship, hence going into Phase V. That group might eventually at-

tain the maturity criteria at the end of Phase V, hence going into Phase 

VI. Then suddenly persecution hits, or serious division and strife occur, 

and the whole thing falls apart. The work would then be back to Phase 

IV or possibly earlier. Unfortunately, this is not unusual and should not 

surprise us.

The ministry activities within each phase form the “guidebook” 

tool for church planting. These suggested activities are meant to be 

descriptive rather than prescriptive. That is, they are suggestions. No 

team is going to do all of them, nor should they. The team should look 

at them together and decide which ones are applicable, which ones 

are not, and how to proceed. The suggested activities are especially 

helpful when the team is stuck at a phase and not making any forward 

progress.
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Of course, the reality on the fi eld is that nothing is predictable. At a 

recent consultation a friend shared how their team in Indonesia regularly 

prays for the healing of the sick. One of his teammates prayed earnestly 

for a sick Muslim friend who subsequently died. As a result, twenty 

family members came to faith in Christ. When the gospel worker asked 

them how his friend’s death (after being prayed for in the name of Jesus) 

infl uenced them toward faith, they replied that Jesus obviously had the 

power to take a person away from this life in peace!

The question often arises: What should the apostolic workers do 

once local elders are installed? Many have discovered that after having 

planted one or more churches, including the appointing of local elders, 

they still felt that the Lord wanted them to stay on and minister in church 

planting and reproduction. At fi rst this seemed to go against the grain a 

bit. Once you appoint elders, the last thing you want to do is hang around 

in a way that undermines their leadership. Also, pioneer church planting 

is by nature itinerant. In the New Testament the apostles planted a church 

and then generally moved on. But clearly in some cases it really does 

make sense to stay, especially to be a catalyst for reproducing daughter 

churches, particularly in surrounding cities and towns. After all, Paul 

did stay in Ephesus more than two years after the Ephesian church was 

planted, and during this time he seems to have had a broader church 

planting ministry in the region, while based in Ephesus.

This Phase VII ministry generally falls into two spheres:

A. Working with the newly planted church or churches to help them 
reproduce and work toward a CP movement; and/or

B. Mobilizing, training, facilitating, and possibly overseeing local 
CPers. This option may eventually mean creating a national 

sending structure.

HOW THE CHURCH PLANTING PHASES CAN HELP 
YOU AND YOUR TEAM

The alternative to having and using a tool like this is to have no 

tool at all: no measuring rod to mark progress, no guidebook to suggest 

key activities. One of the most debilitating situations in this business is 
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when you can’t see any progress. If a team has only a vague sense of 

where they are, where they are going, and of movement—relying just on 

anecdotes or feelings—that is pretty disheartening.

As the saying goes, “You cannot manage what you cannot measure.” 

Vision-casting, goal-setting, planning, and accountability have no place 

if a team doesn’t have a clear sense of where they are going and how they 

are going to get there. Of course, if you don’t have a goal, then there is no 

possibility of failure. But that is not something we should take comfort 

in, in view of the two billion souls within unreached people groups who 

are in desperate need of Christ. We embrace Jesus’ exhortation in the 

parable of the ten minas (Luke 19:11–27) where He urges risk-taking 

and going for it, for His sake. It is likewise true that “you cannot motivate 

what you cannot manage.” In the absence of a tool like the CP Phases, it 

is very hard for leaders to encourage and motivate church planters in the 

task. When you can see a step or two ahead, you gain confi dence. Faith 

is enhanced. As C. T. Studd said about faith endeavors in the kingdom of 

God, “Things fi rst look impossible. Then diffi cult. Then done.”

I have heard of some teams who repeat together—almost mantra-

like—at the beginning of every team meeting: “Where are we? Where 

are we heading?” After a while team members roll their eyes and it 

sounds a bit like a broken record. But a very positive message is driven 

home each week: We’re here for a purpose. We’re going in this direction 

for a reason. God is going to use us to accomplish something concrete 

and amazing for Christ’s glory. The CP Phases become the vehicle for 

bringing this hope out into the open.

This chapter isn’t long enough to enumerate all the activities on the 

fi eld that workers can get into other than evangelism, discipling, and 

church planting. These are often interesting things, satisfying things; they 

are sometimes good things, and occasionally even necessary things. But 

much of the time they have the effect of causing the team to go in circles, 

to run in place; they create a kind of centrifugal inertia to just keep doing 

what they’re doing. An apostolic team doesn’t want to become like a 

spinning top: lots of motion, but no forward progress. A friend of mine 

wrote, “There are millions of dollars being spent on good projects in our 

country, but one wonders how many of them are really distractions from 
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the real task which we use to make ourselves feel useful because the real 

task is so hard and sometimes goes so slowly.”

While on the fi eld I spent thousands of hours in tentmaking pursuits. 

Some of that was necessary and very positive in helping my role in so-

ciety make sense to my friends; some of it was not. It is said that there 

are three ways to waste our years: Do nothing. Do the wrong thing. Or 

do so many things that none of them have sustained impact. We are all 

in desperate need of focus, to be on task with regard to whatever is the 

most important thing at that stage in our ministry. The CP Phases can be 

like the person who comes alongside those in the valley, points up to the 

crest of the mountain, and says, “Remember, that’s where we’re headed. 

And here’s the way forward!”

A friend of mine talks about “the curse of the so-thats”: We’re going 

to do this, so that this happens, so that that comes about, so that it helps 

cause this, all of which will ultimately help people come to faith, so that 

the church gets established. Isn’t it interesting that in the New Testament 

the apostles didn’t have so many so-thats?

Anyway, a team can frequently review together its aim and progress 

using the CP Phases. When it’s clear to the whole team where the work is 

and where it needs to go, then it’s also easier for people to see how they 

personally fi t in and what their particular contribution is according to 

their gifts. Confl icts are reduced. Expectations are equalized. Individual 

team members aren’t left behind, wondering if they fi t in. And there is 

at least a starting point for healthy discussion and debate about the way 

forward.

Communication between people working together is so important! 

Take, for example, this transcript of a 1995 radio transmission off the coast 

of Newfoundland between a US Navy vessel and some Canadians:

 Canadians: Please divert your course 15 degrees to the south 
to avoid collision.

 US Ship: Recommend you divert your course 15 degrees to 
the north to avoid collision.

 Canadians: Negative. You will have to divert your course 
15 degrees to the south to avoid a collision.
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 US Ship: This is the captain of a US Navy ship. I say again, 
divert your course.

 Canadians: Negative. I say again, you will have to divert 
your course.

 US Ship: This is the aircraft carrier, USS Lincoln, the sec-
ond-largest vessel in the United States Atlantic Fleet. We 
are accompanied by three destroyers, three cruisers, and 
numerous support vessels. I demand that you change your 
course 15 degrees north, I say again, 15 degrees north, or 
countermeasures will be undertaken to ensure the safety of 
this ship and its escort vessels.

 Canadians: We’re a lighthouse. Your call.3

Finally, the CP Phases provide a common language to communicate 

easily with others within the frontier church planting framework about 

the work. For example, your team might say, “We were at Phase V, but 

that fell apart; so we’re back to Phase IV, following up the believers.” 

People know exactly what you mean.

SOME MISUNDERSTANDINGS

As the CP Phases have been around for several years now, a variety 

of misunderstandings have cropped up. Let me try to clear the air on 

some of these.

1. “They claim it to be a cookbook, a guaranteed recipe for success. 
A magic bullet.”

 Answer: Of course, it is not. CP is more like an art than a 
science.

2. “Those using the CP Phases feel less of a need to depend on 
God.”

 Answer: The team’s need for creativity and ingenuity from the 
Spirit to fi nd the keys that will unlock the doors in their particular 
context are not diminished in the slightest.

3. “The CP Phases promote a kind of homogenous, or cookie-
cutter, approach to pioneer church planting.”
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 Answer: Diversity and experimentation are still very much alive 
and well among teams using the CP Phases! The phases are 
simply broad categories. They are descriptive of where you are 
heading rather than prescriptive of an exact method to get there.

4. “The CP Phases are rigidly sequential, and therefore prevent the 
laying of a groundwork for a movement.”

 Answer: On the contrary, a thoughtful and fl exible usage of the 
phases can help facilitate church planting movements. It should 
be noted that while experienced church planters can more easily 
work in a multiphase, nonsequential approach, younger teams 
are likely to really benefi t from the simplicity of the CP Phases. 
This is perhaps analogous to a master chef doing many things all 
at once in the kitchen in preparing a fancy meal, whereas a less 
experienced cook will carefully follow a recipe’s steps.

5. “The CP Phases emphasize working with individuals, and this 
can slow down getting to groups and movements.”

 Answer: This used to be true. But the new version, having been 
informed by more years of fi eld data, now emphasizes going 
after groups early on, as well as helping an individual believer to 
bring the message of Christ to his or her family and friends.

6. “The tool is specifi cally bound to the house church approach to 
church planting.”

 Answer: New fellowships in unreached people group contexts 
are almost always underground fellowships, at least at fi rst. This 
infl uences toward a house church approach. However, the CP 
Phases are intended to be model-neutral—that is, not tied to any 
particular model. They are currently used by teams employing the 

cell model as well as those developing larger, central churches.

NEW TESTAMENT AND CONTEMPORARY EXAMPLES

• Titus 1:5: “For this reason I [Paul] left you [Titus] in Crete, 
that you would set in order what remains and appoint elders 
in every city as I directed you.” This is a good example of a 
team having multiple Phase V and VI church plants, with all 
of them hopefully moving toward Phase VII.
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• 2 Corinthians 2:12–13: “Now when I [Paul] came to Troas for 
the gospel of Christ and when a door was opened for me in the 
Lord, I had no rest for my spirit, not fi nding Titus my brother; 
but taking my leave of them, I went on to Macedonia.” A 
promising Phase III that got aborted.

• Acts 16 and Philippians 1:1: Luke’s exciting narrative of how 
the church in Philippi got started, and then Paul’s later letter 
“to all the saints in Christ Jesus who are in Philippi, including 
the overseers and deacons.” This is a delightful portrayal of 
Phases I–VII (minus Phase II, language learning), including 
pre-fi eld preparations, evangelism, discipling, gathering, 
developing leaders, and the eventual appointment of elders.

• Acts 13–14: Other examples of Phases I–VII, except for 
language learning, are found here in Paul’s fi rst journey.

• Acts 19:1–20: The Lord had previously prevented Paul 
and Silas from going toward Ephesus (see Acts 16:6). But 
now, in Paul’s third journey, God’s timing was right. Paul 
had learned valuable lessons about working with urbanized 
Greeks, especially during his year and a half in Corinth. 
God had now linked Paul up with Priscilla and Aquila, and 
this husband-wife team had done valuable groundwork in 
Ephesus (Acts 18:19). Now the church becomes well-planted 
through Phase VII (as we learn from Acts 20:13–38). We also 
learn from Acts 19 and other passages how Paul was based 
in Ephesus for more than two years, and trained a variety of 
other church planters so that all the Jews and Greeks who 
lived in the province of Asia “heard the word of the Lord” 
(Acts 19:10)—i.e., an extended Phase VII. One example of 
mobilizing “nationals” was probably Epaphras’ successful 
church planting venture to Colossae, a hundred miles down 
the valley (see Colossians 1:1–8).

• Previously I described our fi rst team on the fi eld, in Egypt. 
Phase I for us was in Pasadena, California, where most of 
the team planned together, prayed, and did the Myers-Briggs 
personality test as a way of getting to know each other. We 
all landed on the fi eld more or less at the same time, found 
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places to live, and jumped into concerted Arabic learning. 
That’s Phase II, though none of us reached fl uency before we 
had to leave the country. During this time all of us were able 
to share Christ with Egyptian friends, and over time three or 
four came to faith. Individuals on the team began discipling 
these new believers, which is Phase IV, though, of course, 
hard work in learning Arabic continued. After around a year 
and a half a small gathering of believers was formed, which 
is Phase V. The Lord brought about this fruit, and surely 
knowing where we were going helped accelerate the pace.

• One of our teams in Central Asia consisted of a married 
couple and Ted, a single man. Ted and Aref, a Muslim father 
of three and an engineer at a factory, became friends. Ted 
gave Aref a New Testament, but Aref literally threw it aside, 
saying he wasn’t interested in reading that book. This took 
place during Phase II, as all three team members were work-
ing hard on the language. One day the Lord pricked Aref’s 
heart or his curiosity, and he wound up reading a large part 
of the New Testament. He got down on his knees and sur-
rendered his life to this new Lord, Jesus. Immediately the 
team was thus into Phase IV, as they helped Aref along in his 
newfound faith, especially in the midst of severe harassment 
at work, in the neighborhood, and from his wife and children. 
Fast forwarding a year or so, Aref’s family came to faith, 
as well as a handful of neighbors, and they began to meet 
regularly under Aref’s spiritual leadership. Phase V. Then 
the group grew quite a bit, including a number of heads of 
households. They were meeting in the church building of the 
local Russian Baptists. Clearly the threshold to Phase VI had 
been crossed (see Phase V crestpoint criteria). When a sum-
mer of persecution fell against the church, they broke up into 
underground house groups—which led to even more growth, 
including the further development of leaders. Finally the 
team leader took six elder candidates through three months 
of study, culminating in the appointing of four elders who as-
sumed overall leadership of this network of house churches. 
That is the crossing over from Phase VI to Phase VII. Today 
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the expatriate workers there are few, and they are only in an 
advisory or catalytic role vis-à-vis the churches. Aref and his 
family have been sent by the planted church to another city 

as apostolic workers.

FAQS

1  Is it possible to skip phases?
 Yes, as described above.

2. If you’ve jumped quickly ahead, does that mean you can now just 
skip certain previous things, like language learning?

 No. While the phases are broadly sequential for the overall 
work, the specifi c activities for individuals are not necessarily 
so. Those whose church planting jumps ahead still need to learn 
the language and culture well, as well as develop good patterns 
of evangelism.

3. Is evangelism just one phase: you do it for a while, then leave it?
 I wouldn’t recommend that. The new church needs to see how 

boldly spreading the good news is a vital part of following 
Christ, whatever “phase” one is in. New churches that don’t have 
this in their “DNA” become stale and stagnant. We need to be 
evangelizing until we exit, serving as examples to the fl ock, even 
if it is a minor part of what we might be doing at Phase V, VI, 
and VII. Also, certain members of the team may be exceptional 
evangelists and highly effective in training national evangelists. 
We don’t want to shackle them to Phase V and VI activities that 
may not be their strength. Others on the team will have gifts in 
the areas that can cause groups to blossom and deepen.

4. How can the Church Planting Phases be compatible with going 
after a church planting movement?

 As mentioned, the CP Phases can be misunderstood to be at odds 
with CPMs, but it doesn’t have to be that way. There is a strong 
emphasis on working with the end in view, and the groundwork 
for leadership development and reproduction can be laid as 
early as possible, even in Phase III. David Garrison describes an 
intriguing example of this from a Buddhist fi eld:
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 In Church Planting Movements prospective converts 
often begin serving Christ even before they become his 
follower. A Southeast Asia missionary began meeting 
regularly with a group of Vietnamese physicians. Though 
the physicians were not yet Christian, they met weekly 
for prayer, Bible study, and sharing a vision of what they 
perceived to be God’s desire for them and their people. 
After a few months, one of the doctors said, “I am not yet 
a Christian. But when I do become a Christian, I think 
I want to be the kind of Christian who brings a Church 
Planting Movement to my people both in this country and 
across the border.”4

 George Patterson says, “Begin with the end in view.”5 The phase 
list keeps the overall process, and thus the end, in view.

5. Does the phase mark where the team is or where the fellowship 
or church is at?

 Both. It is the farthest point at which the team’s work is, and is 
also very useful in describing groups. Let’s say a team has three 
church plants: one at Phase V, one at Phase VI, and one at Phase 
VII. You would say the team is at Phase VII.

6. Are the CP Phases just a tool for expatriate CPers?
 No. Some national church planters are also using them.

7. Does this tool foster a fl eshly sense of competition between 
teams?

 The leaders of our agency’s 140 teams get together every other 
year, and it’s very common for them to use the CP Phases to 
describe to each other where the ministries are at. In general, 
it simply helps to build mutual understanding. The result 
is a supportive fraternity of church planters rather than a 
competition.

Dick Scoggins summarizes well: “Anytime a tracking device such 

as the Seven Phases is developed it can be misused. We do not want 

to see it used as a slavish, sequential, discreet formula that guarantees 

the planting of a church. Only Jesus can truly plant a church (Matthew 

16:18) through His Holy Spirit and by His grace. We church planters are 
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but midwives. But it is helpful to understand the patterns that God uses 

so that we can be cooperative as midwives.”6

SUGGESTIONS FOR USING THE CP PHASES AS A 
TEAM

1. The team leader and whoever oversees him should know this 
tool well, and review it often as a basis for looking ahead.

2. All team members could read this chapter and the CP Phases, in 
order to be prepared as a team for group discussions.

3. All on the team should know what phase the work is at and what 
activities are most strategic at the present time.

4. The team can discuss their particular philosophy of ministry and 
approach to church planting and how that fi ts into the phases. For 
example, are you mostly pursuing groups or individuals? How 
does that affect evangelism, or even language learning? Do you 
foresee a house church model, a cell model, or a larger, central 

church? How does that affect your discipling of individuals?

Vision of the Possible.indd   70 3/9/2006   4:00:59 PM



71Th e Pioneer Church Planting Phases

Pioneer Church Planting Phases
by Dick Scoggins & James Rockford

Version 3.0,7 copyright June 2005

SEE WWW.CHURCHPLANTINGPHASES.COM FOR THE LATEST 
VERSION AND RELATED PAPERS.

 means see related paper(s) on the website.

I. Forming, Preparing and Launching the 
Team

This phase begins when someone is confi rmed to form and lead a 

new church planting (CP) team. This new leader may already be on the 

fi eld as a member of an existing team. This phase is comprised of all of 

the vital pre-launch activities aimed at forming the team and preparing 

for its effectiveness.

CRESTPOINT: Phase I ends and Phase II begins when the fi rst 

team members (TMs) join the team leader (TL) on the fi eld (though oth-

ers may follow later).

SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES:

1. The TL prepares a Vision & Strategy Paper (VSP). 

2. The TL and TMs obtain approval from their sending church(es).

3. TL is appointed from sending organization.

4. Research best information available on language, history and 
culture of country and people group. Learn to see the people as 
God sees them. Research issues women in the country particularly 
face.

5. Research work roles and residency. Lay the groundwork for 
residency and identity (one’s visa, as well as being able to 
answer, “Why are you here?”).

6. Research practical life issues (e.g. housing, schooling, 
banking).
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  7. Prepare for communications, including secure e-mail.

  8. Research existing church planting efforts currently underway, if 
any, and begin communications with workers.

  9. Plan for security issues.

10. Prepare family and prospective TMs for the transition to the 
fi eld.

11. Resolve confl icts within the family that may arise from your 
calling and moving overseas.

12. Recruit the right team. Plan the kind of TMs and team you want. 
Whether you are starting on the fi eld or from your home country, 
begin working with sending offi ces to identify candidates and 
initiate contact.

13. Develop a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU).  Anticipate 
issues of life and ministry together; pro-actively communicate 
about them. TL and TMs discuss mutual expectations. Ensure each 
TM has a copy of and understands the policy on “recourse.”

14. Clarify the role of the TL wife.

15. Each member/family budgets for one-time outgoing needs and 
monthly needs. Raise suffi cient fi nancial support.

16. Develop a strong home prayer team.

17. Identify pre-fi eld training needs, and see that this is carried 
out (e.g. in the people group’s religion, evangelism, culture, 
contextualization).

18. In particular, plan and get training for creating an excellent team 
language-learning program.

19. Get the team to own the vision and strategy for CP, adjusting it 
as appropriate. Build your team unity and identity together.

20. Line up a ministry coach, as well as a business/NGO coach 
where appropriate.
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II. Learning the Language and Culture
The CP team is now on-site and laboring to reach a level of pro-

fi ciency in the language suffi cient to effectively plant churches, which 

also involves an ever-deepening understanding of the culture. While the 

level of fl uency aimed at may vary from person to person, depending on 

envisioned ministry roles, most will need to be in a mode of concerted 

language learning (LL) for 2–3 years. The workers develop a growing 

identity as belongers among their host people.

CRESTPOINT: Phase II ends and Phase III begins when most of 

the CP team have reached their appropriate level of fl uency, and now are 

ready to spend most of their ministry time in disciple-making rather than 

language learning. Whereas evangelism probably took place before this 

point, it now begins in earnest.

SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES:
1. Members “land” and secure suitable housing. Learn how to 

function and enjoy life in your new environment. Adapt and 
renew your devotional life. Enable family to do the same. Make 
a plan for regular rest and a day off; develop a sustainable pace.

2. Continue to develop your role in society (i.e. job, business, 
humanitarian project, etc.). However, because being fulltime 
in language learning (or nearly so) is so important during this 
phase, job expectations should be kept as minimal as possible.

3. Address confl icts arising in the home.

4. Work through the Peacemaking manual8 together as a team. 
Address confl icts arising in the team.

5. Develop your team life, in relationships, communications, 
accountability, and mutual support. Develop a spiritual team life 
that sustains members. Team meetings should include prayer, 
time in the Word, and strategic planning.

6. Appoint a Team Language Coordinator, who receives intensive 
training and creates a strong team LL program, including training 
and accountability. Link up with a language learning coach and 
other essential resources.
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  7. All work hard at learning the language. Husbands and wives 
work out respective strategies for appropriate goals.

  8. Begin developing spiritual components of your language, such 
as learning special vocabulary and memorizing Scripture.

  9. Clarify roles for team women and men. Work through differing 
expectations (e.g. regarding mothers of young children, business 
facilitators, etc.).

10. Develop relationships of varying depths with many local people, 
especially those who do not speak your language. Enable family 
members to do the same.

11. Bring redemptive elements into your relationships. Look for 
those who already know the Lord or are spiritually sensitive.

12. Learn local forms of hospitality and become hospitable in that 
culture.

13. Seek opportunities to demonstrate God’s love for the people 
practically and culturally, standing alongside those in need in 
appropriate ways.

14. Grow in character through the stresses of adapting to your new 
life, not only personally, but also as a family and as a team. 
Develop the mindset when stressed by new things: “It’s not 
right. It’s not wrong. It’s just different.”

15. Collect evangelistic tools available in your new language.

16. Form links with any others in your area who are engaged in 
ministry to your intended people group.

17. Before too long, bring in a coach—preferably a couple—to help 
in all of the above.

18. If not done already, seek to enter a relationship with a Team 
Leader Overseer (and wife) who can eagerly support your vision 

and give appropriate help.
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III. Preaching the Gospel to Groups and 
Individuals

As most of the team has now reached a good level of fl uency, they 

spend most of their ministry time seeking to share the gospel and per-

suade people to become followers of Christ. Some may share mostly with 

individuals, while others may seek to evangelize whole groups of natu-

rally connected people. All team members will be engaged in “friendship 

evangelism” Most teams will also begin experimenting with different 

kinds of “apostolic evangelism.”9 It is also common that teams discover

one or more who already know the Lord, with whom close relationships 

are formed for the sake of fellowship, discipling and moving forward in 

CP. The team develops a tentative approach for how new believers can 

identify themselves in their faith to their broader community.

CRESTPOINT: The team is recognized as having moved to Phase 

IV when a member of the team is discipling a believer from the intended 

people group, who has a potential group of friends or relatives. However, 

members of the team do not stop sharing the gospel, for the sake of 

reaching more and more, breaking into new social networks, and being 

examples to the believers.

SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES:
1. If one’s ministry time in Phase II was perhaps 80 percent 

language-learning and 20 percent evangelism, it shifts to 80/20 
the other way in Phase III. Develop a revised LL plan for the 
reduced but ongoing pace.

2. Develop an extensive network of prayer-partners in your home 
countries who can regularly intercede for your work. Every day 
tell God you are available and ask Him to direct you to those in 
whose hearts He is working.

3. Cultivate faith to believe God will lead friends to Himself.

4. Model Christ’s life before your friends and in your relationships, 
especially when diffi culties arise.

5. If necessary, strengthen and adjust your role in society in terms 
of work, residency, and viability.
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  6. Grow in your understanding on what are people’s felt needs, as 
well as their spiritual obstacles and opportunities.

  7. Train together in effective ways to communicate the good news 
and in vital apologetics.

  8. Learn to share key Biblical truths and promises in the language. 
Memorize key Scripture verses, and possibly some verses from 
their holy book as well.

  9. Share Jesus with many, and see an openness to the gospel develop 
in friendships.

10. Evaluate team members’ abilities and gifting in light of CP. 
Regardless of team members’ gifts, all can use their gifts 
evangelistically and contribute to the team’s overall outreach. 
Where helpful, two or three team members can work together, 
combining complementary skills (e.g. relationship-building with 
hospitality). Discern who from the team should be involved in 
which social networks.

11. Develop a strategy for reaching receptive people’s social and 
work-related networks.

12. Develop outreach tools and materials, bearing in mind different 
audiences (socially, men/women, children).

13. Start a Bible Study with a friend and see it grow into his or her 
social network.

14. Regularly pray in Jesus’ name for those who are sick or have 
urgent needs.

15. Lead someone into following Jesus, preferably with others in 
their social network.

16. Learn what are the marks of a “man or woman of peace” 
(M/WOP), or “respected person” in the culture.

17. Prayerfully evaluate your friend as a respected person in society 
(i.e. M/WOP) or as an avenue to such.

18. Identify one or more potential respected persons.

19. Begin to discern what is the good news for this social network 
and the respected persons in it.
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20. Somehow introduce Jesus into the conversation within 30 
minutes of every new person you meet.

21. Follow up any leads regarding existing believers.

22. Plan and begin to implement some kinds of “Apostolic 
Evangelism.” 

23. Every team member should develop multiple ways of meeting 
new people (e.g. clubs, sports, etc.).

24. Implement a systematic way within the team to stay focused and 
motivated in the invaluable job of sowing many seeds. 

25. As you lead people to Christ, or you form relationships with 
existing believers, invite faithful ones to a deeper discipling 
relationship.

26. CPer baptizes the believer(s).

IV. Discipling Believers and Working Toward 
Gathering

Discipling one or more believers, especially working with them to 

win their social network to the Lord. From the earliest days with new 

believers, CPers teach that truly following Christ is in community, and 

that Christ wants to form a new group of His followers, committed to one 

another and, indeed, committed to growing and reproducing. As people 

come to faith and grow in Christ, the CPers seek to form individuals and 

existing groups together as the Body of Christ. Progress toward gather-

ing will likely involve a variety of pre-gathering activities (e.g one-time 

get-togethers, building bridges between believers, etc.).

CRESTPOINT: Discipling never stops. But the team moves to 

Phase V once there is a fellowship group of 3 or more believers of the 

people group regularly meeting together.

SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES:
  1. Use a plan of Bible study for the believer’s personal growth and 

development.

  2. The believer(s) learn Bible stories that will impact life 
practices.
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  3. Come to understand the place of suffering in the Christian life 
(such as we see in 1 Peter).

  4. Respond to sin by repentance and developing new patterns of 
life.

  5. Live out Christ’s life in the extended family (e.g. Matthew 5–7).

  6. Develop godly patterns in husband-wife relations including: 
godly submission and loving leadership, resolving confl ict, 
forgiveness, and reconciliation.

  7. Develop godly patterns of child raising.

  8. Develop a regular habit of turning to Scripture and prayer.

  9. The believer(s) shares the good news with family and friends 
and God’s plan for Kingdom communities.

10. CPer(s) helps new believers break any occult involvement.

11. Believers who are already baptized baptize new believers.

12. Where appropriate introduce local believers to each other with 
the aim of fostering trust and fellowship. Host one-time events 
(e.g. birthday parties) as a “safe” venue for trust relationships to 
form over time.

13. The CPers decide which believers should be gathered together in 
fellowship, and which should be developed as starting points for 
separate fellowships.

14. Continually teach believers the New Testament concepts of 
fellowship and community, so that they will own the conviction 
of being linked with other believers in ekklesia.10 Help them 
obey Christ’s teaching about relationships with other believers, 
conceptually and in practice.  See a fellowship group formed.

15. Begin to identify believers’ gifts and calling in the Kingdom.

16. Implement godly patterns of confl ict resolution with you, the 
church-planter, and with others.

17. Become familiar with God’s plan for the extension of the 
Kingdom from the book of Acts.

18. Men disciple men and women disciple women.
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19. Help the believer(s) develop how to present their identity in 

Jesus to family and friends.

V. Developing the Body of Believers
Working with the new community of faith—and especially with 

emerging leaders—in order for them to grow numerically, in personal 

and corporate koinonia maturity. This crucial phase includes them de-

veloping a group identity and mutual commitment to one another as the 

Body of Christ, and also grasping a vision for leading others to Christ 

and forming new fellowships, locally or in neighboring places. Generally 

speaking, the team is either working with a single fellowship at this point 

that they hope will grow to medium or large size, or else they are aiming 

at a network of small house fellowships. In the case of house fellow-

ships, the numbers below are evaluated collectively, in total.

CRESTPOINT: Phase V ends and Phase VI begins when the fel-

lowship reaches these criteria of size and depth (“critical mass”):

GROUP COMMITMENT: The local believers have committed 

to one another and see their assembling together as an expres-

sion of being a local church (using whatever word is most 

suitable for ekklesia reality).

SIZE: Around 10 or more believers of the people group regularly 

involved, including older believing children. This does not 

necessarily mean that meetings average 10 or more, just that 

there is regular involvement of the 10+.

BREADTH: 3 or more married men (heads of households), and 2 

or more mature women, of local believers regularly involved 

(whether or not their spouses are believers, though that is 

clearly stronger).

LEADERSHIP: At least 2 key believers who seem to be “elders 

in the making,” who are assuming more and more shepherding 

and overseeing, and whom the others recognize as leaders.11

STRENGTH: Not all hidden believers with hidden faith. Some 

believers are baptized and have already faced serious threats 
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and persevered, maintaining their faith and their “confession 

of Christ before men” (Mt.10:32). Believers regularly share 

their faith; prayer and planning have begun for starting a sis-

ter fellowship.

SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES:

  1. The community is meeting together regularly for worship, 
fellowship, instruction, and prayer. Passages such as Acts 
2:42–47 are studied as an example to follow.

  2. It is not uncommon for CPers to do substantial teaching and 
leading in the group early on, depending on the maturity of the 
believers and the group.

  3. Local believers develop their identity together as a community 
of faith (e.g. through covenanting). 

  4. The group develops their sense of spiritual identity to those 
outside as well.

  5. Older believers determine appropriate way for membership in 
the community.

  6. Older believers understand and model Biblical “one anothers” 
which defi ne community.

  7. Believers learn to break previous or active occult involvement of 
new members. (See Acts 19:11–20)

  8. The community celebrates the Lord’s Supper, with older 
believers presiding.

  9. The believers are doing the work of evangelism with their family 
and friends.

10. Older believers have baptized new believers.

11. Older believers disciple new believers.

12. Older women believers disciple newer women in Titus 2 skills 
and other needs.

13. Believers learn to support each other through persecution, 
interrogation and hard times.
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14. Believers develop an attitude of sacrifi cial generosity towards 
the poor and needy, particularly to other believers in need. They 
begin to seek opportunities to demonstrate in practical ways 
Christ’s love for those in need.

15. Community meetings are organized by believers. Older believers 
trained to lead community meetings (various components). 
Certain mature or gifted believers given opportunities to teach 
the Word.

16. Appropriate male/female roles in public meetings determined 
and practiced.

17. Mature believers are emerging and begin functioning as 
shepherds.

18. Growth in godliness in the home of emerging leaders sets the 
pace for the community.

19. Multitude of gifts encouraged and developed for edifi cation of 
the community.

20. Peacemaking skills exercised by the community. Believers 
forgive and forbear as normal hurts occur.

21. Past family hurts explored and forgiven.

22. Believers adequately contribute to the support of their extended 
family.

23. Confronting, exhorting, reproving of erring members.

24. Shunning and disfellowshipping those persisting in sin.

VI. Empowering and Installing Leaders, and 
the Beginnings of Reproduction

A continuation in the growth of body life and Kingdom commitment 

in the new ekklesia, with the CPers now focusing primarily on develop-

ing multiple leaders, especially potential elders. The CPers intentionally 

take a lower profi le in the fellowship. They are also looking to recognize 

those believers with possible evangelistic gifts who are keen to share the 

gospel and initiate CP ministry in other locations.
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CRESTPOINT: The appointment of 2 or more elders from the 

people group over the church (or network of house churches).12 And the 

church has embraced a Great Commission vision.

SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES:
  1. Some or most CPers withdraw from believers meetings and 

focus on starting new fellowships. One or more CPer(s) remain 
involved, but adopt lower profi le. Leaders-in-training spend 
time with the CPers in all sorts of contexts—not just teaching 
or worship settings—so that CPers’ behavior can be modeled in 
every setting.

  2. If not already in place, the church commits to times of corporate 
prayer, acknowledging their full dependency on Christ as His 
Body.

  3. Older believers exercise deliverance ministries in the 
community.

  4. Gifts encouraged and developed for edifi cation.

  5. Married believers are specifi cally helped in their marriage 
relationship and character issues by older believers or CPers.

  6. Church life and leadership concepts are taught and implemented. 
Believers determine ways to develop healthy biblical community 
life.

  7. If there are other churches around, begin to network emerging 
leaders with leaders of other groups as appropriate.

  8. Intense teaching on reproducing communities. Community 
embraces goal of reproducing and networking.

  9. Local believers and expatriate CPers look for new men and 
women of infl uence around whom to start new fellowships.

10. Older, more mature believers trained to take leadership of 
community gatherings. Believers take responsibility for Biblical 
instruction. Several given chance to “try out” leading meetings, 
teaching the Word, and leading the body in worship.

11. Respective avenues for men’s and women’s leadership identifi ed 
and promoted.
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12. Mature believers preside at the Lord’s table.

13. If there is one strong leader, he or she is taught and implored 
with the biblical necessity of plural leadership in the church and 
enlisted to make that a reality. Their broader ministry should be 
encouraged in multiple fellowships.

14. Erring members are confronted, exhorted, reproved, and helped. 
Those persisting in sin receive church discipline according to the 
NT.

15. Discerning the will of the Lord by leaders and community taught 
and practiced.

16. The body continues to discuss and refi ne their identity vis. society 
around them. They decide whether to be an underground church 
or an open, perhaps registered church.

17. There are special activities, parties, or retreats outside regular 
meetings for outreach and fellowship.

18. Leaders’ place in confl ict and peacemaking in the community 
taught and practiced.

19. Ephesians 4:11–12 giftings recognized and appropriate forums 
established for developing these gifts. CPers encourage believers 
with possible evangelistic gifts to share the gospel boldly and 
start ministries in other locations, with substantial prayer backing 
from the body.

20. CPers select elder candidates in consultation with the believers. 
Those who agree to undertake this process are introduced to the 
church as “elder candidates,” and the body is urged to help.

21. Elder candidates begin special process of character growth, 
examination of motives, and intensive learning about ekklesia
and shepherding.

22. Meetings of leaders begin with CPer present. Team spirit 
develops amongst leadership. [Men and women leaders may 
meet separately or together, as appropriate.]

23. Confl icts about leadership appointment dealt with. Those not 
selected may need special encouragement.
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24. Leaders look for new ones to develop as leaders and begin to 
mentor them (e.g. prospective deacons).

25. CPer often absent from fellowship meetings. New leaders lead.

26. CPer sometimes absent from leadership meetings.

27. CPers appoint some or all of the elder candidates (if there are two 

or more; preferably three or more). Elders formally ordained.

VII. Reproduction & Movement
The church or churches are now somewhat mature and are under the 

leadership of local elders from the people group. The CPers now labor 

for a wider spread of the gospel, with emphasis on church reproduction 

and a CP movement. There are two primary avenues for the CPers to 

make this happen:

A. Working with the newly planted church or churches to help them 
reproduce and work toward a CP movement. AND/OR

B. Mobilizing, training, facilitating, and possibly overseeing local 
CPers. This option may eventually mean creating a national 
sending structure.

CRESTPOINT: In a sense, this phase never ends, as the ministry 

has hopefully ignited a spreading of the gospel and multiplication of 

churches that becomes a movement. CPers may exit after the comple-

tion of Phase VI (appointing elders). Some, however, may stay on for 

varying lengths of time in order to strategically catalyze church planting 

reproduction and/or mobilization of local CPers.

SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES:
1. The local elders fully assume shepherding and feeding 

responsibilities in the church, including protecting the faith and 
doctrine of the community (Titus 1:9).

2. Deacons are appointed, as needed, to help the elders.

3. Vision developed for planting new churches in the local area.

4. Role of expatriate CPers determined (see ‘A’ and ‘B’ primary 
avenues and Crestpoint above). Responsibilities between CPers 
and local elders defi ned for the new community.
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  5. CPer(s) redefi nes relationship to leaders as coach, attending 
leadership meetings only when invited.

  6. Great Commission vision includes recognizing, training, and 
sending local evangelists and church planters to other cities, and 
even to other countries.

  7. Vision given by leaders to congregation.

  8. Evangelists guided to go out to other cities, towns, or villages.

  9. Indigenous CP teams sent out by themselves or with expatriate 
team.

10. New gatherings started.

11. Ephesians 4:11–13 gifted believers regularly visit other churches 
and emerging fellowships.

12. Elders and Ephesians 4 ministers take responsibility to develop 
new leaders and new Ephesians 4 ministers.

13. Leaders begin to network with emerging leaders of new gatherings 
including taking some responsibility for their training.

14. Communities concerned for each other and resources shared 
(especially Ephesians 4 equippers).

15. Peacemaking skills are practiced among leaders.

16. Leaders formally recognize newer emerging leaders (e.g. new 
elders or deacons).

17. Expatriate CPer(s) commends old community to God and leaves 
community meetings, but may visit on occasion.

18. Elders (with church planter(s)) lay hands on new elders in the 
newer community.

19. Relationship between different communities and leaders worked 
out and formalized.

20. Peacemaking skills between communities and leaders 
communities exercised.

21. Especially with model ‘B’ above, some means developed to 
mobilize gifted and proven national CPers (e.g. bivocational 

roles, administration, etc.).
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Learning the Language

The wonderful world of “language learning” in my life has taken 

the form of seeking profi ciency in Arabic: the Egyptian dialect, a second 

dialect, and Modern Standard Arabic—necessary for reading, writing, 

and understanding formal speech. This was an incredible challenge for 

me and, to be honest, always a frustration—I never did get as profi cient 

as I thought I should have. My qualifi cations to write on the subject of 

fi eld language learning include having made most of the mistakes pos-

sible and having experienced the failures and discouragements which 

are all too common. I think the Lord also sovereignly directed my steps 

to experience over the span of two decades the wide spectrum of lan-

guage learning approaches. Before going to Egypt, I took a night class 

in Arabic at a university. I was also attending seminary, so I took Arabic 

in a class full of graduate students in Semitic languages, who seemed 

to have already mastered Hebrew, Aramaic, and Ugaritic, and so were 

moving on to Arabic as a lark. I was also privileged to take the two-week 

intensive class, “Language Acquisition Made Practical” (LAMP), under 

Tom and Betty Sue Brewster.

When we hit the fi eld I jumped into my LAMP methodology, having 

loaded up with tape recorders and “loop tapes.” Soon I had developed a 

route of around thirty shops where the men were happy to have me prac-

tice my weekly texts on them.1 I had hired a young man who would serve 

as my “language helper” or tutor—an arrangement which worked well 

only some of the time. Soon my drive for self-directed learning was fl ag-

ging, and I found myself in a local night course. After nearly two years 

in Egypt, my language was nowhere near what I had hoped for, though 
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the blame for that rests on me and on my team-leading responsibilities, 

rather than on LAMP.

When we moved to another Arab country, I immediately jumped 

into a full-time Arabic program for a year and a half. After that I did 

a semester at the local university. For years after that I kept pressing 

ahead, especially on vocabulary, accumulating a couple thousand index 

cards of new words and phrases.

So where did all that leave me? It was a mixed picture. There was 

certainly a measure of fl uency and functionality. I was able to conduct 

my tentmaking business in Arabic, as well as teach many Bible studies. 

I even taught a serious course on the Gospel of Mark in Arabic. One day 

the tax man was coming to my offi ce to audit me, and he didn’t speak 

English! “No problem,” I thought, “my accountant is fl uent in English 

and Arabic.” But because he was involved in a traffi c accident, he never 

arrived. What an experience it was to interact about accounting and taxes 

in Arabic, since there were many technical terms I didn’t know. But 

I knew them by the end of the day! While all this might sound good, 

it’s also true that I would often lose the thread in conversations. I never 

really attained the fl uency I wanted.

From my personal experience with language learning, as well as 

from overseeing teams as a fi eld director, I would like to offer some 

perspectives and suggestions. This isn’t going to be a chapter on meth-

odology, as I don’t claim to have the expertise for that. Team leaders 

and language coordinators will have to get training in language learning 

principles and methods beyond this brief, simple chapter on perspec-

tives. Please see the excellent appendix by Dr. Lyman Campbell on 

methodology and training.

A small minority of English-speaking workers will feel called 

to work only with English-speakers or entirely through a translator. 

Generally I would really recommend against this approach. For the rest 

of us, learning the language and learning it well is absolutely vital in the 

course of pioneer church planting. Besides the tactical reasons for this, 

we are also taught in Scripture how Jesus left heaven and “became fl esh 

(or incarnate)” among us. He fully became man in order to reach man. 

We cannot become “incarnate” among the people God has called us to 
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love without becoming able to readily communicate with them in their 

language and in their cultural framework.

Likewise, in chapter 11 we will examine the multifaceted ministry 

of the apostolic church planter, particularly noting what the various 

Pauline teams did in diverse places. One cannot practically teach, dis-

ciple, model, and build up leaders operating completely in English or 

other nonindigenous languages. We are called to follow Paul’s example, 

who said, “I have become all things to all men, so that I may by all 

means save some. I do all things for the sake of the gospel, so that I may 

become a fellow partaker of it” (1 Corinthians 9:22–23). This “becoming 

all things” requires an investment of time and effort. Jesus spent thirty 

years becoming a man who could minister and teach as a “belonger” 

in a particular culture and language community. Though it wasn’t in 

language learning per se, God took about eleven years to craft Paul into 

the apostolic worker He wanted before Paul’s fi rst apostolic journey.2

We mustn’t shy away from the time it takes to prepare us. Months and 

years in learning the language is an apostolic investment. These years 

of investment will actually prove to be God’s ministry in and through 

us as well, laying a foundation (of humility and fl exibility, among other 

things) for the other church planting roles that will come later.

I fi nd that the vast majority of workers are conceptually committed 

to learning the language before they depart to the fi eld. At the same time, 

most are also carrying nagging doubts in the back of their minds about 

whether or not they will succeed. In this chapter I would like to draw 

a lot upon the work and teaching of Greg Thomson, a leading expert 

in the fi eld of second language acquisition. Greg writes, “Any normal 

person can learn any language, given enough contact with speakers of 

that language. But it does help to be realistic. A simplistic view of a 

language learning challenge can lead to disappointment and discourage-

ment. An unrealistically pessimistic view can lead to giving up before 

getting started.”3

Though most workers believe in the importance of language learn-

ing, it’s amazing how much things can vary in practice. Language learn-

ing is an absolute commitment for some teams, with a carefully thought-

out program, with resources and oversight; and nothing is allowed to 
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deter workers from attaining fl uency. For other teams, language learning 

is almost an afterthought. Sadly, our “default” mode can be pretty bad. 

Workers might take a month-long class or make a few attempts to work 

with a tutor, but pretty soon they get swamped with many responsibili-

ties and diversions and become discouraged.

I remember a trip I made to Central Asia where I saw both extremes 

in the same week. I spent some time with a couple who had been there 

fi ve years but were only at maybe an FSI4 Level 1 Plus (sort of a basic 

“buy vegetables” level). I went on to visit a team in another city which 

had developed a fantastic “language center” for the whole team. Even 

before new team members stepped off the plane, everyone knew they 

would be in full-time language work for at least two years. They used the 

latest methods and there was much variety, fun, and even “rewards” in 

the language learning activities. In less than two years most of the team 

members were fl uent and fully able to minister in the language. I was so 

impressed!

This chapter is for all workers, but primarily aimed at the team 

leader. I hope to persuade you to do whatever it takes to create an excel-

lent language learning environment and to point you to some tools to 

help you in this task.

WHAT ARE YOU AIMING AT?

As the saying goes, “If you aim at nothing, you’ll hit it every time!” 

What is fl uency? What is a good level to attain before shifting to other 

kinds of ministry? Does a bell ring or a light go off when you’ve hit it?

A few points should be apparent to all:

• We will never become completely, perfectly fl uent. We 
won’t reach an FSI Level 5 (total fl uency, like a native), and 
probably not even a Level 4. That’s OK. The aim is to reach 
a high level of fl uency in the language and the culture, which 
will enable us to function well in relationships and commu-
nication, opening the door to fruitful ministry.
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• We don’t remain in full-time, concerted language learning for-
ever. We’ve all got to shift into majoring on other things at some 
point.

• For the tougher languages especially, even after our initial 
learning period we will want to continue to regularly invest 
some time in language improvement.

Greg Thomson offers a good introduction to this question of fl uency:

A learner who has studied a language, no matter how 

extensively, but who has not done much extemporaneous 

speaking, will fi nd that using the language in extended, 

unrehearsed communication will require great effort at fi rst, 

becoming easier over time. When it becomes apparently 

effortless (note the word apparently), we say that the person 

is “fl uent,” having either “high-quality” fl uency or “low-

quality” fl uency. The fi rst type depends on massive exposure, 

since it requires a language familiarity that can come only 

through taking in large amounts of comprehensible input. 

Low-quality fl uency, on the other hand, can occur when the 

learner becomes highly adept at the creative use of a limited 

range of language. This second type may be adequate for 

certain purposes. But often, I believe, low-quality fl uency is 

all that is achieved when high-quality fl uency is possible.5

As very much a nonexpert, I would suggest a few simple points 

regarding the defi nition of fl uency. We want to gain fl uency in six key 

facets of language:

1. Listening comprehension. This is numero uno. Just like a child, 
we fi rst must be able to understand what is being said around us 
and to us. This will be the foundation for our own speaking.

2. Speaking. While some may defi ne fl uency only in terms of 
speaking, it is in reality only an obvious part of a bigger whole.

3. Reading. For some, this won’t be essential. But for those who 
are called to minister the Word, reading will be a integral part of 
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what “fl uency” will mean for you. I am not including writing, as 
rarely is that essential in one’s ministry.

4. Pronunciation. Think of the last time you heard your native 
language spoken by a foreigner who seemed to know all the words 
to say, but whose accent was so bad that it was painful to listen. 
Like fi ngernails on a chalkboard. We don’t want to be like that. 
Whatever methods you use, they must include helping you say 
things the way local people say them. Sometimes the differences 
seem subtle and minor to us, but make a big difference to the ears 
of our friends.

5. Vocabulary. Eventually you will want to acquire thousands of 
words. For me this usually occurred in two stages: fi rst, trying 
to learn a word—making a card, drawing a picture, whatever; 
then, as I began recognizing that word in speech and naturally 
using it myself, it became mine. As one of our workers recently 
remarked, “Once one’s vocabulary increases it’s amazing how 
often one hears those words!”

6. Grammar. How much explicit teaching on grammar principles 
is needed will vary from person to person. But even for the most 
intuitive and social of learners some grasp of the structure and 
rules of a language will help them avoid perennial mistakes and 
accelerate their speaking ability.

The latter three points are sort of “below the water line,” or less 

visible. Of course, we mainly want to get really good at understanding 

what we are hearing and to be able to speak comfortably. I urge work-

ers to work hard, full-time, until they are around an FSI Level 3 Plus. 

This generally means you can interact well in a small group Bible study 

context, as well as teach the study. Depending on the language and the 

learning situation, this requires two to three years for most of us.

HOW TO CREATE A QUALITY LANGUAGE 
ACQUISITION ENVIRONMENT

The rest of this chapter concentrates on fi ve things, fi ve critical 

aspects to crafting an environment and program that really brings about 
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effective language and culture learning. I can almost guarantee that if 

you have a team that facilitates these fi ve critical aspects well, then you 

will have a team full of fl uent language speakers. These are:

1 Motivation, perspectives, and perseverance (otherwise known as 
the “affective fi lters”)

2. People connections

3. Methodology

4. Time stewardship

5. Oversight

Obviously, there is a lot of overlap between these and they are really 

an integral whole. When these fi ve elements are functioning well, they 

propel the language and culture learner to success.

Fact number one: Self-starters are able, over time, to work out a 

decent language learning approach and weekly structure for themselves 

and to keep on track over many months, monitoring their progress and 

making adjustments. Fact number two: At least 80 percent of us are not

self-starters. That is why it is truly the responsibility of the team leader 

and/or team language coordinator to ensure that these fi ve aspects are 

in place. Anything less is a disservice to your fellow teammates. But 

with these, you can give them one of the greatest gifts possible: the 

achievement of becoming incarnate in the local culture, in order to make 

their God-ordained contribution to the planting of the church in your 

unreached people group, for Christ’s eternal glory.

1. Motivation, Perspectives, and Perseverance
Anyone can be excited about learning the language for the fi rst month 

or so. We jump in with enthusiasm, waking each morning confi dent that 

today new secrets of this precious new language will be unlocked to 

us. Each week we sense a slightly greater ability to understand and be 

understood. But what about in the twelfth or eighteenth or twenty-fourth 

month, after we have been through a few discouraging plateaus? As hu-

man beings we are wired to need affi rmation. We require the encourage-

ment and reinforcement of seeing the product of our labors. But language 

learning isn’t like building a cabinet, repairing a car, or preaching a good 
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sermon. Usually it’s hard to see our accomplishments. This is one reason 

why I advocate having progress assessments about every six months, as 

this can be a powerful motivator. In any case, most of us will want to 

set out on around two years of full-time language learning, and we need 

to plead for the Lord to sustain our drive and “hope levels” during this 

time.

“Commit to the LORD whatever you do, and your plans will suc-

ceed” (Proverbs 16:3; NIV). This exhortation applies so wonderfully to 

our sacred task of learning well the language and culture of the people 

God has brought us to in order to lift up Christ and plant His church! This 

is His work, and we need to commit our language learning and entrust 

ourselves to Him on a daily basis—not only as individuals but our whole 

team as well. Every team meeting should include prayer for those in 

language learning, for the Lord to give them success.

Outlook is everything. It’s sort of like the classifi ed ad in the news-

paper that read, “Lost dog. Brown splotches. Ear bit off. Broken leg. Eye 

gouged out. Answers to the name ‘Lucky.’” Our mindset will have an 

enormous effect on how well and how quickly we learn, as well as how 

much we can enjoy the process. Some call our conscious and subcon-

scious perspectives “affective fi lters,” and these will impact our learning 

as much or more than our methods. For example, if you think you’re 

not going to learn the language, you probably won’t (or at least it will 

be harder). If you believe you are going to learn it, this perspective will 

propel you forward. The experts declare that you can learn any language, 

given suffi cient time and exposure and effort. You will learn the lan-

guage. You will arrive at a good level of profi ciency that will enable you 

to have effective relationships and ministry, while always continuing to 

grow further. Fear not!

Thomson writes:

You can take heart. Large numbers of people who felt 

they were “not good at languages” have learned languages 

perfectly well. The real danger in connection with aptitude 

is that your ideas about your own aptitude will lead to 

self-fulfi lling prophecies regarding your ability to learn a 

Vision of the Possible.indd   94 3/9/2006   4:01:01 PM



95Learning the Language

language. There is evidence that good self-esteem with regard 

to language learning goes hand in hand with good language 

learning. As a matter of fact, it helps if you feel generally 

positive about yourself at the outset, but it helps even more if 

you feel OK about yourself as a language learner. If you don’t, 

it may help for you to get at the root of your low language 

learning self-esteem. That root may lie in your negative past 

experiences with foreign language courses. Be assured that 

for most people, most foreign language courses are doomed 

from the outset. You may have felt other students were doing 

better than you, but the fact is that almost none of them really 

became fl uent speakers of the language through that course. If 

you now face the prospect of learning a language that you will 

actually be using extensively in communication situations, 

then consider yourself to be starting with a clean slate. Those 

past negative experiences are largely irrelevant.6

Another wrong message you don’t want to let the devil play in your 

head is that it’s too much work and it’s not worth it. As the Brewsters so 

often said, “Language learning is ministry.” Not only are you portraying 

the love of Christ for the people in your learning as they see your respect 

for them and their culture, but every day’s efforts are serving Christ and 

are a sacrifi ce pleasing in His sight. Your daily language learning activi-

ties are a real way to love Christ and love the people, even as you are 

investing in future fruitfulness for the gospel among them. Some will 

be so “itching to get going” in more direct ministry that they will be 

tempted to look for shortcuts in learning the language. For them, these 

two years or so in full-time language learning will be a test of patience, 

of being stretched as they learn not to “despise the day of small things” 

(Zechariah 4:10).

2. People Connections
Let’s state the obvious: We learn the language primarily from our 

interactions with people—our friends, neighbors, and others around 

us. This is not primarily an endeavor in books, classrooms, vocabulary 

cards, and deskwork, though all of these have their place.
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If we believe this, there are some practical implications:

a. Building and cultivating many relationships should be a priority 
from the beginning.

b. These relationships should predominantly be with local people 
who do not speak English (or your native language). It is natural 
to gravitate toward English-speakers. But if we end up spending 
much time with them instead of with others, this will inevitably 
have a detrimental effect on our learning. It may be helpful 
for your language helper to be an English-speaker. But your 
friends for language practice should not be English-speakers, if 
possible.

c. A key responsibility of a team’s language learning coordinator 
is to help learners assess and consider ways to develop the 
relationships they have with local people.

d. Your children—even babies and toddlers—can be a great asset 
in relationship-building. Over the years we were on the fi eld, 
probably half of our relationships somehow came about through 
our kids, especially for my wife. On our very fi rst day in Egypt 
we went on a walk in a park, with our two-year-old daughter in a 
stroller. Within ten minutes we met a delightful Egyptian couple 
with a similar-age son, and later went out for dinner together! I 
want to be clear about this, because it’s easy for parents to view 
their children as a hindrance to language learning. To be sure, 
husbands and wives will need to juggle schedules so that each 
can have study and preparation time. But what wonderful bridge-
builders our kids can be! And with mothers especially, it is such 
a natural thing for mothers to visit each other in their homes for 

hours with their little ones running around their ankles.

3. Methodology
It shouldn’t surprise us that how we go about language acquisition 

will make a huge difference over the course of two years and beyond. 

One of the saddest things I’ve seen on our fi elds is some workers who are 

receiving no help and oversight. With no team structure actively guiding 

them in language learning, each day they wake up and face a situation 
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where they are more or less “making it up” as they go along. This be-

comes a sort of slow “Chinese water torture” that erodes confi dence and 

hope, leading to overall discouragement about language learning. The 

good news is that it doesn’t need to be this way at all.

Thomson writes, “Even in a relatively easy situation, you will get 

further faster with an effective strategy, but it probably won’t mean the 

difference between success and failure. In the most diffi cult situations, 

success or failure will almost certainly depend on the effectiveness of 

your strategy.”7 “I generally fi nd that people facing challenging lan-

guage learning situations are initially confi dent that they will succeed. 

But gradually their confi dence can turn into a conviction that success 

is impossible. It saddens me to see enthusiasm and dedication go un-

rewarded, or under-rewarded. I believe that I have seen cases where a 

better strategy would have made all the difference in the world.”8

The Bare Minimum
Whatever methods we end up using, we ignore certain essentials 

at our peril. Thomson writes of “A Bare Minimum for Successful 

Language-learning”:
 When all is said and done, anyone who fulfi lls the following 

three requirements will become a reasonably profi cient speaker 
of a language, and anyone who does not fulfi ll them will develop 
limited profi ciency, at best.

1. Lots of exposure to comprehensible input. Only through massive 
meaningful exposure to the language—that is, through receiving 
large amounts of comprehensible input—will the learner become 
familiar with the language and develop a confi dent feel for how 
it is spoken.

2. Lots of extemporaneous speaking practice. In extemporaneous 
speaking practice, the learner expresses a continual fl ow of 
new ideas with no pauses or hesitations for overt language 
processing. S/he produces countless sentences that s/he has not 
heard before, and does this fl exibly in the fl ow of conversation or 
other speaking activities such as story telling.

3. Steady acquisition of in-depth knowledge of the people who 
speak the language, knowledge of their shared experience and 
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beliefs. The third requirement may be less obvious. And it is 
easy to pay lip service to it without appreciating its full and 
profound signifi cance. It is not possible to understand people 
if one does not have a clue about what they are talking about, 
even if one knows all of the words and sentence patterns they 
are using. Learning to understand what lies behind all that 
people commonly discuss, including learning the ins and outs 
of common local activities and experiences, is a large part of 
what is meant by culture learning. A person who truly learns the 
culture in conjunction with learning the language will learn the 

vocabulary of the language in the process.9

What’s Out There?
Approaches to language acquisition more or less fall into three 

camps:

Traditional. Think classrooms, grammar, drills, tests, exercises, 

and memorization. Usually there’s not a lot of emphasis on actually us-

ing the language in normal situations. While I would not advocate this 

approach being the main one, I do think that some of its activities can 

be very helpful supplements to the other two approaches (i.e., we don’t 

want to throw the baby out with the bath water).

Speech-led. A good example of speech-led learning is the LAMP 

methodology made popular by the Brewsters that I referenced above.10

I actually contracted with Tom Brewster to receive seminary credit for 

doing fi fteen complete cycles in Egypt. Essentially you develop a brief 

text in the language with the aid of a language helper, record it on tape, 

memorize it, and then practice it many, many times out on your “route” 

with real people.

Communicative. Thomson explains that the aim in this approach 

is “to force the learners to understand what is said to them in the target 

language, and to express their ideas using whatever ability they have at 

that point . . . Communicative activities directly develop the ability to 

use the language in communication.”11 More and more new language 

learners are going with this emphasis, which has been developed by 

Thomson and his associates. Please read appendix 2 where “comprehen-

sion-led learning” is explained. The key to this approach is to receive 
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lots of comprehensible input, whether via normal human interaction, 

from audio tapes, recorded radio and TV programs, or reading appro-

priate to our level. We learn our second language the way we learned 

our fi rst one: by hearing hundreds of hours of speaking, with visual and 

contextual clues helping us catch the meaning, which we begin to grasp 

more and more over time. For example, there were some popular radio 

call-in shows which, in hindsight, I really wish I had recorded and then 

listened to over and over until I fully grasped it all. Other good sources to 

tape include excerpts of our sessions with language helpers, soap operas, 

simple movies, children’s cartoons, and taped sermons from the mosque, 

temple, or church. Of course, a fully developed methodology for this 

whole approach exists and training is available.

Providing Supportive Structures for Language Learners
Some language learners are simply on their own. They can nonethe-

less benefi t from the special training increasingly offered on comprehen-

sion-led learning, and by language learning workshops being offered 

in their area. Others, likewise, are learning as individuals but are on a 

larger church planting team and reap the benefi ts of encouragement and 

oversight from others on the team who are already fl uent. One of the best 

situations for effective language learning is to be in a group of learners at 

a similar level. Some of our teams have developed “language acquisition 

centers” for their team and others in the country. Evidence is mount-

ing that real learning is accelerated by the support of such centers, so 

that multiple teams are pulling together within a country to create their 

own language acquisition center based on comprehension-led learning. 

Sometimes this means that the new worker will not go straight to his 

or her intended city, but rather spend a year or so at another city in the 

country. That’s not always a bad thing.

Learning Styles
Next, a brief word about learning styles. We have different person-

alities and varying strengths and weaknesses in the various aspects of 

language learning. Think of “Polly the people person.” She immediately 

hits it off with new people she meets. She loves spending time with peo-

ple, and people are comfortable around her and love to talk to her. Polly 
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picks up meanings very intuitively in conversations, subconsciously 

being an expert at emotions, situational clues, and body language. In 

contrast we fi nd “Alan the academic learner.” He’ll get the A+s in the 

language class. He’ll breeze through the grammar because, after all, it 

makes perfectly good sense. At the eighteen-month mark Polly will eas-

ily be grasping most things in conversations, while Alan will get lost in 

those same conversations, with a squinting look on his face. Meanwhile 

Alan will be reading and writing, and perhaps translating diffi cult texts, 

while Polly wouldn’t recognize a participle if it hit her in the nose.

These are, of course, stereotypes, but they often hold true to form. 

Research has shown that a lot of our learning differences are due to the 

two different sides of the brain, the “left brain” being more dominant 

for some individuals and the “right brain” for others. While the left 

brain is more logical, sequential, rational, analytical, and objective, the 

right brain tends to be more random, intuitive, holistic, synthesizing, 

and subjective. The left brain focuses on parts, whereas the right brain 

looks at the whole.12 Polly would be right-brained and Alan would be 

left-brained.

Should we let our differing learning styles or “brains” or personali-

ties impact our language learning? The answer is an obvious yes; actu-

ally, we don’t have much choice. For starters, you will want to reap the 

benefi ts of what you are strong at. Ride that horse. Let your strengths and 

preferences propel you forward. Likewise, customizing your language 

learning around you will help learning be more enjoyable rather than 

feeling like you’re chewing on oatmeal every day. We also adapt our 

learning activities to fi t our language level. What we do in month eleven 

won’t be exactly the same as what we did in month two.

However, if we only go with what feels good, with what fi ts nicely 

with our personality, we will become warped learners and speakers. The 

people person has got to exercise discipline and self-control to make sure 

he or she gets time on their own, refl ecting upon and internalizing what 

they are learning, moving forward on language structure and broadening 

their vocabulary beyond their daily conversations. Likewise, the more 

analytical learner will really need to push past internal barriers to get out 

with people—a lot. They can retreat to their desks and VCRs to some 
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extent, but their language program and routine must include getting out 

with real people, engaging in real communication. Language acquisition 

is probably more of a right brain process, so having a good method and 

program structure will be doubly important for those of us who are left-

brained. Having said that, I truly believe that all personality types can 

learn a second language and learn it well!

Pre-Field Preparation
Finally, what about pre-fi eld preparation? Most agree these days 

that it does not make sense to try to learn the language before going to 

the fi eld. If you’re not immersed in relationships with the host people 

and language, it’s too easy to learn things incorrectly, develop wrong 

pronunciation, and even acquire improper social habits. Who wants to 

have to spend time unlearning things after they arrive on the fi eld? On 

the other hand, experts say that it is hugely important to learn language 

acquisition skills before going to the fi eld. If a team already has a strong 

language program on the fi eld with a very capable language coordinator, 

then it might not be so necessary for new workers to go to a language 

acquisition class beforehand. But for all other situations, I believe go-

ing to such a class is essential. These are generally two-week intensive 

courses offered around the United States and Europe throughout the year 

by a variety of organizations. In my observations, these classes will give 

the learner at least a 20 percent advantage in their future learning. Over 

two years that translates to a fi ve-month head start, for just a two-week 

investment! Do the math. Whatever it costs, it’s worth it.

4. Time Stewardship
What a precious resource time is! God tells us to “[make] the most 

of your time, because the days are evil” (Ephesians 5:16). We live in a 

fallen world, and there is so much the Lord wants to do through us for 

His redemptive purposes; we are compelled to become very good at using 

time wisely and well. “Do you not know . . . that you are not your own? 

For you have been bought with a price . . .” (1 Corinthians 6:19–20). 

Therefore we know that we are stewards of our time rather than masters 

of it. If this applies anywhere to Christian life and ministry, it really 

applies to language learning. After two years, the level of our attainment 
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will be impacted more by how we actually used our hours and days and 

weeks than by our original good intentions. And, as I mentioned earlier, 

since most of us are not naturally strong self-starters and self-managers, 

we really need leaders in our lives to help us stay focused and on task.

Some of the languages teams need to learn are particularly challeng-

ing: for example, Kashmiri, Arabic, and Mandarin. Others, I am told, 

come more readily, such as Turkish or Indonesian. Nevertheless, in gen-

eral I advocate that pioneer church planting teams establish a policy that 

new workers will focus full-time on language learning for two to three 

years. A good rule of thumb is thirty or more hours per week engaged in 

language activities for two years. Of course, there is no magic number 

of months. But a reasonable level of fl uency should be reached before 

moving out of full-time language mode (such as attaining an FSI Level 3 

Plus, as described above). This might actually take less than twenty-four 

months, or it might take a bit longer. Key point: It is absolutely vital that 

this requirement be spelled out clearly in a team’s memo of understand-

ing, and that new members are well aware of it before leaving for the 

fi eld. This way they arrive mentally and emotionally prepared to jump 

into this challenge. It also provides a light at the end of the tunnel. If this 

isn’t spelled out ahead of time and is a matter of debate after they have 

arrived, then in a sense you have already lost the battle.

There are a couple of possible exceptions to this. One is mothers 

of small children. Some couples feel that due to heavy household re-

sponsibilities, the wife should not have a time-demanding requirement 

placed upon her, such as spending a minimum of thirty hours per week in 

language learning. They would contend that the wife should try to move 

forward, though in her own time and not under rigorous accountability. 

Some couples on my team in Egypt felt strongly this way. Others on the 

team felt exactly the opposite: that if I did not hold the wife fi rmly ac-

countable, then I was saying her part was unimportant. This calls for wis-

dom and fl exibility on the part of the team leader! Regardless, language 

learning should be a high priority for all, even for a mother of young 

children who isn’t able to invest as much time in it per week as others. 

If she doesn’t eventually attain a certain level of fl uency, she risks never 

becoming at ease and functional in the new country and never being able 
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to make a strong contribution to the team’s church planting. She risks 

not having local friends and becoming very unhappy, perhaps wanting 

to return home. This reality should motivate husbands to be fl exible and 

helpful for the sake of their wives’ language growth.

The second possible exception is those who must work in their 

tentmaking early on, whether that be in their job, business, humanitarian 

project, or whatever. Sometimes this is necessary to obtain a residence 

permit, if an ongoing tourist permit isn’t obtainable. If this is the case, I 

would urge the worker and team leader to take a good, hard look at the 

situation. Is it really necessary, or is it just that the worker might feel 

more comfortable having a normal job and fi rmer visa? Is it possible to 

stay on a tourist visa for a while? Can the worker get by for a while with a 

lesser residency status in order to be full-time in language for two years? 

Many countries have universities that offer the country’s language for 

credit, and students can enroll and get a student residence permit.

But if the conclusion remains that it’s essential to have a work visa, 

then I would suggest three ways yet to maximize language learning dur-

ing this time:

1. Plan to move into the job or NGO, but delay it as much as possible. 
For example, for those coming in to work in an NGO, sometimes 
the host country will insist on them being engaged in the work 
early. But the NGO leader can emphasize to the government the 
importance of the workers speaking the language, and obtain an 
agreement that they will be full-time in language for nine months 
fi rst and then do their NGO work.

2. Be involved in your job, but negotiate with your supervisor to 
reduce your hours as much as absolutely possible in order to give 
more time to language. This, of course, will ultimately make you 
more effective on the job.

3. Work out ways to do your work on the job in the language.

If your working will mean that your language time goes down to 

fi fteen to twenty hours per week, then obviously it will take longer to 

reach an acceptable level of fl uency.
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Finally, if the environment simply does not allow for concerted 

language work for an extended period, then workers should seriously 

consider going somewhere else fi rst to learn the language full-time, per-

haps for two years, before landing in their intended city.

That’s sort of the macro picture. What about how our time steward-

ship works out on a weekly basis? That’s really where the rubber meets 

the road. Let’s assume that we will be engaged in thirty hours or more 

each week. This would include all sorts of language activities, including 

such things as buying vegetables, riding in a taxi and conversing with the 

driver, watching TV in the language, as well as more direct planned lan-

guage learning activities. By the way, the reason it is only thirty hours is 

that the workers will no doubt have other things required of them in their 

ministry, such as team gatherings and a certain amount of administration 

and communications.

As explained above, every team member will need a program or 

plan—hopefully one worked out with someone trained and further 

ahead in the language. A good plan should employ lots of variety, such 

as vocabulary work, time with a tutor, Total Physical Response drills,13

studying, speaking cycles, plenty of active listening, and lots of time 

interacting with local people. Again, the methodologies and principles 

available to undergird learners these days are much better than what we 

used to have. The learner and language coordinator have a large menu of 

strategic activities from which to choose in building a person’s personal 

program. All of us need variety, and it’s not hard now to build that into 

a good weekly plan.

Secondly, as human beings we need structure. Without it most of us 

would get really stressed out, and that opens the door to discouragement. 

Therefore I strongly encourage that the plan include a weekly sched-

ule of activities. Of course, it needs to be fl exible since time with local 

people is a key component and that can’t always be “scheduled.” But it’s 

better to start with a schedule and then bend it than to have no schedule 

at all. Team leaders commonly require a form to be fi lled out weekly, 

reporting time spent in various aspects of language learning, and this can 

be very helpful.
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Finally, watch out for time potholes. Think of all the things that can 

trip you up and cause you to fail to achieve your thirty hours per week on 

a consistent basis. For example, a major seduction that pulls people away 

from staying on task—in this case, learning the language—is e-mail. 

We know we should be pressing on in some language pursuit, but the 

computer sits in the corner of the room singing out its siren song, pulling 

us away to spend hours at its keyboard, supposedly for some important 

matters. Of course, easy and secure e-mail is a wonderful thing today. It 

enables us to communicate around the world so quickly. And some of 

this is truly vital. But it can also grow to become a millstone around our 

neck, compromising what we’re really there for—which isn’t computer 

stuff. I’m not being judgmental. I confess that I blew it in this area. I 

spent too much time in front of the computer. Of course, it didn’t help 

that my tentmaking job involved computers. Could it be that the reason 

the apostle Paul was so effective is that he didn’t own a computer?!

5. Oversight
After the previous section on time stewardship, it’s probably fairly 

apparent why we need oversight. As someone has said about athletics, 

“The job of the coach is to force you to do what you don’t want to do so 

that you will achieve what you want to achieve.” We need godly leader-

ship to lay out the big picture, to work out a program with us, to assist us 

in consistently using our time well, to help us periodically evaluate how 

we are doing, and to hold us accountable. We need encouragement. And 

we need practical help in working out the particular activities. It doesn’t 

matter to me if you call this role that of a language coordinator, language 

encourager, language supervisor, or something else. This person may or 

may not be the team leader. In fact, for larger teams it’s usually better if 

the language coordinator is not the team leader. Since the team leader is 

necessarily involved in many things, it’s preferable to have a language 

coordinator who can specialize and focus on language. But if it must be 

the team leader, so be it. This oversight shouldn’t be heavy-handed, but 

it must be real. The Bible speaks a lot about oversight and accountability, 

ingredients that are so very vital during this initial period of language 

learning.
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The team leader must not shrink back from providing this language 

oversight, either directly or through a language coordinator, for without 

it learning on the team is sure to fl ounder. And since language learn-

ing can be very challenging and it can be diffi cult to keep our outlook 

positive month after month, the main tone of this oversight should be 

positive and encouraging. We need to lift up those branches that have 

fallen to the ground. There is sometimes a certain unhelpful irony: most 

team leaders feel a bit insecure at fi rst, and so they are tempted to be 

woefully under-assertive in their leadership. They assume this will help 

the contentment level on the team, whereas in fact the opposite is true. 

Insecurity in the team leader translates into insecurity in the team.

As I’ve already mentioned, I believe language learners need to 

evaluate their progress about every six months. Staying motivated dur-

ing the fi rst two years is often the largest hurdle. Some might react that 

a language test or evaluation will be intimidating and discouraging. That 

is possible if it is done wrong. But done well it can be the most powerful 

motivator in keeping us pressing on. It also has the practical benefi t of 

helping us see where we are strong and where we need improvement, so 

we can make course corrections.

How can we conduct semiannual assessments on our team? The 

answer to that is unfortunately beyond the scope of this chapter, and I 

would mostly commend you to the experts in learning how to do it for 

your team. Greg Thomson says, “It is common to distinguish between 

achievement tests, which are tied closely to content that learners have 

made an effort to learn, and profi ciency tests, which aim to refl ect the 

learner’s general ability. Another distinction is made between discrete-

point testing, where, for example, the learner is tested on the past perfect 

form of the verb, and integrative testing, where the learner is tested by 

being required to use the language in more genuine ways. Traditionally, 

integrative profi ciency tests are considered more meaningful than dis-

crete-point achievement tests, as the latter may say little about actual 

language ability.”14

I believe the best evaluations:

a. Are simple to conduct;
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b. Utilize at least one native speaker;

c. Primarily measure listening comprehension and speaking ability, 
with perhaps some check on pronunciation and reading; and

d. Are in some way quantitative, in order for the learner and leader 
to track progress and to gauge when the learner is approaching a 
suffi cient level of fl uency.

One method of evaluation being advocated on fi elds now is that of 

testing as a means of planning the next set of language learning activi-

ties—a type of “placement” or “course adjustment” testing. For example, 

a learner records the evaluation session with his language helper, dur-

ing which they interact about a section of a picture story book. Then 

the learner reviews this tape with his helper (or another host language 

speaker), taking note of errors he has made in language use and pronun-

ciation. He then uses this to plan the focus for his next set of language 

sessions. The tape and evaluation form are kept in his “portfolio” as a 

steadily accumulating history of his progress in language learning. Such 

evaluations can be profi tably used even monthly.

Another objection to evaluations that is sometimes raised is that if 

one’s language achievement is known by others on the team, then this 

creates an atmosphere of unhealthy competition. I agree, and believe the 

answer lies in keeping results confi dential between the learner and the 

language coordinator (and team leader).

There’s an expression that some Arabs use when they wish to 

complement someone learning their language. When they see you are 

somehow clever, and that you are working hard to become profi cient in 

the Arabic language, they say, “You are going to be dangerous!” They 

mean it positively, with affection and a twinkle in their eye. They mean 

that you are about to merge two things into a powerful combination: your 

abilities from your home country with the newfound ability to operate 

these in your adopted country.

Many workers come from their home country with strong spiritual 

gifts, valuable training, and proven fruitfulness in ministry back home. 

For a while they cannot function in those roles that they felt so confi dent 

in before, and this is certainly a frustrating period of time. But over time, 
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as they acquire more and more facility in the language, they realize that 

those old abilities in ministry are returning—but now in the host lan-

guage! They have become tools in the hands of the Master, able to help 

plant churches in the target language for His glory. That’s what it’s all 

about.
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Role and Residency

The primary purpose of an apostolic team is to win the people of an 

unreached people group to Christ, planting churches that lead to move-

ments. However, few countries where we are laboring grant visas for 

that purpose. In pioneer ministry today, full-time church planting is a 

rarity. Usually, workers need some other job, business, or role in order 

to remain in the country and be understood by society. Often these roles 

are referred to as tentmaking1 or residency platforms.

Is this duality somehow deceptive? Is there an ethical problem in 

having a particular vocation you fulfi ll in your day-to-day life which is 

not exactly the same as your primary purpose for coming to the country, 

namely church planting? No. Defi nitely not. 

Consider these four truths:
1. It is simply normal life for a Christian to have a vocational 

identity in addition to an overarching life purpose. Consider, 
for example, a Christian database programmer in Frankfurt. His 
life purpose is to know Christ and make Him known. But when 
people ask, “What do you do?” he does not answer “I endeavor 
to know Christ and make Him known.” Rather, he says he’s a 
database programmer. As opportunities arise, he is happy to 
unfold the deeper things that shape his life. No deception. No 
schizophrenia. It’s no different with today’s cross-cultural 
workers among unreached peoples. This is simply referred to as 
being bivocational.

2. In 1 Samuel 16:1–13 we fi nd a fascinating precedent. The Lord 
instructed Samuel to go to Bethlehem and anoint one of Jesse’s 
sons to succeed Saul as king. Samuel objected that if he set out 
for that purpose Saul would hear about it and kill him. The Lord’s 
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solution was this: “Take a heifer with you and say, ‘I have come 
to sacrifi ce to the LORD.’” Was this a lie, a ruse? No. Samuel 
really was to perform the sacrifi ce with Bethlehem’s leaders. 
But God gave this to him as an additional purpose. The aim was 
not to deceive, but only to work around the practical reality of 
avoiding serious trouble with Saul’s henchmen.

3. When church planters are tentmakers—whether in a humanitarian 
project, a job, or a business—invariably they are providing 
valuable services for the people, which oftentimes provide jobs 
and a tangible benefi t to the local economy. They are serving 
people out of Christ’s love.

4. These vocations are real, not fake—not a mere cover. I cannot 
think of a single tentmaking gospel worker who says he or she is 
doing such-and-such (e.g., teaching English) but is not in reality 
doing it.

We have got to get this sorted out in our heads. This is a big issue. 

It is the lens through which local people will fi rst view you. Your bivo-

cationality should actually enhance rather than hinder your CP goals. 

All who have been on the fi eld awhile have experienced the tension of 

not getting it right. The taxi driver asks what we do. We hesitate, freeze 

up, and mutter some vague answer. If we don’t get comfortable with our 

raison d’etre, insecurity grows.

This is especially true if you have entered the country temporarily 

on a tourist visa, which often is necessary for a time in order to be free 

for full-time language work. Very few people on apostolic teams will 

have solid jobs right from the beginning. In most situations it’s best to 

major on language learning for about two years, which can be a chal-

lenge in regard to residency. Most will move into more tangible roles 

only after being in the country awhile, and that is OK.

Having a reasonable purpose for being in-country is driven by two very 

practical needs: 1) To have a viable answer for the question that comes to you 

several times a week: “Why are you here?” 2) To obtain a visa or residence 

permit. It is possible to have one without the other. (i.e. viability without a 

residence permit or vice versa). A good discussion question for your next team 

meeting might be: “Which is more important: viability or residence permit?”
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TYPES OF RESIDENCY PLATFORMS

These seem to be the primary categories of residency:

1. Job. Not the book before Psalms, but being an employee of a 
local company. Examples include teaching English, computer 
work, medical work, management, sales, teaching in a school or 
university.

2. Owning and running a business, self-employed or with a 
partner.

3. Working in a nongovernmental organization (NGO), usually 
providing valuable humanitarian or economic services to 
people.

4. Working offi cially in a church capacity. This is sometimes an 
option in countries where a Christian minority exists, especially 
if there is a supportive local sponsor.

5. Student (e.g., postgraduate, research, or in-depth language 
study).

6. Not having any offi cial role or residency other than a tourist visa, 
but having a reasonable purpose for being in the country (e.g., 
researching business opportunities).

7. Other (e.g., retirement).

One can perhaps think of other categories, but the ones above prob-

ably cover 95 percent of tentmaking workers.

DISCOVERING THE RIGHT ROLE FOR YOU

The myriad of choices for what vocational role you might adopt can 

really become overwhelming. What is your professional background? 

What do you like to do? What are real options in the country you are 

going to versus what probably wouldn’t work? These are practical con-

siderations that we must grapple with. But as important as all these are, 

there is another vital question that may trump all these others: What do 

you wish to accomplish through your residency platform for the sake 

of your intended church planting ministry? Are you looking for a very 

Vision of the Possible.indd   111 3/9/2006   4:01:03 PM



112 a VISION of the possible

minimal job that will allow you to be as free as possible for direct min-

istry? Or are you open to a more time-consuming vocation if you can 

accomplish more through that job for the kingdom of God?

Here are ten benefi ts that your tentmaking role might provide:

1. Excellent viability in society—an identity that is real and makes 
good sense. For example, a fi ve-hour per week English teaching 
job probably won’t provide you much viability, whereas a 
foreigner working full-time as general manager of a company 
is likely to make perfect sense. Likewise, the more solid your 
role is, the less likely that the government will seek to expel 
you if ministry becomes sensitive later on (though there are no 
guarantees).

2. A residence permit.

3. Contacts—helping you meet a wide variety of people and 
establish bonds of friendship and trust.

4. Opportunities for witness, to demonstrate the good news by word 
and deed.

5. An example of an exemplary work ethic to local believers.

6. “Normalcy”—that is, being in a normal kind of job, with normal 
hours, in a normal way. While many apostolic workers realize 
they have to live and minister in a different sort of work life, 
others may crave having a job no different than what they would 
do “back home.”

7. An arena for using the language a lot; an opportunity to 
grow, while on the job, in language profi ciency and cultural 
understanding.

8. A demonstration of the love of Christ through meeting people’s 
urgent needs, usually through a humanitarian project.

9. Income. For example, it usually takes a full-time job to get 
residency in Arab Gulf countries, but those jobs also pay well.

10. Permission to travel to certain areas. This is sometimes a factor 
if the people you want to reach with the gospel live in an area in 
which the government restricts travel.
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I recently received a touching example of the eighth point above:

The Miracle Center. That is what our handicap center has 

been labeled in the community. Praise the Lord! One girl fi rst 

came to the center in a wheelchair and is now walking to the 

center. A boy had no use of his arms when he fi rst came, but 

now is able to ride a specialized tricycle using his arms to 

move the wheels. Now we have a third success story. Last 

October a mother from the countryside brought to the center 

her “lame” daughter. This little girl could not move her arms 

or legs and had a hard time even keeping her head up. She 

would just lay in her mother’s arms like a vegetable. One of 

our local therapists taught the mother some basic physical 

therapy techniques and sent her on her way. Because she 

lived in the countryside nobody saw her for several months. 

Earlier this month the mother returned to the center with her 

daughter. This time the little girl couldn’t stop jumping up and 

down and running all around the center. Her mother says it’s a 

miracle. Her words have spread throughout the city. Now this 

mother is planning on selling some of the family livestock in 

order to rent an apartment near the center to be able to bring 

her daughter in more regularly.

No job or role is going to provide all ten benefi ts outlined above. 

Obviously there are tradeoffs between one kind of role and another. 

Again, the biggest tradeoff of all is probably time. Many bivocational 

workers will want to spend only a very minimal amount of time each 

week in their tentmaking job in order to have as much time as absolutely 

possible for language learning, evangelism, discipling believers, teach-

ing the Bible, etc. Sometimes workers will have a good position in a 

company; and because of having an employer who is sympathetic to their 

CP goals, they have lots of fl exibility in their hours. Others will be more 

drawn to having a full-time job or NGO project, or even sometimes to 

more than full-time hours. They hope to make their biggest contribution 

to the CP goals through the job itself. Perhaps the majority of pioneer 

workers will be somewhere in the middle: less than full-time in their 

Vision of the Possible.indd   113 3/9/2006   4:01:03 PM



114 a VISION of the possible

tentmaking, and less than full-time in their CP ministry. (One caution: 

In my observations, those with full-time or greater than full-time jobs 

often do not make a huge direct contribution to church planting. May 

each team member have a clear sense from the Lord what role is the best 

fi t for him or her!)

The profession we adopt on the fi eld may not be the same as our 

profession back home. The apostle Paul was trained at the highest level 

of religious law, yet that sort of career only worked in long-term, stable 

situations. So he adopted a vocation that better fi t his itinerant calling: 

making tents. It was a job well below his education and deserved status. 

And yet it was ideal for ministry. I have seen many church planters leave 

very lucrative and prestigious careers in law, medicine, or business, only 

to take on much “lower” jobs on the fi eld—but jobs that better fi t the 

team’s ministry goals. That’s OK!

Sooner or later workers come to realize that “What is your work?” 

and “Why are you here?” are not identical questions. I personally ran a 

small business in the Middle East. We had some of the top businesses in 

the country as clients, and we were able to employ a handful of locals. 

But I always found it very liberating to share with friends that my deeper 

interest in coming to the country was to serve the kingdom of God in the 

lives of people.

Inevitably, when cross-cultural workers are in a country for fi ve 

years, ten years, or more, they end up changing jobs. They’re able to 

shift their role or circumstances to better fi t their life and ministry. This 

is good. New workers mustn’t feel that they have to get it perfect from 

the very beginning. Personally, I’ve been on a tourist visa for a long time 

(with a plausible reason for being in the country), I’ve been a full-time 

student, I’ve been an employee of a computer company, and I’ve run a 

business. Over time, new doors open up.

For most men, the sooner they can work outside the home the better. 

Too many make the mistake of basing whatever they do from home. In 

most of the countries and cultures we work in, this doesn’t make sense 

to local people. A man may wonder, “Why is Bob home all day? I’m not 

comfortable with him being around my wife all day long in the apart-

ment building.” Even if one’s full-time role is language learning, hav-
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ing the primary base for this being a rented offi ce can be a tremendous 

boost. I’ve heard over and over from men—and it has been my own 

experience—that two things really help you feel normal in your host 

city: 1) having an offi ce, and 2) having business cards. It seems simple, 

but can make a huge psychological difference. Besides, if one’s aim is 

to build relationships with local men, it’s more effective to do so in the 

workplace rather than family to family from home.

We are called to live and work among these precious peoples for 

Christ’s sake, as His emissaries of love and truth. I don’t advocate a form 

of tentmaking that is deceptive, but rather that we adopt vocations that 

are real and legitimate. Whether in humanitarian service, for-profi t busi-

ness, or work in the academic sphere, our aim is to demonstrate the love 

of Christ through caring—by meeting needs and doing excellent work. 

This will make sense to people and only enhance our message. As Paul 

said, “Whatever you do, do your work heartily, as for the Lord rather 

than for men, knowing that from the Lord you will receive the reward 

of the inheritance. It is the Lord Christ whom you serve” (Colossians 

3:23–24).
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Evangel ism

How lovely on the mountains 
Are the feet of him who brings good news,
Who announces peace
And brings good news of happiness, 
Who announces salvation,
And says to Zion, “Your God reigns!” (Isaiah 52:7)

Imagine being that runner who brought home the wonderful news 

that the Babylonian exile was fi nally over! He paid such a high price: 

he had run for days, was exhausted, and had blistery and bleeding feet 

that might take months to recover. But he also had the historic joy of 

bearing the gospel that a couple of generations had longed to hear: the 

people of God would be reborn in their own land, as God had promised 

through Isaiah. Gospel envoys working among unreached people groups 

are usually well aware of the punishment their feet have born—that is, 

what they have left behind and the ongoing dangers and hardships they 

and their families endure for Christ’s sake. Speaking personally, there 

was also the continual exciting reality that in the case of every person 

I shared the good news with on the fi eld, it was almost always the fi rst 

time that he or she had the chance to hear God’s offer of salvation ac-

curately (and, sadly, he or she might not ever hear it again). What an 

unspeakable privilege!

Apostolic ministry among unreached people groups can be multi-

faceted. Church planting is the main theme of this book; but proclaiming 

Jesus is so utterly central to why we have gone out. Sharing Christ is 

at the core of the apostolic calling. “How then will they call on Him in 
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whom they have not believed? How will they believe in Him whom they 

have not heard? And how will they hear without a preacher? How will 

they preach unless they are sent?” (Romans 10:14–15; Paul then goes on 

to quote Isaiah about the beautiful feet of the sent ones). Jesus’ heart is 

full of compassion for those around us, and as we walk in that, we long to 

lead our friends and neighbors to faith in Christ, that they might be with 

us in eternity. Practically speaking, apostolic workers sharing Christ a 

lot is normally essential for getting a fellowship, not to mention a church 

planting movement, started in a pioneer setting.

Will the spread of the gospel in a highly resistant culture occur pri-

marily at the hands of foreigners? The answer, of course, is certainly not. 

Sooner or later the local believers themselves will be the more prolifi c 

and more effective witnesses, by far. This sort of story—from a team 

leader report—is typical: “A coworker led a young country woman 

named Ari to Christ in India. Ari in turn successfully shared the gos-

pel with the man who later would become her husband. She also led to 

Christ, and baptized, eight other women, including a woman over eighty 

years of age. Recently Ari was confronted publicly in the market by a fu-

rious fundamentalist uncle, who has pledged to have her arrested.” Thus, 

we will want to continually model for the local believers a passion and 

practice in evangelism, that they too will catch this and take it further.

How you read this chapter will depend a lot on where you are and 

what your people group is like. Are you involved in a ministry in which 

there are already many believers and you are engaged in discipling and 

teaching the Word? If so, evangelism is important for you, but you must 

balance it with other types of pressing ministry. Or are you, like many of 

God’s ambassadors, in a situation where there aren’t yet believers—and 

so evangelism is the primary ministry focus? Likewise, are you in a 

strictly policed country where overt public evangelism would probably 

get you booted?1 Or are you in a country where workers can publicly 

show the Jesus fi lm, advertise free New Testaments in the newspaper, or 

even invite the public to a large hotel to hear a speaker? Whether we’re 

in Agra or Bandung, Calcutta or Cairo, nothing need hold us back from 

proclaiming the good news to friends, work associates, neighbors, and so 

many we meet on a daily basis.
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A good question for us is What kind of evangelism directly leads 

to church planting? First of all, there are two kinds that do not. “Pre-

evangelism” usually refers to the broad infl uencing of society, hoping to 

make people more receptive to the gospel in general, to create a greater 

openness to Jesus. There are perhaps other defi nitions of pre-evangelism, 

but I’m using the term in the sense of creating a more positive impres-

sion about Christ over time, as opposed to the direct preaching of the 

gospel in its central components (i.e., Christ’s atoning death on the cross 

and every person’s need to take Him as Lord and Savior) and calling for 

a decision. This has been the aim of certain publications. I also know of 

particular music projects having this broad goal.

Likewise, “broadcast evangelism” aims to sow the seed widely, 

through media such as radio, TV, correspondence courses, and the 

Internet. The hearers really do hear the evangel, and there are countless 

testimonies of how God has powerfully used a TV program or gospel 

portion to open someone’s eyes. As we will see below, when broadcast 

ministry funnels into on-the-ground follow-up, the contribution to church 

planting can be direct; otherwise its contribution is more general. Both of 

these types of evangelism are very valuable, and I thank God for every 

single effort made along these lines to reach the unreached for Christ.

It is powerful when church planters on the ground can link up with 

broadcast-type ministries, who are often out of the country. In the early 

1980s Joseph was an offi cial in the outlawed Communist party in a cer-

tain African country. He was in charge of fi nances and of organizing 

clandestine meetings. He was burdened for the plight of the poor in his 

country, and wound up in jail for his activities. During his incarceration, 

his younger, illiterate brother Idi began listening to Christian programs 

from TransWorld Radio (TWR), and had a friend write away on his 

behalf for a Bible correspondence course. When Joseph was released 

from jail, his brother begged him to do the Bible study with him, since 

Idi could not read. Joseph didn’t want anything to do with something 

else that might land him in jail. Yet, after persistent badgering, Joseph 

relented and not only did the initial study with his brother but the sub-

sequent study as well. A ministry team received Idi’s name and address 

from the correspondence people to follow up with him. A member of 
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the team made contact and soon Joseph’s entire immediate family came 

to faith, along with much of his extended family. In the fourteen years 

since, the team leader has been heavily involved and about fi ve fellow-

ships or churches have sprung up from this fruit of cooperation between 

broadcast evangelism and church planting.

Church planting teams need to major on evangelistic activity that 

can directly lead to church planting. For this to occur, it seems to me that 

two things need to be true:

1. Workers are able to personally lead local people to faith, and to 
confi rm their new relationship with Christ in prayer and perhaps 
in confession to others.

2. Workers are able (eventually) to baptize the new disciples and 
to teach them to observe all that Christ commanded (Matthew 
28:19–20), which generally includes helping the new believers 
become part of a fellowship.

Friendship evangelism (personally sharing the gospel with one’s 

friends and contacts) meets these criteria. Many kinds of apostolic evan-

gelism (projects aimed at wider sowing; see below) can also lead directly 

to church planting.

ARE CERTAIN CULTURES TRULY RESISTANT TO 
THE GOSPEL?

The lessons in this section apply to all of the major unreached 

contexts: Buddhist, Hindu, Muslim, and tribal. As an example of 

facing resistance, Kang-San writes: “Christian missions have been 

active in Buddhist heartlands for centuries. Despite the relative 

freedom (compared to missions among Muslims) given to Christian 

missionary work, we have not seen major breakthroughs of Chinese 

Buddhists coming to Christ. Various approaches and strategies have 

been developed, mostly on how to penetrate the Buddhist world as 

people groups.”2 Likewise, Japan still today is considered one of the 

most resistant countries in the world, with hopes for a church plant-

ing movement only faint.
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Regarding the spread of the gospel in Muslim countries today, we 

have a good news/bad news situation. The good news is that Muslims 

are turning to Christ all around the world literally like never before. 

Patrick Johnstone, coauthor of Operation World, estimates that around 

two million Muslims may have come to faith in Christ in recent years.3

David Garrison writes: “More Muslims have come to Christ in the past 

two decades than at any other time in history. In North Africa, more 

than 16,000 Berbers turn to Christ over a two-decade period. A Central 

Asian Church Planting Movement sees 13,000 Kazakhs come to faith in 

Christ over a decade and a half . . . In an Asian Muslim country, more 

than 150,000 Muslims embrace Jesus and gather in more than 3,000 lo-

cally led Isa Jamaats [Jesus Groups].”4 Somewhere between 30,000 and 

100,000 Iranian Muslims have trusted Christ. Many gospel workers in 

the Muslim world today feel that they are now fi rmly on the reaping side 

of John 4:35–38, whereas laborers only twenty years ago had only to 

sow, seeing little or no fruit.

The bad news is that all those who have come to faith in Christ in 

recent years are still a drop in the bucket compared to the 1.2 billion 

Muslims worldwide; and the same could be said about most other un-

reached contexts as well. The vast, vast majority of men, women, boys, 

and girls living in unreached people groups have still never heard the 

true message of Jesus and are trapped in a belief system which prevents 

them from ever hearing it or giving it serious consideration. While many 

workers are actively discipling believers or involved in forming or mul-

tiplying churches, many are not, and their entire “church planting min-

istry” is still one thing: evangelism. Many without fruit already feel like 

failures in their ministry. They would love to be able to report of believ-

ers and groups and movements like their colleagues, but so far cannot. 

Fruit is still quite scarce in the Middle East and North Africa. I know a 

number who have labored in particular areas for fi fteen or more years of 

patient ministry who have yet to see one person come to Christ. Some 

have not yet even had the privilege of working with one keen seeker. I 

have no doubt that when we are celebrating at the Wedding Supper of the 

Lamb, the Lord will have special commendations and rewards for those 

who have worked so long and so hard at proclaiming Christ without the 
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encouragement of fruit. What a uniquely challenging task in that context 

to keep pressing on, sharing Jesus with expectancy and not allowing 

yourself to be diverted into other “more fulfi lling” tasks.

In the late 1870s a French consortium won the rights to build a canal 

in Panama and soon raised the money to begin. But all their efforts ended 

in total failure. They lost 25,000 lives, mostly due to malaria and yellow 

fever, and $280 million—the single biggest business loss to that point in 

history. This French company that went bankrupt was the Microsoft of 

the day, and its sinking sent shockwaves throughout the global economy. 

My point is that what we are called to is so much more important, and 

is not a failure. Anything so biblically crucial as attempting to fulfi ll the 

Great Commission among unreached people groups is worth it, whatever 

the cost. Even when our sowing in hundreds of places is not yet bearing 

fruit, it is absolutely precious in His sight and will be deemed in eternity 

for what it is: a wonderful success of obedience. As the adage goes, 

“Evangelism is sharing Jesus Christ, in the power of the Holy Spirit, and 

leaving the results to God.” That is never failure.

Why is it that certain people groups remain to this day so very, 

very resistant to the gospel? The reasons vary, but here are the usual 

suspects:

The Normal Spiritual Stuff
Like all of us, our local friends are sons and daughters of Adam, 

born under the control of “the prince of the power of the air, of the spirit 

that is now working in the sons of disobedience.”5 Add to this the fact 

that people in general have a built-in inertia against considering a radi-

cal spiritual change. We’re not asking people to change their cell phone 

service. We are beckoning them to take Jesus as Savior and Lord, and 

that decision might cost them everything. As with every human being, it 

takes a sovereign work of the Spirit for our friends’ eyes to be opened to 

the truth of Jesus. They need a personal encounter with God.

Barriers to Hearing
Many governments in the 10/40 Window erect all kinds of obstacles 

to evangelism. Foreigners are not allowed in the country if their intent is 

to preach the gospel. Local Christians are prevented from evangelizing 
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by law. Believers often face the severest of repercussions if they widely 

proclaim Christ. Once or twice I have asked my local friends this ques-

tion: “Evidently your government thinks you should not have a choice 

regarding religious matters, since they restrict you from hearing more 

about Jesus. Why is that?” However, sharing one’s personal testimony 

one-on-one in the context of a relationship is permitted virtually every-

where. And most of us would agree that any legal restrictions to sharing 

the gospel anywhere is one of those few things we must disobey.6 We are 

to proclaim the message even if it means expulsion, prison, or death.

Theological
There are several countries where the legal and structural barriers are 

decreasing (e.g., India, Turkey, Tunisia), but there is still no widespread 

embracing of the gospel. We must remember that our friends don’t hear 

the gospel in a vacuum—with a clean slate, as it were. For example, in 

most Muslim cultures people from childhood are told three signifi cant 

untruths:

1) Jesus did not die on the cross; God put Judas in his place. 
And Jesus could not pay the price for anyone else’s sins. No 
substitutionary atonement is possible.

2) While the New Testament was originally from God, it has since 
been changed and corrupted—by corrupt Christians.

3) God rewards a person with eternal life only on the basis of his 
or her works. While Allah is the Merciful and the Forgiving, He 
grants heaven only to those who have earned it. (Such teaching, 
of course, is incompatible with justifi cation by grace through 
faith in a Savior; and this is also why the message of grace is 
often strikingly attractive to Muslims.)

As emissaries of the gospel, we must be prepared to deal with each 

of these primary objections our friends might raise.

Complacency
I’ve come to believe in recent years that the biggest reason a per-

son typically doesn’t seriously consider the message of Christ is that 

he feels he doesn’t need to. Based on what he has been taught by his 
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religion, he will be just fi ne—“Thank you very much!” This would ex-

plain why the Arab Gulf, for example, is the most resistant, the least 

penetrated region. Priding themselves on their religious orthodoxy, the 

people feel no vulnerability regarding their fate after death. Likewise, 

because of oil wealth so many are without needs in this life, quieting 

any concerns about safety and security. Few are willing to consider that 

they have an unresolved need regarding sin, guilt, and eternal destiny. 

Compounding this is a widespread belief in a form of purgatory that 

assures the less-than-good person that he too will eventually make it to 

heaven. Proportionally, people in resistant environments fear hell prob-

ably even less than Westerners do.

Bob, a friend of mine in Turkey, shared the gospel with a fellow on a 

bus who said he would just pay off all of his sins in purgatory. Bob asked 

him how long he estimated it would take to pay them all off. He said he 

would probably be there for several hundred thousand years! When Bob 

told him about the free gift of salvation and asked if it wouldn’t just be 

easier to accept what God was offering through Jesus Christ, the reply 

was, “Oh, no thank you! I’d rather work it off myself.”

To Become a Follower of Christ Is Too Costly
It seemed that the biggest hurdle in the hearts of many of those I 

have spoken with was not believing, but rather that they were put off 

by knowing what a high price they would have to pay. We have spoken 

elsewhere of how believers face persecution, ridicule, arrest, imprison-

ment, and sometimes even death. Add to this that so many have taken 

Christ as their Savior and Lord but are blocked from following Him 

more earnestly and witnessing to their families because of further threats 

and fears.

Though these factors remain a tremendous challenge to the church 

of Jesus Christ today, we serve a living and powerful God who is 

moving throughout the unreached world like never before. There has 

never been a more exciting time to be bringing the truth to the sons 

and daughters of Ishmael, as well as to Buddhist and Hindu societies. 

Because of what the Spirit is doing, there is now no place where His 

“sent ones” cannot proclaim Christ with a strong sense of expectancy. 
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Even in places like Cambodia, Kuwait, and Assam, wonderful new 

things are taking place.

THE GOOD NEWS ABOUT SHARING THE GOOD 
NEWS

It has been suggested that the ministry of evangelism on the fi eld is 

really three things: 1) sharing Christ; 2) keeping a discovering eye open 

for those who might already know the Lord; and 3) constantly praying 

for God to fi ll you with power and boldness, to sovereignly lead you to 

His contacts, and to open up their eyes. I like this threefold model.

People debate whether or not there is a gift of evangelism. There 

were “evangelists” (Acts 21:8; Ephesians 4:11) as well as those notably 

called to “do the work of an evangelist” (2 Timothy 4:5). Regardless, 

experience tells us that some are eagerly and constantly drawn to share 

Christ with nonbelievers, and seem to be good at it, while the rest of 

us approach evangelism with some trepidation. Those of you who are 

gifted evangelists can almost skip the remainder of this chapter. In this 

section I would like to offer up seventeen encouraging perspectives and 

helpful tips aimed mainly at the rest of us, some of whom may be feeling 

discouraged or ineffective. Regardless of your gift-mix, God has brought 

you to the country you are in, and He wants to use you to bring people to 

Himself. It is my desire that these seventeen tidbits inject you with hope 

that fortifi es faith.

1. Pray. The whole Christian life is to meet challenges fi rstly in 

prayer. To knock, to seek, to ask. And then to go for it. God loves to use 

the weak, and He loves to answer their prayers. Every pioneer team—es-

pecially those in Phases II, III, and IV—should regularly take time in 

team meetings to pray for each person’s key contacts. And every team 

member can begin each day with, “Lord, I’m available. Use me to set 

one of the captives free. Make me sensitive to your leading.”

One team in Kazakhstan launched “Operation Three” (oosh in 

Kazakh). Each team member was to pick three friends for whom they 

would purposely and earnestly pray for salvation. They prayed for them 

in times of individual prayer as well as in times of team prayer. Remark-
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ably, in less than six months something like 60 percent of those prayed 

for came to the Lord!

We also need to pray for our whole country or people group. Some 

apostolic workers have launched global prayer projects for their country 

with amazing results, by the grace of God. Up until 1998 there were only 

about thirty known active local believers in one North African country, 

of whom only about ten ever met for fellowship. That year the Spirit led 

key leaders from all the groups working in the country to embark on an 

intensive year of united effort which would include mobilizing world-

wide prayer focused on the country for the whole of 1999, along with 

special evangelism and training in the country. By the end of 1999 there 

were over a hundred new believers, from all sections of the country, 

formed together into some six fellowships. Today growth is continuing.

2. Remember God’s elect in your city. As the Lord assured Paul 

in the daunting early days of breakthrough in Corinth, “I have many 

people in this city” (Acts 18:10), I have no doubt that Jesus’ words in 

John 10:27, “My sheep hear My voice, and I know them, and they follow 

Me,” are true of every city in the world—whether Guangzhou, Lahore, 

or Bhopal. Take hold of this truth about your city.

3. It’s not taboo to talk about spiritual matters. Not being a strong 

people person, I have found it diffi cult to bring up spiritual issues in 

conversations with other Americans. When I moved to Arab countries, 

I was delighted to discover that people are much more eager to discuss 

spiritual matters. The Western notion of “Don’t discuss religion” is ab-

sent in many places we work, and so is that awkward barrier.

4. Seek the Spirit’s guidance. The Spirit can sovereignly lead you 

to individuals who are open. On a recent trip to India, one of my fel-

low workers went out walking in the evening’s cool air. The Spirit drew 

him to approach a young man, Irawati, and after a short conversation 

this man took a Gospel portion. Two days later this worker met Irawati 

again, who told him, “When I met you, God told me you had something 

spiritual for my life and that you are the man I have been waiting for.” 

By the end of the week, Irawati entered God’s kingdom through Christ, 

becoming the fi rst known believer in the region. He eventually led others 

in his footsteps.
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5. Be bold! Bolder, more “prophetic” type witness will be more ef-

fective than cautious, indirect approaches. Because we feel we’re guests, 

and because we want to build and not spoil relationships, we’re some-

times “wimpy” in how we present Christ: “Oh, would you mind maybe 

considering Jesus? He’s really a nice guy. And the New Testament is 

fairly interesting too. Would you? Could you?” Folks, we are talking to 

people headed to an eternity cut off from God and from all that is good. 

If we love our friends, we will grasp how they need to be shaken from 

a complacency that guarantees their lostness—unless they are freed. 

It’s good to speak to people’s heads; but we must also speak to their 

hearts, and to their wills. The element of warning was a big part of New 

Testament preaching. Have we lost that? Greg Livingstone writes, “My 

goal, then, is to have my Muslim friend feel that if the Christian’s gospel 

is true, and he takes advantage of it, that would be good news indeed. 

And conversely, if it is true and he turns his back on it, there could be 

terrible consequences for him.”7 Remember, you are sent out with the 

truth and with full authority as God’s ambassador. Do you believe that?

6. Try different ways to share Christ. There can be a wide va-

riety of ways in which we personally participate in sharing the gospel. 

Consider these different facets: Meeting new people and forming rela-

tionships. Cultivating relationships longer term. Turning discussions 

to spiritual, heart matters. Skillfully sharing the gospel and handling 

questions, objections, or apologetics. Hospitality. We all have differing 

strengths and weaknesses, and our evangelistic roles can vary. I know 

of one team where a couple had an endless supply of relationships, but 

desperately needed help with hospitality and logistics several times a 

week. Others on the team jumped in. Another team had a wonderful 

“relationship opener,” who was not good at explaining things, while 

another on the team was hopeless at meeting new people but an artist at 

work in explaining biblical truth to those keen to hear. It’s good to major 

in what you’re best at.

7. Work in your particular giftings. If you don’t have a gift of 

evangelism, use what gifts you do have evangelistically. For example, 

though I am weak in personal evangelism, I do have a Bible-teaching 
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gift. By the grace of God, I have seen the Lord use this gift in a variety 

of ways to lead people to Himself.

8. Get prepared. “The horse is prepared for the day of battle, but 

victory belongs to the LORD” (Proverbs 21:31). Note that the text doesn’t 

say that since victory is in the hands of the Lord the horse doesn’t need to 

be prepared. It should go without saying, but gospel workers in resistant 

societies need at least some minimal training in sharing the gospel in that 

context. Excellent courses are continually offered around the world, both 

on the fi eld and in workers’ home countries. At least three or four books 

ought to be read thoroughly, and there are many excellent ones out there. 

This will build confi dence and faith, and help you to “always [be] ready 

to make a defense to everyone who asks you to give an account for the 

hope that is in you” (1 Peter 3:15). Kang-San writes, “In mission prepara-

tion, for missionaries working among Buddhists, there are many gaps to 

be fi lled, particularly in understanding Buddhist beliefs and practices.”8

Livingstone has two very helpful chapters on cultivating relationships 

and being effective personal witnesses.9 And while some will want to 

become skillful in apologetics, all of us should be ready to give at least a 

brief reply to the main objections to Christ that people hold.

John Stott, the famous British theologian and evangelist, writes, 

“Some say rather piously that the Holy Spirit is Himself the complete 

and satisfactory solution to the problem of communication and indeed 

when He is present and active, then communication ceases to be a prob-

lem. What on earth does such a statement mean? Do we now have liberty 

to be as obscure, confused and irrelevant as we like, and the Holy Spirit 

will make all things plain? To use the Holy Spirit to rationalize our lazi-

ness is nearer to blasphemy than piety.”10

9. Share in different contexts. Some believe that to witness to 

someone, let’s say a friend or neighbor, you must fi rst carefully cultivate 

a relationship over a long period of time so as to eventually “win the 

right” to be heard. While it may be this way with a few relationships, 

to think it must always be like this is unbiblical and would shackle us. 

This “win the right to be heard” idea generally is a myth that must be 

dispelled. You never see Jesus or Paul or others spending time with 

someone before sharing something of the kingdom with that person.
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10. Grow in the language. At the risk of stating the obvious, a weak 

faculty of the local language will be a large obstacle to effective evange-

lism, while a strong profi ciency will greatly boost confi dence, faith, and 

relationships. There are a few who have been fruitful without language 

profi ciency, operating only in English or through interpreters, but they 

are usually the exception that proves the rule.

11. Don’t limit yourself relationally. One of the biggest mistakes 

us “non-evangelists” make is to stop with two or three friends, investing 

all of our time and witness only with them. Instead, we need to fi nd 

ways to continually meet new people and discover who might be open, 

who the Lord might be speaking to. Join a club (e.g., a computer club, a 

tennis or sports club, a businesspersons club, etc.), fi nd a coffee house to 

hang out in, get a part-time job that opens up many relationships, meet 

parents through your kids’ activities, and so on. Most of us will do best, 

if possible, to seek out those who are most like ourselves. For example, if 

you are a formally educated thirty-year-old mother who likes to be active 

outside the home, then fi nd women who are at a similar place in life.

Westerners, if they are married, often like to socialize couple-to-

couple. But this is not the case in many of the cultures in which we live 

and work. Discover how relationships form in your setting.

12. Men work outside the home. As mentioned previously, I 

strongly urge male workers to establish a place, such as an offi ce, outside 

the home to base your activities during the day. Not only do men spend 

time with other men mainly in the workplace, but spending all day at 

home will seem strange in most contexts.

13. Use the “Discovery Course” or other investigative Bible 
study. The Discovery Course (see http://www.rmuller.com/discovery.pdf) 

can be a useful tool in a wide variety of unreached contexts. It is surpris-

ingly easy to ask this question: “Rajah, I know you are a man who loves 

God and continually wants to learn more spiritual truth. As I have read 

your holy book, I know you are also open to the New Testament. Would 

you join me for a six-part study of the most important things about al-

Masih [Arabic for Christ] from the New Testament? How about getting 

together every Tuesday after work?” You don’t even have to know the 

person very well to make this invitation. Our experience is that people 
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say yes most of the time. And if they decline, even the proposal was a 

good witness.

This simple course has been instrumental in leading many to faith. 

It has been translated and used in around twenty countries and has even 

been made into a dramatized video in Arabic. Mike, a friend of mine in 

the Middle East, recently got a copy of this video and decided to try it 

out. He told a local friend who sold ice cream from a van, and whom 

Mike had talked with for years, about the video. The man said he’d be 

around the next morning to watch the fi rst of six parts. After watch-

ing Part 1, Mike asked, “Do you want to come next week for Part 2?” 

But his friend insisted, “No. We must continue to watch the rest right 

now!”—which they did, without breaks. Hours later, at the end of it all, 

he gave his heart to Christ and was burdened to help the rest of his family 

fi nd the way to heaven.

14. Pray for the sick in Jesus’ name. Many people movements 

have begun with people seeing Jesus fi rst as healer and then as savior, 

as among the Bhojpuri of India.11 Here’s something any of us can do: 

Simply say to your friend, “When Jesus was on earth, he very often 

miraculously healed the sick, right?” “Yes.” Then ask, “Where is he 

right now?” “He is alive, with God in heaven.” Then you can say, “Jesus 

instructed his followers to pray for the sick in his name. Do you mind if 

I pray right now, in Jesus’ name, that God would heal you?” “No, please 

do.” Of course, we can pray for other personal or family concerns as well 

(employment, broken relationships, etc.).

15. Bring up Jesus in the fi rst thirty minutes. A close friend of 

mine, who is an evangelist, advises all gospel workers to somehow bring 

up Jesus with every new acquaintance in the fi rst thirty minutes of con-

versation. Why? Sociologists say that we share virtually all the things 

that are most important to us with a new relationship within the fi rst 

half-hour of total talk time. In other words, if you speak to a neighbor six 

times for fi ve minutes per conversation over the period of a month, you 

will have most likely told him most of what is most central in your life. 

So if Jesus is somewhere in the list of the top ten most important things 

in your life, then at least one reference to him should come out of your 

mouth in some way early on in the relationship. Veteran workers know 
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that if you don’t bring up Christ early on, it becomes harder and harder 

to do so later.

Here is a typical example of being up-front about Jesus, from a team 

in Asia:

There was some exceptional news this last Friday. A guy 

that Rob became friends with over a year ago brought a friend 

of his to the bookstore on Tuesday; they talked at length and 

were given materials to read. The friend of the friend came 

back, and he brought his wife. With ready hearts, through 

tears and thanksgiving, they have joined “the family”!! You’d 

be amazed (maybe, maybe not) at how the conversation went, 

the questions asked about “Now what do we do?”, etc., etc. 

Pretty cool stuff. Though there have been “ups and downs” 

for us this year and last year, these kinds of “ups” sure make 

it worth it all. At least these kinds of things are affi rming to us 

when we sometimes feel like others would rather us “not be 

so visible or up-front with the good news.” There have been 

numerous times that people have come because they know 

where to come and who to come to. Sure, there are down 

sides, and we know the Lord uses other approaches, without 

a doubt. But we know there are several now in the kingdom 

because we not only have the opportunity to be more open, 

but are willing to do so even if there is a cost.

16. Four doable steps. Even if you feel you are the most non of all 

non-evangelists ever to hit unreached soil, here is a sort of minimal “easy 

plan” that anyone can follow: 1) Pray for opportunities at the beginning 

of each day; 2) Spend time with people, or at least spend time trying to 

meet people (see Point 11 above); 3) In conversations, try to ask ques-

tions that help you get to know the person and that get to real life, or 

heart, matters; 4) Don’t be surprised if God answers your prayers. I’m 

not trying to promote an easy path; I’m merely offering this to those who 

may feel defeated or frozen. Anyone can do those four things.

17. Rejoice that the results are in God’s hands. Rejoice in the 

knowledge that you will sow many seeds and probably won’t see all 
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the results. In other words, just because you aren’t seeing direct results 

doesn’t mean that there aren’t any. This was driven home to us between 

the time of being in Egypt and going to our next country. We were in 

the United States, and Liz was eight and a half months pregnant with 

our third child. She was uncomfortable, and we had a bad argument 

about something (my fault, no doubt), so she went out for some retail 

therapy. As she went down the aisle, leaning on her cart, a voice called 

out from behind, “Liz. Liz. Do you remember me?” Fayza was an Asian 

gal whom Liz had befriended in our college ministry years earlier, before 

we had embarked to Egypt. “Let me show you something.” She pulled 

out a fully worn New Testament. “Remember you gave this to me? After 

you moved away I read this and believed. Then I told my whole family 

here about the way of salvation, and many of them also believe.” Liz 

might have gone the rest of her life without knowing this, except that 

God decided to bless her in this instance. But many times we won’t learn 

about the fruit until we arrive in heaven.

APOSTOLIC EVANGELISM

A pioneer evangelist friend of mine brought to my attention the fact 

that “friendship evangelism” (building relationships one-on-one and then 

sharing Christ) was not the model of the apostles in the New Testament. 

When seeking a breakthrough for the gospel among an unreached people 

group, the apostles generally reached out to large numbers at a time, 

preaching or using other methods to cast a broader “net.” Even when 

individuals were involved (e.g., Lydia in Philippi), it was not after a 

lengthy personal relationship, and invariably involved their wider net-

work of relationships. Thus, this approach in evangelism was a vital 

building block in the early church, even as it must be today in pioneer 

church planting.

In our organization, experience has born this out. The teams I have 

led have seen several come to faith, but almost none of them were our 

close friends or neighbors. One of our most effective church planters 

once lamented to me how they had lived in the same neighborhood for 

eight years and had shared Christ with virtually everyone. They lived at 
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the level of the people and adapted very well culturally. They had even 

prayed for physical healing for several and had seen some remarkable 

answers to such prayers. But none of these neighbors had come to faith. 

All of their fruit, rather, had come from outreaches further afi eld. This is 

not uncommon.

So what is apostolic evangelism? It is the exposing of many to the 

gospel in order to fi nd the few who are spiritually responsive. A sister 

organization defi nes it as “any bold evangelism outside your neighbor-

hood.” A friend defi nes it as “evangelism by a group, to a group, to win a 

group.” Usually apostolic evangelism involves a program, plan, or event. 

Examples would include following up people from radio broadcasts, 

hosting an event with a speaker, holding a party for many guests (for 

example, around a Christian holiday), hosting an event where you pray 

for the sick, canvassing an area with a spiritual survey and praying for 

opportunities to present Christ, and so on.

In one instance I was with a group in Sri Lanka and the plan was to 

do servant evangelism by picking up the trash scattered around a large 

neighborhood fi eld. I bought a roll of bags and away we went. As I went 

into a bush area to clean up, someone grabbed my arm and advised me 

not to go in there, as the local people knew there still might be mines 

there from a recent confl ict! Soon many were joining us in the cleanup 

and our efforts opened up dozens of warm relationships. Finally, one in 

our group had the idea that with a bulldozer and some minimal equip-

ment we could give the neighborhood a good volleyball court. The local 

people received this proposal with enthusiasm and appreciation. The 

next week saw the fi rst volleyball tournament between our team and a 

certain unnamed-but-famous political group! All this has since opened 

up a wider and somewhat fruitful church planting effort in that part of the 

city, so needy for the gospel.

I personally fi nd this approach to evangelism among resistant people 

to be quite reinvigorating for several reasons. First of all, I have no doubt 

that the Lord is stirring the hearts of some in the particular city where 

I am laboring. There are His elect here. There are sheep who will hear 

Christ’s voice. But I’m not so confi dent that I could fi nd them with a slow 

friendship evangelism only approach. Let’s say the Spirit is stirring and 
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opening the hearts of 1 percent of the population. But if I have put all my 

eggs in one basket of a handful of friendships, then what is the chance 

that they are part of that 1 percent? Broader “nets,” or “fi lters,” are essen-

tial. Secondly, wide evangelism among a people is essential for a church 

planting movement. David Garrison places “Abundant Evangelism” in 

the category of “ten universal elements at work in every Church Planting 

Movement.”12 He writes, “Essential to every movement is the principle 

of over-sowing. Just as nature requires a tree to drop thousands of seeds 

to produce a single sapling, or a human body to generate hundreds of 

eggs to yield a single baby, so it is with evangelism.”13 And thirdly, this 

opens up many doors of effective ministry for those who may not be 

gifted personal evangelists.

Does this mean that apostolic workers need no longer bother with 

personal evangelism? Certainly not! For one thing, the love of Christ 

compels us to share Christ with whomever we can, including our friends 

and neighbors. Most workers will not be equipped for apostolic evan-

gelism until they have learned the language and the culture very well, 

including having communicated the way of salvation many, many times 

one-on-one with people. Most should focus on friendship evangelism 

for the fi rst four years on the fi eld. And modeling one’s personal witness 

will continue to be a priority in our discipling of believers.

Now, I know what you’re thinking: How can you promote bold, pos-

sibly public forms of evangelism for some of our most hostile contexts? 

Arrest, jail, expulsion, or worse may result. Biblically, of course, those 

are not reasons to not proclaim Jesus. There certainly may be strategic 

or tactical concerns that limit what kinds of apostolic evangelism you 

should do. God will give you the wisdom and the boldness you need for 

these matters, as you seek Him. Nonetheless, I do know that all across 

the 10/40 Window teams are carrying out various forms of apostolic 

evangelism, even in places you would not expect.

EVANGELISM FAQS

1. Do I need to be experienced and adept at ministry in the 
supernatural to be effective?

Vision of the Possible.indd   134 3/9/2006   4:01:04 PM



135Evangelism

 Answer: I hope not, as that would disqualify most workers. 
There is no question that many today are coming to know Christ 
after a healing, a deliverance, a dream, or a vision. However, I 
personally hear of more people putting their faith in Christ as a 
result of reading the New Testament than from instances of the 
miraculous.

2. Should I only share Christ in the context of witnessing to a whole 
group, such as an extended family or social network, in the hope 
that all will come to Christ at once—i.e., a multi-individual, 
mutually interdependent decision and consensus to follow 
Christ? Isn’t net fi shing better than line fi shing?

 Answer: I rejoice over any kind of witness. So if you feel called 
to pursue a whole clan rather than witness to individuals, God’s 
speed. However, there is one factor that I think some miss in 
the ongoing debate about hoping a whole group comes to Christ 
together: if an extended family has been won to Christ, it almost 
always fi rst started with a key individual believing and following 
Christ for a period of time. I can think of countless examples. 
Call it the “Gideon factor.” First Gideon had to risk all in order 
to follow Yahweh alone; then his family and later the nation 
were won as a result of his tested and persevering faith. After 
twenty-eight years in this sort of ministry, I cannot think of one 
example of a whole group or extended family embracing Christ 
all together at once without one or two key individuals doing so 
fi rst. I’m not saying such examples don’t exist—just that I don’t 
know of one. I’m convinced there is still a role for seeking to win 
individuals (and then working with him or her to win their wider 
network)!

3. Is it essential that our witness be coupled with humanitarian 
work?

 Answer: I believe this really depends on your context and your 
calling. I don’t believe it is an “absolute must,” either biblically 
or strategically. But showing the compassion of Christ in meeting 
urgent physical needs of local people may be the Lord’s leading 
in your ministry, and God has certainly used such demonstrations 
of practical love around the world to move people’s hearts.

Vision of the Possible.indd   135 3/9/2006   4:01:04 PM



136 a VISION of the possible

4. Is there a place for a critical witness, for example, highlighting 
problems in the local people’s holy book?

 Answer: Yes and no. There are people who come to a place in 
their lives in which if they are confronted with diffi culties in 
their own religion they will consider Christ with an open mind. 
But generally speaking, majoring on a negative approach will be 
counterproductive. As Livingstone writes: “To decry Mohammad 
for his failings is to forget his heroism, and the merit of his efforts 
in calling Arabs to seriously obey the one true God. To focus on 
Koranic contradictions and errors is to miss its teaching about 
God’s activity in nature, or the ethical duties of mankind. To 
attack Islam because of what it has failed to do, is to forget both 
its contributions to European culture and Christianity’s failure to 
change its own societies.”14

5. Should I quote verses from the people’s holy book in my 
witnessing?

 Answer: You should certainly use verses from the Bible, but 
whether or not to use their holy book is a trickier question. 
Those who say yes point out two vital facts: 1) If you start with 
their book, you are starting where your friend is at, with what 
presently has credibility and authority in his or her life; and 2) 
Their book may contain many positive statements about Jesus, 
the New Testament, Christians, and even concepts of salvation. 
Those who respond in the negative point out that by quoting their 
book you might be inadvertently communicating that you see 
it as authoritative. And if you just stick to presenting Jesus and 
the truth as it is in the Bible, you will lack nothing in witnessing 
to the spiritually receptive. Personally I think both sides have it 
right, and that it sort of depends on your gifts. Certainly to use 
their book well and to avoid mistakes and pitfalls requires lots of 

skill—but some do have those gifts.

CONCLUSION

“Ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you will 

fi nd; knock, and it will be opened to you. For everyone 

who asks receives, and he who seeks fi nds, and to him 

who knocks it will be opened.” (Matthew 7:7–8)
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I used to think Jesus was just talking about prayer in this passage, 

but He’s not. He’s talking about a whole approach to life. It is about 

the person who knows what should be done, what can be done, what is 

the right thing, and what is possible, and that person going for it even 

when the obstacles are huge and the reasons for stopping are manifold. 

Examples of this “go for it” faith abound on the pages of Scripture: The 

leper who pushed through the crowds to brashly say to Jesus, “Lord, if 

You are willing, You can make me clean” (Matthew 8:2). The guys who 

took their paralyzed friend and cut a hole in the roof above Jesus while 

he was preaching (no doubt releasing chunks of clay and dust on Jesus’ 

head in the process), because going through the door was a closed option 

(Mark 2:1–12). Jesus telling the presumptuous centurion, “Go! It will be 

done just as you believed it would” (Matthew 8:13; NIV). Jonathan to his 

young apprentice in faith: “Come and let us cross over to the garrison of 

these uncircumcised; perhaps the LORD will work for us, for the LORD is 

not restrained to save by many or by few” (1 Samuel 14:6).

A friend of mine was given a large tent (think circus) in a very un-

reached country. So he and his team pitched that tent in town after town, 

fi lling it with hundreds of people from the majority religion at a time. 

They all heard the good news, and those needing healing were prayed 

for. A large number were saved. When the team was threatened with 

death by scary guys carrying machine guns, they talked with them and 

pacifi ed them. When hard rain made the ground impossible for a tent 

meeting, they requested—and received—permission from the regional 

cleric to use a community center. Somehow in our pre-fi eld training we 

forgot to tell this team leader that this sort of thing is impossible in that 

part of the world, or that you can’t do such things because of security 

concerns or excessive dangers. In fact, he and his family remained and 

ministered in that country for many more years.

When most people are moving forward on something and encoun-

ter an obstacle or something frightening, they stop. But perhaps God is 

teaching you to react differently. It’s not that we are strong; rather, we 

are weak and faltering. Hopefully we are learning the lessons of pressing 

forward by faith, of how God loves to use the weak, and of how He 

rewards prevailing faith. As you willingly say yes to moving out of your 
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comfort zone, may the power of God the Holy Spirit rest upon you in 

order to win a harvest for Christ, especially where the ground has been 

hard and barren for so very long! By the grace of God, the time of harvest 

among all peoples has arrived.
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Discipl ing Local  Bel ievers

“Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, 

baptizing them in the name of the Father and the Son 

and the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that 

I commanded you; and lo, I am with you always, even 

to the end of the age.” (Matthew 28:19–20)

Making disciples is at the very heart of the Great Commission. As a 

disciple (i.e., one who believes in Christ, follows Christ, and is eager to 

obey Christ), I “go” with the objective of making other disciples. That 

will involve leading people to Christ, helping them get established in 

their faith, and helping them to grow and to be disciples themselves. 

When that person is a disciple, endeavoring now to serve and obey 

Christ, he or she will also want to make other disciples. And the process 

goes on and on—a never-ending chain reaction.

Disciple-making is essentially this: infl uencing another believer 

over time to think like me and act like me, for Christ’s sake. That might 

sound terribly presumptuous, and a humble response suggests something 

like, “My understanding of God and of life is fl awed and my behavior 

is worse. So why would I want to do that?!” But that’s exactly what 

Jesus calls us to do. Paul wasn’t saying anything too unique when he 

wrote to the Philippians, “The things you have learned and received and 

heard and seen in me, practice these things, and the God of peace will 

be with you” (Philippians 4:9). Rather, this should be normative for all 

disciple-makers.

Please don’t take this chapter on “discipling local believers” as in 

any way paternalistic, as if the expatriate worker has all the maturity and 
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knowledge and the local believer has all the immaturity or problems. It’s 

never a one-way street. The discipler is always stretched and learns from 

the disciple. These precious brothers and sisters from Hindu, Muslim, 

or Buddhist backgrounds (HBBs, MBBs, and BBBs, respectively) are 

equals and peers. Indeed, as they grow they will no doubt show us up in 

many areas of faith. Numerous times I have seen local believers also pas-

tor or counsel and help many expatriate workers. Discipling can go both 

ways. Many of you reading this book have had the wonderful blessing 

of being discipled or mentored in your Christian life. Shouldn’t you turn 

around and give the same gift to others? We all need to grow, and we 

all need to spiritually reproduce. Discipling younger followers of Christ 

cross-culturally is a key way to help them on that road.

WHAT IS DISCIPLING?

What we mean by discipling is simply this: one who is more ad-

vanced in the Lord coming alongside a brother or sister for a few years, 

to very intentionally befriend them, support them, and help them grow 

in Christ. Though others are involved, this mentoring relationship is pri-

marily one-on-one. There is a deliberate commitment to the discipling 

relationship from both sides. It is said that when you disciple a younger 

believer you are reproducing yourself. That can be a little daunting. But 

we need to remember that even in physical reproduction we are not cre-

ating clones. Our kids are special and unique—not carbon copies of our-

selves. Nonetheless, in discipling, as in physical reproduction, we have 

the tremendous opportunity to bring up another, and to pass on knowl-

edge, wisdom, values, training, and strengths, so that the next generation 

moves that much further ahead. As Jack Welch, the famous former CEO 

of General Electric, once said, “Before you become a leader, success is 

all about growing yourself. When you become a leader, success is all 

about growing others.”1

Discipling has been likened to training someone to pilot an airplane. 

That person can study aviation, wind patterns, and navigation in the class-

room. But at some point the student only moves forward with the benefi t 

of hours and hours of one-on-one personalized training. The fl ight trainer 
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takes the trainee up in the air and demonstrates various fl ying techniques 

as the learner looks on and takes notes. At some point the trainee takes 

the yoke, but only with the trainer right there to guide and correct and 

prevent crashing into a mountain. This phase goes on for some time. 

Then eventually comes the day of the fi rst solo fl ight! After more hours 

of supervised solo fl ying, the trainee is licensed as a pilot. Eventually, 

the new pilot might become a trainer. If this long process is essential in 

learning to pilot an aircraft, how much more valuable it is to progress in 

all aspects in Christ, and to mature as a minister of the gospel.

Fortunately, Scripture provides innumerable examples of one-on-

one spiritual mentoring: Moses with Joshua, Elijah with Elisha, Jesus 

with the inner circle of Peter, James, and John, Barnabas with Saul/Paul, 

Paul with Timothy, and many others. Indeed, when we look at all of the 

various names of pioneer gospel workers associated with Paul, especially 

during his lengthy Ephesus stay, it becomes clear how high a priority 

it was for Paul to reproduce new workers. It has been said that Paul’s 

teams were reproductive machines! So when we look at the challenge 

of somehow creating church planting movements among all unreached 

peoples, can there be anything more crucial than developing leaders by 

discipling faithful believers?

While there are certainly unique aspects to discipling a believer from 

a Buddhist, Hindu, or Muslim background, the process is much the same 

as discipling any other brother or sister. When workers have discipling 

experience in their home country before heading to the fi eld—both as 

the discipler and the one being discipled—it will greatly help them when 

it comes to mentoring disciples. In addition, some of the old tools of 

discipling, such as The Lost Art of Disciple Making by LeRoy Eims2

and Disciples Are Made, Not Born by Walter Hendrickson,3 still remain 

tremendously helpful.

EIGHT KEYS TO EFFECTIVE DISCIPLING

1) Don’t fear failure. When we start off mentoring a younger 
brother or sister we can tremble at the thought of steering them 
wrongly. Will they be ruined if I don’t do it just right? Will they 
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face harder troubles if I don’t prepare them well? Relax! Share 
your life, Christ’s love, and the Word of God. Learn by doing. 
Even if you aren’t the world’s best discipler, God is sovereign 
and He will use you because your heart is willing.

2) Disciple as Jesus discipled. Did he suffocate the Twelve with 
the mother of all teaching programs? No. Here is what He did: 
He called them to relationship and to a commitment to grow; He 
spent lots of time with them; He taught them and then gave them 
opportunities to obey and “practice” what they were learning; 
He at times corrected them; He sent them out in ministry; He 
encouraged them to work as a group, and He gave them a vision 
for how the Father would use them in extraordinary ways to 
change the world. Simple!

 In this kind of discipling, which is more important: relationship 
or teaching content? The answer to this question is similar to 
the answer to the question of which wing of an airplane is more 
important: the right or the left! Both are absolutely indispensable. 
As Paul said to the Thessalonian believers, “Having so fond an 
affection for you, we were well-pleased to impart to you not 
only the gospel of God but also our own lives, because you had 
become very dear to us” (1 Thessalonians 2:8). It is never just 
teaching and training, but rather it is life-to-life. We spend time 
together in all aspects of life: in my home, in his home, on the 
job, in sports or recreation, in the market, with our families, time 
together with the Lord, and so on.

 Not only do we soon get to know them quite well, but they come 
to know us well too. They see our fl aws, our sins, our struggles. 
No one expects a perfect discipler. They can encourage us, pray 
for us, even challenge or admonish us where appropriate. They 
get to see the grace of God at work in us, as we too repent and 
grow.

3) Nonetheless, what we teach is so very vital. Learning and 
ministering the Word of God is at the heart of discipling: “The 
things which you have heard from me in the presence of many 
witnesses, entrust these to faithful men who will be able to teach 
others also” (2 Timothy 2:2). There is no greater ministry of the 
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Word of God than ministering it to those we are discipling. We 
teach them to live life by the Word of God. They learn to draw 
on it daily as spiritual milk and solid food. They grow in their 
understanding and grasp of the Scriptures. They learn how to 
read and study for themselves. And they learn to apply it and 
minister it to other believers.

4) While it is important that they grow in understanding the 
Bible, their learning to obey Christ is even more important. 
Bible content without challenge to obedience and application 
is hollow. But continued calls to obedience without growing 
spiritual understanding and context can be haphazard. Yes, Jesus 
said in the Great Commission that we make disciples by teaching 
them to obey Him. But notice this does involve teaching; and 
it is teaching them “all that I commanded.” As Paul said to the 
Ephesian elders: “I did not shrink from declaring to you the 
whole purpose of God” (Acts 20:27).

 Obedience-oriented discipling is core. I obey Him because of 
His love and because I see it as in my best interest. But when I 
am not fully persuaded that His way is best, I still need to obey 
Him, because He is Lord. The gospel enters the mind. It touches 
the heart. It must also change the will and heart motives. As 
disciplers, we are in the business of life transformation involving 
the will and heart. Around the world, far more fellowships in 
pioneer contexts have been ruined by obedience-to-Christ issues 
and character issues than by persecution.

5) Since discipling is inherently reproductive, help those you 
disciple to understand from early on that the two of you have 
embarked on a road that will lead to them discipling others. They 
are not an end node. They are a link in God’s redemptive plan.

6) Discipling believers in hostile contexts usually calls for 
special perseverance. Most followers of Christ from a Muslim 
background, for example, face unusual problems and threats. 
There is fear, persecution, emotional struggles from leaving one’s 
religious heritage, heightened tensions or ruptures in the family, 
and so on. As a result, especially with younger ones, they may 
not be as faithful and teachable as we might want. You may have 
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more appointments broken than kept. You might think things are 
going great, only to be shocked by Mahmoud’s actions all of a 
sudden. There may come a time to stop discipling Mahmoud, if 
he isn’t serious about growing. But you probably have to stick 
with him a bit longer than your fi rst inclinations. I am certainly 
glad my past mentors stayed with me even when I was more than 
a little fl aky.

7) Make your discipling multidimensional. Don’t just settle on one 
or two areas. Rather, over time make sure you are helping those 
you disciple in all areas, particularly in:

a. Their walk with God.

b. Their family life: their relationships with parents and 

siblings, as well as their spouse and children, if they are 

married.

c. Their work life.

d. Their life in the body of Christ: relationships with other 

believers; their role in the fellowship.

e. Other matters of personal character: for example, over-

coming “the deeds of the fl esh” (Galatians 5:19–21) and 

growing in “the fruit of the Spirit” (5:22–23).
8) We disciple them into community. Even though a mentoring 

relationship is often largely one-on-one, it is crucially important 
that those we disciple link with others in the body of Christ as 
soon as possible. Often we don’t see who are the most faithful, 
those committed individuals whom we should really invest in, 
until they emerge out of a group. As a fellowship group emerges, 
local believers should be in the middle of it, committed to the 
Lord’s mandate for community. We are not to grow in isolation, 
but rather “we are to grow up in all aspects into Him who is 
the head, even Christ, from whom the whole body, being fi tted 
and held together by what every joint supplies, according to the 
proper working of each individual part, causes the growth of the 
body for the building up of itself in love” (Ephesians 4:15–16).

A discipler is not a substitute for the body of Christ. A vital compo-

nent of a new believer’s growing in obedience to Christ is obeying Him 
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in regard to His teachings on the community of faith. Over the years I 

have observed discipleship plans that involve working one-on-one only, 

keeping believers isolated from one another. I have never seen that ap-

proach succeed.

HOW TO DISCIPLE

So, pulling all these things together, how does it work? Most of 

us need some simple, straightforward steps for starting out on some-

thing like this—some rails to run on. Let’s say you have met Ibrahim, 

a believer who has known the Lord for a year or so but who, due to 

isolation, has not yet grown up in Christ very much. You would like 

to come alongside him and help him mature in the Lord, and also help 

him become part of the church you believe by faith will emerge. We 

can think of your discipling relationship with Ibrahim as more or less 

consisting of four steps:
1) Propose the discipling relationship to Ibrahim. Share from the 

Word how Jesus formed committed relationships with twelve 
disciples. He fi rst called them to spend time with him (John 
1:35–39), and a bit later on to be trained for fruitfulness (Matthew 
4:18–20). While Ibrahim will be Jesus’ disciple—not your 
disciple—the discipling process is still much the same. Explain 
what you are proposing and ask Ibrahim for a clear yes or no 
decision. Something like this: “Brother Ibrahim, my affection 
and respect for you continues to grow. I propose that you and 
I embark on a discipleship relationship. This means we will be 
even more intentional in our friendship and the time we spend 
together. We will regularly spend time together in prayer and 
in the Word, with the goal of your growth in Christ. I will grow 
through our relationship too. There is also the goal that you will 
be able to disciple others, too, eventually. Would you pray about 
this proposal and then give me your decision?”

2) Begin investing in the relationship in earnest, as explained in the 
second of the eight “keys to effective discipling” above. Become 
friends. Pray for each other. Become more and more trusting and 
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transparent with each other. Spend time together in all aspects of 
life. And let accountability begin.

3) Make sure you have focused times of being in the Word and prayer 
together at least once a week. These don’t have to be regularly 
scheduled times; but most people will be more consistent if they 
are.

 What should be the content of your teaching? There are 
discipleship courses you can use. The Discovery Course is a 
good start for new believers (see chapter 8). There is the “SEAN” 
course.4 Organizations like the Navigators or Campus Crusade 
for Christ have good material. Or you may feel more comfortable 
simply coming up with your own stuff. And last but in no ways 
least, it is always an excellent option simply to work through 
key passages of Scripture together. Indeed, one very important 
objective in your discipling of Ibrahim will be to train him how 
to study passages in-depth on his own. As early as possible, ask 
Ibrahim to be responsible sometimes to prepare and lead your 
study together.

 Any Bible studies you present should be simple and practical, 
and hopefully Ibrahim will say to himself, “I could also present 
that study or a similar one to others.” At some point you will want 
to give Ibrahim assignments to complete on his own. If Ibrahim 
is not literate, this obviously changes things. See appendix 4 on 
Orality and Steve Evans’ excellent work in the area of “biblical 
storying.”

 Finally, if you are discipling others, make an effort to come 
together as a small group—in addition to your one-on-one times. 
This can greatly accelerate Ibrahim’s sense of growth, as he 
becomes excited to be following Christ with the support of two 
or three others who are committed to him.

4) Early on you are going to want to remind Ibrahim of the biblical 
concept of reproduction, and that the goal is for him to become a 
“discipler” himself. This will probably surprise and frighten him 
at fi rst. But over time he will realize that he too has something to 
offer younger believers, and this can become a strong motivator 
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in his walk with the Lord. When the time is right, work with 

Ibrahim to make this goal a reality.

SPECIAL CHALLENGES

As mentioned earlier, discipling cross-culturally is similar to 

discipling a believer from our own culture. However, there are some 

signifi cant differences and hurdles, especially in resistant or hostile 

environments. We have to be prepared to help our dear friends face 

these unique diffi culties, as much as we are able. Here are some of these 

unique challenges:

Rejection by Family and Society. In India, for a Hindu to become 

a follower of Christ often means being forced out of one’s caste and 

grafted into a low “Christian caste.” Here the point of crossing the line is 

not so much baptism or praying to Jesus as Lord as it is becoming an ac-

tive member of a “Christian” church.5 In many Arab contexts, dabbling 

in church attendance or reading the Injil (New Testament) is usually not 

an insurmountable problem, but rather the issue is brought to a head at 

baptism. The point is that church planters need to understand the culture 

they’re in and work hard to help new believers remain in their families 

and heritage, for Christ’s sake, to whatever extent possible.

Self-identity. Now that they are believing in and following Christ, 

how do converts identify themselves to others? How do they wish to be 

perceived by Christians? By friends or family in the majority religion? 

By the government? When new believers fi rst come to faith, there is 

usually a brief period of time when the discipler encourages them to 

simply “keep their head down” and not provoke attention to their new 

faith. They fi rst need to grow and become more grounded in the gospel, 

hopefully, before having to explain or defend what has happened in their 

lives.

For this reason the self-identity issue may not have to be resolved 

right away. Teach new believers about being respectful of their parents 

and other older family members. Explain to them that their parents or 

siblings will be much more open to fi nding out about their new faith 
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if they fi rst show themselves to be changed people in terms of family 

relationships: more obedient children, more loving husbands or wives, 

more willing to confess when they have been wrong and to ask for for-

giveness. Many young believers have led their spouses or family to the 

Lord by slow and patient witness through changed lives and by using the 

opportunities to witness verbally as they have learned more.

But sooner or later each new follower of Christ needs to be able to 

answer the question, “What are you? Hindu [for example]? Christian? 

Something else?” Those who haven’t thought this through and are un-

prepared will simply make matters harder for themselves. Around the 

world, believers from Muslim background answer this question in dif-

ferent ways. In a few places the MBBs say they are now “Christians,” 

usually using the Arabic word masihiyiin. This might be due to the 

philosophy of the expatriate workers among them, or the believers them-

selves may feel a strong urge to move away from their former religion as 

they embrace Christ. However, this approach is probably used by only 

a minority of such disciples around the world, as taking on the label 

Christian conveys not just turning to Christ as Savior but connotes un-

wanted cultural or even political baggage as well, which is defi nitely not 

desirable. In Central Asia, for a Muslim to say he or she has become a 

“Christian” can suggest that they have become somehow Russian and a 

traitor to their people. At the other end of the spectrum, in many places 

MBBs continue to call themselves Muslims. Indeed, in contexts of C5 

type contextualization,6 this is the norm, as MBBs continue to fast during 

Ramadan, pray fi ve times a day, and attend the mosque. They wish to 

follow Christ without risking cutting off relationships or their cultural 

heritage. In the middle of these two approaches are disciples who simply 

call themselves mu’miniin (“believers”), leaving the issue somewhat 

open. When pressed to be more specifi c, they might answer the question 

in different ways, depending on who is asking and why. We recall how 

believers in the New Testament were simply designated as belonging to 

“the Way” (Acts 9:2; 19:9, 23; 24:14, 22).

This question of self-identity is usually not an individual decision, 

but one determined by a community of believers. Of course, if a believer 

is part of a larger group it makes resolving this issue simpler, as “strength 
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in numbers” makes it easier to take on a particular identity. For example, 

“insider movements” refer to movements of new believers and fellow-

ship groups that remain inside their original community of faith (e.g., 

Hindu community, Muslim umma), even as they follow Christ. This 

connection is perhaps easier to maintain if there are hundreds of such 

believers doing it together.

Fear. As described earlier in this book, many believers face an as-

sortment of dangers and threats as a result of their determination to follow 

Christ: from immediate family, other relatives, the police, the courts, ex-

tremists, employers, and so on. Therefore, it is perfectly understandable 

that they will experience great struggles with fear, and this may cause 

their growth to short-circuit. We must meet this struggle with them with 

great empathy and support. While expatriate workers also face special 

threats (e.g., the unique struggles of living as a Westerner in many politi-

cally troubled countries; and the fact that more expatriate gospel workers 

have been martyred in recent years in the Middle East than have MBBs), 

it generally won’t be helpful to try to compare situations. Rather we 

must impress upon them how the Lord understands their circumstances 

and stands with them. Their trials for His sake are precious in His sight. 

Nonetheless, “Do not fear” is probably the most repeated command of 

Christ. The last thing Paul and Barnabas did with the believers from their 

fi rst journey was to prepare them for suffering: “Through many tribula-

tions we must enter the kingdom of God” (Acts 14:22).

In my experience, as new believers in hostile environments walk 

along the pathway of growth in Christ, fear can stand in that road like a 

growling lion. Until the believer gets past that lion, he or she will likely 

not develop further. Growth will stop until they get around that lion. 

Some measure of victory over fear is essential to further progress. The 

discipler can patiently minister the various teachings of Christ about the 

Father’s sovereign love and care.

Employment (or Lack Thereof). The economies of most of the 

developing countries that pioneer church planters work in are not good. 

Unemployment rates of 20 percent or higher are common. Many of the 

disciples we are wanting to help are unemployed or doing only unskilled 

labor; and if they are working, they’re swamped with a sixty-hour work-
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week. In this environment, the expatriate is tempted to jump in and help 

by offering jobs. But that is almost never a good idea (see Employing 

Local Believers below). What is often benefi cial is helping them receive 

vocational training.

Legalism. Islam as a system is unabashedly religious law oriented. 

Followers gain “points” by all manner of works: praying fi ve times a 

day, regularly going to the mosque, dutifully fasting in Ramadan, and 

so forth. There are even extra credit schemes for receiving double points 

or ten-times points for the sinner whose hisab or “account” is especially 

low. Children are taught from the earliest ages that Allah will decide their 

eternal destiny simply by means of the two-sided balance scale: good 

works on the right, bad deeds on the left. Favor with Allah is earned. 

There is no other way. Hinduism has similar avenues to merit with the 

gods: for example, fasting and keeping vigil in Yekadasi or a variety of 

arduous pilgrimages.

Because of this, those discipling in these contexts must not assume 

that because he or she taught about grace in week 3, Ibrahim now gets 

it. Ibrahim or Farida will have grasped God’s forgiveness in Christ; but 

there will always be enormous gravity pulling their mindset back to the 

god of works. We must instill grace over and over and over. We must 

fi nd all kinds of ways to instruct them in God’s acceptance of them on 

the basis of Christ’s atonement alone and all the implications for that 

throughout life, rather than focusing only on the initial forgiveness of 

one’s sins. And not only does Christ’s sacrifi ce remove my guilt, it also 

takes away my shame—a much more important concept in most Eastern 

cultures than in the West.

Children. Children belonging to our brothers and sisters under 

persecution are precious; and they are the next generation of the church, 

even as they bring a reality and depth to that church now! In some con-

texts I’ve worked with, nearly half the believers are kids. Praise the Lord! 

They will be the fi rst in their families to be raised under the freedom of 

the good news. Despite this heritage, they also face special pain. Uncles, 

aunts, and grandparents can pull them away from their parents’ faith, ei-

ther overtly or subtly. At school and in their neighborhoods they become 

the objects of rejection, ridicule, abuse, or worse. There have been too 
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many stories from our fi elds of believing children even being martyred 

as punishment for their faith or their parents’ faith. Are you prepared to 

help the one you are discipling get ready for this?

Surveillance and Interrogations. Probably the majority of perse-

cuted believers around the world are watched closely by the authorities. 

This is a steady, unremitting pressure. Periodically many are called in 

to the security offi ces (or “secret police”) for interviews. This always 

means threats, lies, coercion, and pressures to renounce Christ or stop 

involvement in a believing fellowship. The only antidote is to anticipate 

it, prepare for it, and be spiritually ready for it. If there is a group of 

mutually supportive believers, they can teach each other what to expect 

and how to overcome. It is common that when one is called in to the 

secret police, word quickly goes out to dozens to fi re up prayer. As a 

result, some have even looked forward to being called in!

Secret police units routinely employ two special tricks of their 

trade: Firstly, they will often lie about what other believers have said 

or done. They will insinuate that so-and-so has informed on them or is 

secretly working for the government. Their aim is to divide believers 

and break up fellowships. Secondly, they can threaten the frightened fol-

lower of Christ with such things as getting fi red from one’s job, torture, 

serious criminal charges leading to prison, or breaking up one’s mar-

riage. Usually these threats are exaggerated. The aim is simply to get the 

believer scared and shaken up. Such a person is then more pliable for 

information or for doing the police’s bidding. Disciples have to be ready 

for these two tactics!

Rejection from CBBs. I hesitate to bring this up, because all 

around the world many national believers from Christian backgrounds 

are showing immense love and courage in reaching Hindus, Buddhists, 

and Muslims for Christ and serving those who respond to Him. Many 

have taken huge risks and made great sacrifi ces to help new believers be 

built up in their faith. But there are some individual CBBs and churches 

where this is not true. There are too many stories of believers starting to 

attend a particular church, only to be told after a couple of months that 

some church members would actually prefer that they stopped attending. 

These church members may fear that the HBB’s or BBB’s or MBB’s 
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presence brings danger on them. Or they may doubt the genuineness of, 

for instance, Ibrahim’s faith. Or they may fear that Ibrahim will seek one 

of their CBB daughters for marriage. The fact is that while many CBB 

churches are working through these problems, this sort of rejection still 

occurs all too often. Added to this is the differences of culture (e.g., in 

vocabulary, women’s dress, etc.). Either the new believer from the other 

culture will not fi t in and hence feel rejected, or else he will try to con-

form culturally—thereby cutting himself off from his family and friends. 

Personally speaking, I believe that while such believers can certainly 

gain encouragement from CBB churches, it is usually best to make the 

special fellowship (e.g., HBB) one’s “church home.”

Second-guessing Their New Faith. Imagine being raised from 

birth in a particular religion, indoctrinated in it every day of your life—at 

home, at the temple or mosque, and at school in religion classes. Then you 

come to know and accept the truth of Christ, give your life to Him, and 

personally experience His love and grace. But you are still surrounded by 

everyone and everything that tells you consciously and subconsciously 

that you have made a terrible mistake, you’ve been deceived, your old 

religion is the only right way, and you are apostate! These disciples need 

strengthening in their faith in Christ daily, and the most powerful reas-

surance will come from other believers from the same background.

Lack of Biblical Heritage. When a Western unbeliever comes to 

faith, he or she will already be aware of some biblical stories and teach-

ing. It is part of our cultural background, whether or not we were “raised 

Christian.” As a result, expatriate workers in developing countries can 

sometimes take for granted a minimum biblical understanding. That, of 

course, is a mistake. We mustn’t assume anything. For example, accord-

ing to Islam Abraham’s most important son was Ishmael; people don’t 

sin, they just make mistakes; there was no “fall,” but rather man has 

always been immoral (no pre-fall sinless Adam and Eve); blood sac-

rifi ce is only a ritual with no atonement meaning; Jesus did not die on 

the cross; and no man—even al-Masih (Christ)—can pay for the sins 

of another. The point is, every important truth must be explicitly taught 

from the Word.
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Disunity. In many cultures, group unity, cooperation, compromise, 

and easy correction of offenses are rare or nonexistent. Schisms, dis-

unity, and irreparable relationships are the norm. Though it may not be 

diffi cult to pull believers together into a good fellowship group in some 

countries or cultures, in environments where persecution persists it can 

seem impossible. Attempts to unify believers break up more often than 

they succeed and last. Church growth will only occur when believers 

work through these things and where group splits become rare.

MONEY ISSUES

This is a bit of a minefi eld, but it would be almost criminal for me not 

to deal with this a bit. I cannot think of a single church planting ministry 

among unreached peoples, or a discipling ministry with HBBs/MBBs/

BBBs, that didn’t have to grapple at least a little bit with money matters. Is 

this because our local brothers and sisters have a particular problem with 

money or wrong motives? Certainly not! So many times they are better 

than their expatriate CPer friends in terms of not being money-oriented 

and being able to trust God with their needs. Nonetheless, tensions over 

fi nances too often threaten to divide believers from the apostolic work-

ers who are ministering to see Christ made complete among them. By 

touching on these issues, my aim is not to create a “we-they” division, but 

rather to help us all prevent such moving apart from taking root. We don’t 

prevent these kinds of potential rifts by avoiding unavoidable issues.

Consider these three areas:

• Those who have particular needs and want some help.

• Expatriate workers employing believers.

• Believers who enter vocational ministry.

Let’s try to tackle these one at a time.

People with Needs
Generally these are urgent needs, rather than just the brother who 

wants to upgrade his cell phone. Local believers are oftentimes truly in 

diffi culty: loss of employment, urgent medical needs, even being unable 
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to provide food for one’s family. Let’s say Ibrahim has a “discipler” from 

America or Holland or wherever, who may not be rich by Western stan-

dards but is certainly rich by local standards. Ibrahim’s daughter needs 

urgent surgery, which will cost $100, but he doesn’t have it. What to 

do? Isn’t a friend supposed to help a friend in the local culture? Doesn’t 

1 John 3:17 say, “Whoever has the world’s goods, and sees his brother 

in need and closes his heart against him, how does the love of God abide 

in him?” The CPer’s family might not mind at all the loss of $100, but it 

might make all the difference in the world for Ibrahim, who desperately 

needs $100 for his daughter’s urgent surgery.

So it’s easy, right—just give to those in need? But wait! Local fol-

lowers of Christ who are known to have received money from foreigners 

might have their witness totally discredited. Ibrahim could be accused 

of “selling his religion.” Plus, if the foreigner is always there to help, 

will the local believers learn to count on God and see His sovereign 

provision for their needs? Will the relationship between the worker and 

the believer become increasingly strained over fi nancial questions? Will 

the motivations for “discipleship” become confused? How many times 

I have heard workers tell me that when they made it clear they weren’t 

there as a source of fi nances, suddenly people weren’t so interested in 

their Bible studies or even in Christ. And fi nally, the foreign worker 

being the source of funds for people’s needs is inherently irreproducible. 

In other words, in a growing movement of fellowships people cannot 

be dependent on expatriate subsidies, but must see God as provider for 

themselves.

So that’s it, then—don’t give a nickel? Well, I’m going to have to 

frustrate the reader and say I don’t think there is one simple answer. 

Every situation will require “wisdom from above” and should drive us to 

our knees. Generally, if not giving requested money will kill a relation-

ship, then it is probably not a good relationship. We can also ask for 

counsel from locals. When there is at least a small group of believers 

from the unreached people group, it is essential that you or they establish 

a fund for helping out those with urgent needs. Then the group can insist 

that those with needs go to the local believers who administer the fund 

and not to the foreigners. Let two or three hear “cases” and disburse help 
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as appropriate. Let whoever wants to give to the fund give in secret, 

including the foreigner. And let all believers be taught the stewardship 

of giving.

A close Egyptian friend once asked me for a $300 short-term loan. 

It felt a little awkward, but I decided, “Sure. Why not?” Not only did he 

pay it back promptly, but he moved to the United States, eventually gave 

his heart to Christ, became a huge success in business, and also became 

one of our ministry’s fi nancial supporters! He and his family are dear 

friends to this day. That is sort of an unusual story, and too often things 

like this don’t turn out well at all.

Employing Local Believers
First of all, there are many reasons for expatriate CP workers to 

employ local believers they may be associated with in ministry. As Jesus 

said, the worker is worthy of his wages. Many expatriate workers have 

tentmaking businesses, humanitarian enterprises, translation projects, 

or are in need of language tutoring. Being in the workplace together 

can provide more opportunities for fellowship and discipleship. Local 

believers can have a witness in your business among the unbelieving 

employees. And what local people are going to be more reliable, honest, 

and understanding than those who are following Christ? Likewise, as has 

already been noted, believers usually have an urgent, legitimate need for 

decent employment.

So that’s it, right—go for it? Well, were it that simple! Some are 

adamant that when you mix employment with discipling both get hurt. 

What if Ibrahim is a model employee, but is now backsliding away from 

Christ? Or not obeying the Bible in how he treats his wife? Or what about 

the opposite: What if he is a faithful disciple but a lousy employee, and 

you are inclined to fi re him? And what about all the other believers in the 

fellowship group who need work but you haven’t hired them, so there 

are hurt feelings? Is it really possible to plant a healthy church that is on 

its own two feet if from the start all the leaders are on your payroll?

In my observations, maybe nine times out of ten employing local 

believers doesn’t work out well. There are tensions or demands over the 

level of pay. Motives are mixed. The church can crumble when you stop 
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employing certain people. The believers’ relatives view them as on the 

foreigners’ payroll—“and so of course you’re a Christian.”

In general I counsel that if a local disciple is to be employed in 

a worker’s business or NGO (nongovernmental organization) that dis-

cipleship not be mixed with employment. In other words, let’s say there 

are two or three separate expatriate teams or ministries in the city. If Sok 

is active in the ministry Team A is leading (e.g., a young church plant), it 

is probably not as much of a potential problem if he’s working for Team 

B’s NGO (and hopefully Team B respects that Sok is part of Team A’s 

church plant and will not interfere with that relationship.) Of course, 

none of these recommendations are fi rm rules. May the Lord give you 

wisdom.

Local Believers in Vocational Ministry
As pioneering ministries develop, questions like this inevitably 

arise, “Seng is a faithful man whom God is clearly using. Should he be 

encouraged to somehow be in the Lord’s work full-time?” Sometimes 

the initiative for this comes from the church planters and other times 

from the individual believer. At other times it might arise from unhelpful 

interference from outside ministries: for example, some ministry that is 

not involved with Seng nor discipling him comes along and offers him a 

job and salary to follow up on Bible correspondence courses. Because I 

will be dealing with this whole area later in the chapter on church plant-

ing movements, I won’t go into it more here.

CONCLUSION

To be placed by God into a discipling relationship with a follower 

of Christ from an unreached people group is an incredible privilege in-

deed! What an honor and joy it is to spiritually reproduce one’s faith 

with those believers on the frontlines of the expansion of the kingdom of 

God. Disciple-making in pioneer work probably will not be as glittery 

as large-scale evangelism or as recognized as certain leadership roles. 

The worker may simply labor in obscurity for years. But nothing else 

is as strategic for the kingdom of God. I think of some leaders from un-
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reached peoples who are now powerfully changing their whole countries 

for Christ. In each case, behind them were patient workers who poured 

their very lives into them over many years. Isn’t the diligent and skillful 

discipler worthy of double honor?
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Leadership in the Apostol ic 
Task

A colonel gets a big promotion—a new position in the Pentagon. On 

his fi rst day he is quite pleased with his large oak-paneled offi ce. Feeling 

a bit insecure, he is more than a little eager to impress people. Around 

ten o’clock that morning, a sergeant knocks on the door. As the colonel 

barks out “Come in,” he picks up the phone and says, “Yes, General, I 

have completed the report for the President, and I’ll send it right over.” 

He hangs up the phone and says, “Yes, Sergeant, what is it?” The ser-

geant replies, “Nothing, Sir. I’m just here to install the telephone line.”

As Christians, we realize that leadership is not about being a big shot. 

It’s not about somehow enhancing the respect people might have for us 

or about enjoying the perks of position (which are almost nonexistent in 

this work of pioneer church planting anyway). Rather, it’s about gifts and 

calling, and a willingness to take initiative and responsibility, to shepherd, 

lead, and feed God’s people in a way that hopefully makes good things 

happen for Christ’s sake. Leadership is servanthood—for Christ and for 

His body. Men and women called to the pioneer church planting task in-

variably pay a high price. Apostolic leaders pay an even higher price.

All the books written on “Christian leadership” could fi ll a gym-

nasium. This is not an attempt to compete with them. Rather, we will 

focus specifi cally on leadership in the apostolic task, on the pioneer 

church planting team. We want to look at the nature of that task, the 

challenges to good team leadership, biblical principles underpinning our 

understanding of accountability and oversight, and certain practicalities 

on the fi eld.
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Anything important, anything worthwhile, should be led well and 

managed well. The consistent testimony of Scripture is that the right 

leadership in the work of God is critically important. Our organization 

has been accused of being “team leader-centric,” and I suppose that is 

true. Working in teams is one of our six foundational principles (some-

times referred to as our “nonnegotiables”). Effective leadership of those 

teams is essential if the team is going to have clear vision and direction, 

carry on well spiritually over time, and be able to stay on task all along 

the way. Our Ethos Document contains the following: “Leadership is 

done by those who are spiritually qualifi ed, servant leaders, and who are, 

in fact, being followed. Individual team leaders may design the deci-

sion-making process of their teams, but the International Offi ce holds the 

team leader responsible for fi nal decisions.” Because team leaders bear 

this weighty and sacred responsibility, team members are aware that they 

are under the spiritual and organizational authority of the team leader, 

who oversees them and their ministry.

Our teams are not dictated to from “headquarters.” We believe our 

teams and team leaders should have lots of entrepreneurial freedom in 

how they go about pursuing the church planting goals God has put on 

their hearts, within our organization’s “nonnegotiables” and the team’s 

own stated vision. This freedom can even add to the team leader’s inde-

pendence and our overall “team leader-centricity.” Therefore it is also a 

big part of our thinking that our teams are “semiautonomous.” Though 

there is considerable latitude given to our teams and team leaders, the 

team leaders themselves are also under authority and oversight, and all 

are supposed to be “eager for coaching and committed to accountability.” 

We have also tried to build in a few other mechanisms so that the team 

members are heard and have recourse when communication between 

them and the team leader is not going well.

This is perhaps not a perfect setup, but it’s the best we’ve developed 

so far in trying to stay true to our principles of apostolic team church 

planting. It all combines to make us quite sober regarding the special 

role the team leader has before God, his team, and the people the Lord 

has called them to reach.
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WHAT’S A TEAM LEADER TO DO?

I was recently training a group of around thirty new team leaders, 

and being the sneaky person I am, I threw out the question, “What are 

the responsibilities a good team leader should undertake in order to be 

effective?” Hands went up and these new leaders eagerly jumped into 

brainstorming on such a pertinent question. There was not a person there 

who did not have strong opinions on what is really important, such as:

• Meet regularly with individual team members to review life 
and ministry.

• Help team members set up their housing and logistics.

• Maintain a strong walk with God.

• Be a strong, charismatic leader.

• Pray a lot and have spiritual retreats.

• Consistently provide vision for the team.

• Recruit just the right new team members.

• Be an example in language learning.

• Report regularly to your overseer and get help.

• Lead team meetings.

• Host important visitors.

• Be a good listener.

• Make sure the team is well-run, well-administrated—having 
clear team policies and effi cient logistics.

• Communicate well with the sending bases and churches.

• Be a diligent evangelist and disciple-maker.

• Study and teach the Bible effectively.

• Organize fun and profi table team retreats.

• Meet the pastoral needs of the team.

• Be a good example in your own tentmaking (whether it be a 
business, humanitarian project, or whatever); maintain solid 
residency and viability.
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• Be an apostolic, “make things happen” church planter, en-
abling the new fellowship to go from strength to strength.

• Develop strong relationships with other workers in town, as 
well as with leaders of the national church.

• Stay up on your e-mail, including participation in organiza-
tion-wide discussion groups.

• Maintain a vibrant and healthy marriage, and be a strong 
example of good parenting.

• Keep your fi nancial support healthy.

• Attend all leaders’ conferences and regional conferences, as 
well as participate in special training opportunities.

• Keep everyone’s computers current with the latest software. 
(OK, this one wasn’t mentioned. Just seeing if you’re still 
reading!)

By the time we had fi lled up several fl ipchart sheets, most had 

slumped into their chairs about half of a foot. So I asked a second ques-

tion, “OK, who wants to quit right now?” All hands went up! Not want-

ing them to wallow in despair too long, I offered this hope: “Folks, you 

cannot do all those tasks. You have no choice but to triage. In other 

words, take all the expectations on you as team leader—whether they be 

from the organization, from your team members, from your church back 

home, from yourself, or wherever—and divide them into three catego-

ries: What you must do, what you must delegate to others, and what will 

simply be left undone.” Hope levels rose a bit in the room.

It’s so very easy for us to get our priorities messed up. The story 

goes that a man who was at the Super Bowl (the championship game for 

American football) spied an open seat in a better section, right on the 50-

yard line, and decided to move down there. After a few plays he asked 

the man next to him why the seat might be empty in the sold-out stadium. 

His neighbor explained how the ticket had belonged to his wife who had 

passed away. “Oh, I’m very sorry to hear that. But don’t you have any 

family or friends you could have given the ticket to?” the man asked. He 

replied, “Sure. But they’re all at the funeral.” Confused priorities!
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Here are the six responsibilities that I believe are essential for every 

team leader to personally maintain, even if other things may suffer.

1. Be Spiritually Healthy
This may be stating the obvious. But what could be more important? 

If the leader is not “in the Spirit” in his life and ministry, he may be 

working eighty hours a week and doing all sorts of tasks, but it will all 

be without spiritual profi t. Daily “quiet times”—times in personal prayer 

and Bible reading and/or study—are not a luxury. Confessing sin and 

not allowing any area of disobedience to persist are essential if one is 

to be in “fellowship with God” and “walking in the Light” (1 John 1). 

Cooperating with the Lord in His plans to work in me for growth are part 

of the picture, as well as not allowing broken relationships with others to 

fester and spoil my relationship with God.

One of the biggest threats to the leader’s walk with God is the 

proverbial tyranny of the urgent—where urgent tasks prevent important 

matters from getting oxygen, as it were. When there are so many tasks 

“that I absolutely must get done by two o’clock,” how easy it is to let 

our quiet times be the fi rst casualty. We give in to this, and pretty soon it 

becomes a lifestyle. The Lord calls us back, “Dan, you are worried and 

bothered about so many things; but only one thing is necessary” (Luke 

10:41–42, without the Dan).

In the Bible, leadership is almost synonymous with wisdom. “Who 

among you is wise and understanding? Let him show by his good behav-

ior his deeds in the gentleness of wisdom . . . The wisdom from above 

is fi rst pure, then peaceable, gentle, reasonable, full of mercy and good 

fruits, unwavering, without hypocrisy” (James 3:13, 17). Only by the 

Spirit of God can we leaders operate in this kind of wisdom.

2. Cultivate Vision and Faith
An advertisement in the Wall Street Journal says, “Vision is having an 

acute sense of the possible. It is seeing what others don’t see, and when those 

of similar vision are drawn together something extraordinary happens.” 

When God raises up an apostolic leader, He gives him a burden and a vision 

for what He will accomplish through the team. In a sense, the team leader 

can see it, touch it, and smell it, even though it does not yet exist in time.
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Unfortunately, we often confuse this endowment of vision and faith 

with personality. We think someone is a visionary leader if they are 

charismatic, if they sparkle and glitter. It is true that leaders have to be 

able to lead. Are there people following? But from what I have seen, 

those who have this sort of vision and faith from the Lord for a particular 

apostolic ministry are able to make sure that the team catches it—and 

this ability does not come in only one personality package. The key is 

that the leader’s vision will be infectious.

A few years back a member of a rather new team wanted to encour-

age his leader, “I want to commend you for how much you’ve fueled 

the team with vision.” This sort of caught the team leader by surprise, 

as the team leader didn’t have a particularly “visionary personality.” So 

the team member clarifi ed, “It’s not that we have had vision meetings 

or something like that. It’s just that everyone on the team sees clearly 

what we are going after, because you see it so plainly. We have often 

talked about where we are going, and how the Lord is going to get us 

there. So it’s palpable. You won’t be deterred, and you won’t let us be 

deterred either. We’ve all caught the vision as a result, and that is really 

motivating.”

3. Be Signifi cantly Involved in Church Planting and Set the 
Overall Direction

I made a strategic mistake in my fi rst leadership assignment in 

Egypt. As we were a team of fi fteen adults, there was always lots to 

do in terms of meetings, planning, communications, problem-solving, 

and administration. I allowed “team management” to become a full-time 

job, and as a result my learning of Arabic really suffered. Pretty soon a 

handful of men and women came to faith, and I found myself “on the 

outside looking in” in terms of my personal involvement in discipling 

and gathering. Now I am not saying that the team leader should always 

be in the middle of everything related to church planting. But I do be-

lieve he should be signifi cantly involved, as this is the main purpose for 

the team being there.

I sometimes wish we had a title other than “team leader” for this 

role. Why? Because it subtly implies that the main role of the leader is to 

Vision of the Possible.indd   164 3/9/2006   4:01:06 PM



165Leadership in the Apostolic Task

lead the team and take care of their needs. That is not the case. Rather, 

the main role of the team leader is to get the church planted, and provid-

ing effective leadership of the team is a means to that end. Sometimes we 

get the em-PHA-sis on the wrong syl-LA-ble.

A number of times there has been a person on the team who is clearly 

the most gifted leader and church planter. But that person says he wants 

to let someone else be the offi cial team leader so that he can major on 

church planting. Invariably the reason given is because of the many bur-

dens of being the team leader, such as reporting, organizing, and pastoral 

care. In these situations I normally advise that this is the right response 

to the issues, but the wrong solution. It is generally better to have this 

person remain as the team leader, in order to set the vision, direction, and 

spiritual environment, but to call another leader on the team to serve as 

“chief of staff” or “associate team leader.” Ideally, the most apostolically 

gifted person on the team should be the team leader.

4. Listen
We all know how good it feels when we are with someone and they 

really focus in and listen to what we have to say. Team leaders, ask 

yourselves: What is it that team members want more—to be heard, or 

to always have their way? Most people, if they know that they can give 

their input and it will be respected and considered, will not insist on mat-

ters going their way. They understand that sometimes decisions will go 

a different way, as the team leader has to juggle other factors and other 

people’s feelings. But as long as they know they have participated and 

have been heard, they can still own those decisions.

5. Oversee Individual Team Members
A good friend of mine who has a very magnetic personality was a 

team leader for several years. People would excitedly catch his vision 

and join him on the fi eld; his team grew to nearly thirty members at one 

point. I remember my fi rst visit there. One after another, all the team 

members told me the same story: They were thrilled to join this team, 

but after six months they had become frustrated, almost disillusioned. 

“We’re not being given any direction. We don’t know where we fi t. Day 
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to day we’re not sure what we’re supposed to be doing” was the repeated 

refrain. Steadily team members moved away or joined other teams.

Team leaders have a special opportunity and a special obligation. 

The team leader is the one person on Planet Earth whom people expect 

to oversee the team members’ lives and ministries. The team members 

themselves, the organization, and all the senders and churches back home 

assume their people will be looked after and their work guided and kept 

accountable; and that falls squarely on the team leader. For team members 

on fi nancial support—which are the majority—this means the team leader 

is also their supervisor vocationally or professionally. Here are four mech-

anisms that make up a reasonable oversight package: 1) Weekly activity 

reporting (usually using some simple form); 2) One-on-one reviews every 

other month; 3) Setting and revising of “hard targets” (see below) every 

six months; 4) One of those times—once a year—reviewing performance 

and attainments, as well as setting out new goals. Of course, the nature of 

your oversight will have to be adjusted for those who are not full-time in 

the work (e.g., some mothers of young children).

The issue of pastoral care often arises. See below for more discussion 

on this. We expect the team leader to facilitate growth and be responsible 

to help the team members fi nd resources for their personal well-being. 

But as many apostolic leaders are not strong themselves in pastoral care, 

this may need to come from others.

Your team members are going to need encouragement and affi rma-

tion. That which comes from you, their leader, has the highest value. 

John Robinson, former head football coach of the University of Southern 

California Trojans, said, “I never criticize a player until they are fi rst 

convinced of my unconditional confi dence in their abilities.”

Team leaders have a special opportunity for the kingdom. If a team 

member can be 50 percent effective simply left to herself, she can be 

75 percent or 100 percent effective if the leader spends just a minimal 

amount of time and energy giving encouragement and direction. This is 

truly multiplying your time.

6. Model Being Accountable and Teachable
We learn a lesson from the pagan centurion in Matthew 8:9: “For 

I myself am a man under authority, with soldiers under me. I tell this 
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one, ‘Go,’ and he goes; and that one, ‘Come,’ and he comes. I say to my 

servant, ‘Do this,’ and he does it” (NIV). He recognized that just as he had 

responsibility and authority over the soldiers under him, so too he was 

responsible and accountable to the leader above him. In my ten years as 

fi eld director I’ve observed a strong correlation here: Those team leaders 

who are faithful and responsive to the overseer over them generally are 

treated likewise by their own team members. Likewise, those who are 

evasive or consistently inconsistent in reporting are usually the ones who 

experience the biggest frustrations with their team members—people not 

listening, doing their own thing, making major decisions without con-

sulting, passive-aggressive behavior, and even mutiny. The wise team 

leader will be very faithful in his own accountability, and will make sure 

his team knows it.

“Listen to counsel and accept discipline, that you may be wise the 

rest of your days” (Proverbs 19:20). Am I willing to accept correction 

and constructive criticism? Do I know I need coaching and seek it out, 

or do I feel that I’ve already got all the answers? How does my team 

perceive me in these matters? When was the last time my team heard 

me say, “I’m weak in this area, so I’m going to get training or take such-

and-such class”? If we want hungry and coachable team members, we 

have to model it.

Unessential Tasks
So if these are the six indispensable priorities for the effective team 

leader, what are some responsibilities the leader can let go of? The fol-

lowing list is not meant to be complete. And it doesn’t mean that you 

should stay out of all these areas. You can do some of them, depending 

on your gifts and what your team is like. But in general, delegate what-

ever you can avoid doing yourself and have handled reasonably well by 

someone else.

• Leading all the activities and meetings of the team. When 
the team has six or more members, I advise the leader to ap-
point a “chief of staff” or “associate team leader” who can 
carry many of these responsibilities. Also, some team leaders 
will form a small “leadership core” to help them with team 
leadership functions.
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• Being involved in all aspects of church planting. (This is not 
a contradiction of the third point above.)

• Being overly involved with e-mail. Not long ago I was in the 
home of one of our most effective team leaders and church 
planters. Somehow it came up that he looks at his e-mail only 
twice a week (and never at the discussion groups, except for 
key announcements). Many of us go overboard on e-mail, 
and there’s a signifi cant price to be paid for it.

• Language learning supervision of the team. (See chapter 
6, where having a language supervisor other than the team 
leader is discussed).

• Taking care of all the team logistics and administration. Again, 
if you lead a large team not only are you able to delegate more, 
but you absolutely must to survive. It’s common for me to see 
team leaders running around getting apartments ready for new 
arrivals, making countless airport trips, fi xing computers, han-
dling team fi nances, organizing functions, etc., all while their 
team members have the time and the desire to help. “But if I 
delegate it, it won’t get done as well” a leader might object. A 
team leader friend of mine shared this rule of thumb with me: 
if he can delegate something and have it done even 75 percent 
as well as he would do it himself, he’ll delegate it. He later told 
me he dropped the threshold to 50 percent!

• Being the primary pastoral care provider on the team. All 
leaders will want to be caring and encouraging concerning 
whatever coworkers are going through. There certainly will 
be needs. We have a wide spectrum of gifts in the pastoral 
area among our team leaders: from the “Barnabas” types to 
the “General Patton” types. As a leader you will need to know 
your own strengths and weaknesses, and lead with your gifts. 
If you are pastorally strong, then you will defi nitely want to 
make that a big part of how you lead the team. But if you 
aren’t, you should probably look for other ways to have your 
team’s pastoral needs met—either by others on the team or 
by someone outside the team. Some team leaders also feel 
strongly that it is unwise to invite people onto the team who 
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are highly needy, either in terms of remedial work or ongoing 
pastoral care.

• Obtaining your doctorate. I’m going to get in trouble on this 
one. If God is calling you to be a missiologist or a seminary 
professor, then you defi nitely need a doctorate. But for those 
He has called to apostolic church planting where Christ is 
not named, most will not need this or want it. Perhaps get-
ting a doctorate is the Lord’s will for a portion of pioneer 
workers, but I can’t imagine that this is the case for a large 
percentage.

• Personally overseeing every member of the team. (This is not 
a contradiction of the fi fth point above.) On larger teams it 
is fi ne to have younger, greener members overseen by senior 
team members. Likewise, I generally advise leaders of larger 
teams to appoint a senior woman to oversee the ministries 
of the women on the team, as she will be able to do a much 
better job. I remember meeting with a single woman on our 
team in Egypt, who was a friend and respected coworker. I 
gently asked for some goals for the time period. When she 
burst into tears, I sort of knew I wasn’t the best one for this 

oversight relationship!

One more thing: In view of all the responsibilities that the team 

leader will need to fulfi ll, it is important that he have a residency plat-

form that is minimally demanding of his time. Let’s face it: it’s often 

easier to do “platform” work than church planting. It’s easy to justify 

your time investment by saying, “I need to do this to be able to stay 

here.” Platform work is immediately gratifying—you are often meeting 

physical needs and accomplishing something. You have something to 

show for your time. It’s easy to get people back home to support your 

platform. I especially see this dynamic as a downfall for men, because 

platforms are tangible—and men like to build! Conversely, church plant-

ing work is often unrewarding. It’s hard. It’s uphill. It’s not immediately 

satisfying. And it gets spiritually attacked! You have to really be focused 

to stay with it, because it can be so discouraging. Team leaders must set 

the pace on keeping the focus on church planting.
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ACCOUNTABILITY IN THE APOSTOLIC TASK

Oversight and accountability are two words whose meanings can be 

a bit ambiguous. When we hear these words, no doubt we all conjure up 

different concepts of what they mean. That’s unfortunate, since their role 

in the apostolic task—especially if it is in any way on a team basis—is 

extremely important. The dictionary defi nition of accountable is “re-

sponsible to somebody or for something.”1 And to oversee is “to watch 

over, manage, and direct somebody or a task done by somebody.”2 But 

are these just Western concepts, perhaps born out of the management 

craze of the past two decades?

The story goes that a Huey Cobra helicopter, while practicing 

autorotations during a military night exercise, landed on its tail rotor, 

separating the tail boom from the rest of the aircraft. Fortunately the 

aircraft wound up on its skids, and slid down the runway doing 360s in 

a shower of sparks. As the Cobra passed the tower, the following ex-

change occurred: Tower: “Sir, do you need assistance?” Cobra: “I don’t 

know, Tower. I ain’t done crashin’ yet!” That’s sort of how we feel about 

the whole area of accountability: we’re still trying to fi gure it all out. 

Nonetheless, we need to work hard to try to learn all that Scripture has 

to teach us about it, as this has a direct bearing on how we work together 

on the fi eld in planting churches. A team leader who does not have a 

solid biblical framework regarding the spiritual exercise of authority will 

almost surely lead in a way that is vague or unsure, and that profi ts no 

one. Likewise, team members with a weak understanding will not know 

their biblical options and responsibilities, and may not always respond to 

their leaders in a Christ-honoring way. How much of the turmoil on our 

teams rises from a lack of understanding of what the Bible teaches?

More than once I’ve heard it said that we don’t need another book 

on leadership but what we need is a book on “followership.” We live in 

a day in which leaders are universally viewed with distrust, and this has 

carried over into the church. Dallas Willard writes, “The Western seg-

ment of the church today lives in a bubble of historical illusion about the 

meaning of discipleship and the gospel. We are dominated by the essen-

tially Enlightenment values that rule American culture: pursuit of hap-
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piness, unrestricted freedom of choice, disdain of authority.”3 Similarly, 

Paul McKaughan writes, “We spend much time teaching leadership and 

assume that following is natural when our Bible and experience tells 

us that humans are basically anarchists not followers. We humans are 

sheep each going our own way. This is not just the tendency of those 

who won’t follow our lead. It is as much our fallen human nature as it 

is theirs. Independence and self-suffi ciency are never positive biblical 

traits. Almost every time we see it in scripture we note that bad things 

happen. Healthy dependency is a more biblical norm. We were created 

so as to need each other.”4

I wish I could say that our shared diffi culty in following leaders 

has not impacted teams, but that workers always selfl essly serve the 

people and their coworkers. But let’s be real. We are all products of 

our own generation to one degree or another. If “followership” has been 

a problem for us baby boomers, word has it that it is only going to be 

more pronounced with our Gen-X brothers and sisters. In Scripture 

godly leaders are spoken of as a means of grace, whether referring to 

godly kings, apostles, elders, teachers, etc. People who don’t have good 

leaders are spoken of as “sheep without a shepherd,” implying a certain 

harshness of life. So what does the Bible teach on these issues? Why do 

we need leaders? What is submission? What is authority? Why do we 

need “reporting”?

Leadership and Authority in the Body of Christ
Jesus taught his disciples: “But you are not to be called ‘Rabbi,’ for 

you have only one Master and you are all brothers. And do not call any-

one on earth ‘father,’ for you have one Father, and he is in heaven. Nor 

are you to be called ‘teacher,’ for you have one Teacher, the Christ. The 

greatest among you will be your servant. For whoever exalts himself will 

be humbled, and whoever humbles himself will be exalted” (Matthew 

23:8–12 NIV). Passages like this are foundational. All of our relationships 

in the body, in an ultimate sense, are “peer-to-peer.” The backdrop for 

us is an equality of value, dignity, and heavenly citizenship. Jesus like-

wise taught, “You know that those who are recognized as rulers of the 

Gentiles lord it over them; and their great men exercise authority over 
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them. But it is not this way among you, but whoever wishes to become 

great among you shall be your servant; and whoever wishes to be fi rst 

among you shall be slave of all” (Mark 10:42–44). Whatever leadership 

is, it’s essentially serving.

But are these the only relevant passages in the New Testament? 

What about these?

“The elders who rule well are to be considered worthy of double 

honor, especially those who work hard at preaching and teaching” 

(1 Timothy 5:17). One of the responsibilities of elders is to “rule” (Greek 

proisteemi); and it’s hard work.

“But we request of you, brethren, that you appreciate those who dili-

gently labor among you, and have charge over you in the Lord and give 

you instruction” (1 Thessalonians 5:12). Leaders are those who “have 

charge over” those in their care.

“We have different gifts, according to the grace given us. If a man’s 

gift is . . . leadership, let him govern diligently” (Romans 12:8 NIV). Paul 

here speaks not only of elders, but of leaders in general. Jesus is our 

leader, but He has ordained a plan whereby He works through human 

leaders.

“Obey your leaders and submit to their authority. They keep 

watch over you as men who must give an account. Obey them so that 

their work will be a joy, not a burden, for that would be of no advan-

tage to you” (Hebrews 13:17 NIV). Here again the writer speaks not 

only about our relationship with elders, but with our leaders in gen-

eral. Leaders in the body have oversight responsibility and authority. 

They themselves must give account. (He doesn’t say if this is to God 

or to the human leaders over them. Perhaps it could be both.) Their 

work could be joyful or burdensome, depending on how I respond. 

God calls me to obey and submit—not very politically correct words 

in today’s environment.

Do passages such as these apply to leadership, oversight, and ac-

countability on apostolic fi eld teams—for example, in the team leader-

team member relationship? I believe they do.
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Spiritual Authority Versus Positional Authority
Positional authority is that which individuals have by virtue of 

their position or status in an organization, such as “team leader,” “team 

leader overseer,” “regional coordinator,” etc. Irrespective of the person, 

because the position carries a certain responsibility and authority, people 

under them should cooperate with their leadership. Spiritual authority is 

different. It means that individuals may or may not have any positional 

authority or rank, but people respond positively to their infl uence and 

input because of the quality of their lives, accomplishments, experience, 

and wisdom.

Some say we need only respond to spiritual authority. Isn’t that a 

half-truth? Indeed, character, true spiritual maturity, and proven experi-

ence are of huge importance in the Bible. But if we only respond to 

spiritual authority one can quickly see how that is a recipe for chaos 

during hard times and for things ultimately breaking down: at the end of 

the day, one responds to the spiritual authority of others only when one 

feels like it, according to how he or she perceives their authority at the 

moment. To only be willing to respond to spiritual authority, is actually 

to be unwilling to submit to any authority.

But what about a leader’s style? We want our teams to be effective. 

But as humans we also have a desire to be liked. Should we be assertive, 

heavy-handed, controlling, and directive? Or should we be unassertive, 

neglectful, winsome, passive, allow the team or members to drift, and 

operate strictly in consensus-building? Of course, these aren’t truly ei-

ther-or matters. We mustn’t allow ourselves to be trapped by emotive 

connotations of words. No two leaders’ styles are going to be exactly 

the same. Let us seek God to be the leader He has made us to be, to be 

teachable, and to grow to maturity in that leadership calling.

Leader-to-Leader Accountability
Most pioneer workers are leaders, whether or not they are “team 

leaders.” They were leaders back home, or else they probably wouldn’t 

be out there in the apostolic task. On the fi eld they are going to be en-

gaged in such ministries as discipling, planning evangelistic projects, 
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teaching, mentoring, and preparing local elders—in other words, lead-

ing. So when we speak of the team leader to team member relationship, 

the nature of it is really leader-to-leader. Once again, we’re grateful for 

how Scripture speaks to this.

First of all, we are exhorted to always allow other believers to speak 

into our lives:

• “The way of a fool is right in his own eyes, but a wise man is 
he who listens to counsel” (Proverbs 12:15).

• “He whose ear listens to the life-giving reproof will dwell 
among the wise. He who neglects discipline despises him-
self, but he who listens to reproof acquires understanding. 
The fear of the LORD is the instruction for wisdom, and before 
honor comes humility” (Proverbs 15:31–33).

• “Listen to counsel and accept discipline, 
 That you may be wise the rest of your days” 
 (Proverbs 19:20).

• “Be subject to one another in the fear of Christ” (Ephesians 
5:21).

There was a curious incident in the beginning of the church that 

gets little press. Remember Peter’s “second apostolic journey” (Acts 

9:32–10:48 [the fi rst being found in Acts 8:14–25])? His travels took 

him to Lydda and Joppa, and then the Spirit called him up to Caesarea 

in a unique way, giving him the same vision three times. (Ever notice 

how often things had to happen to Peter three times? Hmmm.) Anyway, 

we’re all familiar with how the Lord wonderfully advanced the gospel 

to this collection of prominent Gentiles—Cornelius, his relatives, and 

his wider sphere of relationships—thus inaugurating the third, “ends of 

the earth” phase of Acts 1:8. All of them heard the preaching, believed, 

received the Holy Spirit, spoke in tongues, and were baptized by these 

Jewish Christians who, a week earlier, wouldn’t have bought a bagel 

from them.

Notice what came next: “Now the apostles and the brethren who 

were throughout Judea heard that the Gentiles also had received the 

word of God. And when Peter came up to Jerusalem, those who were 
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circumcised [i.e., everybody who was anybody] took issue with him

[emphasis added], saying, ‘You went to uncircumcised men and ate with 

them.’ [This sentence should probably close with a question mark. And 

then left out of the best early manuscripts was the likely next question: 

“What were you thinking?!”] But Peter began speaking and proceeded 

to explain to them in orderly sequence, saying . . .” (Acts 11:1–4).

This is Peter! The lead apostle. The great “Preacher of Pentecost.” 

The Rock upon whom the church will be built. And who is this calling 

him on the carpet? I wonder if formerly the not-too-humble, hothead 

Peter would have said something like this: “Get off my back. God just 

did a great work . . . through me. Who are you? Did you somehow 

miss those Bible studies Jesus gave about the worldwide reach of the 

gospel? About all those prophecies in the Torah of the Gentiles coming 

in? About grace? About His other sheep? You can take your defi cient 

soteriology and . . .” But he didn’t. He denied his pride and submitted 

to his fellow apostles and other leaders. Instead of being aggravated by 

these Jerusalem elders, he respected their position, and he trusted the 

Spirit to speak to them. That must have been really hard.

It shouldn’t surprise us that most of the examples in the New 

Testament of leadership on apostolic teams revolve around Paul. 

Numerous times we fi nd Paul being directive to the others about where 

and when to go, what to do, what to teach and emphasize, character ad-

monitions, and correctives of their thinking (cf. Acts 16:1–3; 19:21–22; 

20:4–6; 2 Timothy 4:9–15; Titus 3:12–13). The three epistles specifi -

cally between apostolic workers5 (1 and 2 Timothy and Titus) are written 

in the imperative voice to a large extent.

In 1992 I was a fi eld team leader, and after being in the United States 

on furlough I made the mistake of going back to the Middle East by way 

of our international offi ce in Europe. I had assumed I was more or less in 

good stead. (OK—so I only turned in monthly reports about once a year.) 

Besides, the directors and I were buddies. But guess what? They locked 

me in a small room with them, shined a bright light in my face (maybe 

my memory is exaggerating a tad), and nailed me about not reporting and 

not being accountable. What could I say? I was guilty. So I went back 

home (on the fi eld), pulled out my calendar, and circled the fi fteenth of 
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every month for the next twenty-four months. One way or another, team 

reports were going to be done by the fi fteenth. And, by God’s grace, they 

were. By the way, the next two years were a particularly fruitful period 

of ministry.

A few years ago our general director voluntarily stepped out of that 

role and returned to the fi eld, as a team leader. He also was in the role 

of team leader overseer, overseeing a handful of teams, and accountable 

to me as fi eld director for such. This has always felt a bit odd: me—a 

younger, wet-behind-the-ears, green nobody—overseeing a respected 

veteran leader like this. On his way out the door he said, “The more you 

keep on my back, the better results you’ll get, and the better TLOing 

they’ll get. And you can quote me to the young fellers. I’m a man under 

authority.”

The point is that leaders should be the best at submitting to the le-

gitimate authority of other leaders. Why do we welcome accountability? 

Because we are passionate about the task, for Jesus’ sake.

Bringing It Together
In the New Testament examples, people were free in the Lord to 

join a team or not join a team (e.g., John Mark, Epaphroditus, Timothy, 

Silas, Urbanus, Luke, Epaphras, Euodia and Syntyche, Barnabas). It 

was a voluntary linking together for the task. But once they were on 

a team, the principles of leadership, accountability, and submission 

applied. Likewise, people could decide to break off from the team and 

not be reproved or disciplined for sin (e.g., John Mark’s premature de-

parture, Paul and Barnabas’ mutual separation). In a modality (i.e., a 

local church) there is an element of submission to leaders which is not 

voluntary. But in a sodality (i.e., apostolic band) the joining or leaving 

seems to be voluntary. When one is on a team, or likewise in a broader 

network of teams (i.e., fi eld agency), one needs to obey the scriptural 

principles concerning accountability and submission.

What about working within the context of a fi eld agency? First of 

all, I believe we see hints of such networks in the New Testament. In 

general, you get the sense that the various apostolic bands were in mutu-

ally supportive relationships wherever possible. During Paul’s lengthy 
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time in Ephesus there evidently were several church planting teams that 

seemed to be networked together. Does the New Testament teach that 

we must have organizations for sending out workers? No. But there is 

certainly precedent for pulling together, and God calls us to wise stew-

ardship. If a broader networking and international joint effort results in 

synergy, and greater CP effectiveness, it makes sense to do so. “Two 

are better than one, because they have a good return for their work: If 

one falls down, his friend can help him up. But pity the man who falls 

and has no one to help him up! Also, if two lie down together, they will 

keep warm. But how can one keep warm alone? Though one may be 

overpowered, two can defend themselves. A cord of three strands is not 

quickly broken” (Ecclesiastes 4:9–12 NIV). Does an apostolic team (e.g., 

from one local church) have to belong to an agency? No. But if they do, 

they should abide by the biblical principles of accountability within the 

context they join.

As team leaders are recruiting and building their team, they will 

want to be able to communicate clearly to people what they are calling 

them to join. It is strongly recommended that they develop two vital 

documents: 1) A Vision and Strategy Paper, which describes what the 

team wants to accomplish in the Lord, and a bit about how; and 2) A 

Memo of Understanding, which goes into more detail about team life 

and policies, and life on the fi eld. See appendix 3. These two tools 

will greatly help the team leader to communicate his heart and vision, 

including on the subject of accountability, as well as to minimize mis-

understandings later on.

What Accountability Looks Like
A ministry oversight relationship (e.g., team leader-team member) 

generally means this is the primary oversight and accountability relation-

ship with regard to ministry. It is vertical (à la 1 Thessalonians 5:12), not 

peer-to-peer. It pertains to spiritual matters, to ministry and occupational 

issues, and to personal matters as they affect the ministry. It is also usu-

ally, though not necessarily always, the primary coaching or training 

relationship. If I am accountable to you in a ministry situation, here are 

the consequences:
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• It does not mean that you, the overseer, can necessarily do a 
better job than me, the “overseen.” Oftentimes the opposite 
is the case.

• It does mean that you are viewing my life and ministry, 
in a sense, from above—seeing the forest and not just the 
trees—and therefore are able to think of good ideas, to spot 
pitfalls, and to see clearly priorities that I might miss. You 
are in a good position to hold me accountable.

• You are watching out for me in the two vital aspects of thriv-
ing spiritually and working on task.

• I am regularly informing you of all key aspects of my spiri-
tual life and ministry. I am not intentionally withholding any 
important information from you.

• I welcome the tough questions from you on a regular basis. 
I am allowing you to fully monitor my life and ministry. 
Where you feel you can oversee me better by measuring cer-
tain activities (e.g., language learning progress, sharing the 
gospel), I welcome that. As someone has said, “The leader 
cannot manage and motivate what he or she can’t measure,” 
and “Wise management must measure the right things.”

• You work with me to set goals and “hard targets” (specifi c 
one-time goals, or ongoing objectives, such as “Study the 
Bible in Arabic three hours each week”). You follow up on 
my progress.

• If I get stuck in any unhelpful patterns of passivity, I wel-
come you pushing me out of those, getting me unstuck. The 
Bible speaks to such “sins of omission”: “Anyone, then, who 
knows the good he ought to do and doesn’t do it, sins” (James 
4:17 NIV).

• You can challenge my preconceived notions. I welcome your 
input in general.

• You must remind me of things we have agreed on: goals, 
hard targets, team or agency ethos, etc.

• I gladly receive exhortation, admonition, even discipline.
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Very practically, here is why all of this is important:

1) This active oversight and accountability lets the leaders know 
what is happening, and gives them opportunity to infl uence it (to 
improve, to add, to correct, to network, etc.).

2) It gives leaders the opportunity to provide pastoral ministry and/
or mentoring.

3) Leaders cannot affi rm and encourage when they are uninformed.

4) If a team leader or team member is not reporting, then effectively 
they are independent and not accountable.

5) Most pioneer church planting organizations are strongly 
committed to the biblical principle of accountability for all their 
members.

6) In my ten years of experience as a fi eld director, when a team 
leader is not reporting, around half the time something pretty bad 
is being hidden (e.g., severe discouragement, team mutiny, even 
adultery). When accountability is breaking down, a leader must
“get in the face” of those they are responsible for.

7) Bottom line: Effective oversight means more fruitful ministry 

for Jesus’ sake among all unreached peoples.

SOME CONCLUSIONS

Professor Bobby Clinton refl ects: “Leadership is complex, problem-

atic, diffi cult and fraught with risk—which is why leadership is needed. 

Leadership is complex. Paul deals with a whole range of problems in-

cluding moral issues, philosophical issues, practical everyday issues, so-

cial issues, theological issues, conceptual issues, methodological issues. 

Problems in a leadership situation are a main reason for the existence of 

leaders. Leaders must see problems not as hindrances to leadership but 

as the warp and woof of leadership responsibility.”6

Too often we leaders have overlooked this vital admonition: “If 

[a man’s gift] is leadership, let him govern diligently” (Romans 12:8 

NIV). Paul wrote this in the context of church ministry, where his overall 

exhortation was, “Having gifts that differ according to the grace given to 
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us, let us use them.” It has to do with the stewardship of what God has 

given us to do, individually, while on this planet. It is a major part of our 

life that will enable us to hear later on, “Well done, good and faithful 

servant.”

Paul is saying that the role of leaders is very important. Leaders 

have got to lead. When they don’t, the body of Christ and the cause 

of Christ suffer. When leaders do lead, according to the Spirit’s work 

through them, it is tremendously life-giving.

Today, a writer might exhort “to lead sensitively,” or “to lead with 

a servant heart,” or “to lead by building consensus,” or “to lead with 

vision.” And yet Paul, speaking by the Holy Spirit, curiously puts his 

fi nger on leading with diligence! This might seem particularly odd to 

young apostolic leaders, for whom diligence sort of “comes naturally.” 

But Paul has a real insight here. The natural tendency of leaders over 

the long term is not toward diligence, but toward passivity. Have you 

experienced this? Eventually gravity pulls us all toward avoiding the 

hard work of giving good leadership, toward slowness, toward a lack of 

caring or an unwillingness to confront, and toward methodical bureau-

cracy rather than giving energetic, proactive, and courageous direction. 

Human nature works against us.

A wise friend of mine once remarked, “Dan, people not in leader-

ship view Christian leaders as really having it good. Enjoyable, fulfi lling 

stuff, with lots of perks and prestige. But in fact, soon after one begins 

a ministry of leading, he or she discovers that it can be a real drag. It’s 

a burden. The hassles, stresses, and aggravations can be overwhelming. 

Basically it isn’t worth it—at least from the standpoint of some earthly 

‘payback.’ Just read 2 Corinthians 11:23–29 for a reality check! There’s 

only one worthwhile reason for accepting leadership: the privilege of 

serving Christ, knowing of His reward in the next life.”

As those whom God has raised up to give leadership in His global 

harvest among the least evangelized peoples, let us constantly keep this 

promise in front of us. Pray today about your team leadership role and 

how you are fulfi lling it. And let us remain teachable and accountable to 

one another, that we might grow to become the leaders God intends us 

to be.

Vision of the Possible.indd   180 3/9/2006   4:01:07 PM



11

181Th e Role of the Church Planters in Church Planting

The Role  of  the  Church 
Planters  in  Church Planting

What exactly is the role of church planters in church planting? At 

fi rst this question may seem a bit odd. “To plant the church, of course!” 

might be your fi rst thought. Or you might reply, “That’s easy. We learned 

in seminary that our part is to stay on the sidelines and just encourage the 

nationals.” In reality, those who have been involved in pioneer church 

planting for very long immediately recognize that this question is not 

simple. Do the church planters, especially expatriate ones, get real in-

volved in the believers’ meetings or remain outside of them? Do they do 

much Bible teaching? What if local believers will be persecuted if they 

have much contact with the expatriates? Do the workers help set up or 

infl uence the new church and its structure, or do they leave all the key 

foundational issues to the local people to sort out for themselves? Do the 

workers live on-site or elsewhere? As it turns out, the question of the 

role of the church planters is one of the most determinative factors for 

how the church gets planted. The question is not a simple one, but it is 

a vital one.

There is a wide spectrum of views on these issues among church 

planters working with unreached peoples, and that kind of diversity in 

the apostolic community is a good thing. I personally do have some 

views on these matters, which I will share. However, it is important that 

we unpack the issues for church planting teams to answer for themselves. 

Likewise, I genuinely esteem my fellow workers who would approach 

these matters differently than I; and I don’t mean the slightest disrespect 

toward those of other philosophies. The importance of this topic should 
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drive us to the Lord for direction and send us to His Word to discover 

answers and examples.

A typical scenario may look something like this: The team is resi-

dent in a city for some time, learning the language, getting involved 

in the community, making friendships, and seeking to win people to 

Christ. At some point they lead one or two to faith, and also “discover” 

another one or two already existing believers—in this case, Hindu-

background believers (HBBs). These HBBs are looking to them for 

friendship, spiritual support, teaching, and an example to follow. The 

team may have already succeeded in pulling these believers together 

into a fellowship group, or maybe they are just on the verge of doing 

so. The questions the team begins to ask themselves—and upon which 

many pioneer workers differ from each other—become:

• Do we now pull this fellowship group together, leading and 
teaching the people? Or do we somehow stay in the back-
ground and have local believers do all the leading and teach-
ing from the beginning—even if the group consists only of 
new, immature believers?

• How do we follow up on each individual to get back to their 
social networks and try to win others to Christ? What do we 
do with those individuals who either don’t have a social net-
work or who get ostracized from their social network?

• Who should do the shepherding and pastoral care?

• How are decisions that affect the group going to be made?

• If we do lead the group and teach the Bible at fi rst, at what 
point do we encourage HBBs to assume these responsibili-
ties? If they are new believers now, when will they be ready? 
Pretty much all would agree that once some HBBs are ap-
pointed as elders, then they are responsible before God for 
the leading, teaching, and decision-making. But what about 
during the period of incubation before that point?

There are various analogies for this crucial period at the start of a 

new church or network of churches:
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a. Think of someone trying to start a bonfi re. He gathers the 
kindling and bigger pieces of wood. Somehow he gets a spark 
and a little fl ame going. He knows it could easily go out, but 
hopes it will grow. So he shields it with his hands and blows on 
it—not too much and not too little. He slowly adds more twigs, 
then sticks, then branches or logs. If the ingredients are good 
and dry, the fi re will grow well. It they are wet, it will take much 
longer, and may go out altogether.

b. The midwife is there for the delivery of a baby. She is neither the 
mother nor the baby, but only a temporary party to help ensure 
a safe and healthy delivery. She can’t do everything. But if she 
doesn’t play her role, the baby may die.

c. For buildings to be built, scaffolding is used. It is not the building, 
but a temporary necessity for the building to be built well. Then 
it is taken down and used elsewhere to start another building.

Once you have one or more believers who are committed to Christ 

and willing to serve, the questions become real and must be answered. It 

is between this point and the later appointing of elders that church plant-

ing teams will differ on their approach to the role of the church planters. 

For the vast majority of apostolic church planters the end goal is the 

same, namely to end up with a church (or churches) where the local lead-

ers are fully responsible and in control. A few expatriate church planters 

retain control even after elders are appointed, but I do not advocate that 

at all. We might still infl uence things later on—even as Paul did with the 

churches he founded—but it is the local elders who have the responsibil-

ity and authority before God for the new church. That is the direction we 

want to go.

Here are the ministry components that need to be carried out by 

somebody during the early days of a new fellowship group:

1. Discipling younger believers (whether one-on-one or in group 
settings—actually both are very important). Loving care as well 
as exhortations. Ministering through relationship. Training (e.g., 
how to share your testimony, pray for the sick, study the Bible).

2. Gathering believers. Initiating the group getting together and 
persuading believers of the importance of this and how it is 
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part of following Jesus. Planning one-time events (e.g., retreats, 
parties, special fellowships) as well as ongoing meetings.

3. Cultivating body life in the group in all aspects, including mutual 
care for one another, being involved in each others’ lives, prayer, 
worship, sharing, the Lord’s Supper, etc.

4. Teaching the Word, leading in group study. Building them up in 
“sound doctrine,” to use the apostle Paul’s phrase.

5. Problem-solving.

6. Pastoring: giving care and support to individuals and couples in 
their personal needs.

7. Developing leaders.

And here are some of the variables that will frame the question of 

the role of church planters for you:

1. The nature of the believers that God brings into the picture. If 
your team has led them all to faith, or they are otherwise all 
young believers, this will probably infl uence you to do most 
or all of the leading and teaching until you see the believers 
at a place where giving them the responsibility of group Bible 
teaching won’t cause harm. As James 3:1 says, “Let not many 
of you become teachers, my brethren, knowing that as such 
we will incur a stricter judgment.” However, even brand-new 
believers—and indeed pre-believers—should be urged to share 
what they know about Christ and what they have experienced 
from Him to others.

If, on the other hand, you are linked with one or more mature 

and ministry-oriented believers early on, then of course they are 

going to be undertaking much of the shepherding and feeding of 

the fl ock from day one. Similarly, their age and life experience 

is a big factor. Elders are usually not going to be twenty-fi ve-

year-olds. If everyone in your group is young, that will affect 

your approach.
2. Your philosophy of ministry. If your highest priority is 

maintaining cultural purity and 100 percent indigenousness in 
how the believers fellowship and identify themselves, without 
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the slightest possibility of foreign infl uence, then that will 
probably trump all other considerations. Some church planters 
have even told me that they would not meet with a group of 
brand-new believers or teach them anything from the Word, nor 
instruct them on how to be the body of Christ, because it would 
be impossible not to taint their indigenous forms of body life 
if they did. Other philosophy of ministry issues would include 
how you see the local church; the role of Scripture; whether you 
envision planting a cell church, house churches, or large church; 
and your model of discipling.

3. The vulnerability of local believers to persecution specifi cally 
because of contact with you. In some pioneer church plants this 
is a major factor and greatly infl uences how the team seeks to be 
a catalyst for the church to develop. But I would say that in most 
of our contexts this is not an overwhelming issue.

4. The value you place on incarnational issues, such as language 
fl uency, lifestyle and cultural adaptation, and belonging. An 
active role for church planters presupposes a good measure 
of language fl uency and probably also that they are not too 
geographically distant from the believers, either in terms of 
physical distance or lifestyle.

Again, your approach in these four areas will steer what you do as 

church planters.

Finally, one last introductory comment. Sometimes the Lord brings 

one or more national brothers or sisters who are keen to partner in your 

church planting work. For example, it is not uncommon on our fi elds to 

fi nd a national from a Christian background who has a call on his or her 

life to reach people from the majority (or resistant) group with the gospel 

(e.g., Buddhists). Even when they are not from the people group you 

are focused on, they have the language and, perhaps to a lesser degree, 

the culture, and probably many excellent relationship inroads with the 

Buddhists you’re seeking to reach. Some teams have sought to build 

their CP team with mostly local CBBs (Christian-background believers) 

like this. This can be a tremendous boost to the church planting effort. 

But I don’t think this greatly infl uences the question at hand (the role of 
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the church planters in CP), as these coworkers are in a very real sense 

outside church planters too, and the issues pertain to them as they do to 

the expatriate workers.

SOME HELPFUL PASSAGES

The following passages (all in NIV) provide some excellent insights 

into how new churches were planted in the pioneer contexts of Crete, 

southern Galatia, Thessalonica, and Ephesus, and what the role of the 

apostolic church planters was in each case.

Titus 1:5: “The reason I left you in Crete was that 

you might straighten out what was left unfi nished and 

appoint elders in every town, as I directed you.”

Titus 2:15: “These, then, are the things you should 

teach. Encourage and rebuke with all authority. Do not 

let anyone despise you.”

Acts 14:23: “Paul and Barnabas appointed elders for 

them in each church and, with prayer and fasting, 

committed them to the Lord, in whom they had put 

their trust.”

Observations . . .

1. Paul urged Titus, who was doing the nearly identical task that 
our teams are doing, to lead and to teach authoritatively. Titus 
was an outsider to Crete and a pioneer church planter.

2. Until indigenous leaders who have the spiritual and character 
qualifi cations to become elders are appointed, the work is not 
done. The church planters cannot simply walk away and say “We 
planted a church there,” as the foundation is not yet complete. It 
would seem that appointing the initial elders is something for 
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the church planters to do, implying that their authoritative role is 
recognized and that they function out of that role.

3. The church planters’ role was temporary, like that of scaffolding 
in the construction of a new building.

4. A clear distinction was made between the role of the church 
planters and that of the elders. The former came from the outside, 
and at some point left. The latter were local believers who stayed, 
and “eldered” indefi nitely.

5. “Elders” (plural) were appointed in “every town”/“each church” 

(singular).

1 Thessalonians 2:7–13: “We were gentle among you, like a mother 

caring for her little children. We loved you so much that we were de-

lighted to share with you not only the gospel of God but our lives as well, 

because you had become so dear to us. Surely you remember, brothers, 

our toil and hardship; we worked night and day in order not to be a 

burden to anyone while we preached the gospel of God to you.

“You are witnesses, and so is God, of how holy, righteous and 

blameless we were among you who believed. For you know that we dealt 

with each of you as a father deals with his own children, encouraging, 

comforting and urging you to live lives worthy of God, who calls you 

into his kingdom and glory.

“And we also thank God continually because, when you received 

the word of God, which you heard from us, you accepted it not as the 

word of men, but as it actually is, the word of God, which is at work in 

you who believe.”

1 Thessalonians 4:2: “For you know what instructions 

we gave you by the authority of the Lord Jesus.”

Titus 1:13: “This testimony is true. Therefore, rebuke 

them sharply, so that they will be sound in the faith.”

Titus 2:1–2: “You must teach what is in accord with 

sound doctrine. Teach the older men to be temperate, 
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worthy of respect, self-controlled, and sound in faith, 

in love and in endurance.”

Acts 20:20–21, 27, 31, 34–35: “You [elders of the 

church in Ephesus] know that I have not hesitated to 

preach anything that would be helpful to you but have 

taught you publicly and from house to house. I have 

declared to both Jews and Greeks that they must turn to 

God in repentance and have faith in our Lord Jesus. . . . 

For I have not hesitated to proclaim to you the whole 

will of God. . . . So be on your guard! Remember that 

for three years I never stopped warning each of you 

night and day with tears. . . . You yourselves know 

that these hands of mine have supplied my own needs 

and the needs of my companions. In everything I 

did, I showed you that by this kind of hard work we 

must help the weak, remembering the words the Lord 

Jesus himself said: ‘It is more blessed to give than to 

receive.’”

Observations . . .

1. At the core of the church planters’ task is teaching sound doctrine, 
teaching how God wants us to live, exhorting, and even rebuking 
where necessary. It is also vital that we pour our lives out among 
the believers, and nurture them with love and care. Paul says 
that he and his team related to the Thessalonian believers like a 
mother. Then he says they dealt with them like a father.

2. Another dynamic that really becomes apparent in these passages 
is the importance of the modeling done by the apostolic starters 
of new churches, not only in giving visible examples of how to 
live the Christian life but also in modeling ministry. Let me insert 
here that how we model is also very important. For example, if 
I give a Bible study using PowerPoint and reference nuances in 
the Greek as well as theological developments over the centuries, 
I’m communicating that Bible teaching is something done only 
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by highly trained people. We need to model that which local 
believers can do. We must model in a way that is maximally 
reproducible.

3. Apostolic church planters are signifi cantly involved in the lives 
of new believers. This implies a time investment, as well as 
living around each other—them being in your home and vice 

versa.

To Illustrate . . .
Hassan was a young, single Muslim man when we fi rst met, and we 

hung out together a lot back in Egypt. He has since come to faith and 

has now been in the Lord for many years. In his testimony he describes 

how our family life had a real infl uence on him. One day, in particular, 

my wife, Liz, said she wanted to go to this health club where she could 

work out and relax. And she often met Egyptian women there and got 

to know them and practice her Arabic. I urged her to go, saying that I 

would watch our daughter, who was three years old at the time. Hassan 

was shocked, as that would be pretty unusual for a husband to do in his 

culture. Of course, not all he saw in me or in our home life was posi-

tive—but it was real. And the close friendship of being with us a lot at 

that level continued to build the witness. (One little postscript: Our mar-

riage that year was at a real low point. All the stresses of life on the fi eld 

in that fi rst year, compounded by our fl esh, took their toll on us. Isn’t it 

wonderful how the Lord can still use us despite our immaturity?!)

A friend of mine who is a team leader in Asia told me how one 

day he came in to his apartment along with three friends, who were 

young believers. For some reason he and his wife wound up getting 

in a big fi ght—a loud and emotional argument—right in front of the 

believers. Later on, fearing he had just set back discipleship with them 

fi ve years, he apologized to them. He was stunned as each one shared 

how honored they felt to witness such transparency before their eyes. 

They were so grateful that this man and his wife did not do what most 

of us would have done: mutter a few grunts under our breath and save 

the confrontation for later. These believers had no examples in their 

backgrounds of how a husband and wife can differ very strongly and 
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emotionally and verbally over something, and yet maintain love and 

respect.

All of the above passages pertain to that initial incubation period for 

the nascent church. It would seem from these New Testament examples 

that for a group of new believers in a harsh environment to progress to 

a strong and mature point on their own, without the help and teaching 

of apostolic workers, would be pretty unlikely, and is not encouraged. 

Indeed, in our experience, most such situations without careful apos-

tolic nurturing result in disintegrated or “stillborn” churches. This makes 

sense in light of these New Testament examples where the outside church 

planters played an absolutely vital role in getting the new church to the 

place where it could survive and thrive on its own—not just for a year or 

two, but hopefully for generations.

All pioneer apostolic workers want to plant churches that reproduce, 

even becoming a movement of rapid multiplication, if God so allows. 

It’s like an apple: We can ask, “How many seeds are in this apple?” Or 

we can ask, “How many apples are in this seed?” Every new church has 

the potential to reproduce itself many times over. So should the expatri-

ate church planters stay outside the fellowship in order to maximize the 

hands-on work of local believers, which is inherently more reproducible? 

Or should they work closely inside the fellowship to ensure a healthy 

fi rst church in the chain, as it were?

Arguments for Minimal Foreigner Involvement

• Indigenousness and contextualization.

• The more that local believers are responsible for ministries 
early on, the more they are likely to take ownership for the 
work of God among their people. This will also force them to 
trust God.

• Better chance for a movement if locals have the reins as early 

as possible.

Arguments for a Greater Foreigner Role

• The New Testament examples.
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• The risk of young believers having too heavy of a spiritual 
leadership or teaching responsibility before they are ready, 
causing danger both to themselves and to the embryonic 
church (cf. 1 Timothy 3:6; James 3:1). This threat is more 
acute when the group itself is mostly younger believers who 
are not mature in life, much less in faith.

• The concept of a temporary incubation period: that is, in 
order for the church to truly stand on its own feet it must fi rst 
be dependent for a while on those God provides who better 
know the Lord and His Word and who are called to get the 
new church established.

• Better chance for a movement if what you birth is healthy 
(for example, in biology a new virus can have explosive re-
production only if it is strong and viable).

My own view, shaped by personal experience on the fi eld as well as 

by serving in the role of fi eld director for eleven years, is that concerns 

over foreign infl uence are important but secondary, by comparison, to 

laying solid biblical and spiritual foundations.

To Illustrate . . .
A recent report from one of our Middle East teams illustrates their 

view on this:

Farid stood up, saying enthusiastically, “Today God has 

spoken to us. I can see what He wants to do through us.” I 

[the team leader] was really happy at his positive response, as 

I had just spent the whole day presenting a teaching based on 

the Acts of the Apostles on how to plant and consolidate the 

church. Farid has become one of the most active leaders in the 

church. He is about fi fty years old. His children, who range in 

age from primary school to college, are also following Jesus. 

Now he has been used by God to consolidate the evangelistic 

work of Boulos and establish eight churches in the areas 

outlying our city. He and the other church leaders are serving 

the Lord with dedication and enthusiasm, without regard for 
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the danger they may have to face. Five brothers and several 

sisters are also now in training.

In this case, it is precisely the active ministering of the foreign apos-

tolic workers that is catalyzing this swift church reproduction.

BUT WHAT ABOUT HIGH-PERSECUTION 
ENVIRONMENTS?

The term “shadow pastoring” was coined by Nik Ripken, a highly 

experienced fellow worker from another agency who has been extremely 

helpful to many teams around the world. It arises from Nik’s extensive 

interviews with over 500 individuals, around 40 percent of whom were 

MBBs in high persecution environments.

The basic idea is that expatriate gospel workers have to really 

limit their presence around groups of believers, as not doing so might 

severely endanger them. Therefore, evangelism, discipling, and teaching 

is done more in the background by working closely with “Timothys” and 

“Lydias,” enabling them to effectively build up the emerging church. 

Attendance at believers’ meetings by the foreigners would seldom or 

never occur. The hope is also that this reduction in direct involvement 

will lead to greater contextualization as well as to less dependence on 

Westerners. Here is an illustration from one of Nik’s interviews:

“Peter” and his family have lived for a number of years 

within environments of persecution. This family has paid 

the price in language and culture learning. Peter especially 

is fl uent enough in the local language and culture to not only 

share the good news, but disciple a national to maturity.

Peter’s entire family has been a witness to “Mustafa” and 

his family. They share meals, visit and attend social functions 

together. Witness takes place over many months and in hours 

of discussing the merits of Islam and Christianity. Christian 

family is modeled. The time arrives when Mustafa quietly 

seeks Peter and states that he wants to seriously dialogue 

concerning the Person of Jesus.
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Peter sends Mustafa home with the encouragement that 

God will send him the answer he seeks. Peter has meanwhile 

discipled and cultivated a relationship with a number of more 

mature MBBs. He makes an appointment to see “Hussein” 

and tells this brother about Mustafa. By this time Peter knows 

where Mustafa lives, the name of his wife, the number of 

children they have and where Mustafa goes to drink tea.

Hussein begins to follow Mustafa. He watches Mustafa 

in the community. He listens to Mustafa in the marketplace. 

He begins a casual conversation with Mustafa. If Mustafa is a 

serious seeker, Hussein will lead him and his family to Jesus. 

Peter has enabled Mustafa to hear the gospel from someone 

within his own culture, clearly in his own language. Many of 

the agendas of coming to the missionary for a job, education, 

extraction, a wife, etc. are short-circuited. Also the missionary 

has empowered Hussein to lead someone from within his 

people group to Christ with the joy that brings. Peter has 

modeled evangelism and servanthood.1

Ripken’s own fi eld experience includes an MBB church plant where 

the believers were literally wiped out through martyrdom, thus bringing 

the new church to an end. It was later determined that one of the factors 

in what occurred was the frequent and in-depth contact the new believers 

had with the foreign gospel workers. Obviously, none of us would want 

to see that happen nor in any way bring serious danger to the precious 

believers we work with through an unwise approach in ministry.

On the other hand, sometimes the connection local believers have 

with expatriates can in fact protect them. I’ve seen more than once how a 

local police offi cial wants to oppress or arrest local believers, but has to 

back off when he considers that the news of this will travel internationally 

and that his higher-ups will quite possibly receive calls from the Foreign 

Ministry. Discernment is called for based on the kind of situation you 

may be in. No two fi eld situations are the same, and we really need to be 

led by the Spirit of God into the right approach for our own context.
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To Illustrate . . .
Here’s a report we got from a team in Central Asia:

Responding to a neighbor’s phone call the police 

arrived at the house of Ahmed, where they found Richard, 

a foreign worker, and the fi ve key leaders of a network 

of house churches. They were immediately taken to the 

security service and made to give written statements about 

their activities. As all were a bit nervous, they wound up 

writing not the wisest of reports. This whole situation set off 

prayer throughout the region, both by expatriates and local 

believers. The following evening, with all the detainees 

released until Friday, we were at Steve’s house praying with 

Richard who had been at the house the previous night. We 

prayed specifi cally that the reports from the previous night 

would not be found the next morning and that the next day 

God would show His power, pour out His grace and favor on 

the believers, and that the judge, even in her dreams, would 

hear from God.

The following morning while waiting with the police for 

a hearing with the judge, the papers did not arrive. So [the 

believers] were forced to rewrite the information. This time 

they wrote what they had already agreed among themselves 

would be the best way to express what had happened.

The two police offi cers also had to wait with the others 

fi ve hours for the judge to receive them. During this delay, 

the tensions were decreased between the believers and the 

offi cers to the point that one of the security agents invited 

Richard and his family to a meal at his house! This man was 

just named the provincial head of anti-terrorism.

Finally, when they had the hearing with the judge, it was 

very short. She said that according to penal code she could 

pronounce one of three options: 1) Send all to the jail; 2) Apply 

a fi ne to all; or 3) Scold them for what they had done. Then 
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she asked Richard what he wanted her to do. He responded 

that he would prefer the third option. Then she asked each one 

of the nationals the same question and each one responded in 

the same way. And that was what she did in the end.

The following day one of the leaders said that that judge 

had said to him that the New Testament was a good book and 

they should not give up studying it. She just suggested that 

studying in smaller groups was better! We had much to thank 

God for.

There is no question that the principles and methods of “shadow pas-

toring” are best for certain high-persecution environments. And workers 

in less severe environments can also use some of these principles to good 

effect. But I also believe that in many contexts the church planters still 

need to exercise substantial apostolic ministry directly, in order not to 

weaken the believers. For example, where church planters are forced to 

remain at a distance from the embryonic church, working only with one 

local leader, this imposes serious limitations to the apostolic ministry the 

church planters can have. Their eyes and ears are not in the fellowship 

group, but rather they have to rely 100 percent on the accounts given 

to them by the leader. They cannot teach and minister the Word. They 

cannot develop other leaders. They cannot model, exhort, encourage, 

train, or directly help the young fellowship on how to overcome pitfalls, 

sin, and division in the group. Their only input from the group, or con-

tribution to the group, is via one leader—which is sort of like planting a 

church through a straw.

Of course, the bottom line is what is best for the emerging church, 

both in terms of spiritual growth and their not incurring more persecu-

tion than is necessary. Staying in the background and shadow pastoring 

are absolutely necessary at times, and perhaps strategic at other times. 

There are principles here that apply in all contexts. But when we’re not 

dealing with a high-persecution environment, I believe the emerging 

church truly needs the apostolic church planters to teach and minister 

for a while.
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SOME CONCLUSIONS

It should be fairly obvious now to the reader that I personally lean 

toward a more active involvement of at least one apostolic church 

planter from the team, for a season of time, and especially in spiritual 

leadership and Bible teaching. But I recognize the reality of situations 

where that cannot happen, and I respect those who don’t necessarily 

agree with me.

Am I advocating that all the leading and teaching are done by the 

foreign church planter until, one day, elders are appointed? Certainly 

not. Part of helping younger believers grow is to urge them to be sharing 

what Christ has done for them with others—both believers and unbeliev-

ers. They should likewise be taught from day one that Jesus wants them 

to serve fellow believers in all sorts of ways, including sharing what they 

have learned. At the earliest possible point, believers should be given 

responsibilities in the body. For some this will include leadership and 

pastoral care. For others it will include teaching God’s Word.

I remember one day when I was invited by a friend from a sister 

agency to participate in a fellowship meeting of new believers. I knew 

some of the believers; I didn’t know others. We fellowshipped together 

and prayed for each other. Then it was announced that Brother Ravi 

was going to lead us in a study in Galatians. Ravi, who had come to 

faith only about three months earlier, did a fantastic job! It was such 

a clear example to me of how Christ gives gifts to His new churches, 

as we are promised in Ephesians 4:11–12, and how this brother’s gift 

of teaching—though not yet refi ned—was unmistakable. It is such an 

encouragement when you see plainly that the new church isn’t going to 

need you for very long, as Christ through His Spirit is going to take care 

of them and make them what He wants them to be.

The James 3:1 instruction about not many becoming teachers does 

not mean that young believers should never open their mouths to lead a 

study until they’re fully mature (whatever that means). This is a process. 

And for the protection of the embryonic church there needs to be freedom 

for younger teachers to try ministering the Word in an environment of 

apostolic oversight for a period of time. Indeed, one of the responsibili-
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ties of the church planter is to recognize those who have giftings in this 

area and make sure these gifts are developed and that opportunities to 

teach are given.

In most cases, good church planters will want to exit as soon as it 

is feasible. That means that as early as possible they want to put respon-

sibilities into the hands of the local believers. This requires a process 

of training, delegation, review, and further equipping. And throughout 

that process the local believers will both fail and succeed—with ups and 

downs, with good motives and bad—and through all this they will grow 

up in Christ and develop their gifts.

We have called the period between the time when you fi rst have 

one or more believers willing to serve and the eventual appointment of 

elders an incubation period. How long should that last? I am personally 

in favor of it being as short as possible. It may take longer in some of 

our contexts, if persecution prevents the believers from getting to where 

they need to be in the Lord to assume full shepherding responsibilities. A 

close friend, who has thirty years of church planting experience, tells me 

that more often they waited too long to appoint elders rather than doing 

it too quickly.

Christ is calling forth His bride from Buddhist, Muslim, and Hindu 

peoples across the 10/40 Window. What a wonderful privilege it is to 

be a part of this enterprise . . . and to have to wrestle with these diffi cult 

issues. May the Lord grant you His wisdom and guidance!
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What about  Church 
Planting Movements  in 
Highly Resistant  Cultures?

As pioneer church planters we all long for the same thing: to see 

the gospel of Jesus Christ enter our chosen people group, and then not 

only see churches established but also see those churches plant other 

churches far and wide, resulting in a massive spread of the gospel. We 

yearn for the gospel to become the topic of conversation from family to 

family, street to street, town to town. A wildfi re is the picture that comes 

to mind—though in the most positive sense. Using another metaphor, the 

gospel leavens not just a piece of the lump, but the whole lump.

Among today’s least responsive peoples this seems like an utter 

impossibility. However, throughout the centuries apostolic teams have 

taken the gospel to people groups that at fi rst were completely resistant, 

hostile, and impenetrable. Then came a period in which a few embraced 

Christ, faced persecution, and then struggled for a while with unity and 

growth in small fellowship groups. But at some point the power of the 

gospel can break out in a way that results in rapid church reproduction 

and irrepressible growth. For those working in the most resistant cultures 

today, it is encouraging to remember that at the beginning of the twenti-

eth century there were only a handful of struggling believers in Korea.

Those who are working today in unreached people groups realize 

that nothing less than church planting movements (CPMs) are going to 

bring the kind of change in the country’s spiritual landscape that is so 

absolutely necessary. Without a signifi cant spread of the gospel brought 

about by rapid church multiplication, most men, women, and children 
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among the people will never truly hear the good news of God’s forgive-

ness in Christ in their lifetimes. The compassion of God compels us to 

aim at nothing less (1 Timothy 2:4; 2 Peter 3:9).

Gospel workers in Japan struggle with the culture’s powerful group 

orientation, which works to prevent individuals from embracing Christ. 

And yet there is hope that the way society can suddenly and pervasively 

accept new things (what are called “booms” there) can one day be true 

of the gospel message.1

But how realistic is it for a CP team among a very resistant people 

group, such as are many Buddhist or Muslim people groups, to aim for a 

CPM? Is it possible that such an ambitious goal might even be counter-

productive if the environment is highly unresponsive to the gospel? Or 

will aiming at a goal that is lower than a church planting movement per-

manently build in a limit to how much that ministry can attain? Should 

workers invest the time it takes to become true belongers in a culture 

and fl uent speakers of the language, or should they more quickly seek to 

simply nurture a CPM from outside the locale?

This chapter will seek to address some of these issues, though fully 

answering them isn’t possible. In fact, because these are days of harvest 

and the spiritual landscape of the unreached world is changing rapidly, it 

would even be good if this treatment is somewhat outdated by the time 

you read this!

WHAT IS HAPPENING TODAY?

All of us working among unreached people groups are deeply indebt-

ed to David Garrison for his recent book, Church Planting Movements, 

which has already served as an outstanding introduction and catalyst for 

discussions of CPMs among Hindus, Muslims, Buddhists, and animists. 

Garrison’s defi nition of a CPM is “a rapid multiplication of indigenous 

churches planting churches that sweeps through a people group or 

population segment.”2 Garrison outlines a wide array of truly thrilling 

testimonies of CPMs, with numbers that remind us of the extraordinary 

harvest our heavenly Father is producing all around the world. For ex-
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ample, the claim is made that 30,000 people are being baptized in China 

every day!

However, the various examples Garrison provides do not come 

from highly resistant peoples, and few examples come from the Muslim 

world. What is happening there?

We rejoice that the Muslim world has witnessed some CPMs: 

Indonesia in the 1960s, the Kabil Berbers of Algeria, Bangladesh, Berkina 

Faso, etc. And I am aware of various places around the Muslim world 

that currently are seeing sort of “mini-CPMs,” or at least MBB churches 

reproducing with the ingredients for something even faster and bigger. 

For example, at the breakup of the Soviet Union in 1991 there were no 

known MBBs in Kazakhstan. Today there are reported to be over 13,000, 

with the number of churches increasing daily. Political turmoil or rapid 

cultural change is creating an openness to new ideas in some places. On 

the streets of Dakar, for example, you can see minibuses with a picture 

on each of the two back doors: one of Osama bin Laden (no surprise 

there); the other sometimes of Madonna! Islamic fundamentalism and 

the allure of Western culture, somehow existing side by side.

Nonetheless, the vast majority of Muslim people groups are not yet 

responding abundantly to the gospel, and most are not yet even engaged 

by pioneer church planters. The biggest factor in this lack of respon-

siveness, of course, is that of “little sowing, little reaping.” According 

to Greg Livingstone, church planting among Muslims—especially the 

concept of establishing MBB churches with their own leadership—has 

only been in practice since the 1960s, and in earnest since the 1980s. 

“Until the ’80s, missionaries actually ‘planning’ on establishing an MBB 

church (never mind one that would reproduce) were almost unknown.”3

Most Muslim-majority cities in the world today are like Tripoli, 

Cairo, Damascus, Ankara, Ashkabad, Kabul, Karachi, Kuala Lumpur, 

and Jakarta: there are very few MBBs; only a handful of MBB fellow-

ships, if any; and the MBB church is far from fl ourishing, much less 

reproducing. This raises the question: How can the lessons learned from 

CPMs in South America or Africa apply to today’s highly resistant con-

texts where there is as yet little or no harvest, where a variety of factors 

continue to keep the church small, and where severe persecution of be-
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lievers is an ever-present reality? A reality check calls to mind numerous 

obstacles to any rapid expansion of the gospel in such contexts: believers 

facing ostracism, job loss, arrest, torture, imprisonment, and martyrdom. 

These believers face opposition from the government and secret police, 

from family, and from the surrounding neighborhoods. Add to this that 

many Islamic cultures create a climate where trust and unity between 

MBBs is nearly impossible to create. Also “abundant evangelism”—a 

requisite for CPMs according to Garrison—seems beyond possibility in 

places like Morocco, Saudi Arabia, Pakistan, or Malaysia.

In 1982 our church planting agency was launched with a seemingly 

audacious claim: we believed the Lord was raising up this new move-

ment to plant churches among the world’s most resistant peoples. People 

called us naive, presumptuous, even arrogant—and we were certainly 

guilty of all that. One leader from an organization that had courageously 

ministered in the Arab Gulf for decades, who was near retirement, told 

our team in Egypt to forget about church planting and just be content with 

“sowing seeds.” Brother Andrew of Open Doors met with our leaders in 

1984 and counseled us to “tone down our rhetoric” and take a lower 

profi le until we had actually seen God bring fruit in our ministries—wise 

counsel indeed. So for a number of years our workers focused mainly on 

language learning and residency; but eventually the fruit came. Today 

over 160 fellowships and churches have been planted by teams in the 

organization. To God be the glory! Here’s the point: for years we felt that 

God had spoken to us about church planting among the most needy, but 

at the same time it seemed so fanciful.

Today many of us believe that CPMs are in our future, and must be 

in our future, for the sake of seeing the vision God has given to us and to 

others becoming a reality. How can we talk about CPMs among Muslims 

and other resistant peoples? We must discuss these dreams humbly, and 

by faith, acknowledging that there is so much we don’t yet know about 

how it is going to happen. But just as God previously gave us a sense 

about what He was about to do back in the ’80s and ’90s, so His leading 

seems to us today regarding CPMs. How do we reconcile the seeming 

impossibility of CPMs among resistant peoples with the anticipation of 

them and urgent need for them? I’m not sure. But isn’t it exciting to 
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be part of such an adventure by faith, as a fellow worker with the Lord 

Himself?

EINDHOVEN CONSULTATION

In 2003 dozens of fi eld leaders met together in the Netherlands to 

grapple with CPMs and church reproduction, particularly engaging four 

case studies: three from within our work (West Africa, the Middle East, 

and Central Asia) and one from another agency’s work in South Asia. 

Four presenters shared, followed by lively questions and interaction 

from those working across the 10/40 Window.

Of course, these case studies were just glimpses. We do not claim 

to have authoritative experience in CPMs or even in widespread church 

multiplication, though our faith was strengthened by the fact that in 2002 

the Lord let us see churches reproduce daughter churches in seven of our 

eight regions, all of them diffi cult fi elds. Here are some common factors 

we discovered from these four case studies:

1. All the believers were taught that they were saved for a purpose 
beyond themselves—that is, for the building up of the church.

2. The most crucial point is when certain believers “own” the vision, 
coming to understand and accept that God is calling them to the 
work of spreading the gospel and planting new churches among 
their people. This burden will be very costly. But it comes not 
from the expatriates, but rather from the Lord, who will be with 
them throughout. God raises up local evangelists and apostles.

3. Worship occurs in the ethnic language. And there is a measure of 
contextualization, as the new body of believers learns to fi t well 
in the local culture, retaining and adapting existing forms as they 
are able to biblically.

4. There was a struggle to overcome fear, and in each case they 
successfully did so.

5. In all four cases, persecution caused growth.

6. A deliberate structure was in place. Structure in both the local 
church and in expansion work is an essential element.
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7. There was a quickly developed national leadership.

8. There was a deliberate holding off of outside groups that were 
bringing in unhealthy church infl uences.

9. It is extremely common to experience “three steps forward, two 
steps back” in this sort of CP.

10. Expatriate CPers played a vital and active role early on, but then, 
when it was strategic to do so, withdrew to allow local leaders to 
blossom in their ministries.

11. Deeply imparting the Word of God was an essential component 
in each case, and its authority was foundational to the new 
church.

12. The CP team was able at times to make key adjustments in 
strategy and tactics.

13. The team intentionally worked with local believing women to 
help them grow and join in the work.

14. In each case small house groups (cells, house churches, etc.) 
played a key role.

15. In each case there was some form of enabling key believers 
to spend more time in ministry (through support, fl exible 

employment, etc.).

THE ROLE OF THE EXPATRIATE CHURCH PLANTER

As mentioned in the previous chapter, there is currently a growing 

spectrum of views on the question of the apostolic worker’s role. The 

debate is a healthy one, though we need to avoid polarization. Some in 

the “CPM camp” suggest that traditional activities such as becoming fl u-

ent in the language, teaching the Bible to the emerging church, and being 

active in the formation of initial body life can get in the way of realizing 

a CPM. It is felt that these activities might delay catalyzing a movement, 

or even that the expatriate’s ministry will undermine nationals grabbing 

the baton.
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On the other side, some church planters in particularly hard fi elds 

bristle at the notion of workers living in another city apart from the local 

believers (often at a lifestyle level many times higher than them), not 

learning the language, somehow being a catalyst by directing activities 

from afar, and not going through the painful labor that Paul did for a sea-

son to see his churches birthed (à la Acts 20:17–38; Galatians 4:12–20; 

1 Thessalonians 2:1–12). One team leader recently shared his heart: “I 

fear that the classical, biblical, historic, self-emptying means of planting 

churches is falling into disgraceful disrepute among us. Teaching the 

whole counsel of God patiently for years to a few quality elder candidates 

seems like an incredible waste of time to some . . . even though after we 

leave, the blood of any straying sheep is on their neck before God!”

Can these views be reconciled? How can we ease the tension be-

tween “CP” and “M”? Surely an important factor in approach is this: At 

what point does the church planter enter the process?

a) Is it from the beginning—starting with no believers, and leading 
people to Christ?

b) Or sort of “in the middle”—meeting existing believers and 
helping them come together?

c) Or arriving “late”—where a fellowship already exists, and the 
expatriate comes alongside to help only as a coach, catalyst, or 
networker (perhaps similar to Paul’s relationship with the church 
at Colosse)?

No doubt scenarios a and b require a higher degree of incarnational 

ministry. Scenario c may not require language fl uency, for example, 

though there is the challenge of somehow earning credibility and a role, 

convincing the local leaders that he or she has a signifi cant ministry 

contribution to make.

Regardless of where one is on this spectrum, all would agree that 

new churches should be formed in such a way as to lead quickly to them 

planting daughter churches, which will themselves reproduce, and so on. 

This involves imparting a vision that becomes part of the new church’s 

“DNA” toward reproduction at every level.
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Many believe, as I do, that the expatriate church planter must play 

an active leadership and teaching role at the beginning, in the incubation 

period. But they also believe that leadership and Bible teaching roles 

must be given to the local disciples themselves as early as possible. As 

soon as individual believers are ready—and often even before they feel 

ready—they should be the ones leading meetings, solving pastoral prob-

lems, organizing events, leading worship, and ministering the Word of 

God. What ultimately drives this is the push toward appointing elders—a 

crucial element in the expansion of the New Testament church.

INDIGENOUS CHURCH PLANTERS AND APOSTLES

As followers of Christ from the majority religion mature, many will 

develop into gifted elders and teachers. But a delightful surprise in my 

brief twenty years of experience is that in many cases God was raising 

up believers with strong gifts who drove growth and expansion. Some 

were not called to be local elders but were in fact called to be apostles

with a broader, expansive ministry. Though I’m not able to provide 

details because of security concerns, I can easily think of examples in 

North Africa, the Middle East, the Balkans, Central Asia, South Asia, 

and Southeast Asia. We are told in Ephesians 4:11–12 that Christ gives 

special leaders, including apostles, to the church as gifts; and He is do-

ing that in our day as He raises up indigenous apostles—even from the 

world’s most resistant peoples! In hindsight, this shouldn’t have been a 

surprise, but I’m just being honest that it was.

Much could be said on this whole subject of indigenous pioneer 

church planters. No one will disagree that a CPM cannot emerge where 

all the church planting is done by expatriates. But as more and more 

local believers own the burden of spreading the gospel throughout 

their country and people group through multiplicative church planting, 

the possibilities for explosive growth are limitless. This is, in fact, the 

only way most resistant unreached people groups are going to be truly 

evangelized.

In CPM theory, the emphasis is on a church planting another church. 

However, the dynamic with most emerging CPMs in today’s most re-
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sistant fi elds is that key individual disciples are uniquely called, gifted, 

and effective in starting new fellowships. They may operate out of a 

particular church, or they may have a broader territory in view—perhaps 

the whole country. Also, there is often a difference between local evan-

gelists and local apostles. The former are driven by an evangelistic zeal 

to go to new towns and stir things up for Christ. They may or may not 

yet possess a lot of depth and maturity. But it is not uncommon for these 

individuals to lead several to Christ in one trip. Indigenous apostles, on 

the other hand, are those with strong biblical gifts who are able to follow 

up and consolidate the body of Christ in a new place. This seems similar 

to the Acts 8 pattern, where Philip the evangelist saw a breakthrough 

among the unevangelized Samaritans and then the apostles Peter and 

John needed to come and solidify the fruit, teach God’s Word more thor-

oughly, and establish the believers as an ekklesia.

When these vital, expansion-gifted HBBs, BBBs, or MBBs emerge, 

a tension quickly develops between their gifts and calling and their time 

available for ministry. Workers or local believers begin to ask if there is 

any way to enable these key believers somehow to have more time for 

the work of the gospel. The International Mission Board of the Southern 

Baptist Convention has developed an approach to church planting 

known as “POUCH,” which stands for “participative Bible study and 

worship groups, obedience to God’s word, development of unpaid and 

multiple lay or bivocational church leaders and meetings in cell or house 

churches.”4 Likewise, speaking in the Hindu context, Subbamma writes, 

“It is a glaring fact that paid workers are the chief ones to carry on the 

main task of the Church, hence, professionalism is predominant in the 

Church. A new type of non-professional work is needed for effective 

Christian witness.”5

While I genuinely respect the wisdom of the “U” element (“unpaid 

workers”), unpaid in the developing world often means unable to be 

much involved in concerted expansion work. In the majority of these 

countries the economy is so weak that people either are not working at 

all or else they have to work sixty hours a week. The mature and gifted 

layman6 who has a good job and a fair amount of discretionary time is 

very rare indeed.
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So we have this three-way tension: 

Am I saying that the solution is always for the indigenous worker 

to enter some mode of vocational ministry? Certainly not. Throughout 

history, the spread of the gospel and the reproduction of churches has 

been driven to a good extent by those not in vocational ministry (i.e., 

laymen). But it does seem that a vocational mode of ministry for some 

local workers is both biblical and strategic in many of our fi elds. If a 

local disciple has a vision from God for evangelism and church planting, 

is mature, gifted, proven, not drawn into ministry for fi nancial gain, and 

willing to accept the risks of Christ’s work, can these brothers and sis-

ters somehow be enabled time-wise? Are creative solutions of support, 

fl exible employment, or bivocationalism the answer? Or is there simply 

too much of a risk that any involvement of fi nances to accelerate the 

spread of the gospel will actually result in ruining the work later on? I am 

convinced that this question is a pivotal one for CPMs in today’s most 

challenging fi elds. We need wisdom from God!

Simply looking at what is occurring presently across various un-

reached fi elds, here are the six main models regarding fi nances for local 

workers being especially active in expansion ministries:

1. The worker is on some sort of salary or regular stipend.

2. The worker raises ministry fi nancial support (i.e., from local 
and/or nonlocal sources).

3. The worker is employed by the expatriate’s secular project or 
business, with fl exibility in working hours.

4. The worker is bivocational: involved in supported ministry part 
of the time and in an income-generating project part of the time.
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5. No ongoing support, but assets are loaned to the worker to set up 
some income-generating business (e.g., a car is purchased and is 
loaned to the worker for taxi income; a shop and some minimal 
equipment is purchased and loaned to the worker for sewing 
work).

6. No material help. The worker is completely self-supporting, but 

is able to give himself to the work to a good extent.

Where money or help is involved, there are the usual suspects of po-

tential problems: Motives can be mixed. The worker might be benefi ting 

in lifestyle by going into vocational ministry. Whereas going into minis-

try in the West usually means a drop in lifestyle, the opposite is often true 

in developing countries. If not handled well, it can cause envy or strife in 

the churches. The expatriate CPer can be put in the unenviable position 

of “paymaster.” To the extent indigenous workers are enabled by outside 

funds, it usually limits reproducibility. I say usually because I can think 

of a major CPM among Muslims in South Asia that seems to continue 

to enjoy high reproducibility despite the role of outside funding; in that 

case the workers are bivocational, as in the fourth option above—about 

half-time in ministry and half-time in a large income-producing project. 

Finally, if many are in some form of vocational ministry, it shrinks the 

ranks of committed laymen, which is not a good development.

So are there any points left in favor of helping certain local believers 

into vocational ministry? Yes. When the right people are freed up in 

their time, it can really jumpstart and accelerate progress. It also follows 

a New Testament model. It seems from the beginning that certain key 

workers were permitted to raise support or receive fi nancial enablement 

for the task of spreading the gospel. And while the money to help cer-

tain local elders was evidently local money (1 Timothy 5:17–18), there 

doesn’t seem to be any such limitation with regard to pioneer church 

planters or apostles (1 Corinthians 9:1–18). This phenomenon of minis-

try support for apostolic workers seems to have begun fairly early in the 

fi rst-century church. And while we can react with fear concerning local 

believers in vocational ministry, there are always “money issues” with 

expatriate workers too.
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And so it seems that perhaps the criteria for selection of workers and 

administration of funding can be the same for workers from the West as 

for local workers, such as:

1. proven commitment to Christ and the work of the gospel;

2. proven character;

3. purity of motives (not for fi nancial gain);

4. not actually gaining (some ministries will not allow local workers 
to receive more in full-time ministry than what they had earned 
previously in secular work, or perhaps the income level of a 
teacher);

5. at the end of the day, having to trust God for provision.

I am placing this section on indigenous church planters and possible 

fi nancial help for them in this chapter on CPMs only very reluctantly. I 

do not believe that having certain believers in vocational or bivocational 

ministry is essential to having a church planting movement. I don’t even 

think this issue is central. But I do believe that this can be a strategic 

part of some emerging CPM ministries. And besides, the subject always 

comes up. We have to grapple with these questions, both now and in the 

future. I personally look forward to seeing more and more creative and 

fruitful models emerge in the years ahead.
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Three Models  of  Church 
Planting

Most Christians sort of develop a common picture of “church” that 

is pretty simple: a group of people, oftentimes connected to a larger de-

nomination, that meets every Sunday morning for a worship service, and 

then for other activities during the week, usually in a church building 

they own. Because this is the most conventional view of church among 

Westerners, and indeed very common around the world, I am calling this 

the prevalent church model. By giving it that name, however, I don’t 

mean to imply that it is the most biblical or even necessarily the most 

common historically.

It’s exciting to realize that this isn’t the only model of church. 

Though most Westerners were unaware of it, other models were gaining 

prominence in Africa, Latin America, and Asia in the latter half of the 

twentieth century. These other models are now gaining in popularity even 

in the West. But more importantly, they offer huge advantages today in 

church planting among unreached people groups in hostile or resistant 

contexts. The two primary alternative models are the cell church model 

and the house church model. It almost goes without saying that today’s 

apostolic church planters need to be conversant with these three models, 

and able to discern which one fi ts best with their own pioneer context.

Many books have been written about both cell churches and house 

churches, and books about the prevalent model fi ll libraries. The aim in 

this chapter is to present a thumbnail sketch of the three models. Let me 

state here that because this is brief some of the generalizations below don’t 
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hold true all the time. My intent is to observe the key differences between 

them and the relative advantages and disadvantages on the fi eld.

THE PREVALENT CHURCH MODEL

There isn’t a need to say much about this model, since most of us 

are very familiar with it. Most of these churches are forty people or more 

in size; and it’s not uncommon for their active membership to be in the 

thousands. Smaller churches typically have the advantages of closer 

relationships, getting a higher percentage of people involved in service, 

and the blessing of knowing pretty much everyone in the body. Larger 

churches generally enjoy benefi ts such as high-caliber Bible teaching, 

impacting a city for Christ, launching many kinds of ministries, hav-

ing well-developed children’s and youth programs, and being able to 

contribute signifi cantly to ministries overseas. Large churches can also 

have a signifi cant impact on social problems such as alcoholism, drug 

addiction, poverty, and joblessness. This has sometimes given them 

much favor with local mayors and government offi cials, and has allowed 

them to continue in countries that are not “open” to the gospel.

Generally there is no intrinsic limit on size in this model. Indeed, 

probably most churches of this kind feel that the bigger the better. The 

nature of evangelism and numerical growth is usually simply to grow 

larger in the mother church, though many prevalent-type churches do 

have a vision for planting daughter churches.

Leadership is either through a group of elders, oftentimes including 

at least one pastor, or through a senior pastor along with subordinate 

pastors. In both cases, they lead a single congregation. Alternatively, 

some churches are under a board of trustees or other forms of a non-elder 

board. Most have at least one paid pastor; and many have a large staff of 

salaried pastors and support staff.

The essence of church life is mostly centralized. However, many 

medium and large churches emphasize active involvement in smaller 

home groups, and this really becomes the lifeblood of the congregation.

The stereotype of prevalent-type churches around the world is that 

they are institutional, denominational, stuffy, formalistic, comfortable, 
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and mostly concerned with ministering to their own needs through 

programs rather than boldly reaching out with the gospel locally and 

beyond. This is an unfortunate caricature, as many times the picture is 

much different. Oftentimes life in the church is biblical and healthy, 

especially when there is a good emphasis on koinonia and on being spiri-

tual revolutionaries in obeying Christ’s commands whatever the cost.

Pioneering church planters tend to be iconoclastic or nontraditional 

by nature, so for their church planting effort in their fi eld of ministry 

there is a danger of rejecting this model of church out of hand, sort of 

throwing the baby out with the bath water. I urge my fellow workers: 

the cell model or house church model might be best for your people 

group, or they might not. Examine all three. Teams from our agency 

have planted a handful of larger, prevalent-type churches, which mostly 

continue to do well. As one might imagine, none are in high persecution 

environments.

THE CELL CHURCH MODEL

The Yoido Full Gospel Church of Korea, under the leadership of 

its founder and senior pastor, Paul Yonggi Cho, is the largest church in 

the world. From its humble beginnings with a small number of believers 

meeting in an army tent in 1958, to claiming a membership today of 

around 700,000 and an annual budget over $100 million, it has made 

famous the cell church model. This model has become increasingly 

well-known by books such as Ralph Neighbour’s Where Do We Go from 

Here?1 and Cho’s Successful Home Cell Groups.2

The basics of this model are as follows: The entire church is made 

up of small cells. If you are a member, you are in a cell group. Cells meet 

at least once a week, and there is a strong emphasis on each believer, no 

matter how spiritually young, sharing Christ with friends and family. 

The two essential functions of cell groups are ministering to one another 

and reaching out to nonbelievers. As cells grow, there is an implicit plan 

to subdivide or multiply when a certain size is reached, such as twenty 

people. Each cell is led by a cell leader; and there is also a leader-in-

training, who will lead the new subdivided cell. Cell leaders can be 
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young believers, and are not expected to be Bible teachers or elder-level 

in maturity.

Overarching all of the cells is a leadership structure that is elabo-

rate and hierarchical (with levels of cell leaders, zone leaders, con-

gregation leaders, and the senior pastor). Usually there are no elders, 

but one leader at the top having vast executive authority. All cells 

gather together in a larger “celebration” weekly or monthly. Cells are 

not autonomous, but very much part of the greater congregation and 

under the broader chain-of-command structure. To keep the cell groups 

closely tied to the central leadership, the cell leaders, in many cases, 

are given a program each week to carry out in their cell group. There is 

a strong emphasis on numerical growth and measurement, and detailed 

reporting mechanisms are in place. You could say that the spiritual 

life and activities of the church are decentralized, while being under a 

very centralized leadership. Because of the centralized leadership and 

the larger gatherings, the cell model has not proved as successful in 

high-persecution environments.

I was fortunate to visit an MBB cell church that has been quite fruit-

ful in Central Asia, growing to about 700 members. It has ministered 

among two or three different people groups.

As we will see in the next chapter, the appointing of elders is an 

extremely important factor in the establishing of new churches in pio-

neer contexts. While the normal cell church model does not provide for 

elders, the model can be modifi ed to allow for such. There are a number 

of cell churches in the United States that are led by elders rather than a 

senior pastor.

HOUSE CHURCH MODEL

A major leader in the revitalized house church movement in the 

West is Dick Scoggins, who has led a team of house church planters in 

New England. Many fi eld agencies are deeply indebted to Dick for his 

championing of house churches in pioneering fi elds. His books Planting 

House Churches in Networks—A Manual3 and Church Multiplication 

Guide4 (coauthored with George Patterson) have proved invaluable to 
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our teams. Most teams in our agency are pursuing the house church 

model in their CP work.

Of course, the most prolifi c example of the house church movement 

in recent times has been in mainland China, where the number of Bible-

believing Christians is said to have grown to around 90 million. This 

makes it the largest church growth phenomenon in history. While the 

visible Three-Self Church is along the prevalent model, the vast majority 

of Chinese Christians are in persecution environments in underground or 

semi-underground house churches.

House churches are best known for their smallness and their au-

tonomy. Because house churches thrive in persecution environments, 

some say they were the most common form of church in New Testament 

times, as evidenced by phrases such as “the church that is in their house” 

and “so-and-so and all the saints who are with them,” and the fact that 

purposely built church buildings were unknown before Constantine. 

Many believe this is the model best suited for most hostile contexts, in 

view of the pervasive reality of persecution.

Unfortunately, when believers from non-Christian cultures fi rst 

begin to gather together as the body of Christ, oftentimes the only model 

for church they have ever seen is the prevalent model—for example, 

CBB (Christian-background believers) churches that are large and pub-

lic. This becomes their default model, and to direct them toward house 

churches can take a lot of effort and persuasion.

House churches don’t have church buildings or paid pastors. 

Subbamma writes of India, “Since we cannot expect Hindus to build 

large churches before they know the Lord or experience the Gospel, the 

house church which they can patronize before baptism seems a reason-

able procedure.”5 Like cells, house church members are encouraged to 

evangelize friends and family; and house churches hope to grow and 

subdivide or reproduce. This normally is to occur when the size of the 

group reaches twelve to fi fteen adult members. There are the twin em-

phases of every person being involved and of the group covenanting to 

be Christ’s body together. No wallfl owers! Leaders of house churches 

are expected to be at a certain level of character maturity, being either an 

elder or a candidate in training to be appointed an elder.
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Because most house churches will have no elder or only one elder, 

the plurality of elders is formed by all the elders in a network or cluster 

of house churches. Indeed, this informal networking or clustering of a 

few house churches is critical for synergy and wider fellowship. Groups 

of house churches sometimes get together as a larger group, if the secu-

rity situation permits. There is also a high value placed on starting new 

house churches from scratch, around one or two key individuals, and 

then pursuing relationships in their natural social networks—even if the 

person is not yet in Christ, but is at least an avid seeker. As the house 

church model is the most decentralized of the three, it isn’t hard to see 

why it has been so successful in China, and why it has gained such atten-

tion among church planters in persecution environments today.

Here is a recap of what we have just discussed:

Prevalent Model Cell Church Model House Church 

Model

Leadership One board (of 
elders) over one 
congregation. 
Professional 
pastor(s).

Hierarchical struc-
ture, with senior 
pastor at the top. 
Usually no elders. 
Lots of cell leaders.

One or two leaders 
in each HC; in some 
cases they are 
elders. Plurality of 
elders jointly over 
cluster of HCs.

Centrality Centralized spiri-
tual life and lead-
ership. But closer 
fellowship can be 
developed well in 
home groups and 
special groupings.

Decentralized spiri-
tual life. Centralized 
leadership.

Decentralized.

Growth 
Strategy

Just grow into 
larger congrega-
tion. Get a 
bigger building. 
Sometimes 
plant daughter 
churches.

Cells are supposed 
to continually grow 
and subdivide.

HCs are supposed 
to grow and then 
reproduce. Also 
start new HCs from 
scratch.
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SOME DISTINCTIVES, ADVANTAGES, AND 
DISADVANTAGES

It is common for cell churches not to own a building. They rent 

facilities, such as schools, for their occasional large group functions. 

House churches never own buildings. This can free up funds for other 

ministry. And when a church—as a group of believers committed to one 

another—isn’t tied to a building, that church will inevitably have a less 

“institutional” feel. Indeed, in the United States these days even many 

prevalent model churches, for example in the Presbyterian Church of 

America denomination, are letting go of their buildings and meeting in 

rented facilities (e.g., on college campuses).

Having a building is normally a moot point in hostile, resistant 

fi elds. And because house churches seem to be the most fl exible and 

persecution-resistant, this model is pervasive in works among resistant 

populations.

A key challenge for pioneer house churches will be to fi nd ways 

to minister to the children. These kids are often both precious, in that 

they are the next generation of the church on the frontlines, and under 

fi re. Many of them face serious pressure from their grandparents and 

aunts and uncles. At school they can be the objects of ridicule or worse. 

New churches, of whatever model, need to seize the opportunity to make 

sure that the children hear the gospel, are taught the Scripture, and are 

equipped to deal with the special challenges that lay before them.

The cell church combines the advantages of small church life with 

the synergy of something larger. For example, such churches may have 

more clout with the government. Because of their overall size, larger 

churches (whether prevalent model or cell model) are more likely to 

have excellent teachers that can teach in the large celebration meetings 

or in the cells. They can mobilize special outreaches. House churches, 

on the other hand, can often develop deeper koinonia, and are safer in 

terms of security.

Historically, larger (prevalent model) churches make the biggest 

impact for global evangelization, at least in terms of larger, joint efforts 

at sending and funding.
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CONCLUSION

It is impossible to say that one of these three models is the best 

model for church planting among various unreached people groups. 

Every situation is different, and each team must wait on the Holy Spirit 

to reveal the key for their particular city and context.

I’ll close by sharing a bit about a particular work in the Arab world 

with which I have been associated. The ministry started out with a vague, 

undefi ned house church model. In hindsight, this is probably because we 

couldn’t dream it would ever be larger than twelve adults, and we fi gured 

the believers would need to meet mostly in secret. When it grew well be-

yond that, the government security services persecuted the believers by 

bringing in almost everyone for questioning and serious threats, ordering 

them to no longer participate in the group. So our house church became 

a nonchurch.

As things began to rebuild over the coming months, there were two 

developments. First of all, the believers began a strategy of meeting to-

gether at a registered CBB church building. Secondly, the main leader 

received training in the cell church model.

The group never really implemented the cell model, though the 

ministry benefi ted by some of the principles. However, the group grew 

and moved out of the CBB church meetings, and became a medium 

size church themselves, meeting somewhat openly in other facilities. 

Eventually the group once again sort of broke apart, but this time it was 

due more to internal tensions rather than to police persecution. As of 

this writing, they are more or less pursuing a house church model, with 

mixed results so far.

What lessons have we learned from these attempts at different mod-

els? First, choosing the right model doesn’t guarantee success, as we 

have tried all three and growth is still limited. This shouldn’t surprise us, 

as having the right strategy is never a guarantee of fruitfulness. Second, 

church planters must seek the Lord constantly for guidance about what 

models or strategies will be fruitful. Over time, you must be open to ex-

perimentation and even to trying things that may seem counterintuitive.
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The Crucial  First  Group of 
Elders

As human beings, when faced with challenging and lengthy tasks, 

we have a need to visualize the end from the beginning. If we don’t, our 

vision and energy will fail. The runner has to be able to see herself in 

her mind’s eye crossing that fi nishing line and breaking the tape. The 

shipbuilder imagines the ship completed and those champagne bottles 

breaking against the sides of the hull, christening the vessel for service. 

And in the early days of church planting, God’s worker must have a 

picture within himself or herself of the apostolic task being completed 

and of being able to move on with a great sense of accomplishment and 

with confi dence in the new body of Christ.

In church planting, what does the “fi nish line” look like? There are 

perhaps as many answers to that question as there are church plants. 

However, in the New Testament there is one consistent ending point: 

the appointing of the fi rst group of local elders for the new church by the 

apostolic church planters. For example, at the end of Paul and Barnabas’ 

fi rst apostolic journey we see: “After they had preached the gospel to that 

city and had made many disciples, they returned to Lystra and to Iconium 

and to Antioch, strengthening the souls of the disciples, encouraging 

them to continue in the faith, and saying, ‘Through many tribulations 

we must enter the kingdom of God.’ When they had appointed elders for 

them in every church, having prayed with fasting, they commended them 

to the Lord in whom they had believed” (Acts 14:21–23).

The apostles felt they could not return home with a sense of “mis-

sion accomplished” until they had established indigenous leaders, called 
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elders, in the churches they had started. Of course, church planters may 

sometimes stay on after this point for various ministry purposes. But it 

would seem that the primary objective of planting a church or churches 

has not been accomplished until that crucial fi rst group of local elders is 

appointed and installed in shepherding ministry.

I’ve been involved with a particular church planting ministry in 

Central Asia for a number of years. The ministry progressed well over 

the years, as many came to faith and groups multiplied. But matters be-

came particularly interesting a couple of years ago when it was decided 

that the time had come to train elder candidates and then appoint the 

fi rst group of elders. Knowing how easily things can go awry, I breathed 

a great sigh of relief when the appointing and laying on of hands actu-

ally took place after a four-month process. It was a historic day for that 

people group. I was reminded of this group of house churches today 

when I received an e-mail from one of those elders, who shared with me 

how he and his wife were commissioned by the church over the weekend 

as their fi rst sent ones to go out and plant churches further afi eld.

It is ironic that the subject of elders in pioneer church planting might 

seem a bit boring to some when, in fact, the appointing of that fi rst group 

of elders in an unreached people group can ultimately change a country. 

It is a watershed moment, a pivotal event. In my observations of pioneer-

ing ministry over the years, by far most new fellowships that don’t reach 

the point where a plurality of elders are appointed eventually fall apart. 

By the same token, the vast majority of such fellowships that do have 

elders established not only survive but grow and even reproduce. I would 

assert that once a resistant people group has a church under the leader-

ship of indigenous elders, in most cases that people group will never be 

the same. It will represent an irreversible foothold for the gospel and for 

the body of Christ, a seed that will become a fi eld.1 The church has been 

termed a “community of love, truth, and mission.”2 When that commu-

nity has leadership that is indigenous, biblical, and responsive to Christ, 

who is the Head, it has become a strong organism that will last, grow, 

reproduce, and impact the country for generations. Can you think of a 

more exciting subject?!
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We must beware of faulty thinking. Some see structural issues such 

as the nature of leadership in a fellowship as unimportant. But when the 

storms come, whether from within or from without, experience shows 

how crucial the local leadership is—not just their character, but also how 

they have been formed and how they relate to the body. Some imagine 

that the New Testament doesn’t say much about church leadership (or 

“governance” or decision-making); but there is actually quite a bit of 

material. In order to avoid polluting the new church with outside cultural 

infl uences, I’ve heard some advocate that the church planters must not 

form anything in regard to the church’s leadership, but rather leave it 

entirely in the hands of the new local believers to fi gure out on their own. 

But is that the biblical model? It wouldn’t seem so. Others might say the 

opposite: that the Bible teaches a very specifi c model of church polity, 

almost down to the bylaws. Instead, a look at the biblical data shows us 

a few broad principles or norms and that the actual forms of how elders 

operate can vary greatly from one place to another.

If you are in the early days of ministry on the fi eld, you might be 

tempted to skip this chapter—assuming it is too advanced or not relevant 

for a few years in your setting. But I would encourage you to read on. 

First, things can happen fast. You might fi nd yourself in the work of elder 

preparation a lot faster than you think. Second, imagining that fi nish line 

and grappling with elder issues even now can energize and inspire you, 

as you see the end from the beginning. This subject is a vision-builder 

for your team.

A FEW KEY PASSAGES

After they had preached the gospel to that city and had 

made many disciples, they returned to Lystra and to 

Iconium and to Antioch, strengthening the souls of the 

disciples, encouraging them to continue in the faith, 

and saying, ‘Through many tribulations we must enter 

the kingdom of God.’ When they had appointed elders 

for them in every church, having prayed with fasting, 
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they commended them to the Lord in whom they had 

believed. (Acts 14:21–23)

Taking another look at this thrilling example, it is very noteworthy 

that elders is in the plural while church is in the singular. Every church

(singular) had elders (plural) who were appointed by the apostles. This 

is a consistent pattern in the biblical record. Of the nineteen occurrences 

of the word elder in the New Testament (not including those references 

to the heavenly elders in Revelation), thirteen specifi cally refer to elders

in the plural in the context of church in the singular. And the other six 

instances are not contrary to this; they are just more general.

From Paul’s fi nal address to the elders in Ephesus: “Be 

on guard for yourselves and for all the fl ock, among 

which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to 

shepherd the church of God which He purchased with 

His own blood. I know that after my departure savage 

wolves will come in among you, not sparing the fl ock; 

and from among your own selves men will arise, 

speaking perverse things, to draw away the disciples 

after them.” (Acts 20:28–30)

When Paul “sent to Ephesus and called to him the elders of the 

church” (20:17) and gave his parting words to them, what a wonderful 

legacy he was leaving us about what a church planter does and the kind 

of ministry responsibility the local elders take on. We again note elders

in the plural and church in the singular. Paul recounts to them the very 

extensive ministry he had among them in getting them started in the 

faith and forming them as a church. He goes on to warn them of the 

inevitable troubles ahead. It is interesting that the biggest dangers will 

come from within—one reason why it is vital that a church not have just 

one elder. This is also one of a handful of passages where elder, overseer

(or bishop), and pastor (or shepherd) are used concerning the same role 

(see vv. 17, 28). Finally, we note that the elders have a threefold respon-

sibility, according to verse 28, for being “on guard” 1) for themselves in 

the sense of each elder watching out for his own spiritual condition; 2) 
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for themselves in the sense of watching out for their fellow elders; and 

3) for all the fl ock (i.e., the rest of the church). Doing this well will help 

insure that this fl ock carries on to the next generation.

For this reason I left you in Crete, that you would set 

in order what remains and appoint elders in every city 

as I directed you. (Titus 1:5)

Paul again uses the terms elder and overseer interchangeably (see 

Titus 1:7). Evidently Paul and a team with him began this evange-

listic effort on the large island of Crete. In many towns and villages 

people responded and were formed into fellowships. As the work was 

progressing well, Paul felt he could leave the island, placing Titus in 

charge of completing the church planting work. Paul reminds Titus 

here that he needed to fi nish up the things that remained to be done 

(probably a reference to the doctrinal and practical teaching emphases 

in the book), and to appoint elders (plural) in every city (singular). 

At that point the teaching, shepherding, and leadership responsibility 

would rest fully on the shoulders of local elders. And then Titus was 

to leave (3:12).

In every New Testament account where it is specifi ed, the fi rst group 

of elders is appointed by the apostolic team. Does it always have to be 

that way? It’s hard to say, because there isn’t more biblical data. If the 

new group of believers makes the selection of elders, there might be rela-

tional tensions or harm—men becoming elders who aren’t ready but who 

have personal sway, and maybe others who aren’t chosen due to being 

opposed by one person but who are qualifi ed—whereas the expatriate 

church planters would hopefully be able to be more objective and make 

choices based on character rather than personal politics.

The elders who rule well are to be considered worthy 

of double honor, especially those who work hard at 

preaching and teaching. For the Scripture says, “YOU

SHALL NOT MUZZLE THE OX WHILE HE IS THRESHING,” and 

“The laborer is worthy of his wages.” (1 Timothy 

5:17–18)
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I see two points here. There does not seem to be an absolute equality 

of elders, as Paul alludes to three categories: 1) elders in general; 2) those 

who rule well, but aren’t especially active in preaching and teaching; 

and 3) those who rule well and work hard at preaching and teaching. 

Secondly, this seems to form the basis for certain elders receiving pay-

ment. The source of this possible “double honor” (fi nancial remunera-

tion) would be the local congregation.

People often wonder what the specifi c responsibilities of elders are, 

according to the New Testament. What are they supposed to do? For this 

question please see “What Elders Do” at www.churchplantingphases.com 

under “Related Papers.”

One parenthetical note before we move on. I’ve been referring to 

elders in the masculine. That’s intentional. As I understand the New 

Testament record, while both men and women can fi ll various kinds of 

key leadership roles in the church, the role of elder is for men. However, 

I have dear friends who would differ with me on that, seeing women 

elders as valid, and I respect their handling of Scripture. We just interpret 

some of the texts differently. The point is, while I refer to elders as men, 

I hope this chapter can be of help to you if women elders is part of 

your understanding, and that my referring to elders as men will not be a 

stumbling block as you read on.

IS IT REALLY NECESSARY TO HAVE MULTIPLE 
ELDERS?

Most would agree that the New Testament data is pretty unmistak-

able in teaching that each local church should have a plurality of elders 

who together shoulder the responsibilities of leadership, teaching, and 

shepherding. And, as I argue below, while two would technically meet 

that requirement, three elders results in a more practical, functional 

eldership.

Various fellow workers have shared with me something like, “Dan, 

I see how the New Testament indicates a plurality of elders, and how this 

is important for the fi rst group of elders. But this really doesn’t fi t the 

culture—with its strong single-leader model—where we are minister-
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ing.” Indeed, whether in the Arab world, most of Asia, or other regions 

in the 10/40 Window, there is often not much precedent for collective 

or shared leadership. Most such countries are under a strongman leader, 

and this leadership model permeates the whole of the culture, including 

the religious sphere. Many MBB fellowship groups, for example, begin 

under the leadership of a single person, usually a man. This is good, 

and almost always these are godly leaders who are eager to minister in 

a way pleasing to God. The problem is that they’re usually quite a bit 

more qualifi ed than others at the beginning—in terms of education, Bible 

background, and years in Christ—and that can tend to close the door on 

others coming behind them. In some cultures, that by itself stifl es others 

from developing further or taking leadership responsibilities. Doing so 

might even communicate disrespect for the leader.

I point out to my fellow church planters that according to the New 

Testament a plurality of elders does not necessarily mean an equality of 

elders. We just saw that illustrated in the 1 Timothy 5 passage. There 

were differing roles and differing levels of respect or infl uence. We also 

have the example of James in Jerusalem, who was not one of the Twelve 

but probably the brother of Jesus. He was clearly very prominent in that 

group of elders, even in the midst of the apostles. In the New Testament, 

a plurality of elders does not necessarily imply a one-man one-vote sys-

tem—that is, a complete equality of infl uence. In fact, how decisions are 

made by the elders seems to be left up to churches to fi gure out for them-

selves what best fi ts in their situation. And one man being prominent in a 

group of elders has a precedent, and may even refl ect what happens most 

of the time. I cannot remember a single resistant-context church that I 

have seen where there is not one or two key individuals who exert lots of 

infl uence—more than other leaders or elders. In such a case, a prominent 

leader all the more needs other leaders/elders around him.

Here are some reasons why I believe having only one elder/over-

seer/pastor is not good:

1. The strong single leader is very susceptible to pride and from 
falling into a heavy-handed style of leadership. Call it the 
Diotrephes Syndrome, from 3 John 9: “I wrote something to the 
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church; but Diotrephes, who loves to be fi rst among them, does 
not accept what we say.”

2. Even if the leader is very godly and gifted, one person cannot 
have all the gifts nor the fuller cluster of ministry abilities that a 
group of elders brings.

3. One person cannot see situations in the church from all the 
necessary perspectives. For example, my wife and I are very 
different in personality and outlook. On a particular personality 
test, we came out as polar opposites on each of the four couplets. 
On one scale we are extreme opposites! How much more 
harmonious and serene our marriage would have been over the 
years if we had the same personality type. But this difference 
brings a powerful asset. Whenever we face any situation—
whether in ministry, with the kids, or whatever—we are almost 
certain to see things from all angles. If an elder board has men 
who are very different from each other, it will cause clashes. But 
over the long run it will be a tremendous benefi t to the body.

4. No one person can relate well with all personality types, age 
groups, etc.

5. As you look over the New Testament’s descriptions of the 
responsibilities of church leaders, it becomes apparent how much 
work there is to do, especially as the local church or churches 
grow. It’s just too much for one person. The single leader will 
become weary oh so easily! Discouragement and loneliness are 
bound to set in because of this heavy burden. It’s not part of 
God’s good plan that one man should have to shoulder all of that, 
even if he could (which he can’t).

6. A solo leader is vulnerable. Not just in regard to emotional 
and physical strain. He’s also vulnerable to being taken out 
by the Enemy (Satan), or by enemies of the gospel. How 
many underground churches have been scattered because the 
authorities simply put one man in prison? Likewise, if the 
single elder falls morally or spiritually, that’s it. For a church to 
stand or fall depending on one man’s resistance to temptation 
is foolishness and poor stewardship of that precious church. 
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Demonic forces will jump at the chance of using character 
fl aws or damage from the past to fi nd an opening in these 
leaders’ lives. That’s why it is essential that areas of weakness 
are acknowledged and are being dealt with. And there is mutual 
accountability in a team.

7. Having one strong single leader keeps other potential leaders 
from being developed, and it ensures that others in the body will 
be tragically underutilized.

8. If the church planters appoint only one elder, chances are they 
will stay around and continue having strong infl uence in the new 
church. This will create an ambiguity and confusion of roles. It 
will probably actually delay the appointment of Elder #2 and 
Elder #3.

9. The strong single leader will create a bottleneck. The church can 

only move forward per the leader’s capacity, which is limited.

I can certainly sympathize with how building a plurality of elders—

that fi rst crucial group—is going to be diffi cult in many of our cultures, 

and maybe even countercultural. But at the end of the day, it is a biblical 

mandate and a strategic necessity.

Finally, I would just like to say that I believe establishing a plural-

ity of elders is strategic and possible regardless of what church model 

you are using (see chapter 13, “Three Models of Church Planting”). 

Doing so with the cell church model might require more creativity. 

But it is doable, along with the house church model and the prevalent 

church model.

SOME PRACTICAL ISSUES

To remind the reader, this is not a chapter about biblical eldership 

in general, but about developing and appointing that fi rst group of elders 

from an unreached people group in a hostile environment (e.g., HBB 

elders in an HBB church). One of the richest blessings the Lord has 

given me is to be able to meet with local elders in a variety of cultures 

around the world. Here are some issues that arise:
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How mature does someone have to be to be appointable to 
eldership?

We all know how lists and schemes abound merging and expound-

ing the qualities of 1 Timothy 3 and Titus 1 for eldership. The problem 

arises when we take the various qualities as qualifi cations—a word that 

is not in either text. When we do that, the list immediately becomes a 

checklist and a candidate fails if even one box can’t be checked. Is that 

what the Spirit intended? Is that what Paul meant for Timothy and Titus 

to do? That interpretation is understandable, given that in both passages 

Paul wrote “an overseer must be above reproach” and so on. But is that 

the right interpretation?

Help comes when we realize that most of these facets are qualities; 

they are traits that are relative in a person’s life. For instance, an elder 

should be gentle (1 Timothy 3:3). But no one is perfectly gentle—cer-

tainly not myself, nor many elders I know. It’s not hard to see why 

gentleness is a valuable quality for an elder, and how an elder who is too 

ungentle may do more harm than good. Paul was a practical apostle, and 

he was dealing with the question of who should be an elder in a practical 

way. These are qualities to be assessed in a relative manner.

As these are relative qualities, they no doubt varied from church to 

church. The new elders in the Antioch church were probably not quite 

as mature as their Jerusalem counterparts. And the new elders in Paul 

and Barnabas’ brand-new pioneer churches in Acts 14 were certainly 

even less mature, in terms of years in the Lord, spiritual depth, and elder 

character. But they were mature enough. How is it that some of those 

churches could have been planted, and elders appointed, in a matter of 

weeks or a few months?

Many have pointed out that most of the qualities are social traits 

rather than spiritual ones, though within the context of commitment to 

Christ. In other words, a person may have strength in that area even 

before he came to faith. This would explain how Paul could appoint 

elders among new believers after only a few months, or even weeks. On 

the other hand, the calling of eldership is one of leadership, shepherding, 

and teaching. Not everyone—no matter how mature—is going to have 
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that calling and those gifts. I do not believe that eldership should be the 

aim for every man.

Finally, at the risk of beating my drum again, this understanding of 

eldership qualities underscores the necessity of having more than one 

elder. The elders can be mature collectively, even though individuals 

will have gaps. They can complement each other. And they can corpo-

rately spur each other on to growth in areas of weakness. Surely that’s 

how it was in those fi rst churches Paul and Barnabas planted among the 

Gentiles. And when we look today at Buddhist contexts, or Hindu, or 

Taoist, or whatever, we must treat the question in the same way. The 

alternative is to wait for fully qualifi ed men to be formed. You may be 

waiting an awfully long time, while the fruit goes sour on the branch and 

the opportunity passes.

Should you work toward appointing elders early on in the 
process of church planting or do it later?

Those who argue for later will cite 1 Timothy 3:6—“. . . and not 

a new convert, so that he will not become conceited and fall into the 

condemnation incurred by the devil”—and 1 Timothy 5:22—“Do not 

lay hands upon anyone too hastily and thereby share responsibility for 

the sins of others; keep yourself free from sin.” But how “new” is too 

new, and how “hastily” is too hastily? Again, these are relative matters 

that require practical judgment. In the fi rst case the danger Paul points 

to is the onset of pride. That won’t be a danger for all elder candidates, 

especially for older men who are already respected in other capacities, 

even if they’re new in Christ. Look for where a person’s motives are 

pointing and how they respond in situations where egos are involved. 

Regarding 1 Timothy 5:22, scholars differ on whether or not the verse 

even applies to the appointment of new elders. But even if it does, Paul is 

again just urging good judgment rather than advising excessive caution 

or procrastination on elder appointment in general.

Dick Scoggins, who planted many house churches in New England 

(sort of a hostile and resistant fi eld!), told me after his decades of church 

planting that when he erred on the question of timing it was usually 
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on the side of waiting too long rather than appointing too early. “First 

Timothy 5:22 is not a stop sign,” he’s been known to say.

As you begin moving toward preparation of elders, guess what? 

Don’t expect things to go smoothly. I’ve heard of a few cases where 

everything went smoothly (or maybe I just read the glossy version), but 

most of the time they do not. This makes sense. Among your people 

group, the appointment of the fi rst group of elders in the new pioneer 

church may be an utterly critical landmark in taking territory back from 

Satan. Do you think he’s simply going to fold his arms and walk away?

Several years ago church planters were about to lay hands on four 

men to be elders among the Kurds in northern Iraq—a fi rst in history. 

One day an extremist walked into the workplace of Mahmoud, one of 

the key proto-elders, and shot him in the head. He became the church’s 

fi rst martyr, leaving behind a pregnant wife and a child. Actual elder 

appointments were not able to take place until a few years later.

In another Middle East city, workers were about to appoint three 

men to be elders. This might have become the fi rst MBB church in the 

Arab world under the leadership of MBB elders. But it was not to be. 

During a fellowship meeting the wives of two of the elder candidates got 

into a quarrel regarding one of the kids, and their emotional and hurtful 

argument led to the breaking of fellowship between the two families 

for an extended period. When they were reconciled, no one felt that the 

group was ready to move ahead with eldership. Now, years later, elders 

still haven’t been appointed, and there is a serious fragmentation among 

the MBBs in the country.

In a large Southeast Asian country, the workers successfully ap-

pointed three elders, a near-fi rst in this strategic people group. When 

one of the workers asked the wife of one of these men that day why 

she didn’t seem happy about this joyous occasion, she explained, “My 

husband and I had a bad argument this morning, and he punched me in 

the face. I hate ministry.”

This is real life. The absolutely wonderful assurance is that it has 

always been this way. Throughout the centuries God has expanded the 

boundaries of the church through extraordinarily defi cient church plant-
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ers and imperfect local believers. We are all damaged goods that God is 

in the process of healing and restoring. That’s encouraging to me.

What if I only have two potential elders? Should I go ahead 
and appoint them?

I don’t think there’s an automatic answer to that. Three is better for 

a myriad of reasons. But I have seen two work in at least a couple of 

churches. I also know of a situation in Central Asia where the church has 

done well under two elders, but recently one of them had to move away. 

That has caused some real diffi culty, and the expatriate church planter 

has had no choice but to jump back in again and provide leadership. In 

general, I would say that if you appoint only two elders then you need to 

make sure that developing a third elder is an objective earnestly shared 

by those two elders and the church.

Should expatriate or apostolic workers become elders in the 
new church for a while?

I would personally discourage this. In the New Testament there is 

never any confusion of roles. The apostle is there temporarily to plant 

the church and move on; the elders are local believers who remain and 

shepherd the church. To confuse the two roles leads to . . . well, confu-

sion. And while having the church planters serve as elders might help in 

the short term, it might also actually delay indigenization and the church 

getting established on its own feet.

Likewise, what about local leaders who are both elders (or 
elder candidates) and gifted church planters?

This situation comes up a lot in pioneering work today, which is a 

magnifi cent reality. It shouldn’t surprise us that God raises up key per-

sons, since we know His promise to give specially gifted individuals to 

churches in Ephesians 4:11–12. But, as we have seen, the roles of elder 

and apostolic church planter (who is focused primarily on planting new 

churches further afi eld) are biblically and practically two very distinct 

roles. The church planter often has some sort of vocational ministry role, 

which is usually not true of an elder. My advice is that an individual not 

wear both hats for long, but rather tries to discern the Lord’s long-term 

calling on his life and goes in that direction. The itinerant church plant-
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ing calling and life is different from that of the local elder. The former 

is concerned with pioneering, breakthroughs, and expansion. The latter 

is primarily focused on the shepherding well-being of one church (or a 

cluster of local churches).

Should church planters try to establish deacons before elders?
This is not an easy question, and I’ve seen both scenarios work. 

Some would point out that deacons are not just to set up chairs, hand 

out bulletins, or wait on tables. The requisite qualities listed for them in 

the New Testament are very similar to those of elders. Paul addresses 

both at the beginning of his letter to the Philippians. And I believe he 

explicitly says that women can be deacons in 1 Timothy 3:11. So, in 

view of the fact that deaconship is a responsible position, some church 

planters prefer to fi rst appoint a group of deacons and then later, from 

that group, appoint some to be elders.

While I personally believe that to be a valid approach, it is not what I 

advise. Why not? First of all, we don’t see this in the new church plants of 

the New Testament. They always went straight to elders. Secondly, even 

though eldership and deaconship are two distinct ministries or offi ces 

in the New Testament, if you start out this way you will be enshrining 

the notion that deaconship is a stepping stone to eldership, which isn’t 

necessarily what it was intended. Some believe that in New Testament 

times only the more developed churches launched deaconship, probably 

as a way to take some of the serving burden off the elders. And thirdly, 

it seems to me that the approach of starting with deacons and then estab-

lishing elders is likely to prolong the new church’s dependence on the 

church planters.

Should eldership be a full-time, paid position?
Again, quoting 1 Timothy 5:17–18: “The elders who rule well are to 

be considered worthy of double honor, especially those who work hard 

at preaching and teaching. For the Scripture says, ‘YOU SHALL NOT MUZZLE

THE OX WHILE HE IS THRESHING,’ and ‘The laborer is worthy of his wages.’” 

It seems we can infer three principles:

a. It is OK for a church to have no paid elders. That was probably 
the case in Ephesus when Paul wrote to Timothy there.

Vision of the Possible.indd   232 3/9/2006   4:01:12 PM



233Th e Crucial First Group of Elders

b. To have one elder (or a few elders, in a larger church or cluster) 
who are paid because of the high time commitments involved 
in “ruling well” and “working hard at preaching and teaching” 
seems to be what Paul is talking about. Even so, I would imagine 
this to be a small minority.

c. The focus of the paid elder’s ministry is the local church. And the 
funds that Paul spoke of were from the local church. I personally 
do not see a biblical basis for outside funds paying local elders/

pastors.

How are elders to make decisions—whether in the West, East, 
or South? Is there a prescribed way in the New Testament?

It is safe to say that elders should seek the Lord earnestly regard-

ing issues before them, in worship, prayer, and perhaps fasting. They 

should discuss all matters among themselves with a keen listening 

ear, with respect, and with the putting away of personal agendas and 

questionable motives. Likewise, consulting the congregation is certainly 

precedented. How the apostles consulted the congregation in Acts 6 is a 

good example.

But how elders are to actually process decisions seems to be an open 

matter. How a group of African elders might make decisions could be 

very different from how the elders of an urban church in Chicago or a 

group of HBB elders in Tibet do so. Subbamma writes, “In Andhra, not 

only must we have Indian churches, but also churches which fi t the main 

subcultures and main ethnic units of this great province.”3 It seems to me 

that there is lots of room for cultural factors.

YOU CAN GET THERE FROM HERE

Those are some practical issues that often arise when dealing with 

the appointment of elders in a pioneer setting. But how do you get there? 

Let’s say you are working with a fellowship group of fi fteen to twenty 

believers. How can you teach the concepts of biblical eldership and work 

with this group to develop, appoint, and install elders? It sounds a lot 

easier in a book than working it out in real life.
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While there would be similarities, this is not like appointing elders 

in a new church in Los Angeles or London. We are talking about new 

believers who have come out of a very different approach to God, out of 

Hinduism, Buddhism, animistic beliefs, or whatever. Many are likely to 

be struggling still with their faith and with feelings of having betrayed 

their families and heritage, perhaps wondering if they really are apos-

tates as their relatives bitterly accuse them daily to be. Some who were 

Muslims may still tend toward a legalistic mentality. Some may leave 

the faith.

There may be huge issues of trust, and even the possibility of inform-

ers lurking in the group. There is probably not a visible example of what 

they are to become. Or if there is a Bible-believing church locally, it is 

probably from a “Christian” cultural background, which is not profi table 

for the new body to emulate. And in a hostile environment it is normal 

for governments to target the leaders for arrest and possible torture or 

imprisonment. The potential elders will have to grapple with this reality 

and come to their own way of dealing with it. Church planting—includ-

ing the appointing of elders—in such contexts is not just diffi cult; it’s 

revolutionary.

While I cannot give you a recipe or a road map, here are fi ve recom-

mendations that should help move the work along in the right direction.

1. Teach the whole fellowship over time the New Testament 
concepts of what the local church is and how it is to function. 
Teach all the “one another” passages that describe how believers 
are to be closely linked with each other and how they are to 
serve and edify each other. “Church life” is not merely a set of 
meetings, but the day-to-day life of a healthy organism. What 
happens in their relationships outside of meetings is as important 
as what happens in meetings.

 Then teach about elders and their vital leadership, teaching, and 
shepherding role in the local church. Along with this, teach how 
your own role as God’s apostolic messenger will be changing and 
no doubt shrinking. Share with the believers that they will begin 
to see you less and less, and at some point you will be leaving. 
(Or it may be that you are already not in a dominant role in the 
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fellowship. That is good, as long as you have the position and 
infl uence to exercise your apostolic role in helping the church 

become what it needs to be.)

2. Begin to strategically pull back. This is to help the fellowship 
become less dependent on you in terms of teaching and leading 
and to free you up to focus on developing leaders. This mode is 
typical of latter Phase V and all of Phase VI (see chapter 5, “The 
Pioneer Church Planting Phases”).

 Focus most of your energies on mentoring and developing 
leaders and teachers, especially potential elders. As you discern 
who these individuals are, you also need to ask them, “Are you 
interested in growing spiritually, being mentored, and possibly 
moving into leadership more and more?” Isn’t this what Paul 
was saying to Timothy when he wrote, “The things which you 
have heard from me in the presence of many witnesses, entrust 
these to faithful men who will be able to teach others also”
(2 Timothy 2:2)? Some talk about fi nding those who are FAT: 
faithful, available, teachable.

 This involves working on character, attitudes, recurring sin 
patterns, and motives. It means being involved in such matters as 
marriage and family life, employment, and other relationships. It 
also means looking for all kinds of ways to get these emerging 
leaders into all sorts of ministry. Delegate. Train. Review. 
Delegate again. Discern giftings. As they are stretched, good 
leaders will grow and learn to draw on the Spirit. Others may fall 
to the side, deciding that leadership is not for them.

3. When you think the believers are ready, establish the role of 
“elder candidate” and begin to discuss it in the fellowship group. 
As these are men whom you believe can become the fi rst elders, 
you can go to them and challenge them to pray about accepting 
this role of elder candidate. This means that they will go through 
some teaching and orientation, most likely leading to elder 
appointment. This process sets the stage for the following:

a. Helping them experience what a special commitment eldership 
requires.
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b. Making the process very clear and intentional.

c. A period of special training (two to six months).

d. An opportunity for intense character work. For example: 
“Mahmoud, you have said that you aspire to the offi ce of elder 
in this group, and I believe that would be a good step for you. 
I believe in you. But I have heard some things about your 
business dealings. Can we discuss and pray about that?”

e. Preparing the body for certain individuals eventually leading. 
It gets the fellowship involved. You can also choose to invite 
feedback on the candidates. If you learn about something 
serious that you were not aware of, it might be best to delay 
one’s appointment.

f. As you are having multiple elder candidates, this avoids the 

strong single leader bottleneck.

4. In a variety of situations, I have seen how elder preparation 
and training affords a wonderful opportunity to teach on the 
particular subjects of the church, leadership, humility, heavenly 
wisdom, character, suffering, feeding Christ’s sheep, etc. Don’t 
be surprised if your elder candidates take a real leap forward in 
their walk with God.

 This may be a perfect time to bring in a special Bible teacher 
for these sessions. In one Middle Eastern capital there was a 
Christian-background leader who was a very gifted teacher and 
who had a deep heart for majority ministry. It was a perfect 
match, as the church planters and elder candidates met weekly at 
his house.

 You can also use specifi c tools on the church and eldership. 
One such work is John Piper’s Biblical Eldership: Shepherd 
the Flock of God Among You.4 In one Central Asia country this 
twenty-page tool was translated into the local language, and 
its use spread among a large number of church plants to great 

profi t.

5. It is no accident that just prior to appointing elders Paul and 
Barnabas drove home the point: “Through many tribulations 
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we must enter the kingdom of God” (Acts 14:22). In pioneer 
and hostile environments, we must not pretend that persecution 
may be avoided. Instead we must talk candidly about suffering 
and persecution, and help fellow believers become equipped 
biblically and spiritually for what lies ahead. If, as an expatriate 
worker, I feel timid to make this point because I feel I am not as 
likely to suffer—an assumption that may or may not be true—

this does not relieve me of this responsibility of teaching.

CONCLUSION

When you reach the momentous day when you appoint that crucial 

fi rst group of elders in your unreached people group, don’t expect CNN 

or local cameramen to show up. But that doesn’t change the fact that this 

is likely to be a historic event, a pivotal moment in the destiny of your 

people group and country. It is a precious milestone for the kingdom 

of God that will echo in eternity. Join Paul as he dreamed about being 

in heaven with the precious brothers and sisters who had found eternal 

life through his church planting ministry: “For who is our hope or joy 

or crown of exultation? Is it not even you, in the presence of our Lord 

Jesus at His coming? For you are our glory and joy” (1 Thessalonians 

2:19–20).

TEAM DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. Does our culture favor strong one-person rule, or are there 
examples in this society of collective leadership?

2. Do we accept the premise that the fi rst group of elders must be 
at least two or three men, rather than establishing one person as 
lone elder?

3. What kind of problems can we expect as we near this process of 
elder appointment?

4. Are we, as a team, on the same page about the kind of leadership 
or eldership structure we think the new church should have?
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5. Do passages such as Acts 14:21–23 and Titus 1:5, and the 
confi dence that we will get there at some point, motivate and 
inspire us?

6. How mature do local believers have to be to be ready for 
eldership? Which is worse: appointing too early or waiting too 
long?

7. What do we think of the elder candidate process described in #3 
above?
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Epilogue
What Really Is Church Planting Ministry?

The limousine carefully made its way across a cold, dark, and rainy 

Washington DC. It was October 26, 1962, and the Cuban Missile Crisis 

had nearly reached a point where thermonuclear confl ict was very pos-

sible. From released Soviet records we now know that Cuban president 

Fidel Castro had urged Nikita Khrushchev to carry out a nuclear fi rst 

strike against the Atlantic seaboard. Soviet submarine commanders had 

been given authority to launch nuclear weapons in the event of confron-

tation at sea due to the American blockade. On this evening, American 

Attorney General Robert Kennedy was meeting with the Soviet ambas-

sador, Anatoly Dobrynin. Fortunately, they were able to come to an 

agreement that night that spared the planet a World War III nightmare.

The primary reason they were effective is not that they were good 

negotiators. They were not merely exchanging ideas, but were acting 

with authority. Robert Kennedy was mandated to speak in the place of 

the president—who just happened to be his brother—with his authority 

and in his full stead and prestige. Likewise with Dobrynin.

Remarkably, our role as God’s ambassadors is much the same. 

Consider:

As each one has received a special gift, employ it in serving one 

another as good stewards of the manifold grace of God. Whoever 

speaks, is to do so as one who is speaking the utterances of God; 

whoever serves is to do so as one who is serving by the strength 

which God supplies. (1 Peter 4:10–11; emphasis added)
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Peter divides up all ministry into two broad categories: speaking 

ministries and serving ministries. Of course, all ministry is serving, but 

there are types of service which are nonspeaking in nature (e.g., helps, 

logistics, administration, physical arrangements). What are speaking 

ministries? Teaching (large groups, small groups, one-on-one), leading, 

counseling, evangelizing, church planting, encouraging, and the list goes 

on and on. Peter’s point is this: When you are in any speaking minis-

try situation, you are to speak the words of God in God’s place. You 

are not simply relaying information or concepts, but you are actually 

speaking for God. You and I are going to be effective or ineffective in 

our ministries to the extent our efforts are actually ministering God’s 

words. You are not just a team leader, or a Bible teacher, or one who 

shares the gospel, or the person leading a meeting. The bottom line is 

that ministry is simple: it is speaking God’s words, in God’s place, with 

God’s authority.

Let’s fi rst see this borne out further in the New Testament, and 

then we will examine the crucial implications for our work of planting 

churches among unreached peoples.

EXAMPLES OF NEW TESTAMENT APOSTOLIC 
WORK

“Pay close attention to yourself and to your teaching; 

persevere in these things, for as you do this you will 

ensure salvation both for yourself and for those who 

hear you.” (1 Timothy 4:16)

“You therefore, my son, be strong in the grace that is 

in Christ Jesus. The things which you have heard from 

me in the presence of many witnesses, entrust these to 

faithful men who will be able to teach others also.”

(2 Timothy 2:1–2)

“You, however, continue in the things you have learned 
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and become convinced of, knowing from whom you 

have learned them, and that from childhood you have 

known the sacred writings which are able to give you 

the wisdom that leads to salvation through faith which 

is in Christ Jesus. All Scripture is inspired by God and 

profi table for teaching, for reproof, for correction, for 

training in righteousness; so that the man of God may 

be adequate, equipped for every good work. I solemnly 

charge you in the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, 

who is to judge the living and the dead, and by His 

appearing and His kingdom: preach the word; be ready 

in season and out of season; reprove, rebuke, exhort, 

with great patience and instruction. For the time will 

come when they will not endure sound doctrine; but 

wanting to have their ears tickled, they will accumulate 

for themselves teachers in accordance to their own 

desires, and will turn away their ears from the truth 

and will turn aside to myths.” (2 Timothy 3:14–4:4)

“[The overseer must be] holding fast the faithful word 

which is in accordance with the teaching, so that he 

will be able both to exhort in sound doctrine and to 

refute those who contradict.” (Titus 1:9)

“[Paul said to the elders of the church at Ephesus:] ‘I 

did not shrink from declaring to you anything that was 

profi table, and teaching you publicly and from house 

to house . . . I did not shrink from declaring to you the 

whole purpose of God.’” (Acts 20:20, 27)

“We proclaim Him, admonishing every man and 

teaching every man with all wisdom, so that we may 

present every man complete in Christ.” (Colossians 

1:28) It is encouraging to observe how Paul’s teaching 

here was oriented to every individual: “every man.” In 
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pioneering work, especially, so much of ministering 

the Word is one-on-one.

Luke summarizes a year and a half of Paul’s ministry at Corinth in 

this way: “He settled there a year and six months, teaching the word of 

God among them.” (Acts 18:11) Wow! A whole year and a half of Paul’s 

work summed up that way.

And what should perhaps be the life verse for all pioneer church 

planters: “Be diligent to present yourself approved to God as a work-

man who does not need to be ashamed, accurately handling the word 

of truth” (2 Timothy 2:15). Please note how in this brief sentence Paul 

points to Timothy being a “workman” with skills that require develop-

ing, who operates with creativity and the urgency of diligence, and who 

recognizes the bedrock objective of going for the approval of God rather 

than other people. There is the possibility of falling short or of being 

effective. And our aim is to speak accurately—that is, we work hard 

over time to correctly understand what God is saying and to convey that 

properly. We teach His words rather than merely using the Bible as a 

source of illustrations for teaching our personal ideas.

My dear fellow apostolic workers, let me encourage you with a very 

powerful truth that arises from these verses. Our work can seem so very, 

very complicated. The fi eld team leader can especially feel absolutely 

overwhelmed and incredibly inadequate. You might feel you have to 

be a top leader of people, an expert in your tentmaking area, a skill-

ful evangelist, one who learns the language fl awlessly, an insightful 

cross-culturalist, and on and on. It’s good to know we are inadequate in 

ourselves and derive our adequacy from God (2 Corinthians 3:5). But to 

place ourselves under crushing expectations is not good. Let the verses 

above greatly lighten the burden from your shoulders: Your main job is 

to speak God’s Word in God’s place. The rest is quite secondary.

I’ve seen teams hit a wall of frustration, sort of like this: “We’ve 

learned the language quite well. We’ve bonded with the people. Ours is 

the best NGO in the country. The team runs like a well-oiled machine. 

We just don’t understand why there isn’t any fruit!” Fruitlessness in 

pioneer situations, of course, is often a matter of hard soil or that it ap-
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parently is not yet God’s timing. But can it sometimes be due to the fact 

that we are so busy doing everything in the world other than ministering 

the Word of God to people?

One of the largest ministries to majority people in the Middle East 

consists of a “mother church” of 250–300 people which has planted 

eight daughter churches, all nine churches being in sensitive locations 

and facing persecution. For over ten years it has been my privilege to 

receive monthly reports from the team leader and to interact with him 

on a regular basis. From the earliest days I was struck by how much this 

young apostle was committed to personal study of the Word. Then, as 

ministry developed, everything seemed to revolve around how he was 

teaching this or that passage or how they would take a three-day retreat 

with the believers to work through the book of Ephesians, or church 

life in Acts, or whatever. It occurred to me that he was simply planting 

churches the way Paul did.

Before moving on to some fi nal applications, it is important that we 

touch on three important “disclaimers”:

1. As I am exhorting church planters to really major on studying 
God’s Word and ministering God’s Word, I am not talking about 
mere head knowledge. Obviously feeding on and feeding others 
with the Word is a lot more than that.

2. I am not saying that studying and ministering the Bible is the 
only important aspect of ministry. Of course there are all the 
other really vital facets, such as the role of the Holy Spirit, 
prayer, community and relationships, pastoral care, cross-
cultural dynamics, contextualization, etc. But if the Word is the 
foundation, it is the core of what we convey, what we minister, 
and our guide for all decisions and strategies.

3. This isn’t for all Christians or even for all CP workers. We recall 
1 Peter 4:10–11: “As each one has received a special gift, employ 
it in serving one another as good stewards of the manifold grace 
of God. Whoever speaks, is to do so as one who is speaking 
the utterances of God; whoever serves is to do so as one who is 
serving by the strength which God supplies.” There are all the 
nonspeaking kinds of ministries, which may be the calling of a 
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few on the team (e.g., facilitators). The applications below apply 

to teachers, church planters, evangelists, apostles, etc.

APPLICATION #1: HOW YOU SPEND YOUR TIME

Time, for all of us, is limited. It’s been said that there are three 

ways to waste your life: do nothing, do the wrong things, or do so many 

things that none of them are truly effective. If you are called to be an 

apostolic church planter, then you want to be like we see the apostles in 

Acts 6. During that painful crisis between the Hellenistic Jews and the 

Palestinian Jews they easily could’ve been pulled into time-absorbing 

problem-solving and administration. Instead, they clung to their priority: 

“We will devote ourselves to prayer and to the ministry of the word” (v. 

4). What was the result? In verse 7 we read, “The word of God kept on 

spreading; and the number of the disciples continued to increase greatly 

in Jerusalem, and a great many of the priests were becoming obedient 

to the faith.” This ain’t rocket science. They devoted themselves to the 

ministry of the Word, and the Word kept spreading, fl ourishing. That is 

the apostolic paradigm.

We were pleased to have George Verwer, founder of Operation 

Mobilisation, speak at our leadership conference in 2000. To this day 

everyone remembers three words from his talk, even as he yelled them 

out to the conference hall audience of 1,000 plus: “Cut! Cut! Cut!” He 

was speaking of the crucial need to prioritize our time and to drop lots of 

tertiary activities. We must do whatever is necessary in our schedule and 

workload in order to major on the ministry of the Word. Again, the net 

result of this should be to lighten our load, not make it heavier.

Looking back over the years, Martin Luther summed up his world-

changing life this way: “I simply taught, preached, wrote God’s Word; 

otherwise I did nothing. And then while I slept, or drank Wittenberg 

beer with Philip and Amsdorf, the Word so greatly weakened all who 

opposed me. I did nothing; the Word did it all . . . For it is almighty and 

takes captive the hearts, and if the hearts are captured, the evil work will 

fall of itself.”1
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One day a young German pastor came home after work to fi nd his 

kitten up in a tree. Though it was a young tree, it was tall enough that 

he couldn’t reach the kitten, nor would she come down. He thought to 

himself: “I have an idea.” He grabbed some rope from the trunk of his 

Volkswagen and tied one end to the rear bumper and the other end to 

the tree as high as he could reach. Then he eased the car forward slowly, 

intending to bend the tree down enough to be able to take hold of the 

kitten. Everything went fi ne as the car moved several feet forward. But 

then, “Whoooosh!” You guessed it: one of the knots came loose, the tree 

fl ung back, and the kitten disappeared! Gone. Minus one cat.

A few days later, the pastor noticed one of his parishioners in the 

pet food aisle at the local supermarket. “Frau Schmidt, I didn’t know 

your family had a pet.” “Oh Pastor,” she replied, “you wouldn’t believe 

what happened. The other afternoon we were all out in the back garden 

relaxing when my daughter, Ute, came to us almost in tears. ‘Mommy, 

why can’t we have a kitten? I really want a kitten! Please, please, please.’ 

I told her we should ask God about it, so right then we prayed together 

and asked the Lord if He wanted Ute to have a kitten. What happened 

next was the most incredible answer to prayer I have ever witnessed. 

God dropped a kitten on us right out of the sky!”

The point is simply this: God is not limited by the sum of our re-

sources, our efforts, our skills. We all long for the kind of ministries 

where it is clear that God has worked, that God has brought about a 

harvest well beyond anything that can be attributable to us. It’s the Word 

of God, through the Spirit of God, that is the great, powerful leverage 

for impact in the life of a people group. We need God-sized results in 

today’s harvest fi eld.

Practically speaking, this means I need to be spending a lot of 

time in the Scriptures. One approach would be to read the Bible every 

day, refl ectively, with a journal. And then also carve out two larger 

blocks each week in your schedule for in-depth study—that is, induc-

tive study of a passage or topic. These study blocks should be free 

from interruption (door closed, kids knowing it’s not a good time to 

disturb you, etc.).
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Billy Graham was asked in an interview, “If you had to live your 

life over again, what would you do differently?” His answer was this: 

“One of my great regrets is that I have not studied enough. I wish I had 

studied more and preached less. People have pressured me into speak-

ing to groups when I should have been studying and preparing. Donald 

Barnhouse said that if he knew the Lord was coming in three years, he 

would spend two of them studying and one preaching. I’m trying to 

make it up.”

Some may feel that this doesn’t apply as directly in the early days 

of a church plant, when the team is very busy with language learning, 

establishing an NGO or tentmaking platform, setting up homes, making 

acquaintances, learning how to get along as a team, etc. It is true that for 

a while you may not have believers to disciple or even seekers who are 

keen to study the Word with you. However, it is all the more important at 

this stage to build signifi cant habits of Bible study into your schedule, as 

it will be harder to do so down the road. Beginning this investment now 

means that you will be ready when the opportunities come.

APPLICATION #2: HOW CHURCHES GET PLANTED

As I mentioned in chapter 2, “What Is a Church?—and How to 

Plant One,” fi nding a church made up of believers from an unreached 

people group in a pioneer context is like fi nding a turtle on a fencepost. 

Someone has intentionally brought this about; it’s not there by accident 

nor in the natural fl ow of things. How much more so if the church is 

healthy! As we have seen, the New Testament teaches various aspects 

of healthy church life. “They were continually devoting themselves 

to the apostles’ teaching and to fellowship, to the breaking of bread 

and to prayer” (Acts 2:42). We must not assume, for example, that a 

fellowship of believers from Hindu background will naturally gravitate 

toward New Testament patterns of ekklesia any more so than churches 

in the West do. It is the job of the church planting apostles to guide and 

prepare the new churches for such. I was once asked at a conference 

what subject I was going to speak on. “The key role of Scripture in 

planting a new church,” I replied. “What a novel idea!” was the some-
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what facetious response. Do we use the Bible in our devotions and then 

in our strategy and problem-solving use everything except the Bible?

Think of all the different ministries that must take place in the plant-

ing of a new church in a hostile setting. Consider how it is only through 

the ministry of the Word that the following take place effectively:

• Believers are discipled and encouraged.

• Body life is developed.

• The church gains an understanding and vision for who they 
are and how they are to live. Believers come to grips with 
their evangelistic message.

• Essential foundations of sound teaching are laid.

• Every new fellowship struggles with a host of problems, 
including those arising from character issues, interpersonal 
relationships, confl icting opinions, disunity, bitterness, and 
pride. The church planters and local leaders tackle these 
problems head-on through the Word.

• Transformational ministry occurs. Local believers, as well 
as expatriate workers, will need to be confronted over sin 
issues in their lives and gain victory as brothers and sisters 
around them speak the truth in love. Likewise, as proved to 
be crucial in the people movement among the Buddhists of 
Mongolia, future leaders need to be equipped in how to deal 
with believers’ sin.2

• Elder candidates are prepared and installed.

• Local teachers and leaders are prepared. I’m always thrilled 
when I witness an MBB brother or sister who clearly has 
spiritual gifts of leadership or Bible teaching. The church 
planters will need to come alongside to cultivate and develop 

these budding gifts.

So what is the starting point for all this? Is it not the depth of the 

church planters in their grasp of the Word? It is so crucial in those early 

months that we are in there equipping the saints. Some say that the church 

planters should quickly melt into the background and not steer or teach 
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the new fellowship. Now there is a time to strategically withdraw, but the 

New Testament model is for the apostles to play a vital role of feeding 

and foundation laying in the early period.

The story goes of a poor man who owned a goat. He fed the goat 

oats, and the cost of this was getting too much for him. So one day he 

decided to substitute 10 percent of the oats with sawdust. After a week 

everything seemed fi ne, so he made it a 50/50 mixture. After a month 

he was very pleased, as this was saving him lots of money and the goat 

seemed to be doing OK. So he went to a 90/10 mixture of sawdust and 

oats. This went on for a few more weeks and everything seemed fi ne, 

until one day the goat just fell over and died. We see lots of HBB, MBB, 

and BBB fellowships come into existence around the world. Sadly, very 

many of them just as quickly disintegrate and disappear. We have got to 

be feeding the new believers. We mustn’t shortchange them.

Some might feel that all this only pertains to ministry to believers. 

What about pioneering ministry that goes on for years without seeing 

anyone come to faith? What about evangelism in general? Does all this 

about the ministry of the Word still pertain? The answer, of course, is 

yes. The evangel is much more than just the basics of The Four Spiritual 

Laws. Among all unreached people groups today, you will fi nd people 

who are hungry to study the New Testament with you and to learn di-

rectly from Scripture about who Jesus really is. I am reminded how in 

Romans 1:15 Paul equates “the gospel” with all that Paul has to share 

with the church at Rome, including that incredibly rich epistle.

CONCLUSION

Are you feeling guilty or inadequate in this area? Please don’t. What 

we are talking about is a lifelong process of learning, growing, and de-

veloping skills—becoming “a workman [or workwoman] who does not 

need to be ashamed, accurately handling the word of truth” (2 Timothy 

2:15). Could it be that through this chapter the Lord is prompting you to 

seek out a mentor who can help you develop in this area?

Speaking God’s Word, in God’s place, with God’s authority, and 

looking for the results that only He can accomplish. This is sobering! 
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It is also invigorating. It is my earnest hope that this exhortation speaks 

new hope into your work, and that all this is releasing for you, because 

the power and impact don’t have to come from you. The Word of God 

has been likened to a lion penned up in a cage. Our job is simply to open 

the cage and release the lion!
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Appendix 1 
Apost leship in the New 
Testament

Among New Testament teachings, perhaps none is so important and 

yet, at the same time, as complex as the notion of apostleship. Obviously 

the apostles were foundational to the establishment and stability of the 

fi rst-century church. They were likewise pivotal in the expansion of the 

church across the known world during the fi rst century and beyond. As 

good witnesses, they both held ground and gained ground. While there is 

a good measure of clarity regarding the identity and role of “the Twelve,” 

there are many references to other individuals called apostles. Scholars 

differ on how the term applies to this latter group. There is therefore a 

diversity of opinion today as to whether or not the term can appropriately 

be applied to certain leaders and ministries—and if it can, how? Some 

denominations will refer to an individual or two in top leadership as 

apostles, with a view toward hierarchical and organizational authority, 

while others will insist it applies to pioneer church planters. Let’s dive in 

and explore what apostleship truly meant in the New Testament.

THE WORDS

Two words are of primary concern for us:

1. apostolos (αποστολος): noun; “apostle”; literally, “sent 
one”; messenger, envoy, representative; 80 New Testament 
occurrences. In 2 Corinthians 11:13 we also fi nd the word 
pseudapostoloi, “false apostles.”
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2. apostolay (αποστολη): noun; “apostleship”; 4 New Testament 
occurrences (Acts 1:25; Romans 1:5; 1 Corinthians 9:2; Galatians 
2:8).

Regarding verbs, the classical Greek pempto was more common in 

secular usage for “sending,” while apostello carried more the sense of 

“representing, acting on behalf of, being an example or model of the 

one who sent,” and most often referred to a group (e.g., ship or crew). 

Josephus uses the word once for a particular group of Jews being sent on 

a mission to Rome. It often carried the notion of an express commission 

and of being sent abroad. Nonetheless, the verb apostello had become 

extremely common by the fi rst century, so that it normally just meant 

“sending” and only rarely carried its original sense of “commissioning,” 

though sometimes we do fi nd that (e.g., Acts 22:21; 26:16). Although 

apostello occurs 132 times in the New Testament, because of its broad 

connotation it is not too helpful in our search for the meaning of apostle. 

We’ll focus mostly on the nouns.

THE TWELVE

It was at this time that He went off to the mountain to 

pray, and He spent the whole night in prayer to God. 

And when day came, He called His disciples to Him 

and chose twelve of them, whom He also named as 

apostles: Simon, whom He also named Peter, and 

Andrew his brother; and James and John; and Philip 

and Bartholomew; and Matthew and Thomas; James 

the son of Alphaeus, and Simon who was called the 

Zealot; Judas the son of James, and Judas Iscariot, 

who became a traitor. Jesus came down with them and 

stood on a level place; and there was a large crowd of 

His disciples. (Luke 6:12–17)

We know that Jesus selected these twelve men from a larger group 

of disciples. Seventy-two men were later sent out for preaching. The 
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gathered believers of Acts 1 were “about one hundred and twenty per-

sons.” And, of course, during Jesus’ ministry the number of followers 

ebbed and fl owed sometimes in the thousands.

As the primary focus of this appendix is not the Twelve, we won’t 

go into much detail concerning the makeup and commission given to 

them. But a couple of things are particularly interesting for us. Firstly, 

it’s clear that in replacing Judas in Acts 1 they were keen to get back to 

exactly twelve. That was the Hebrew number of completeness, corre-

sponding to the number of the tribes of Israel. Eleven was not acceptable 

and thirteen was not desirable, even though presumably both Joseph and 

Matthias were qualifi ed.

The twelve apostles played an absolutely essential and unique role 

that was foundational and sacred. Certain passages refer to the prophets 

and apostles, meaning the key foundation layers of the Old and New 

Testament eras respectively (e.g., 2 Peter 3:2; Revelation 18:20). Indeed, 

the foundation stones of the coming New Jerusalem will have written on 

them the names of the twelve apostles (Revelation 21:14). No doubt that 

refers to the Twelve, not to others such as Barnabas or Silas.

Of course, the Twelve didn’t just sit around being pillars or founda-

tions. They began with many bold efforts to expand the church among 

the Jews. Later history also records several examples of these men taking 

the gospel to nations further afi eld. Christian tradition has it that Thomas 

pioneered and established churches in India. Others are believed to have 

spread the gospel to Turkey, Russia, Ethiopia, and elsewhere.

While the twelve apostles were given broad authority in the church 

by Christ, the focus of their apostleship was not some form of top-level 

ecclesiastical governing. For example, at the Jerusalem council of Acts 

15, consensus was sought of both “the apostles and the elders” (vv. 4, 6, 

23), along with the involvement of “the whole church” (v. 22). Ironically, 

even this major decision and policy didn’t carry overwhelming weight, 

as the Judaizing controversy persisted well beyond. I personally don’t 

see evidence for believing that apostleship today pertains to a kind of 

positional, hierarchical governing in church denominations.
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PAUL

Paul was the great apostle to the Gentiles (cf. Acts 9:15; Romans 

11:13; Galatians 2:8; Ephesians 3:1ff; 1 Timothy 2:7). It is likewise 

stressed whom he was sent from—Jesus Himself (1 Corinthians 9:1; 

Galatians 1:1; Ephesians 1:1; 1 Timothy 1:1; 2 Timothy 1:1). Of course, 

this emphasis on from and to alludes to the pioneer nature of Paul’s 

apostleship. The beginning of his letter to the Romans also makes this 

extremely clear: “Paul, a bond-servant of Christ Jesus, called as an 

apostle, set apart for the gospel of God . . . through [Jesus Christ] we 

have received grace and apostleship to bring about the obedience of faith 

among all the Gentiles for His name’s sake” (Romans 1:1, 5).

Paul’s apostleship is particularly curious. He’s not one of the Twelve. 

He would not meet either of the qualifi cations noted for Judas’ replace-

ment in Acts 1:21–22: 1) having been with the original set of disciples 

from the beginning of Jesus’ earthly ministry; and 2) having been a wit-

ness of Jesus’ resurrection in order to truly be a witness (Greek martus, 

which is usually rendered “witness,” though sometimes carrying the idea 

of martyrdom). Paul makes much of Christ’s personal appearances to 

him, but this would still not meet the Acts 1:21–22 requirements. As we 

will see, neither would James, Barnabas, and others who are later called 

apostles meet these requirements. Unmistakably, then, another category 

of apostleship was emerging in the New Testament.

Nonetheless, Paul often refers to his apostolic authority in Christ 

across the Gentile world. He writes to the Ephesians: “So then you are 

no longer strangers and aliens, but you are fellow citizens with the saints, 

and are of God’s household, having been built on the foundation of the 

apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus Himself being the corner stone” 

(Ephesians 2:19–20; emphasis added). Few would argue that Paul wasn’t 

including himself in that “foundation of the apostles.”

It would seem, then, that Paul was sort of a bridge between the fi rst 

apostles—the Twelve—and the later, broader group of apostles. He had 

broad foundational authority, especially appreciated by the fact that he 

wrote so much of the New Testament. Nonetheless, most of the refer-
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ences to his apostleship were in the context of his calling to take the 

gospel to new, unreached people groups.

PIONEER GOSPEL WORKERS

While those in this category were not part of the Twelve, their 

apostolic calling was not of a completely different nature than the fi rst 

apostles. Let us recall that the original meaning of apostolos (noun) and 

apostello (verb) is one being sent from a higher authority to accomplish 

a particular task, representing that higher authority and speaking for him 

in the process. Let’s look at some passages:

Acts 1:8

“You will receive power when the Holy Spirit has 

come upon you; and you shall be My witnesses both 

in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and even 

to the remotest part of the earth.”

We’re told in verse 2 that this is part of the “orders [given] to the 

apostles whom He had chosen,” part of what He “commanded” (v. 4). 

This is the core of the commission or mission given to these special sent 

ones: to be witnesses (plural of martus), in an ever expanding scope to 

reach the whole world with the gospel. Bible teachers who see in this 

verse a threefold outline of the whole of the book of Acts—a) reaching 

Jerusalem; b) reaching Judea and Samaria; c) reaching the rest of the 

world—are probably correct. What is crucial for us to see in this founda-

tional verse is that the Twelve were not the only apostles in the book of 

Acts who would fulfi ll this core mandate.

Acts 14

Verse 4: “But the people of the city were divided; and 

some sided with the Jews, and some with the apostles 

[Paul and Barnabas, as seen from the context].”

Verses 13–14: “The priest of Zeus, whose temple was 

just outside the city, brought oxen and garlands to the 
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gates, and wanted to offer sacrifi ce with the crowds. 

But when the apostles Barnabas and Paul heard of it, 

they tore their robes . . .”

It is unmistakable that in this fascinating account of the “fi rst jour-

ney” (Acts 13–14) Luke designates both Paul and Barnabas as apostles. 

In fact, Barnabas is mentioned fi rst in verse 14. It must also be observed 

that in the beginning of the story, in Acts 13:1–2, Barnabas and Saul are 

listed among the “prophets and teachers.” But they are not at that time 

called apostles. Rather it is only as they are engaged in taking the gospel 

to the unreached peoples of Cyprus and southern Galatia that they are 

labeled apostles.

1 Corinthians 4:9

“For, I think, God has exhibited us apostles last of all, 

as men condemned to death; because we have become 

a spectacle to the world, both to angels and to men.”

While some might suppose that Paul sometimes used the plural in 

sort of a royal “we,” he’s clearly not doing so here. In this section of 

defending his apostleship to the Corinthians, he refers repeatedly (from 

3:4) to his work and Apollos’ work respectively among them. In 4:6 

“myself and Apollos” are the “us,” which then carries on as the “us/we” 

through verse 9 and beyond. We again note that the context is that of the 

initial penetration of Achaia with the gospel. This pioneer effort among 

the unreached Achaians resulted in the Corinthian churches, among oth-

ers. Thus Apollos is clearly called an apostle in this sense.

1 Corinthians 9:2

“If to others I am not an apostle, at least I am to you; 

for you are the seal of my apostleship in the Lord.”

The Corinthians had come to faith through Paul’s preaching, and 

he was the one to fi rst establish this church. That is what he means by 

“you are the seal of my apostleship in the Lord.” Paul had fulfi lled the 

apostolic mandate of Acts 1:8 in their case, and it was unmistakably in 

the context of pioneer gospel ministry.
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1 Thessalonians 2:5–6

“For we never came with fl attering speech, as you 

know, nor with a pretext for greed—God is witness—

nor did we seek glory from men, either from you or 

from others, even though as apostles of Christ we 

might have asserted our authority.”

“Apostles of Christ” here must refer to “Paul and Silvanus [Silas] 

and Timothy” (1:1). The context is their fruitful “coming” to them 

(2:1)—that is, bringing the gospel to these unreached Macedonians and 

planting this pioneer church.

Does this mean that all who joined in pioneer evangelistic and 

church planting efforts were regarded by the early church as apostles? 

No. Many in the New Testament were called to be a part of apostolic 

teams but were never themselves called apostles. Many were called fel-

low workers; only a handful were called apostles. While many ministry 

teams were engaged in “apostolic ministry,” the title apostle seems to 

have been applied somewhat sparingly, perhaps only to those men whose 

fruitfulness, calling, and gifting in pioneer work had become confi rmed 

over time. First Corinthians 9:2 shows that not even Paul’s apostleship 

was universally recognized, as some in Corinth were questioning it. 

Evidently “apostle” was a special title, not one casually applied. Many 

started in pioneer ministry as helpers; and only some of these later on 

were called apostles, no doubt as such a gift was developed and became 

recognized.

OTHER REFERENCES

1. James. After the apostle James, son of Zebedee, is killed in Acts 
12:2, James, the brother of Jesus, is spoken of more and more 
as a major leader in the Jerusalem church. In 1 Corinthians 15:7 
and Galatians 1:19 Paul refers to him as somehow among the 
apostles. He was not one of the Twelve, but clearly had joined 
their ranks in the endeavor of holding ground and preaching the 
gospel among the Jews.
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2. False apostles. See 2 Corinthians 11:13 and Revelation 2:2. 
That Paul and John could refer to these is clear evidence that 
“apostles” were a broader collection of gospel workers—some 
true and some false—rather than a short, closed list.

3. Romans 16:7: “Greet Andronicus and Junias, my kinsmen and 
my fellow prisoners, who are outstanding among the apostles, 
who also were in Christ before me.” As the general context in 
this passage is various workers taking the gospel, these two were 
probably fellow workers who, like Paul, had earned prison for 
their boldness. However, the phrase in the Greek for “among the 
apostles” could mean that they were considered apostles—and 
hence not just run-of-the-mill apostles, but “outstanding.” Or it 
could just mean that they were highly regarded by the apostles. 
Scholars differ on whether the name Junias should be taken as 
masculine or feminine.

4. Philippians 2:25: “But I thought it necessary to send to you 
Epaphroditus, my brother and fellow worker and fellow soldier, 
who is also your messenger [Greek apostolos] and minister to 
my need.” Though Epaphroditus had temporarily joined Paul’s 
apostolic team, he is probably not to be regarded as an apostle in 
the same sense as Barnabas, Silas, and others. For one thing, he 
was an apostolos of the Philippian church rather than of Christ, 
as is often designated.

5. Second Corinthians 8:23 refers to the brethren who accompanied 
Paul, taking the large amount of money collected for the needy 
believers of Judea. As with Epaphroditus, they are called 
apostoloi “of the churches,” and hence most translations render 

them as messengers or representatives.

SUMMARY OF APOSTLES OTHER THAN THE 
TWELVE

As H. V. Campenhausen says: “For [Paul] ‘the apostles’—and he is 

deliberately using an existing term—are the foundation-laying preach-

ers of the Gospel, missionaries and church founders possessing the full 
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authority of Christ and belong to a bigger circle in no way confi ned to 

the Twelve.”1 The International Standard Bible Encyclopedia takes the 

position that the primary identity and role of all apostles—whether the 

Twelve or otherwise—was their pioneer calling toward the “propaga-

tion of the gospel” (though it does acknowledge some uniqueness and 

foundational nature of the Twelve).

The primary way in which apostle and apostleship are used in the 

New Testament, when not referring to the Twelve, is in regard to the 

pioneer work of taking the gospel to unreached peoples, resulting in new 

communities of the body of Christ. Thus “church planting among un-

reached people groups” would be a fair description of the New Testament 

concept of apostolic ministry.
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Appendix 2 
Becoming Someone to 
Whom Host  People  Can Talk

by Dr. Lyman Campbell

Lyman Campbell is a language learning consultant with a 
quarter century of experience helping language learners 
in many countries. He holds a M.A. and Ph.D. related to 
language learning theory.

A worker in India once told me, “When a stranger fi rst starts talking 

to me in Urdu, I often have diffi culty understanding him. Once I catch 

on to the theme, I do a lot better.” It interested me that this man had 

probably been using Urdu for twenty or thirty years, and was effective in 

relationships and in his work. I encounter similar stories among people 

who have been working in a language group for fi ve or ten years: “I can 

understand people who know me, when they are conversing with me, 

but when they begin conversing with one another, I can easily get lost.” 

That worker in India illustrated that even with many more years, the situ-

ation may not change greatly. I believe that this profi le—limited, though 

effective, language ability—often results from what Eddie Arthur calls 

“speech-led language learning.”1

Some language learners tell me, “I only learn things that I feel I will 

have a defi nite need to say.” One such person, attempting to narrate an 

action cartoon for me in her fi eld language, was unable to express the idea 

that “a drop of water fell and put out the cigarette.” She later commented 

that she would never want to say that, in any case. This demonstrates a 

Vision of the Possible.indd   261 3/9/2006   4:01:14 PM



262 a VISION of the possible

philosophy of language learning that focuses on “things I want to be able 

to say.” The problem is that fi ve minutes from now someone might want 

to tell me a story in which a drop of water fell and put out a cigarette, 

or any of trillions of other possible, ordinary life events that might have 

taken place—events which I might never have thought I would need to 

know how to communicate about.

Through speech-led learning we may be able to do our work, but not 

truly be able to share all of life with host people. This condition is some-

times referred to as being a “Terminal 2 Plus”—referring to FSI (Foreign 

Service Institute) Level 2 Plus. Such people don’t grow much because 

they already can say most of what they think they will ever need to say, 

plus they don’t understand most of what they hear around them—say 

on TV or in animated conversations that go on between host people. 

Therefore, on the one hand they may not feel pressure to grow in order to 

be able to say more, while at the same time the speech going on around 

them cannot feed further growth because they don’t understand it.

In comprehension-led learning, by contrast, we aim for our own 

speech to be largely based on our growing familiarity with host peoples’ 

speech. Our vision is to move steadily and deliberately toward full 

comprehension of all we hear and, as a result of that, to keep growing 

indefi nitely.

SOLVING THREE BIG CHALLENGES TO 
UNDERSTANDING SPEECH

When I ask overseas workers what makes understanding of host 

speech diffi cult for them, three that are always mentioned are 1) the 

speed of speech; 2) unfamiliar words; and 3) not understanding all of the 

cultural background. I call these, respectively, 1) the processing problem; 

2) the vocabulary problem; and 3) the cultural knowledge problem.

Problem 1: The Processing Problem 
(Developing a Fast, Efficient “Understanding Machine”)

Understanding speech involves a large set of complex processes 

that convert the vibration of our eardrums into ideas in our heads. These 
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processes take place at an astoundingly high speed. I call the cognitive 

system that accomplishes this the Understanding Machine. One of the 

challenges for learners is to develop a large, complex, and rapid-working 

Understanding Machine. Since the processes involved are infl uenced by 

how frequently they are used, it follows that we need to spend a lot of 

time listening to speech that we can understand, in order to speed up 

those processes.

So how can we make speech understandable to ourselves? First and 

perhaps foremost, there is a lot of evidence that one of the best ways to 

make speech understandable for ourselves is to interact well with what-

ever host person might be speaking to us.2 Early interaction can make 

use of activities which force learners to interact with their teachers and 

fellow learners, such as role plays, use of puppets, and interaction around 

wordless picture stories.

Secondly, our teacher can tailor the speech we hear (often referred 

to as our “input”) to our current level of understanding ability. Healthy 

chunks of this can be tape recorded and added to our ever-growing lis-

tening library. Here are some examples:

A) The easiest level of input is speech about things we can see 
happening. “Total physical response,” a learning activity in 
which a teacher gives us instructions and we demonstrate our 
understanding by physically carrying out those instructions, is 
an example of such input. A bit later, the learner and teacher 
can cocreate spoken stories based on wordless picture stories, 
and then the teacher can tape record the story for the learner’s 
listening library.

B) Somewhat more diffi cult input is speech with highly familiar 
content, such as stories we knew previously but are hearing for 
the fi rst time in the host language. We can tape record a story 
(e.g., Goldilocks) and then we go over it (in the host language) 
for clarifi cation of parts we didn’t understand. This generates 
valuable interaction, and makes the story more or less fully 
understandable before we add it to our listening library.

C) More diffi cult still is speech which is addressed to us newcomers 
for the very purpose of helping us learn about host life and 
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culture. We recommend hundreds of hours of such interaction 
in what we call the deep life sharing phase. (See the discussion 
below of problem 3.) This phase results in a large volume of 
recordings for the listening library.

D) Finally, more diffi cult than all of the kinds of speech mentioned 
above is speech addressed by natives to natives (native-to-native) 
with no concessions being made for nonnative listeners. The 
author of this book gives the example of recording radio phone-
in talk shows. Learners might tape these and go over them with 
a teacher. The tapes are then added to the listening library.

A key at all stages is that we use much of our focused language-

growth times to hear input we can understand today, and in the process 

we eventually grow to the point where what would have been over our 

heads a few months ago has become understandable to us. The listening 

library provides a way to increase our experience with understandable 

input.

Problem 2: The Vocabulary Problem 
(and the Iceberg Principle)

We need to be able to understand thousands of words. It is true that 

a couple thousand high-frequency words account for much of what is 

said in any language. Unfortunately, speech is also riddled with low-fre-

quency words. Most words that exist are, in fact, low-frequency words! 

To be able to understand most speech that we will encounter, we need 

to be able to understand thousands of words that we could not possibly 

have foreseen needing to know. Here we can exploit what Stevick calls 

“the comprehension advantage”—that is, the development of our ability 

to understand can race far ahead of the development of our ability to 

speak.3 In fact, when it comes to vocabulary it is normal to understand 

a large number of words we have not yet spoken. This is even true in 

our native languages. Yet in learning another language we tend to want 

to fully master every word the fi rst time that we focus on it, rather than 

simply beginning to understand it.

We might compare our “mental lexicon” to a growing iceberg. 

Inside the tip are words that we have used many times already in our own 
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speaking. Nearer the bottom are words with which we have made only 

some passing acquaintance. Now we might try our best to put every new 

word that we focus on straight into the tip of our iceberg. This is what 

Rubin and Thompson seem to suggest: “Whatever technique(s) you are 

using, always strive for 100% mastery . . . This . . . will probably drop to 

70% recall tomorrow and even lower a week later.”4 A month later, the 

recall may be much lower still! The words are still in the iceberg, and as 

the learner encounters them again in other contexts those words will rise 

back to the top. But it was ineffi cient to try so hard to get them into the 

tip of the iceberg when many, perhaps most, of them would sink down 

to the bottom anyway.

But there’s a better way. We just start right off by putting all new 

words into the bottom of the iceberg. In the time it would have taken 

to put a few words into the peak, we can put dozens into the bottom, 

which means making sure we have had strong, meaningful encounters 

with them in which we really focused on their form and meaning in a 

context of communication. Many of them somehow do rise straight to 

the top. Others sink further down into the bottom. However, as they are 

reencountered in more contexts, they keep rising. By listening to a tape 

from our listening library, we can refresh hundreds of words that have 

sunk to lower parts of the iceberg. We have found the iceberg principle 

to be enormously helpful in tackling this second barrier to full under-

standing, the vocabulary problem.

Problem 3: The Cultural Knowledge Problem
In our growing ability to understand speech, we reach a point where, 

although we still have great diffi culty with native-to-native speech, we 

can understand explanations of host life and culture that are addressed to 

us and about which we can interact with the speaker. We have found a 

great manual for this purpose to be Spradley’s book, The Ethnographic 

Interview.5 We often begin by asking people to tell us their life stories, or 

by having representatives of various walks of life tell us about their daily 

experience. Several hundred hours can be devoted to this deep life shar-

ing. This creates special, close relationships. It also provides opportunity 

for us to share our own lives deeply.
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If a worker is pursuing two years of “full-time language learning” 

(which I would rather call two years of “highly focused, growing par-

ticipation in the host society”), then the middle eight months might be 

devoted to this sort of deep life sharing. We can continue fl eshing out 

our understanding of the host culture during the fi nal eight months of the 

two-year period, when our primary resource for focused growth times 

will be native-to-native resources, such as recorded radio phone-in talk 

shows.

BY NO MEANS THE FULL PICTURE

The focus here has been on learning to understand, recognizing that 

overseas workers often have a problem in this area. Many seem to assume 

that as long as they learn to read, write, and speak they will automatically 

have the ability to understand normal speech. This doesn’t appear to be 

the case. However, developing a powerful Understanding Machine is 

also far from the full story. Newer understandings of the language learn-

ing process are leading to a deeper and richer picture of the whole person 

as a growing participator in relationships in a host community. This in 

turn can radically alter our approach to activities with our teacher, since 

those can now be understood as yet more participation in community, 

specially enriched to maximize our growth.

Communicative language learning programs tend to mesh better 

with these richer understandings of the language learning process, and 

we encourage leaders of programs for overseas workers to consider 

moving more in this direction, if they have not done so already. While 

remaining thankful for the widespread fruit of more traditional styles 

of language programs, I believe the past has just given us a foretaste of 

what is possible in the future.
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WHERE DO I GO FROM HERE?

Interested in learning more about communicative language learning 

approaches, and the richer understanding of language learning alluded to 

above? Here are some possible next steps for you:

1. Check out the wealth of resources at www.equigrp.net/laeg.

2. Come to a fi eld-based workshop. For four or fi ve days learners 
get together each morning to discuss language learning issues, 
and then in the afternoons they work with their language teachers, 
applying some of what was discussed in the mornings. They also 
evaluate their current learning situation and envision changes 

and improvements.

3. Get linked up on the fi eld with someone who has received 
Language Learning Advisor (LLA) training. We recommend 
that all fi eld teams have this kind of expertise regularly available 

to them.
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Appendix 3 
Writ ing a  VSP and MOU

The good team leader wants to clearly articulate where the team is 

going and how they are going to get there. The target audience for this 

brief Vision and Strategy Paper is potential candidates, organization 

headquarters, and sending offi ces, plus anyone else wishing to get a brief 

understanding of what the team is purposing to do, within security pa-

rameters. The “Vision Section” briefl y describes the purpose and vision 

of the team—what it intends to accomplish, where, and with what people 

group(s). This should be a page or less.

The “Strategy Section” can be around four pages, and it describes 

a bit of how the team will accomplish its vision. It can include such 

considerations as entry and residency; language learning; basics con-

cerning evangelism, discipleship, and gathering; what the church(es) 

will look like; key alliances or partnerships; any unusual obstacles to be 

overcome; any special subtasks (e.g., translation, vocational training or 

other projects, microcredit, etc.); basics regarding pre-fi eld preparation 

of team members, ETA’s (estimated time of arrival) of the fi rst group, 

etc. It should also describe any special team distinctives regarding team 

functioning, philosophy of ministry, doctrine, or requirements for mem-

bers. This last part should be brief, since those issues are dealt with more 

thoroughly in the MOU, which describes how the team will function.

VSPs should not be highly idealized portrayals that include all pos-

sible aspirations. Rather, concrete visions and ideas, in the context of 

reliance on God, are preferred. Team leaders might also want to include 

a half-page to one-page “bio” with a photo.
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The Memo of Understanding is a more detailed document that 

gives the candidate a sharper picture of what everyday life, team life, 

and ministry will be like on the fi eld. The aim is to minimize surprises 

and confl icting expectations down the road, as mismatched expectations 

is perhaps the number one cause of confl ict on the fi eld.

The following should be included in an MOU (some of these are 

optional, depending on your situation):

  1. Special doctrinal requirements or emphases.

  2. Philosophy of ministry distinctives (e.g., regarding contextual-
ization, church planting movements, charismatic issues, infant 
baptism).

  3. Language learning goals, expectations, and approaches.

  4. Whether or not a “bonding experience” is required of new 
arrivals (living with a local family for a period of time).

  5. Tentmaking.

  6. Role of the team leader: his responsibility and authority, 
leadership style, what is expected of team members in this 
regard, what the oversight of members will look like, and 
reporting requirements. Some may wish to quote Hebrews 13:17 
and explain the implications for the TL-TM relationship.

  7. Time stewardship.

  8. What decisions must be cleared with team leader beforehand 
(e.g., housing, jobs, home ministry assignment plans).

  9. Decision-making on team matters.

10. Term of commitment.

11. Team life: meetings, social life, expectations regarding 
“community,” etc.

12. Confl ict resolution and recourse.

13.  Special lifestyle policies (e.g., regarding alcohol, pork or other 
food issues, dress, housing)

14. Vacations and holidays.

15. Women’s roles on the team.
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16. Team f und.

17. Children’s e ducation.

18. Singles’ special lifestyle issues, such as dating.

19. Security (e.g., what can be said in prayer letters and when 
speaking in churches).

20. Home Ministry Assignments (“HMAs” or “furloughs”) and 
relationship with sending churches.

21. Personal budgets and support-raising.

22. Pre-fi eld preparation.

23. Ongoing training and equipping.

24. Reality check on what life will be like.

25. How future changes can be made to this MOU.

26. Finally, this is also an opportunity for the team leader to address 
broader issues such as suffering, incarnation, family life, spiritual 
life on the fi eld, prayer, and personal development.
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Appendix 4
Oral i ty,  Bible  Narrat ives ,  
and Indigenous Reproducing 
Churches:  The Next  Wave of 
Global  Miss ions?

By Steve Evans

Steve Evans is a communications specialist and fi eld leader 

serving with the International Mission Board (Southern Baptist 

Convention) in Africa, the Middle East, and South Asia.

“Oral Bible development and its use in evangelism, 

discipleship, and church planting may very well be the 

missions challenge of the twenty-fi rst century. May 

we be doing for oral communicators what Gutenberg 

did for literates!”1

A GROWING AWARENESS OF A GLOBAL SITUATION

The gospel is being proclaimed to more people than at any other time 

in history, yet many of those to whom it is being preached are not really 

“hearing” it. Unfortunately, most in the evangelical community don’t 

have the slightest idea that there is a problem, and those affected by it are 

the oral communicators of the world, those who can’t, won’t, or don’t 

communicate by way of literate means. Ironically, over 90 percent of 

the world’s Christian workers use literate communication styles—either 
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through the printed page or through highly expositional presentations 

of God’s Word—when presenting the gospel, making it diffi cult, if not 

impossible, to be heard or understood.

Current estimates indicate that up to two-thirds of the world’s 

population, totaling over four billion people, are oral communicators by 

necessity or choice. To effectively communicate with them, presenta-

tions must match their oral learning styles and preferences. Narrative 

formats—including stories, songs, proverbs, poetry, drama, and various 

forms of multimedia—communicate best. In fact, oral communicators 

fi nd it very diffi cult to understand literate presentations, especially those 

containing outlines, lists, steps, and principles.

Add to this the fact that of the more than 6,800 languages spoken 

in the world, only slightly more than 400 have a complete Bible, with 

another 1,000 or so having only the New Testament. While another 900 

languages, more or less, have at least one book of the Bible, more than 

4,450 still do not have even that! It will be decades, at least, before all 

peoples have God’s Word in printed form!

But what if they did? Could they read it with enough understanding 

to receive the truth, respond to it, and be able to pass it along to others? 

Could they function in a viable New Testament church? Researchers 

estimate that at least 70 percent of the world’s unreached people groups 

are oral. How long must they wait to be able to truly receive the good 

news of God’s Word and be able to make a heartfelt response? If the 

evangelical missions community does not respond to the communication 

needs of these oral people, up to four billion may never really “hear” the 

gospel.

What could be one of the greatest obstacles to reaching the un-

reached peoples of the world and fi nishing the unfi nished task is also 

one of the greatest challenges the evangelical missions community faces 

today. Following the unreached peoples movement and church plant-

ing movements, evangelicals are facing what could be the next wave 

of global missions: that of appropriately addressing the oral cultures of 

this world with narrative presentations of God’s Word, leading to viable, 

sustainable, and reproducing indigenous churches.
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Without the presence of God’s Word, however, there cannot be such 

movements. Ultimately they will crash, splinter, fall prey to cults, or 

face syncretism with existing local beliefs and practices. There must be 

a commitment to providing God’s Word in culturally appropriate ways 

in order for them to receive, understand, respond to, and reproduce it, 

providing a foundation to faith, witness, and church. A commitment to 

this, though, means that one starts oral and remains oral—from evange-

lism and discipleship to leader training and church planting. Because of 

the communication and learning styles of oral communicators, as well 

as their thought and decision-making processes, this must be primarily 

through narrative presentations of God’s Word.

Today, multiple organizations and agencies are working toward a 

common vision: 1) God’s Word for every tribe, tongue, people, and na-

tion; 2) resulting in church planting movements; 3) addressing the issue 

of orality; and 4) providing resources for Bible storying.

HIGH IMPACT/LOW TECHNOLOGY RESULTS IN 
TRANSFORMED LIVES

Oral communicators need to hear the rich narratives of God’s Word. 

Without such, how can they know of, meditate upon, and repeat the nu-

merous, wondrous activities of God’s interaction with His creation? Gone 

would be the awe of an awesome God who is present with His people, 

who is patient with them, provides for them, cares for them, and loves 

them. Gone would be the stories of wonder and treachery, stupidity and 

amazement. Without these stories, how can they see that generation by 

generation God pursued a love relationship with His people, heartbroken 

for those who were always moving away from Him, turning their backs 

on Him, yet crying out to Him in times of crisis or trouble? It’s the stories 

of God’s Word that transform lives, and without life-transformation they 

might only have head knowledge and changed outward behavior.

New Testament scholar N. T. Wright said that stories provide a vital 

framework for experiencing the world. They also provide a means by 

which views of the world may be changed. “Stories are, actually, pecu-

liarly good at modifying or subverting other stories and their worldviews. 
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Where head-on attack would certainly fail, the parable hides the wisdom 

of the serpent behind the innocence of the dove, gaining entrance and 

favor which can then be used to change assumptions which the hearer 

would otherwise keep hidden away for safety.”2

In people groups where oral communicators are predominant, the 

worldview may differ enough from a biblical worldview that a single 

presentation of the gospel may not often convince, even when deliv-

ered orally. What can be effective in such situations is the oral com-

munication of a set of chronological Bible stories that involve points of 

similarity between a culture’s worldview and a biblical worldview. Over 

time, confronting worldview barriers with stories of the Bible can lead to 

accepting a more compelling story than the stories associated with one’s 

own worldview. An oral panoramic presentation of the gospel using sto-

ries from Genesis to Revelation has already begun to have an impact on 

some people groups that, until a few years ago, were still unreached.

In many parts of the unreached world there is open hostility to 

Christian missionary activity. Crusades, mass evangelism, and public 

preaching are not taken lightly. Neither is a Bible study nor open wit-

nessing. It is perhaps in these type of situations that chronological Bible 

storying can be fully appreciated. Storying is not confrontational. It is 

not preaching. It is not teaching. It is merely conveying the stories of 

God’s Word, leaving the results to God! These stories can go where 

the printed Bible sometimes cannot go. They can cross borders, enter 

jail cells, even go into the heart of a Hindu’s, Buddhist’s, Muslim’s, 

animist’s or socialist’s home! They can defi nitely penetrate the heart of 

the one listening and change that person’s life for eternity.

One couple working in a West African village explained how chron-

ological Bible storying helped them go “under the radar,” so to speak. 

“We asked permission of the village chiefs to live among the people in 

order to learn more about them,” the couple said. “They knew we were 

missionaries. We were asked if we were going to do evangelism. We 

asked if that meant having a large gathering with singing and drums and 

show a fi lm. They said that is what they meant. We told them we would 

not do that. They asked if we were going to build a church. We asked if 

they meant by that to build a building. When they replied yes, we said 
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we would not build a church building. Permission was given and we 

were given a house to rent, located among the people . . . When we asked 

them to tell us what a Christian was they replied, ‘I really don’t know 

except they are bad.’ ‘They pray only once a week when they go into a 

building.’ ‘They are drunkards and idolaters.’ ‘You cannot trust them.’ 

When I asked who Jesus is, one young man said to his friend, ‘Isn’t he 

that guy in the movie?’

“Our plans are simple,” the couple continued. “We will live among 

the people and attempt to show them Christ through our lives. We will 

not discuss the religion of Christianity or talk about ‘the Christian way.’ 

We will never discuss Islam, Muhammad, or the Koran or the differ-

ences between Christianity and Islam. We are here to teach God’s Word 

under the leadership of the Holy Spirit. We have chosen to use only the 

storying method, to teach the stories of the Bible chronologically and 

bring out the truths the people need to know in order to understand the 

gospel.” The next two years saw some amazing results.

Meanwhile, Jeremy was a volunteer in a storying project in a 

Spanish-speaking country in South America. He was part of a larger 

team that worked in partnership with members of a translation organi-

zation in a language cluster project nearing completion. Working with 

stories adapted from a neighboring language, Jeremy instilled vision for 

the storying process in two mother tongue storyers, and coached them 

through learning the stories and telling them to others. Prior to arriving in 

the country, Jeremy had not studied Spanish or the indigenous language. 

Jeremy’s two-year involvement has been a signifi cant contributing factor 

toward a church planting movement that now appears to have resulted 

in as much as 20 percent of the people group becoming believers. In 

the few years since Jeremy’s departure, storyers continue to go to new 

unreached villages telling the stories and evangelizing.

In a North African country, seventeen young men (many of whom 

could barely read and write and some not at all) underwent a two-year 

leader training program using chronological Bible storying. At the end 

of two years, the students had mastered approximately 135 biblical 

stories in their correct chronological order, spanning from Genesis to 

Revelation. They were able to tell the stories, sing songs that told the 
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stories, and enact dramas about each of the stories. They could tell the 

stories singly or in clusters, such as the “creation cluster”—dealing with 

the creation of the spirit world, the heavens and the earth, and man and 

woman. The students demonstrated the ability to answer questions about 

both the facts and the theology of the stories, and showed an excellent 

grasp of the gospel message, the nature of God, and their new life in 

Christ. They quickly and skillfully referred to the stories to answer a 

variety of theological questions. Given a theological theme, they could 

accurately name multiple biblical stories in which that theme occurs. If 

asked, they could tell each story and elaborate on how it addresses the 

theme.

A visiting examiner from a theological seminary in the United States 

concluded, “The training process has successfully achieved its goals of 

enabling students to tell a large number of biblical stories accurately, to 

have a good understanding of those stories and the theology that they 

convey, and to have an eagerness to share the Christian message. The 

community received the stories and story-songs enthusiastically and have 

made them part of the culture and church life alike. Various students 

acknowledged that they entered knowing little of the Old Testament, did 

not understand the relationship between God and Jesus, did not know the 

characteristics of God, did not know that God created the angelic beings, 

had not heard of being born again, and did not know that Christians 

should not seek help from local deities.” He said that upon entering the 

program these students were unable to communicate the Christian faith 

to other people. “By the time the training was over they had dramatically 

improved their understanding of all of these matters and many more,” 

he said.

Bible storying provides a way of engaging a people group that is 

not highly technological, and it can readily involve oral communicators 

in efforts to reach their own people group with the gospel. Storying is 

thus a reproducible evangelistic and church planting approach: new 

believers can readily share the gospel, plant new churches, and disciple 

new believers in the same way that they themselves were reached and 

discipled. While a storying strategy seems to be particularly appropriate 

with unreached people groups, many involved with people groups where 
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there is an established church found signifi cant benefi ts to a chronologi-

cal storying approach in those situations as well. The oral, chronologi-

cal approach can fi ll major gaps that literate approaches to evangelism, 

discipling, church planting, and leadership development have, over the 

decades, missed.

RESOURCES

Evans, Steve; Green, Ron; Lundberg, Dean; and Payne, David (ed.) 

(January 10, 2004, revised). “Prospectus: Epic Partners International.” 

Dallas, Orlando, Richmond, and Tyler: SIL/Wycliffe International, 

Campus Crusade for Christ International, International Mission Board 

(SBC), and Youth With A Mission, Tyler.

Websites:
www.ChronologicalBibleStorying.com

www.Communication-Strategy.net

www.EpicPartners.org

www.OralBible.com
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Appendix 5 
Top Ten Team Pitfal l s

From my observations, it seems that these strategic issues can make 

a huge difference in the long run to the team’s viability and impact. This 

is a summary of principles found elsewhere in the book. At the very 

least, this list of pitfalls can make for a lively team discussion!

10. Not being very clear regarding the people group and location the 
Lord is calling the team to work amongst.

9. Workers absorbed in high-hours jobs, even when not fully 
necessary.

8. Male workers trying to do everything out of their home, rather 
than basing ministry from an offi ce or something. It is very 
common for team leaders to say they’ve learned this lesson about 
3-year mark.

7. Allowing team misunderstandings or team leader / team member 
differences to fester and go on too long.

6. The team leader not building the team well. Recruiting anything 
with a pulse, rather than co-workers with a level of proven gifts 
and maturity.

5. The team leader not responding well to oversight; undervaluing 
the role of accountability and coaching.

4. Weak commitment to personal and corporate prayer about the 
work, with expectancy.

3. Not really understanding or being convinced about church 
planting.
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2. Excess time in non-church-planting activities, such as team 
meetings & team activities, meetings with other workers, 
correspondence with folks back home, email, etc. [Of course 
some time spent in these areas is vital. But it can be overdone.] 
Getting into all forms of fi eld activity other than language 
learning, evangelism and discipling. Spending too much time in 
front of computer screens.

1. The team leader being weak, passive, insecure or non-directive 
in his leadership role—usually due to insecurity and fear of 
rejection. Not being clear with team members concerning 
expectations. People begin to operate as a group of “independent 
contractors” rather than as a team. Team leaders must learn 
to stay graciously fi rm about team standards. Likewise there 
can be insuffi cient accountability and direction individually 
of team members’ ministries. Weak accountability can lead to 
permanently weak patterns. Finally, related to this, the team 
leader can sometimes fail to keep people motivated, eager and 
expectant about their tasks and goals.

GROUP DISCUSSION: 

Hand out this list to everyone on the team. Take 20 minutes for 

each person to mark each item as to: a) whether or not they agree this is 

important; and b) rate it 1-to-5 (with 5 being highest) as how much of a 

problem it currently is to the team. Then discuss as a group.
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Endnotes

Chapter 1
1 While the Great Commission is certainly given to all Christians, Acts 
1:8 is in the context of the “orders given to the apostles” (1:2). The threefold 
worldwide spread of the gospel in the book of Acts takes place through the 
work of the apostles (the Twelve, Paul, and other apostles) and those teamed 
with them in apostolic ministry.

2 George Miley, Loving the Church . . . Blessing the Nations (Waynesboro, 
GA: Authentic, 2003), 96.

3 A positive term in the Qur’an referring to Jews and Christians.

4 Sura 19:93. Khatib translation.

5 http://www.wholesomewords.org/children/biostuddcc.html

Chapter 2
1 Trent and Vivian Rowland, Pioneer Church Planting: A Rookie Team 
Leader’s Handbook (Littleton, CO: Caleb Project, 2001), 79.

2 B. V. Subbamma, New Patterns for Discipling Hindus (Pasadena, CA: 
William Carey Library, 1970), 79.

3 Made-up name for a real country, for security’s sake.

4 Not his real name.

5 Not his real name.

6 David Garrison, Church Planting Movements: How God Is Redeeming a 
Lost World (Bangalore, India: WIGTake Resources, 2004), 39–42.

7 Not the real name of the group.

8 Not his real name.

9 Not his real name.

10 Subbamma, New Patterns, 64.
11  David Burnett, “The Challenge of the Globalization of Buddhism,” in 
Sharing Jesus in the Buddhist World, ed. David Lin and Steve Spaulding 

(Pasadena, CA: William Carey Library, 2003), 5–6.
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12 International Standard Bible Encyclopedia, General editor, Geoffrey W. 
Bromiley . . . [et al.] (Grand Rapids : W. B. Eerdmans, c1979).

Chapter 3
1 On the fi eld there are various views concerning the question of women 
as leaders over mixed-gender teams, and the issue is beyond the scope of this 
book. As most fi eld church planting teams today are led by men—especially in 
the Muslim context—masculine pronouns, such as he, will mostly be used.

2 The only hint of a solo act was Philip. But in Samaria (modern Nablus) he 
was quickly joined by Peter and John. And his work with the Ethiopian eunuch 
was a brief encounter, not an ongoing mode of operation.

3 See Bruce Olson, Bruchko, updated ed. (Orlando, FL: Creation House, 
1993).

4 Steve Richardson, “Third-Dimension Missionary Teams” (unpublished 
paper, 1997).

5 Rick Love, “Four Stages of Team Development,” Evangelical Missions 
Quarterly, vol. 32, no. 3 (July 1996) <http://bgc.gospelcom.net/emis/1996/
fourstages.htm>.

Chapter 4
1 Steve Richardson, “Third-Dimension Missionary Teams” (unpublished 
paper, 1997).

2 Rick Love, Peacemaking (Pasadena, CA: William Carey Library, 2001).

Chapter 5
1 David J. Hesselgrave, Planting Churches Cross-Culturally: North America 
and Beyond, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 2000), p.42-51.

2 http://www.greatest-quotations.com/

3 http://www.soviet-empire.com/ussr/news/capitalist_watch/us_military.php. 
Released by the Chief of Naval Operations. Now at www.PoliticsForum.org.

4 David Garrison, Church Planting Movements: How God Is Redeeming a 
Lost World (Bangalore, India: WIGTake Resources, 2004), 230.

5 George Patterson and Richard Scoggins, Church Multiplication Guide, rev. 
ed. (Pasadena, CA: William Carey Library, 2001).

6 Dick Scoggins, “Non-Sequential Phases.” Unpublished article.
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7 Based upon Edition 2.0, February 1998, by Dick Scoggins, James Rockford 
& Tim Lewis.

8 Love, Rick, Peacemaking. Pasadena (CA: William Carey Library, 2001).

9 Sometimes defi ned as “Any bold evangelism outside your neighborhood.” 
Usually involves a program, plan or event. 

10 The Greek New Testament word for church.

11 While the authors of these Phases see the New Testament teaching a variety 
of leadership roles for both women and men, they believe that the offi ce of 
elder is limited to men. That being said, they also recognize and respect that 
others in the Body of Christ believe otherwise.

12 Three or more is better.

Chapter 6
1 This “LAMP cycle” methodology is derived from the Larson-Smalley 
Daily Learning Cycle approach.

2 “Timeline of Paul’s Life,” NIV Study Bible (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 
2002), 1702–1703.

3 Greg Thomson, “What? Me Worry about Language Learning?” 
Unpublished article. Many of Thomson’s articles and other valuable resources 
can be found at http://www.equigrp.net/laeg.

4 Foreign Service Institute (USA). Often referred to as “LAMP Levels” in the 
expatriate worker community.

5 Greg Thomson, “The Comprehensible Corpus: A Security Blanket in 
Challenging Language-learning Situations” (Unpublished article).

6 Thomson, “What? Me Worry?”

7 Ibid..

8 Thomas, Greg, “The Comprehensible Corpus—A Security Blanket in 
Challenging Language Learning Situations” (in the Proceedings of the First 
International Congress on Missionary Language and Culture Learning, Herbert 
Purnell and Lonna Dickerson, eds. 1993).

9 Ibid..

10 Their most widely used tool was the book Language Acquisition Made 
Practical (Colorado Springs, CO: Lingua House, 1976).
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11 Greg Thomson, “Ad Hoc Language Acquisition Centers: Another Option in 
Field Language Learning” (Unpublished article; revised March 2002).

12 http://www.funderstanding.com/right_left_brain.cfm

13 A language learning method where the learner physically responds to 
verbal commands in the language.

 14 Greg Thomson, “Alternatives to explicit testing” (presented at the Fifth 
International Congress on Language Learning, Colorado Springs, October, 
2004).

Chapter 7
1 From Paul’s vocation of making tents in the support of his apostolic 
ministry (Acts 18:3).

Chapter 8
1 It is particularly regrettable that in this day and age these kinds of draconian 
restrictions still exist in many countries. Many nations continue to deny their 
citizens religious freedom even though they have joined the 151 nations that 
have signed the United Nation’s Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which 
states: “Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion; 
this right includes freedom to change his religion or belief, and freedom, either 
alone or in community with others and in public or private, to manifest his 
religion or belief in teaching, practice, worship and observance” (Article 18) 
and “Everyone has the right to freedom of opinion and expression; this right 
includes freedom to hold opinions without interference and to seek, receive and 
impart information and ideas through any media and regardless of frontiers” 
(Article 19). See http://www.un.org/Overview/rights.html.

2 Tan Kang-San, “Elements of a Biblical and Genuine Missionary Encounter 
with Diaspora Chinese Buddhists in Southeast Asia” (in Sharing Jesus in the 
Buddhist World, ed. David Lin and Steve Spaulding (Pasadena, CA: William 
Carey Library, 2003), 22.

3 Not including what occurred in Indonesia in the 1960s.

4 David Garrison, Church Planting Movements: How God Is Redeeming a 
Lost World (Bangalore, India: WIGTake Resources, 2004), 99.

5 Ephesians 2:2.

6 See Acts 5:28–29.

Vision of the Possible.indd   290 3/9/2006   4:01:17 PM



291Endnotes

7 Greg Livingstone, Planting Churches in Muslim Cities: A Team Approach 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 1993), 152.

8 Kang-San, “Elements of a Biblical and Genuine Missionary Encounter,” 
29.

9 Livingstone, “Establishing Signifi cant Relationships” and “Proclaiming the 
Message,” in Planting Churches in Muslim Cities.

10 John Stott, Christian Mission in the Modern World (Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity, 1975), 127.

11 David Garrison, Church Planting Movements: How God Is Redeeming a 
Lost World (Bangalore, India: WIGTake Resources, 2004), 47.

12 Ibid., 171.

13 Ibid., 177.

14 Livingstone, Planting Churches in Muslim Cities, 139ff.

Chapter 9
1 Jack Welch, Newsweek International magazine (April 4, 2005): 45.

2 LeRoy Eims, The Lost Art of Disciple Making (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Zondervan Corp., 1978).

3 Walter A. Henrichsen, Disciples Are Made, Not Born (Wheaton, IL: Victor 
Books, 1974; revised 2002).

4 SEAN International (UK), Park House, 191 Stafford Road, Wallington, 
Surrey SM6 9BT.

5 B. V. Subbamma, New Patterns for Discipling Hindus (Pasadena, CA: 
William Carey Library, 1970), 37, 85, 97.

6 A scale from C1 (little or no contextualization to the majority religion) to 
C5 (highly contextualized).

Chapter 10
1
 Encarta Online Dictionary, http://encarta.msn.com/encnet/features/

dictionary/dictionaryhome.aspx.
2
 Ibid.

3 Dallas Willard, The Divine Conspiracy: Rediscovering Our Hidden Life in 
God (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1998), 214.
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4 Paul McKaughan (President of the Evangelical Fellowship of Mission 
Agencies), “McKaughan Musing, Memo 1” (unpublished newsletter).

5 The term “Pastoral Epistles” is a misnomer.

6 Bobby Clinton (professor at Fuller Theological Seminary), from a 2004 
“Monday Morning Memo” to his mentorees; Article 54: “Problems—The N.T. 
Church.”

Chapter 11
1 Nik Ripken, “Servants in the Crucible: Findings from a Global Study on 
Persecution and the Implications for Sending Agencies and Sending Churches” 
(unpublished book, copyrighted, Gupta, 2004).

Chapter 12
1 Mark Dominey, “Anätman as a Metaphor for Japan,” in Sharing Jesus 
in the Buddhist World, David Lin and Steve Spaulding, eds. (Pasadena, CA: 
William Carey Library, 2003), 202–204.

2 David Garrison, Church Planting Movements: How God Is Redeeming a 
Lost World (Bangalore, India: WIGTake Resources, 2004), 21.

3 From a presentation given in 2001.

4 David Garrison, Church Planting Movements, a booklet (Richmond, VA: 
International Mission Board of the Southern Baptist Convention, 1999), 60.

5 B. V. Subbamma, New Patterns for Discipling Hindus (Pasadena, CA: 
William Carey Library, 1970), 23.

6 I do not mean to imply a clergy-lay divide, as if there is a tangible 
difference in calling. Ephesians 4 teaches the priesthood of all believers. I am 
using the word layman simply to mean one working in the ministry without 
pay.

Chapter 13
1 Ralph W. Neighbour Jr. with Lorna Jenkins, Where Do We Go from 
Here?: A Guidebook for Cell Group Churches, rev. ed. (Houston, TX: Touch 
Publications, 2000); original edition published 1990.

2 Paul Yonggi Cho with Harold Hostetler, Successful Home Cell Groups 
(Plainfi eld, NJ: Logos International, 1981).

3 Unpublished work.
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4 George Patterson and Richard Scoggins, Church Multiplication Guide: 
The Miracle of Church Reproduction, rev. ed. (Pasadena, CA: William Carey 
Library, 2003).

5 B. V. Subbamma, New Patterns for Discipling Hindus (Pasadena, CA: 
William Carey Library, 1970), 84.

Chapter 14
1 See 1 Corinthians 3:6–9.

2 Dr. Tim Keller, Redeemer Presbyterian Church, New York City.

3 B. V. Subbamma, New Patterns for Discipling Hindus (Pasadena, CA: 
William Carey Library, 1970), 92.

4 Available at http://www.desiringGod.org.

Epilogue
1 Calvin, John,. The Babylonian Captivity, Selected Works, 399–400.

2 Rick Leatherwood, “Mongolia: As a People Movement to Christ Emerges, 
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1 Brown, Colin editor, Dictionary of New Testament Theology Vol.1, 
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3 Earl Stevick, “Curriculum Development at the Foreign Service Institute,” 
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4 Joan Rubin and Irene Thompson, How to Be a More Successful Language 
Learner: Toward Learner Autonomy, 2nd ed. (Boston: Heinle & Heinle 
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