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A recent research project involved
Assemblies of God churches tha had
trangtionad from sudained periodsof
numerical and spiritud stagnancy to
spiritud vitality. It revealed severa
poignant ingghts aboutaligning
preaching with tacit Pentecogdal bdiefs.

The project demongdrated tha realigning
alocal church@ ministry with its
theology resultsin spiritud vitality and
numerical growth. While thefocusof the
research was broader than preaching, the
andysisidentified severa

commondities amongthe preachingin
these churches.

Unlike much of theresearch ontumn
aroundchurches and church growth, this
research purposly did notfocuson
techniques. Having been a pastor for 22
years, | am familiar with the
shortcomingsof relying on growth
techniques alone Likewise, other pastors
have shared with me ther frudration
when megachurches, with large
resources and lots of personnd, are hdd
up as examples to ingire andfill them
with creative ideass. Many left those
seminas feeling more frudrated than
ever.

Theresearch project involved rural,
bedroom, metro, small, middle-sized and
large churches. Each had experienced a
prolonged season of stagnaion. These
were not updart churches. Church A was
foundel in 1925 Church T in 192Q
Church M in 1984and Church P was
founded in 1933

Church T attendance presently
averages ove 5,000.For 66 years, the
church struggled with an average
attendance of less than 200.Now they
baptize between 10 and 25 bdievers
each month, ninemonthsof the year.

Church P has gonefrom 22 attendees to
110in atown of 865 people. According
to the pastor, 80 percent of that growth
has been people from non-churched
backgrounds

Church A attendance has gonefrom
229 peopleto 400 The pastor told me
that nine of ten newcomers are from
non-churched backgrounds

Church M is approaching its twenty-first
year. For atime it vacillated between 20
and 50 members. There are some
commuter adherents, butmog of Church
M@ 530 members are localEnearly 6.5
percent of the city@ popuktion of just
over 8,200

Somehow, these churches trangtioned
and began to grow. They discovered, or
rediscovered, something tha moved
them to gan spiritud and numerical
momentum.

The project focused on three theological
rubrics. ecclesiology, pneumatology and
eschatology. It excluded aconaentration
on sermon modifiers and types such as
narrative, expository, textual Or topical.
While thereisfar more to these
churchesOstories of successful and
ongong trangtion, research daa



revealed severa theological
commondlitiesin thar preaching. These
observationsare not meant to bea
template for preaching; | bdieve nosuch
template exists. Rather, like arelationd
road map tha takes theform of guided
gquey and suggestions these
observationsmay assist travelersin thar
progress toward desired destinaions
They areintended to nurture spiritud
formationthroughrelationd encounters
among preachers, congregants, thenon
churched and the Holy Spirit that will
result in an incarnaion of God®
redemptive mission, the missio Del.
With tha clarification, | offer five
commondities for consderation.

Firgt, incarnaiond preachingis
missiond in naure. In these churches,
missionis notoptiond in church activity
or preaching focus Rather, themissiond
foausisincarndiond or, as Darrell
Gude says, Qheresult of God®
initiative, rooted in God@® purposes to
restore and heal creationOTha mission
continues today throughthe church®@
witness as we movetoward find
eschaton (QastOor Gind dayQ).' God®
ultimate redemptive plan is owned by
andincarnaed in preacher and
congregant. Both see relationships
throughpreaching and service as
missiond in naure because the preacher
and congregant are missiond by nature.
Participants from each church consder it
thar God-given responsbility to relate
caringly throughpreaching and service
locally to their communities and, if
oppotunities afforded, regiondly and
globdly. Pastors communicated ther
persond involvement by building
relationshipsin their communities.

Second,leaders modd incarnaiond
preaching. Congregants see ther
pastor(s) preaching and modding
intentiond relationghip building within
and outside the church. Themessage and

the messenge blend or, more accurately,
fully integrate with the Spirit@ ministry
of shgping avessel for honor, sanctified,
useful to the Master, prepared for every
goodwork (2 Timothy 2:21, NASB).
Agan, thisis notatechniqueto motivate
listeners. Thisisincarnaiond theology,
wha Christiansdo by naure. Longtiime
professor of preaching at Southwestern
Baptist Theological Seminary, Wayne
McDill, emphasized tha who the
preache isasapesonisasimportant as
what heor she preaches: CChristianity is
such tha the messenga cannotdivorce
himself fromthe message. Neither can
he step asde and become invisible as he
preaches the message Y ou cannotbe
onekind of person and another kind of
preacher.d Preaching in these churches
places modding at the heart of the
matter. Moddingis more than a fallback
methodobgy." Moddingis critical.
GDur gogpd,Olaments Dr. Henry
Blackaby, Os canceled by theway we
live.dY It would begoodfor all of us
who are privileged to communicate
God@®@ message of goodnews to embrace
the apogle Paul@ admonishment to
Omitate me, jus as | also imitate ChristO
(1 Corinthians11:1, NKJV).

Third, the preaching in these churchesis
pure in motivation. It is truthful,
suppotive and caring, and these
gudities are nottied to reciprodty. The
preaching is suppoted by oppatunities
to grow throughservice. Prayer and
taking time to get to know thelistener@
needsand his’he community context
precede prodamation. Of course, thereis
aclear desiretoingire and influence
people to encounter Christ. Neverthdess,
the preaching clearly focuses on building
and maintaining relationships without
hinging those actionsto an outcome.

According to thedaa, preachingin the
churchesinvolved in this project
encourages godly service donewith



God@strength (1 Peter 4:10ff) and
unoonditiond love Fellowship Bible
Church, Little Rock, Arkansas, has
become amodd of building meaningful
bridges to the community. Pastor Robet
Lewis saystying our service to whatever
difference it makes asks thewrong
question. Lewis suggests, ONVe should
ask, QVhat stewardship has God called
me to rende?OPeriod. Thisis al tha
will mater in eternity.&

Stanley Grenz, my mentor untl his
recent untimely passing, alluded to the
nonreciprocal nature of sacrificial
ministry in the mission of the church,
referendng Luke4:18,19. Grenz
connected the anointing of the Spirit
uponour Lord to preach thegoodnews
with the prodamation of freedom
recovery and releasing service. Grenz
asserted, Orhe Lord promised that his
followers would carry ontha work
(John 14:12).3' No wherein thebiblical
text, norin thedaafromthis research,
will onefindthat service tainted with
mixed reciprocal motives.

Fourth, churches involved in this
research evidence an undestanding of
ecclesiology tha issues from God®
redemptive mission. The preaching casts
avisonfor adhaentsto clothe
themselves with ther communities.
Undeastanding the naure of the Church
asmissiond livingisnotaforeignidea.
Referring to thelocal congregation®
missiond commitment, Leslie Newbigin
said, O bdieve tha the major impact of
such congregaionsonthelife of sodety
asawholeisthroughthedaly work of
themembersin thar secular vocations
and not throughthe official
pronoun@ments of ecclesiastical
bodies.&"

In all four congregaions preaching
exhorts congregants to live out thelife of
Christ in away that intentiondly

developsreationshipsinsdeand outside
the church. Theresearch daa strongly
suppotts wha Newbigin was
emphasizing. To belike Christ is more
than one@ congregationd identity or
persond piety. It isredemption and
persond sandtification, personifiedin a
bdieving community whos naureisto
care for andrelate to peoplein the
immediate community and beyond.
Simply put, the purpo<e of the churches
in this study is to become more
Christlike, and the preaching has aligned
itself with tha purpo<e. Participants
undestand tha thereplication of Christ
ismore than anindividud experience. It
islinked intrindcally to relationships
outsidethe church and to God® ultimate
redemptive plan, missio Dei, asrevealed
in the Scriptures.”"

Recognizing this GealnessOof the
church, preachingresistsanatural
tendency to Ondividudize thefaith.&
Preaching in these churches prodded
listeners to congder becoming
intentiondly relationd at acorelevel.

Findly, al four churches indicate abond
between the preaching and the Spirit@
enabling power in building edifying
relationshipswithin and outside the
church. To the paticipants, Pentecogal
power is aboutmore than astyle of
having church.Olt is aboutbeang an
intentiond, caring, Spirit-gifted and
Spirit-enabled friend. One®
empowerment by the Spirit is related to
QuitnessO(Acts 1:8), and being a Spirit-
filled bdiever is enmeshed with, nat
isolated from, one® outward expression
of the Spirit@inward work.

In additionto the Spirit-enabling,
edifying relationdhips thereisan
eschatological element to the Spirit(3
ministry throughthe preacher. Like thear
Assemblies of God predecessors, the
paticipantsin this project bdieve they



are livingin the season leading up to
Christ@ return, and tha conviction
infuses their commitment to Christ and
ministry with a sense of urgency.
Preaching suppotsthebdief tha the
Spirit@ enabling power to communicate,
paticipae in and accomplish missio Dei
reflects God@® redemptive naure and
tha plan is moving toward find
consummation. Thisis Spirit-enabled
preaching issuing from a preacher who
starts the message where the people are
because he/sheis Spirit-engaged where
the people are and, postiondly in Chrigt,
will be* Tha sense of urgency
predominaely energizes arenewed
focusonreationship building, which
bringsusfull circle to thefirst
commondity: incarnaiond preachingis
missiond in naure.

Like aguitarist with only onestring, the
data fromtheresearch continues to
suppot acentral truth. Neverthdess,
these commondities are notto be
condrued as technique They
demondrate wha it meansto be
theologically incarnational and to press
beyond preaching programs to
incarnaiond prodamation. In hisbook,
The Pentecostal Priority, Chales
Crabtree echoal similar convictions
conaerning the Church@ evangdistic
naure. He said, Of there isonethingthe
Early Church should teach us it istha

evangdism isnotdoneby formula. You
cannotfindit in speech or method. The
Early Church was extremely mobile and
flexible. The essentidls were to be
[italics ming] witnesses, to preach, to
make disciplesEbut only oneultimate
god: to make Jesusknown to adying
world.&

This project peered deeply into the
joumey of four Assemblies of God
churches. Each hastrangtioned from
sugdained paternsof spiritud and
numerical stagnancy to renewed spiritud
vitality and impressive successin
leading nonchurched peopleinto alife-
changing relationship with Christ and his
redeemed community.

After andyzing thenaratives of these
churches, | conduded tha the secret to
thar trandormation was not a set of
adopted church growth techniques.
Rather, discipline and coordination of
variousparts were essential to taking
stepsforward and sudaining tha
progress. In these churches, the
trangtionswere made possible through
the coordindion and alignment of ther
ministry practice with thar theology.
The preaching wasincarnaiond at its
core. | bdieve these commondities are
worthy of contemplationfor any church
tha earnestly desires to experience
renewed spiritud vitality.
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