Lecture Three:

The Biblical Basis for Church Planting

Isaiah 49:1-6; 56:1-8

Introduction

When I read the Word of God and listen to the objections of some Christians over the matter of evangelism and church planting, it is incomprehensible to me how anyone in the Church can form an objection.

The Bible from cover to cover admonishes us to reach out with the Gospel of Jesus Christ and to establish that Gospel according to the Great Commission through teaching them whatsoever Jesus has commanded.  Now, that certainly is done through mass evangelism, through personal witnessing, but its most comprehensive, long term expression is in the development of new communities of believers:  with a pastor and elders where the means of grace are practiced.  In short, the highest level of evangelism is church planting.

As pastors who are going to be supporting the Gospel work of church planting as well as church planters, you are going to need to establish this proposition on the solid ground of Holy Scripture. So let us consider: “The Biblical Basis for Church Planting.”

Old Testament

The natural place to begin is in the pages of the record of The Ancient Church:  The Old Testament.

We could begin with the Abrahamic covenant in which we learn about the Promise that would extend to descendants (understood to be his spiritual descendants by Paul in Romans) all over the world, or from the Psalmist who promised that the very knowledge of God would be like the waters that cover the earth, or to the prophecies of the major and minor prophets concerning how the ruins of this world would one day be renewed. All of these would give ground to sending out ministers to announce that, to set up fellowships, assemblies, which would teach the Word of God. But let us focus on only one. Yet this one passage contains enough truth to show that it was always the intention of God to spread the truth of His Word to the world. Turn to Isaiah 49 and 56.  I will now read some very important passages from this great prophet.  Isaiah has, incidentally, been called the Old Testament evangelist because of passages just like these.  

Hear now, the Word of God.  (Read from Is. 49:1-6 and 56:1-8.)

Just Us And No More

I noticed some kids playing the other day.  Another child approached to join them, but the children, content with their little group told the child, “Sorry, it just us and no more.”

There are people like that.

Some time ago on a radio program in Kansas City, I listened to a local rabbi tell his audience that the concept of evangelism in the OT is simply not there.  The faith of Israel was essentially a closed ethnic community. It may be true that there is no concept of it(similar to Christian evangelism(in much of Judaism. 

But is that the case in the Old Testament?

The Story Of Israel

Israel had no corner on the true faith.  God had revealed himself to man at the very beginning.  Mankind has known of God since Adam and we have known how to be saved since Adam – by trusting in God alone for eternal life through a promised Messiah.  Now, Adam’s sons, Cain and Seth, took two different courses.  One rejected God’s ways – Cain – and plunged his progeny into utter darkness and heathenism.  Seth was faithful to the God of his father and for the most part produced men and women who at least knew of the one true God – if not in total obedience.  The record of Seth’s line, however, is the record of God coming over and over again to them to call them to Himself.  God chose Abraham.  God chose Moses.  God went before Israel and guided Israel.  Israel would have fallen into heathenism themselves many years prior had it not been for the longsuffering of God.

But, God chose Israel and implanted within that covenant community a revelation of Himself and His plans.  He did this through the Law and the Prophets.  Through ceremony and ritual and signs and wonders and through the direct revelation to the prophets He told them that they would have to trust in Him alone for life.

In the sense that God carried on this work through a peculiar people of His choice – ancient Israel – it may be said that the faith of Israel was ethnic.  But, it simply didn’t stop there.  

Supernatural Religion Was Never Confined To Israel Alone

Isaiah 49 and 56 are amazing passages for our study tonight.  They show us that the Supernatural Religion of Ancient Israel was never meant to be confined to themselves.  

Look at verse 6, in particular.  From this one verse we can discover God’s will for church extension.

First, note the opening phrase of that verse:   “Indeed He says, It is too small a thing that You should be My Servant to raise up the tribes of Jacob, and to restore the preserved ones of Israel.”

So, it is true that God would send His Son for the preserved ones of Israel.  Jesus’ ministry was confined to Palestine.  Except for a small journey through Samaria in John 4 where a religious awakening ensued  – and to ministering to those Gentiles in Israel who sought his healing - Jesus ministered to Israel.  He sent the twelve first of all only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel in Matt. 10.6.  In Matt. 15.24 Jesus resisted ministering to a woman of Canaan and declared “I was not sent except to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.”  The Christian Church was established first in Jerusalem.  

But God says it’s too small a thing to stop there.  God always had worldwide plans and He would start with redeeming the elect of Israel but would go out from there.  

This teaches that the OT will not allow for a closed stagnant religious body that is uninterested in reaching out to others.  The true faith is centrifugal – spinning out – extending.  It is, in a word – expansive.

How so?

Look at the second part of that verse.  God says to send His Servant, the Messiah for only the Jews is too small a thing to do, so, God says, “I will also give You as a light to the Gentiles.”

1. The Word of God in Christ is expansive in that it reaches the people we know who are without Jesus Christ(The Gentile Nations

The Gentiles were the surrounding unbelieving nations.  Religious snobbery is implicitly condemned in this exclamation of God.  The Kansas City rabbi’s words fly in the face of God’s words.  God has always intended his people to reach out to others around them with the message of a “Light” that can dispel the dreariness and darkness of unbelief.

What a shame then when we grow smug in our churches and resist reaching out to others.  Some of us are tempted to fall into a superiority trap.  “We got it – they don’t – good for us and bad for them!”  But, God’s Word tells us to take the Gospel to others.

The work of church planting is clearly grounded in this.  There are people around us – in our own country – in our own neighborhoods – who need a strong church that will disseminate the LIGHT of the GOSPEL.

Some of you have heard about the story of the Lighthouse that was erected to save distressed seamen.  Over the years their work was so successful that they added onto the Lighthouse.  What a ministry they had in that day!  The Lighthouse keeper would shine his brilliant light out into the deep in search of those who had been shipwrecked and then row out to bring them back into the comfort of that Lighthouse.  There he would succor them back to health.  As time went on, the Lighthouse itself grew more ornate.  A historical society was formed to recall the glories of earlier days there.  But pretty soon the Lighthouse stopped its ministry.  There were still sailors in distress but so much work had gone in to making the Lighthouse a beautiful edifice for visitors that it stopped the work of saving lost sailors.  Many people would line up to go in to see the Lighthouse…but no one was ever saved again.

There are too many churches like that, Beloved.  Beautiful edifices and stories of past glories…but no one gets saved.  We must not be one here.  That is why you have planted churches now around the nation.  That is why we are planting a church to reach the lost souls and the malnourished souls in Mexico and in the United States and all over the world.  It would be easy for you to keep the message of Christ just at your local church.  But, it would be too small a thing for you not to do so.  

Now, notice the last part of verse 6 and God the Father tells God the Son why He will give Him to the Gentiles, “…that You should be My salvation to the ends of the earth.”

2. The Word of God in Christ is expansive in that it reaches the people we don’t know who are without Jesus Christ(The Ends of the Earth

The Gospel is for all.  We know that not all are elect.  Not all hear.  But, the Gospel was and is intended by God to go out to all of the earth.  We are to preach the Gospel of Christ to the ends of the earth.

What did God mean “to the ends of the earth.”

Well, God had identified the Gentiles or the known unbelieving people groups around Israel…God now extends the reach of His saving work from just them to the rest of the world.  

Jesus preached to the Jews.  Many of them were saved.  They, in turn, took the Message of salvation to others.  Thomas is said to have brought the faith to what is modern India.  Paul, we know, took the Gospel to Asia minor and Europe.  From there, those Gentiles took the Gospel to the rest of the world.

As Patrick is to Ireland so a preached named David was to Wales.  Mae and John Michael and I visited the Cathedral of Saint David, the see of the modern Church of Wales.  While there, we walked down by the magnificent Pembrokeshire shoreline and set foot in a small and very ancient chapel called St. Nuns.  The inscription in the chapel told us that it had been planted by St. David.  It said that everywhere David went, he preached the Gospel and a church was established.  All over Wales, churches were planted.  His passion was for every community to have a church.  My son – hearing the account being read – remarked, “Hey, Dad, he’s a church planter like you!”

Well, much greater than me or anyone I know of.  But, this is for sure.  God’s program of salvation extends to the ends of the earth and church planting has been the ordinary way that it has been accomplished.  

We have seen tonight that the Biblical Basis for Church Planting has its antecedents in the Old Testament.  Our work – your work as a sending congregation – has a glorious heritage as well as a glorious future.

I want to close by simply drawing your attention to the grace of God.  He did not have to send His Son to die for us.  He could have done it another way.  In fact, He could have stopped short of us!  Most of us here tonight are not of Hebrew blood.  Yet, God’s love is greater that anything we can imagine.  His love has reached out to every ethnic group, every community, every family named on the face of the earth.

How can we ever be smug about our faith when we are the recipients of so great a salvation?

Prayer

Break and Continue with The Biblical Basis of Church Planting in the NT

It is true that Jesus did not plant a church. But it is also true that his disciples did greater things than He did, as He prophesied. Now. They were not greater. But they reached more people and established the Gospel throughout the Roman Empire but also, as we learn from Church history, throughout the earth.
 Thomas is said to have brought the Gospel to India. Indeed, I have stood, with my family, on the hill above Madras where St. Thomas church marks the place of martyrdom of Thomas (a place where Pope John Paul II visited to commemorate Thomas’ death incidentally). As for Andrew, there are “claims are that Andrew preached in Achaia (southern Greece) and Scythia (Ukraine and southern Russia - St. Andrew is the patron saint of Russia), and was crucified at Patras in Achaia.”
 Matthew, the author of the first book of the New Testament, was said to have planted churches in Ethiopia, after having preached in Judea. And on it goes. But we do not have to rely on extra Biblical material to establish the fact that the Gospel went forward through the establishment of local churches, and even connecting those into regional and national bodies (see Acts 15 for instance, where the churches sent delegates to the General Assembly at Jerusalem to settle the matter of Gentiles having to be circumcised in order to be saved). 

Let’s begin, first of all, by continuing a Biblical-theological point that begins in the Old Testament and is continued in the New: that the purposes of God in the world (redemption according to His sacred covenant in blood with Abraham, and even further back according to the Promise in the Garden in Genesis 3.15, and, as we learn the covenant that God made with Himself that He would elect a number to be given to the Son, through the work of the Holy Spirit, i.e., the eternal covenant
) find their fullest expression in the local assembly. 

This is seen both in Israel and as the faith in the Covenant God moved from Old to New Covenant. In the New Testament we can point first and foremost to Paul’s remarkable work in church planting. Again, Paul did not just go to evangelize in crusade evangelism, but even when what he did looked similar to that, his end goal was always the establishment of the local and national church in that area.

I like this statement by the Anglican Roland Allen:

“It is impossible but that the account so carefully given by St Luke of the planting of the churches in the Four Provinces should have something more than a mere archaeological and historical interest. Like the rest of the Holy Scriptures it was 'written for our learning'. It was certainly meant to be something more than the romantic history of an exceptional man, doing exceptional things under exceptional circumstances--a story from which ordinary people of a later age can get no more instruction for practical missionary work than they receive from the history of the Cid, or from the exploits of King Arthur. It was really intended to throw light on the path of those who should come after.”

And what light do we see from the story in Acts about church planting?

In Acts 1.8 the Great Commission is recast by the Savior. And after Pentecost, the converts from Peter's great covenantal evangelistic message were gathered together as local assemblies (Acts 2.37-47; note how everything that was called for in the Great Commission was being exercised there in that local church in Jerusalem).
 

In Acts 9.31 we read, "So the church throughout all Judea and Galilee and Samaria enjoyed peace, being built up; and going on in fear of the Lord and in the comfort of the Holy Spirit, it continued to increase." This is the growth of the church into other assemblies in that area. They were going out just as Jesus had told them from Jerusalem, in Judea.

In Acts 10 we see that through Peter, from Caesarea and Cornelius, Gentiles were baptized (10.48). In Acts 11.19-26 the Gospel comes to Antioch. Paul, after having been converted by Jesus and sent out into "Reformed Theological Seminary of Arabia" (at least something like that, it seems), returns and through the assistance of Barnabas and under the auspices of Peter and James, goes to Antioch the teach in the church there for an entire year. The Lord then moves upon the leadership of Antioch to send out Paul and Barnabas, chosen by the Holy Spirit, to go. And what do Paul and Barnabas do? They plant churches in Pisidian Antioch (13.44-49), Derbe, Lystra, and Iconium (14.20-21).  We note in 14.21 "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."

Paul would plant churches or be involved with revitalization of church plants in Ephesus, Philippi, Colosse, Laodicea (Col. 4.16), Thessalonica, Crete (Titus 1.5), and a "scattering of congregations addressed by James and Peter, including those in Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia and Bithynia (1 Peter 1.1)."

Indeed, the entire New Testament is written to churches or individuals involved with local churches. Even Revelation is addressed to local churches and our Savior Himself is engaged in dealing with the local churches through the vision to John.

God's plans go forward through local churches, which need to be established, regulated through the appointment of elders (Titus 1.5) and deacons and strengthening them through Word, Sacrament (1 Cor. 10-11), and Prayer. 

Expository Recap on the Biblical Basis for Church Planting

God is redeeming the world. Church Planting is based in this great and foundational truth of Scripture. Church Planting lives on the scarlet cord of the God’s Covenant of grace mediated through the blood of Jesus Christ and activated by His glorious resurrection and overseen by His rule and reign as the coroneted King of Kings and Lord of Lords. We await the consummation of all things when the ultimate work of our churches will be to witness the souls of our saints “safe in the arms of Jesus.”
God is redeeming the world through a comprehensive initiative that will reach to the ends of the earth. The establishing of new churches follows the Biblical pattern of centrifugal movement of the Good News of God to all peoples of the earth.
God is redeeming the world through Jesus Christ and His Gospel will be taught. It is through the Gospel truth that redemption takes root and transforms men and their culture. Church planting is the Biblical way to establish an ordered ministry of Word, Sacrament and Prayer, under the oversight of godly elders and deacons, and led by a trained and called man of God who is their pastor.
God is redeeming the world through the Gospel of Jesus Christ in a comprehensive ministry where there is evangelism (the announcement of the Good News and the establishment of covenant communities, i.e., the local church), baptism (inauguration into the community of Christ), teaching whatsoever Christ commanded (a long term plan of teaching the Bible, living out the faith, and applying the truth, and participating in the Kingdom plan to reach others, near and far). In Scripture all of this happens in community and that community is the local church, connected to other local churches, and seeking unity with the Church catholic for the honor and glory of Christ.
Church planting is thus grounded in the Word of God as the way that God is redeeming the world and is bringing in a new heaven and a new earth. To plant a church is to establish a covenant community linked to the Church visible and to the Church invisible. It is a golden lampstand where the Great Commission finds its fullest expression.
And through the ages the Gospel has gone forward, the Great Commission finding its greatest expression through the planting of new churches, new movements of churches, and nations of churches. And this is the ministry that every church should still be involved in today. There is no other program of outreach that can so comprehensively bring about the command of our Lord Jesus Christ to baptize, teach whatsoever He commanded (a life time of work that moves across generations and through time).

May God bring about many such movements in our day, in this nation, in this generation, through the disciples of Jesus in this very room.
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