Rick Ferguson, Speaker

"Advocate"

(I Corinthians 3)

I would like to weave some of the On Mission principles that have been articulated again and again in this conference into a testimony of the mighty acts of God. I want to show how these mission principles have really worked for us in Denver and you will see what God has done in and through our church.

God called me to Denver seven years ago while I was a pastor at First Baptist Church in DeSoto, Missouri. I had graduated from Southwestern Seminary and gone back to my home state to pastor for seven years. We received a call from Riverside Baptist Church and eventually an invitation to come be the pastor there. Riverside had been through ten years of decline. For the four years prior to our arrival the church had lost 2,500 members. The last pastor had left under great duress. The church split when he left and some 400-600 people drifted away to other local churches in the Denver area. The ministerial staff either resigned or were fired. The by-laws of the church were put in suspension and a 21-member Operations Committee met every week and was running the church. They made all of the decisions for the church. Denver had experienced an economic crash in the eighties. Riverside was struggling. On my first Sunday there, I found myself preaching in a worship center that seats 3,000 people and we had 350 people - most of whom had gray hair.

We began to pray and ask God for a vision and direction for the church. I would like to share how He pointed us in a new direction. It was a new direction for me and for Riverside. We began to pray about a possible relocation. The leadership fasted and met together. In that time God gave a spiritual awakening to our church. As I dreamed about filling our worship center three times on a Sunday, God spoke to me and reminded me that if we did fill our church with 9,000 people on a Sunday, it would only be ½ of one percent of Denver’s population of two million. God made it clear that it would take more than one growing church. It would require many growing churches to impact Denver for Christ. God planted a seed in my heart that day and I began to pray and share that idea with our deacons, trustees, and leaders. I asked them to pray and fast with me about the possibility of us becoming a hub church from which we would have spokes radiating out in every direction. We would keep Riverside in the heart of Denver and plant churches in every area, crossing cultural and ethnic boundaries, by planting satellite churches. I was called and asked to become a "key church". After finding out more about what that meant, I preached a vision-casting sermon and asked the church to pray about becoming a key church. God confirmed it that same morning. It was a spiritual awakening in our church and God gave us clear direction where He wanted us to go.

After a spiritual awakening there must be some immediate adjustments. There had to be some adjustments in my heart, particularly in regard to the Great Commission.

1. God taught me the demand of the Great Commission is to proclaim, not to produce. We sow and we water, but God gives the increase. We are not commanded to reach our cities or to reach our world, but we are commanded to preach the gospel to every creature.

2. We see the direction of the Great Commission is to go, not to come. We had reversed the Great Commission. Almost all of the strategy and programs we had were focused on bringing people to the church rather than taking the church to the people. Church growth philosophy says, "Ya’ll come". The result has been a shift from a ministry to marketing emphasis in the church.

3. The destination of the Great Commission is global, not local. We are to take the gospel to every nation. In Matthew, the Greek word "ethne" is used for nation. That is where we get the English word "ethnic". Inherent within the concept of global evangelism is the need for cross-cultural evangelism and ministry. You cannot be globally evangelistic without being cross-cultural. Most of our evangelism strategies were intentionally homogenous and not cross-cultural.

By the year 2050 Caucasians will no longer be the majority dominant population. Anglo population is stagnant in America today while Hispanic, African American, and Asian populations are growing at double-digit rates. The whole face of America is going to change in the next fifty years. Multiculturalism is here to stay.

4. The design of the Great Commission is to produce disciples, not merely decisions. I evaluated our evangelism strategies and discovered we were heavily focused on getting decisions, not on making mature, complete, obedient disciples. Real discipleship cannot happen apart from thriving, dynamic, energetic, spirit-filled, growing congregations and churches. The most effective way to produce disciples is to establish congregations in the location, language and lifestyle of the peoples that we are trying to reach. 

Three adjustments that we made almost immediately in our philosophy of ministry:

1. We felt that God was telling us we need to begin to think Kingdom growth not just church growth. We talk a lot about reaching our cities with the gospel of Christ, but often what we really mean is building up our own church and expanding our own ministries and developing our own programs. Kingdom growth philosophy says, "We’ll come to you!" A church growth approach says, "Come help us build our church, increase our programs, grow our offerings, build more buildings." Kingdom growth says, "We are not here for ourselves. We will give ourselves away and we will come to you and connect with you at your felt point of need that we might have an opportunity, a bridge to cross, that we might preach the gospel and share the gospel of Christ." Church growth philosophy spins mainly on ourselves. Kingdom growth philosophy looks at giving ourselves away.

2. We felt that God was telling us to think meta-church not mega-church. The word ‘mega’ means large. The word ‘meta’ means change. It is a prefix to words we use every day such as metamorphosis, metaphysical, and the Greek word ‘metanoia’ which we translate ‘repentance’. A change of heart, mind, and disposition toward God, self, and sin. A meta-church does not speak of the size of the church but of the change. Churches changing their minds about organization so that they are free from size restraints. A meta-church refuses to limit its size or ministry to a single campus, a single building, or a single location. It is made up of multiple campuses, multiple congregations, multiple cells, and multiple satellites. We saw ourselves as a hub church that would serve as an equipping, discipling, training center from which we could raise up pastors, leaders, and church planters and plant churches that could cross the boundaries which our central, hub church could never cross.

3. We began to think catalytically not just bureaucratically. If we were going to be committed to planting churches it would require for us to go through open doors as God would open them. I believe that Christ is still the one who opens doors that no man can close and closes doors that no man can open. With our leadership, we agreed that if God opened a door to start a congregation, we would go through that door whether we had all the resources in line or not and we had to act quickly, spontaneously, and catalytically. We discovered that we had to streamline our organization and our decision making processes. Many ministries spend all of their time, energy, and people resources simply maintaining their machinery and never taking the machinery out into the fields to gather the harvest. If you visited our church today, you would find a very streamlined organization without a lot of committees that meet monthly and do nothing. When it comes to establishing congregations, we have to be intentional about it and we have to be able to act as the Holy Spirit of God leads. 

How do you know when God is opening a door to start a church? Here are the two things we look for: a viable location and a visionary leader. We found you can do without the first one because there are lost people everywhere and there is a need for a church just about any place in America. We found that a visionary leader, without any income or resources, can start a church out of rock and build it. 

The third thing we have learned is that an On Mission church is evangelistically active. All of this has led us in the last five years to be evangelistically active through church planting. We have started 28 churches and have 22 currently functioning. We have ten full-time pastors, ten bivocational pastors. Two of our pastors lead more than one congregation. The church budget is $700,000. Two of these churches meet on campus with us. The Church in the Wind, the biker church, have their services on Friday night because they do their biker rallies on Sundays where they give out water, give out gospel tracts, and help people with their bikes. We have a Hispanic church that meets on campus and is running about 200. The rest of the churches meet off campus and many are cross-cultural. We have a Vietnamese church, Korean congregation, a cowboy church, Japanese Bible study that is growing into a church, and an African American church. When the bikers are not out ministering on Sunday, they come in their biker regalia and they ride their bikes. Someone from the biker church said, "We can let someone who drives a Honda join our church, but they have to be re-baptized!" One day he said, "Pastor, I have a problem. I just found out that one of our members is a cross-dresser." I said, "Oh man, how do you deal with that? Tell me a little more about it." He said, "On Friday night this member comes with his leather and his chains and his big wallet. I came to your service on Sunday morning and I saw him in church with a white shirt and a tie!" 

We have become a grandparent church. Our Hispanic church has started three congregations. Our Vietnamese congregation started another congregation. Our Anglo church has started another church. The goal is to become a church planting church, planting church planting churches. 

In our own central campus we discovered our evangelism programs were not working so we developed a ministry we call ‘impact teams’. We enlist couples and put them through two hours of intense training and put their names in a database. When we have someone about the same age, same area, or other affinity, we assign them to an impact team. It is that couple’s responsibility to call this prospective couple and take them out to dinner, or have them over. They set the agenda. It is not a weekly visitation. Their goal is not to visit them once, but is to establish a relationship with that couple and take their spiritual temperature. If they are lost, then they should look for an opportunity out of the basis of that relationship to share the gospel, to walk them through the process of what it means to be baptized, and get them fully acclimated into the life of the church. That is the only assignment they receive until they tell us that they believe this couple is fully acclimated. Then they are ready to take on someone else. The goal is to be high relationship and low institution. If the lost person gets a whiff of anything institutional in relation to religion, he will run from it. We had tried many other things and could not maintain them. This works for us. 

I am often asked these questions about church planting:

1. Doesn’t starting other churches drain the mother church and slow down its growth? I am convinced this may be the greatest barrier in many pastors’ minds for planting new, fresh, vibrant congregations. It has not done that in our church. In the same time that we have been doing Arms Around Denver, Riverside central has increased an average of 1,000 people a week in worship. Our Sunday School attendance has tripled. Our budget has grown from $750,000 to $2.5 million. We have just completed the second phase of a four-phase building program. We paid cash for the first phase. We had to borrow about $3 million and paid $3 million for a $6 million building that gave us 65,000 additional square feet. Our staff has grown from two full-time ministerial staff members to 13. We have begun a broadcast ministry on television and radio called "Hope for Today". We bought all our own equipment, built our own studio, paid cash for it all. We are broadcast three times a week nationally and three times a week locally. We have a daily radio program that is aired twice daily in Denver. Our church has been averaging 400 additions a year for the last four years. It has not slowed down the growth of our central church. The more you give away, the more God supplies. 

2. Isn't it costly to start new churches? Yes. It is costly emotionally, it is taxing on your nerves, and it is costly financially. But it is far more costly not to start new churches. The only thing that will ever cost you more than obedience to God is disobedience to God. 

The fourth mission principle is where I want to begin preaching tonight. An On Mission church is a passionate advocate. Passion is lacking in so many ministries today. We must understand how we can be advocates and advocate the mission God has given us. As it says in I Corinthians 3:1 "And I brethren could not speak to you as spiritual people but as to carnal, as to babes in Christ. I fed you with milk and not with solid food for until now you were not able to receive it. And even now you are still not able for you are still carnal, for whereas there are divisions among you. Are you not carnal and behaving like mere men? For when one says I am of Paul and another I am of Apollos, are you not carnal? Who then is Paul? And who is Apollos but ministers through whom you believed as the Lord gave to each one. I planted, Apollos watered, but God gave the increase so that neither he who planteth anything nor he who waters, but God who gives the increase. He who plants and he who waters are one, and each one will receive his own reward according to his own labor for we are God’s fellow workers. You are God’s field, you are God’s building according to the grace of God which is given to me as a wise master builder. I have laid the foundation and another builds on it. But let each one take heed how he builds on it for no other foundation can anyone lay than that which is laid which is Jesus Christ." 

Paul was an on mission Christian. He was spiritually awakened on the road to Damascus. Saul, the adversary of the church, became Paul, the apostle of the church. Paul was continually adjusting his life. He was always being forced to modify his plans in order to go where God was at work. For example, he told the Romans in the first chapter of his epistle to the church at Rome that he had often planned to come to them but had been hindered by God. In Luke’s account of their ministry in Acts 16, Luke describes how Paul and his traveling companions tried to go into Asia to preach the gospel but were forbidden by the Holy Spirit. They came to Bithynia and they wanted to go into Mysia but they were not permitted. They came to Troas and they wondered where God was going to take them. In Troas Paul has a vision of a man from Macedonia who says, "Come down here and help us." Paul is always adjusting his schedule, always modifying his plans in order to be where God is at work. 

We need to know there is more to starting a church and a ministry than simply doing a hard, cold, scientific demographic study. The goal should not be to find out where the lost people are, but we should find out where God is at work. We often base our ministry on cold hard data rather than basing it on a movement of God and the Spirit of God. Paul often had to modify his strategy. He spoke in I Corinthians 9: "To the Jews I became like a Jew. To those under the law I became like one under the law. To those that are without the law I became like a man without the law. To those that were weak I became weak. I have become all things to all men that I might by all means save some." 

Paul was evangelistically active. Think of the churches that were birthed under his ministry. He would usually start in a local synagogue and then expand out into the homes or some other public building. It was his incessant preaching, witnessing and sharing that kept getting him into trouble all of the time.

Paul was also a passionate advocate. He was constantly raising up young spiritual leaders, and networking with others who were on mission in the first century. We can learn from Paul how we too can become advocates of this great mission that God has entrusted to us. 

I want to give three things that I see in the ministry of advocacy and the mission that God has given us in Paul’s life.

1. We see the priority of leadership development in Paul’s life. We see the great amount of time, energy, and effort Paul spent in raising up an army of spiritual leaders and reproducing himself in the lives of others. When he went into a new town, he began to establish a beachhead for the gospel. He would begin preaching the gospel to anyone who would listen. People would become saved and he would minister to them and grow them. Sometimes he would circle back to that group of believers. He would enlist elders and assign them to the church to give it organization. He constantly had traveling companions who he was mentoring for leadership. Think of the men and women whose lives were touched by the apostle Paul. What better way to be schooled in ministry than to spend a year on mission with the apostle Paul? He poured his life into others and then tells Timothy to do the very same thing. In II Timothy 2:2 Paul said, "The things that you have heard and seen from me among many witnesses, commit these to faithful men who will be able to teach others also." So here is the principle of reproduction. Paul knew he must make a priority of developing spiritual leaders. If he could raise up men and women like himself, they would multiply his efforts in driving the mission of the church and advancing the cause of Christ in the world. 

The church must consider a radical paradigm shift. Our churches have been primarily program driven. We have allowed program development to become our primary mission so that the development, implementation, and maintenance of the program have become our primary enterprise. In recent years we have been challenged to abandon that paradigm for a purpose driven paradigm. That has influenced my thinking and expanded my horizons. Maybe it is time for another paradigm shift beyond that. A shift to a people driven church. Making a priority of raising up men and women who are dynamic spiritual leaders. This seems to be the Biblical model. I never read about Paul developing and promoting an evangelism program and carrying it to the churches. He raises and develops leaders and turns them loose on the church. It makes more sense strategically. Any program we develop is only as effective as the leaders to whom it is handed and upon whose shoulders it rests to be implemented. We can design some programs that look wonderful on paper but they fizzle and fail in the field because they are being handed off to incompetent leadership. Everything rises and falls with spiritual leadership in the church. If we can raise up a generation of dynamic, entrepreneurial, spirit filled, passionate, driven leaders we won’t have to be producing a program for them and training them how to do it. We’ll turn them loose on the church, they will get with God, and God will give them the program. 

The question is how do you do it? I am sure I don’t have the answer but you don’t raise up dynamic leaders by sequestering them in the ivory tower of the academic walls of seminary. There is more to developing effective, dynamic spiritual leaders than setting them in a classroom and filling their heads with theological information. Theology is incredibly important. If that theological foundation is not there, nothing else matters. They need a sound, Biblical theology. But we are graduating men and women from classrooms that can pull a 4.0 GPA but they cannot lead a thirsty horse to a water trough. Seminaries produce graduates not leaders. I am a product of our seminaries. We need to go back and examine the model of the apostle Paul. When he discovered a potential spiritual leader, he did not send him off to some isolated rabbinical school. He took him under his own wing. He traveled with him. He went to his home and stayed with him. He tutored and mentored him, and poured his life into that young leader. 

There is a man here who did this for me. I owe this man and his wife a debt I will never be able to repay. Gerald Davidson and his wife Rolena. He is the pastor of FBC in Arnold, MO. I served on his staff for five years when I was young in the ministry. He made me feel more than just a staff member. He took me on hospital calls and talked about ministry. I sat in on meetings. He let me do things and go places with him. I am thankful for my college and seminary education, but it would have been incomplete without that real life experience. 

I think if we are going to impact the 21st century we must do radical things. Wouldn’t it be wonderful if we could shorten the academic requirements of seminary and move them off campus in their final year where they could be placed intentionally in effective, dynamic, growing, spirit-filled, Bible-believing, high impact, gospel preaching, soul winning churches? Let them see it, feel it, and taste it. Some of our seminary graduates are ready to serve their first church and in their whole life they have never experienced a dynamic, growing, on mission church. That is why men get out there in the pulpit and discover they don’t have whatever they need to get the job done. 

I am aware of the Nehemiah Project that is being sponsored by the North American Mission Board. I am a cheerleader for this project. It is exactly what we need. 

At our church we start classes this fall in a center we call a leadership training center, the LEAD Center (Leadership, Equipping, And Developing Center). We have 30 students signed up this fall. Some are in college, some are seminary graduates, and a few are lay people becoming better equipped. Here is the principle we need to learn: Classrooms do not produce leaders, leaders produce leaders. 

2. We see the priority of Kingdom cooperation. The Corinthian church was a divided church. Paul chides them for their division and sectarianism. If we are to be effective in impacting our world with the gospel, we must learn the priority of Kingdom cooperation and abandon the sectarianism that so defines many of our ministries and efforts. Abandon the territorialism and give up this Kingdom cannibalism and this Kingdom competition that characterizes so much of what we do. We are not in competition with one another, we are in cooperation with one another. It is not my ministry that matters the most but it is God’s Kingdom that matters the most. I am dispensable. As John the Baptist said, "He must increase and I must decrease." The Kingdom of God is more important than any of our personal ministries or congregations - greater even than our denomination. We must learn to value of networking and partnering with other evangelical ministries for the sake of advancing the kingdom of God.

There is a global movement happening - apostolic networks that are loosely connected ministries and churches relating to one another in support to preach the gospel and to share Christ. We need to work together better. There is so much we can do together without abandoning those doctrinal precepts which are non-negotiable to us. We can work together on evangelistic projects, and pray for revival in our churches, homes, cities and our country. We can work together in servant evangelism ministries of all kinds. We can work together in church planting. The greatest resistance we get when it comes to planting a new church often is not from the community or from other denominations, but is from other Southern Baptist churches and pastors. We must get over it.

In America every year there is a net loss of between 3,000-5,000 churches. More are closing their doors than starting new congregations. Evangelicals need to start 96,000 churches in the next few years just to maintain the same ‘church to population ratio’ that we had in 1960. 

3. We see the priority of spiritual dependence. We can have the most clever plans and strategies and the best intentions, but unless the spirit of God is involved we won’t produce anything but wood, hay and stubble. John 15:5 is a verse that revolutionized my life a few years ago. Jesus said, "I am the vine, you are the branches. He that abides in Me and I in him beareth much fruit for without Me you can do nothing." Psalm 127:1 says "Unless the Lord builds the house, they labor in vain who build it. Unless the Lord guards the city, the watchmen keep it in vain." We will never learn the priority of total dependence on the Lord until we see how desperate, helpless, and powerless we really are in our own strength. Our self-sufficiency stinks! As long as we are depending on our intellect, on our business acumen, on the strength of our personalities, on our own hard work, or on our strategic planning and designs, we won’t be depending on Him. We need to give it up! The greatest need we have is for God to break us individually and corporately. No man trusts God until he has to. We do not need more restructuring, or a new paradigm, not a new plan, not a new organization, not a new program, not a new scheme, not a new method, not another seminar, and not another conference....what we need is God. We need a fresh anointing from God. What we really need is for God to move in. 

Recently I called my staff for an all-afternoon staff meeting to go over fall plans. They were asked to bring their plans in written form. They came with their papers and we laid it all out. Then about 6:00 p.m. God spoke to me. The spirit of God said, "Hey Rick, all of these plans are fine and good but they don’t mean anything unless I anoint them. Don’t depend on your plans...depend upon Me." We stopped and spent the rest of the evening praying together. Our plans mean nothing without God. 

What about corporately? I fear that in a broad sense God is not with us. As long as we pride ourselves as a denomination, our pride offends God. Our decisiveness offends God. Our racism offends God. Our self-confidence offends God. Our stinginess offends God. God is not with us like He could be and would like to be. I think it is self-deception for us to gather in denominational meetings and brag about all of the great things we are doing when we have not seen a whole lot of the supernatural. I sense that we are not experiencing God in the dimension that the early church experienced God. We have missionaries and pastors from all over this country and you have given your life. Many serve at great personal sacrifice. I wonder when the last time was that you saw a genuine display of supernatural power in your life. When was the last time you saw a mighty movement of God? When was the last time you saw something happen in your life and ministry that only can be explained by God? When was the last time that God just broke into your life privately, in your prayer closet? God was just so close that you did not want to leave. Has there been a dry spell? Our nation is spiraling out of control and we cannot afford to go one more day without a supernatural, unexplainable, consuming outpouring of the spirit of God in our life and ministry.

I sense God will break into some lives tonight. We are desperate for Him.

