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What makes for a successful church plant?  Is it the type of church planted?  Success is being reported throughout North America with all different types of church plants. Every type is working; from traditional churches to effective new congregations in coffee houses and on the rodeo circuit.  Much time and energy is being spent trying to figure out what is the most effective type of plant to start.  But does a particular style assure success?
Somewhere, sometime, someone needs to ask if the church is being successful because of the setting it has adopted or if it is being successful because the pastor who is leading is a capable preacher.  Looking at it another way, a good cook can succeed in a top of the line French restaurant and in a whole in the wall diner, because they are a good cook.  Developing a particular style, such as being a contemporary congregation, can ad a punch.  However, it can’t change bad preaching into good, or vise versa.
Regardless of the advances that are made in our culture, people choose to attend church.  They come to church because there is no substitute for live worship.  At best, television ministry is looking through a glass dimly.  God has created people with a need to experience worship in presence of others and preaching is crucial in evangelical worship.

In order to help church planters deliver God’s word effectively each week the role of preaching in scriptures must be examined.  What does God’s word say is the key to preaching with power?  Preaching today also needs a close look. What are the consequences that follow strong preaching, as well as those that follow weak preaching? Through this, discover eight strategies for preaching effectively in church planting.  Finally, guidelines for preaching with power each Sunday will be reviewed.
Preaching and the Scriptures

The Bible affirms the key role that preaching plays in developing the Bride of Christ.  In his second letter to Timothy, Paul instructed his protégé’ to, “Preach the word; be prepared in season and out of season; correct, rebuke, and encourage—with great patience and careful instruction” 2 Timothy 4:2.

Preaching is mentioned throughout the New Testament.  It was a major occupation of Christ.  In Luke chapter four, Christ quoted from Isaiah 61, “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because He has anointed me to preach good news to the poor.  He has sent me to proclaim freedom to the prisoners, and recovery of sight to the blind, to release the oppressed” Luke 4:18.  Our Lord did just that; He did it better than anyone in history.  The crowds prove that.  Five thousand men would follow Him to hear His preaching, without worry of how they would eat.  Imagine church planting with that power.

Paul was passionate about preaching.  In the introduction to the book of Romans he describes how intensely he wanted to preach.  “That is why I am so eager to also preach the gospel to you who are at Rome” Romans 1:15.  The very next verse says it all.  “I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes” Romans 1:16.  Paul’s eagerness to preach came from his ambitious view of what the gospel could accomplish.  God would use Paul to reshape the known world through his preaching.  His success at church planting would not be equaled even though we have modern tools, themes, and exact research.

Paul explained the power of his preaching.  He wrote, “My message and my preaching were not with wise and persuasive words, but with a demonstration of the Spirit’s power, so that your faith may not rest on men’s wisdom, but on God’s power” 1 Corinthians 2:4.  Two promising points are made in this text.  First, good preaching is not the result of a superior education or even tremendous communication skills.  Paul said his preaching did not contain wise or persuasive words.  Second, all have the ability for powerful preaching.  Powerful preaching comes about as a result of the indwelling Spirit of God.  That indwelling becomes evident through the power of every word said.
Christ said that the Spirit of the Lord was upon Him in His preaching.  Paul said that his preaching was a manifestation of the power of Spirit of the Lord.  From the scriptures we learn that God’s men are instructed to be prepared.  Always be prepared to preach a message of the gospel of Christ that is empowered by God’s Spirit.  This is Biblical preaching.

Preaching Today

Although the scripture is clear about what preaching should be, most of today’s preaching misses the mark.  This has severe consequences for the church. These consequences are particularly harmful in church planting.  

Weak preaching leads to a church that is spiritually weak.  The church of today is considered spiritually illiterate and that is because of poor preaching.  If the pastor fails to teach the truths of God’s word on a weekly basis, if he settles for entertainment, the church is left happy, but under-fed.  Some try to simplify this problem.  They categorize good preaching as expository and poor preaching as topical.  The fact is that both styles can produce a mal-nourished church.  Content is always more important than style.
In Second Timothy Paul described a day when preaching would become more entertainment centered than Bible centered.  He said that preachers would deliver a message suited for “itching ears.”  Today that style is manifesting itself.  Besides the spiritually illiterate already mentioned, the larger impact is an unhealthy church.  Those who don’t know God’s word don’t follow it.  They don’t obey God in evangelism, stewardship, conflict management, service, or a host of other areas.  The result?  Christ’s church is falling apart. 

Preaching plays the critical role.  The single characteristic of healthy, growing churches is a strong pulpit.  That fact alone should motivate pastors across the nation to focus on Biblical preaching. It doesn’t matter what circumstance a strong pulpit finds itself in, the church will flourish.  Conversely, it doesn’t matter what is done to support a weak pulpit, the church will suffer.

Preaching plays a greater role in church planting than in a traditional pastorate.  A First Baptist Big may be able to endure a weak pulpit for a while if it has a history of a strong pulpit because the congregation has previously been educated in God’s word.  Also, the church has many ministries that can play a supporting role while the pulpit is gaining strength.  Church planters have no such luxury.  The weekly sermon is the center of attention.  The strength or weakness of the weekly messages will determine critical factors such as attendance, giving, authentic leadership rights, and overall success.  

Eight Strategies for Success in Preaching

Church planters are required to have messages of excellence every week.  In sales, you are only as good as your last sale.  In church planting, you are only as good as your last effective sermon.  Keep preaching a number one priority.  Many things will compete for your time, your creative thought, your leadership.  Preaching is the only thing that, in the beginning, the church planter, alone leads.  Because most church plants lack a breadth of ministry, preaching may be the only reason that people come back.
The person in the congregation will judge your message against a message they have heard on the radio or television.  It may not be fair.  After all, that speaker has only one primary job, to preach.  Most of the time they have an entire staff to help craft the message.  Therefore, take advantage of every short-cut you can without resulting to plagiarism.  Most importantly, read!  Read a variety of books, from inspiration to fiction to keep the creative parts of your mind active.  When the congregation grows, enlist trusted members to review books for you.  Have them highlight main points, illustrations, and possible outlines.  By doing this you can give someone an important ministry and improve sermons at the same time.

Because preaching has a direct relationship to attendance, guard your pulpit.  Most church plants meet for worship only once a week; don’t give up that time unless you have too.  The local Gideon or associational worker can use the mail.  Your people have come to hear what God has told you.  That is what you have to deliver every time you speak.  When you go on vacation, don’t be afraid to have someone as gifted or more gifted than you.  One bad Sunday can be disastrous in church planting.
Plan your preaching and stick with your plan.  Planning in preaching will dramatically lessen the stress because you can prepare messages over a much longer period of time. If in January, a sermon series for the family is planned for July, six months is allowed to gather supporting materials.  Planning is also beneficial because your congregation sees the effort that is made when a promise made is kept.  Finally, planning allows the congregation to invite their friends to a message that they feel may be beneficial.  For example, if an announcement is made that in a month a message will be preached about how to overcome the death of a loved one, a friend can invite someone struggling with that problem. 

Titles matter; preach more “how to” messages.  Rick Warren calls this, “felt need preaching.”  It should be called, “a common sense way to approach the preaching.”  It is a myth to think that this is topical preaching!  In Acts 16 the powerful story is told about Paul and Silas praising God and singing songs in jail.  Imagine a title, “The Theological Lesson of Philippi.”  No one will come!  Now imagine the same sermon titled, “How to Overcome in any Situation.”  The house will be packed.  

People hunger for God’s word, today more than ever.  They want to apply it to their lives. Every person that walks into church has a sign that asks, “What is in this for me?”  Effective preaching answers that question.  Twenty-first century preaching doesn’t have to shy away from God’s word, it should embrace it!  People want the truth.  They just need it in a digestible way. Making God’s word understandable is effective preaching.
Focus on content more than creativity.  Creativity is a wonderful thing and it is a great thing to bring to preaching.  However, don’t let creativity stand in the way of content.  Preachers make a mistake when they sacrifice a major point of scripture to get in a punch line or tell a joke.  If it fits, use it. The main thing is to keep the main thing the main thing.  The congregation will appreciate this approach.  Also, don’t set expectations of creativity that can’t be matched.  A tremendously creative idea may be best kept for a special event.
Keep special events special by addressing the theme of the day in the message.  There is no Biblical mandate to preach on the topic of mothers on Mother’s Day.  But why wouldn’t you?  It’s on everyone’s mind.  Some have come to church that day just because it is Mother’s Day.  Not talking about Mother’s Day would be like going to a ball game and talking about everything else and failing to mention the game.  On the other hand, talking about what is relevant can bring a real connection with those that you wouldn’t ordinarily make a connection.  

During major holidays like Easter, Thanksgiving, and Christmas take full advantage by using the holidays as spring-boards for sermon series.  Begin a few weeks before the holiday.  This will signal to your congregation that they can be assured that on the appropriate Sunday, their friend will get a holiday message, if they are invited.
Watch the news, read the newspapers, be up to date on local, state, national, and international events.  When appropriate, work these stories into your sermons; they are already on the congregation’s mind.  (Just be careful not to become a reporter; choose main-line stories.)  When large disasters happen, such as 9/11, be ready to punt your planned sermon and deal with the issue at hand.  Planning shouldn’t get in the way of dealing with hurts and fears that may come up in the hearts and minds of the people.  Also, watch for events in the life of the church family, such as the death of a patriarch.  These events may warrant your attention in a message.  
Preaching with Power

Techniques will help in crafting messages that meet people’s needs; however, they don’t do anything to increase the power in the pulpit.  As previously mentioned, the power comes from God’s Spirit.  God will bless preparation. A pastor who is prepared will experience more blessings than someone who isn’t, but preparation is a poor substitute for power.  Preaching that lacks power can be technically correct in every way, but it will remain hollow, dead, and dry.  A church with powerless preaching will not thrive.

For power in preaching, make prayer a critical part of preparation.  Pray over the text, the outline as it is developed, each illustration that is used, each point, and each sub-point.  Praying while crafting the sermon will increase power, because when delivering the message the pastor will have a firmer sense that this message is truly from the Lord.  Praying will purposefully slow down the crafting process and make each step more purposeful and God-driven.

Prayer-driven sermons are less likely to focus on a pastor’s own personal agenda.  A pastor is less likely to be reactive or lecture the congregation.  The pulpit must remain a sacred place in the preacher’s heart if it is to have power in the heart of the people.  A sacred pulpit is one where only God’s word is taught, preached, and expounded.  Beating up the congregation, being overly critical, exacting revenge, and other bad habits, have no place in a sacred pulpit. 
For power in preaching be sure that there isn’t anything in your relationship with the Lord that will break-off fellowship.  As born again believers we are assured that we will always be children of God.  Nothing can change that.  Fellowship, on the other hand, is contingent on obedience.  Disobedience breaks fellowship.  A break in fellowship causes a break in power.  Sadly, many preachers today have been out of fellowship so long that they have forgotten what it is like to preach with power.  The end result is a weak and unhealthy church.  Church planters have enough struggles, they cannot afford to loose power in the pulpit.

To preach with power, speak with grace.  The Bible commands, “Let your conversation be always full of grace, seasoned with salt, so that you may know how to answer anyone” Colossians 4:6.  Some pastors are powerless because of what they say through the week, not because of what they say on Sundays.  Therefore, the standard is for every word to be seasoned with grace.  What does that mean?  The full essence must mean that every word spoke should sound just like Jesus.
Every word like Jesus?  That would change our life!
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All scripture is quoted is taken from the New International Version.
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