TOP TWENTY MISTAKES CHURCH PLANTERS MAKE
By

Dr. Tom Cheyney
www.PlanterDude.com 
Regardless of where you are in the field of church planting there are some pitfalls you will need to be aware.  I originally had a list some ten years ago of the top ten mistakes but have expanded it to include a few more over the past ten years.  My friend David Alexander has perhaps the best top ten list I have every seen.  Here are my top twenty reasons new churches fail.  What is it that makes most of our failed new church starts fail?   Why is it, that bad church leadership mistakes are perpetuated? It is because in my estimation, most of us who lead have neither been formally trained nor had good role models.  So we lead as we were led. “We Wing IT!”  Here are the Top twenty mistakes church planters make.
· Mistake Number Twenty: Relying Solely on the Advice of Experts 

There is always some degree of temptation to listen to successful church planters and seek to model their admonishments.  But the thing you need to remember is that their plant and their situation is not your church plant and your situation! Perhaps you can learn some things that might work but remember it is your vision and not theirs.  They need to keep their hands off of the plant.  Their role is to help keep your feet firmly placed on the ground and to help you make sound judgments.  I have always been amazed just how many churches have tried to clone either the Saddleback or Willow Creek strategies and yet there has not been a successful exact replica to date.
· Mistake Number Nineteen: No Assessment of the Church Planter 

“Swift decisions are not sure.”  Oedipus Tyrannus Sophocles



Lack of assessment is the equivalent of hiring someone just because of how they look, or whom they know, it fails to go beyond the surface. The assessment of a church planter is a tool that helps sponsoring churches and others that work with church planters to know how the planter measures in the thirteen most crucial characteristics found in successful church starters. Every sponsoring church needs to be sure that the planter they have selected is assessed, and approved, by leaders of the denominations church planting group. Never settle for the, "He's a great guy, we don't need to assess him," line by many church planting churches.  It will save resources and keep us as good stewards if we are sure the planter has the competencies for planting.  Most potential church planters struggle with the question, "Could I really be an effective church planter?"  Actually, this is a question that should receive strong consideration.  You may have spiritual gifts that you are not even fully aware of, gifts that are especially suited to effectively starting a new church.  
Additionally, communities across America need high caliber church planters.  But it takes a special leader to plant a successful church—one that grows quantitatively and qualitatively.  Effective church planters are special, not because they are better than other people.  They are special because of their unique giftedness. Church planters also have an important ministry.  They are concerned with building God's kingdom on earth, and we know that church planting is the most effective method of fulfilling the Great Commission.  Like the leaders who have gone before us, we need unique persons to plant churches in North American communities.  Selecting high caliber church planters reflects good stewardship.  Stewardship is often thought of in terms of how we handle our financial resources.  Certainly, stewardship applies to money, but only looking at money is a narrow perspective.  A broader view of stewardship includes the management of human resources.  Within the body of Christ, members should be strategically deployed where they can make their greatest contributions.  Unfortunately, the Church is often guilty of poor stewardship—deploying people in areas of ministry for which they are unsuited.  When this happens, everyone loses out.  Misplaced church planters become frustrated and disillusioned.  They may drop out of ministry or question their suitability for any type of pastoral assignment.  Members of the church plant experience psychological and spiritual setbacks.  Some give up on the church.  Potential converts in the harvest never get reached. Selecting high caliber church planters is the most important decision in planting churches.  

· Mistake Number Eighteen: Taking Spiritual Warfare Lightly 

Far too often we take the activity of Spiritual Warfare too lightly.   The church planter and his church planting team must spend time in fasting and prayer.  We need to get God's perspective.  It is vital that you realize this is "war" and those involved are in the line of fire and will be wounded; therefore, you need to adopt a plan to deal with the wounded. The Essence of Spiritual Warfare is found in scripture and we are to: Our loins girded with truth; Wear the breastplate of righteousness; Feet shod with the gospel of peace; Take the shield of faith

Wear the helmet of salvation; and Take the sword of the spirit.  It is time we quit struggling against flesh and blood and deal with the real enemy. We have only one weapon – it is not preaching, teaching, singing, or organizing; it is the Word of God brought against Satan’s lies through prayer. Our prayers build the Kingdom of God and destroy the Kingdom of Satan. But where there is no prayer, there is no warfare. Where there is no warfare, there is no spiritual reality. Where there is no spiritual reality, there is no victory. Where there is no victory, there is nothing glorifying to God. Christ said, “I glorified Thee on the earth, having accomplished the work which Thou hast given Me to do” (John 17.4). We, like Christ, are to glorify the Father. But if we don’t enter into the warfare of prayer, we will never fulfill God’s plan for our lives.

· Mistake Number Seventeen: No Planning on the Part of the Planter
Planning is the bedrock of intentionality. A critical ingredient in almost every successful church start is ample planning on the part of the church planter. We have all heard it before: to fail to plan is to plan to fail. Church planters need a vision, values, and a mission to accomplish the vision and goals and action plans to achieve those ends. Anything else is spontaneous, and the odds would suggest, will end up in spontaneous combustion. Sponsoring churches need to be sure that the new church planter has a written strategy in place before he starts, and then keeps adapting it along the journey. In Luke 14:28-30, we find Jess speaking about planning.  He states “Suppose one of you wants to build a tower.  Will he not first sit down and estimate the cost to see if he has enough money to complete it?  For if he lays the foundation and is not able to finish it, everyone who sees it will ridicule him, saying, ‘This fellow began to build and was not able to finish.’” (NIV) This statement is also true when one feels that God has called them to plant a church.  The cost must be considered.  What is this new church going to look like?  What will make this church different?  What is God asking this new church to do?  These questions and others must be considered if the task of planting a healthy reproducing church.  Planning is part and parcel in church planting.
· Mistake Number Sixteen: No Covenant 

Church planters that fail to develop a covenant with their sponsoring Church is allowing the Sponsorship church to unintentionally set them up for difficulty. A wise church planter will use the opportunity to surface expectations and relational concerns that need to be dealt with in advance. These boundaries and responsibilities will keep communication lines open, and relationships growing. Done correctly, a covenant can be the most advantageous tool for all parties involved in the church starting process. Far too often the mindset is: "Don't worry about it, we'll all get along." A church covenant defines relationships and is an objective document that Baptists can use to make decisions relating to membership.
· Mistake Number Fifteen: Failure to match target & strategy 

Almost any church planter needs to better define his target area and match his strategy to the location. Often there are many subgroups within a given community.  How does the planter know which group to go for? This planter first needs to isolate and define the distinct communities within his target area.  He needs to determine which are churched, which would be responsive and which could be combined with another group.  The planter will then need to examine those with the greatest need and determine which best matches his giftedness.  The biggest population is not always the right choice.  The planter will need to choose his target prayerfully understand that God could change things if others respond. There are two ways you can determine where to plant the church and who your target group will be. There is the "undefined target approach" that is used by many church planters and there is the "targeted" approach. Having a target can actually save years of frustration and anxiety. Every church will develop a target group even if it is unintentional.  A church develops a character over a period of years and the people they attract will usually be of a particular culture.  The result is an established target group. Establishing a target group will enable you to reach more people and experience much less frustration. You will experience enough frustration even when you do everything right. You don't need to add any more to your list.

A church that attempts to reach everyone will be frustrated at every turn.

Jesus had a particular target group that He focused on while He walked the earth and was training His disciples. His target was the nation of Israel. In Matthew 10:5-6 we find, "These twelve Jesus sent out with the following instructions: 'Do not go among the Gentiles or enter any town of the Samaritans. Go rather to the lost sheep of Israel.'"

· Mistake Number Fourteen: Failing to adjust to what God seems to be doing 

It has always caused me to marvel at how God leads in the area of ministry and church planting in my life!  Once I had planter that first church and had had some small degree of success, other churches who wanted to plant a new work became interested in what God was doing in my life and ministry.  And yet once God made it clear that I was to go where He was leading, in His infinite wisdom He never allowed me to use the various things he used in the last place in the next.  Incredible is my God.  One of the key mistakes many successful church planters make is taking their pile of ministry toys and gifts from one place and expecting God to use them exactly as he did in the last place.  When that happens, that simple failure to adjust to what God seems to be doing can thwart the growth of any new work.

· Mistake Number Thirteen: Not having the ability to see the timeline clearly
So many church planters fail to see the time line of a church plant clearly and either wait to long to bring on part time staff and full time staff or they rush into it failing to allow God to raise up leaders out of the harvest.  There are several areas that need mentioning in this area.  The first one is rushing into brining staff with you and no matching the individual to the real need.  Many times a planter will bring along someone who is from the sending church failing to match their gifts with the immediate need.  For instance the two critical needs in a new work launch are usually relational gathers to assist the planter with assimilation and evangelism and the second critical need is finding a worship leader that will add to the mix and truly be an asset to the plant. Often planters will settle for an inadequate musician who either has a lousy voice or is poor musically and thus will never be able to expand the work because good vocalists and musicians will not work with inept worship leaders. 

Hiring your best friend is another area that needs to be mentioned here.  Just because you grew up together or went to seminary together that is not a good enough reason to bring your best friend aboard unless he adds to the mix something of value.  I have a friend who did just this and after twenty-one years of a wonderful relationship as the new work began to explode the staffer was not adding to the ministry and in fact was causing people to leave because his abilities were not sufficient for the task of continually growing the work.  Hindsight is always 2020 but my friend wishes he had listened to me seven years ago when he saddle his church with someone who just could not cut it in a growing ever increasing ministry.
· Mistake Number Twelve: No plan for the other six days of the week 

It is important to model community in your new work and one of the best ways is to have a strategic plan for how you are going to connect with present core group member, worship attendees, and potential prospects for any of these three groups.  A wise planter will develop a process whereby people are connected to each other and to God during the week.  Additionally, by developing and orienting attendees to the mission of the new church they will be more able to connect with the ministry and community.  Failing to do so will cause people not to connect and community will not happen. Another way to do this is inviting new people to your home and encouraging your core group to practice hospitality.  Create many social opportunities and make it easy to connect. Remember lost people matter to God and it is vital you develop a plan to connect with others outside of your regular ministry flow. Church planting is primarily a mission to lost people, not primarily a gathered colony of the faithful. An understanding, loving, and liking secular person is important. Also accepting unchurched people is important.

· Mistake Number Eleven: Fear of not talking about money until it's urgent 

Sooner than later if you are going to be successful as a church planter you must learn how to unashamedly ask for money.  We all realize it takes money to conduct ministry and grow a church plant.  Once you are up and running it will still take money, even when you add new ministries they will still more money. 

I love this little ditty I found years ago: 

Two guys were shipwrecked on a desert island. The first guy is freaking out with worry. He says: "It's bleak man; I mean this is really bad. We have no food and we have no water. We're going to die." The second guy is peaceful, at ease and completely tranquil enjoying the peacefulness and serenity. He cozies up under the shade of a palm tree to catch some Z's. Well you can guess what is happening to the other guy can’t you? This is driving the first guy nuts, so he turns and says: "How can you sit there so relaxed? Are you clueless as to what is actually going on? We have no water, we have no food, we have no shelter, we have no help and we have no hope, we are going to die, we're going to die, we're going to die!" The second guy says: "But you don't understand. I make $100,000 a week." He leaned back with his hands folded behind his head and attempts to go back to sleep. The first guy now fearful and ticked off says: "What difference does that make? Who cares how much you make? What good does your money do us out here and right now? You don't get it! We have no food, we have no water, we have no shelter, we are going to die, we're going to die, we're going to die." The second guy interrupted, "No sir! You are not getting it, for you see I make $100,000 a week, and I tithe to my new church regularly, my pastor WILL find me!" 
I don't know who wrote this story, but I think it is great. It's funny because as far fetched as it sounds the tiny morsel of truth makes it so funny. Asking people for money is both the most difficult and the most important part of growing a new church.
Now let me stop here and insert parenthetically that if you have never learned the blessing of tithing to your own church you lead as the pastor it will always be hard for you to ask others for resources from Gods people.  If you are not displaying a sacrificial hear through your own regular giving you can’t expect others to follow an example you are not displaying.  Additionally, God will not provide those extra unplanned blessings of contributions unless he sees a heart that is willingly giving towards the work.
· Mistake Number Ten: Not differentiating the new church plant from the established sponsoring church 

Far too many new churches want to act like they are twenty years old and have everything they need.  It is important that you differentiate yourself from the sponsoring church because you can’t do what they are doing in most cases.  But you can get there so remember to act your age and allow God to lead you as the church you are.  This is an issue of development and that takes time.  Also try not to clone the sponsoring church if at all possible because it could stall your ministry.
· Mistake Number Nine: Formalize leadership too quickly 

Someone wisely said that we usually learn leadership in two basic ways. First we learn it by making a lot of mistakes and the second we can learn from other people’s mistakes.  Church planters would be wise in their new work start not to formalize the leadership structure too quickly.  I have seen planter rush out and immediately select deacons only to find out later that a few really were not God’s selection but mans.  I have seen planters start Sunday School classes only to a short time later need to make a transition due to their rented building being sold out from under them and thus a need to develop home groups. When there is a collapse of formalized leadership it can be disastrous.  Perhaps the biggest example of a formalized leadership disappointment is found in Number 13: 1-14 when the ten appointed spies returned with an evil report.  Here they were with Joshua and Caleb and remember they were actually selected leaders from among the people. 
· Mistake Number Eight: Once the project is up and running, failing to re-focus on the target 

Remember what the new work is there for to reach lost people and unchurched

People.  After the launch don’t relax into not gathering and moving it out of the mix.  Keep gathering, keep sowing and God will find you faithful.

· Mistake Number Seven: No Connection with Unchurched People 

Never allow yourself to get to the place where you say, "We are going to evangelize later."  Any new church start without evangelism as a core ingredient is at best, sheep stealing, and at worst, dead weight! Remember that evangelism and church starting are two sides of the same coin; both need each other to continue. Sponsoring churches need to model effective evangelism and to encourage new church starters in this area, reminding them that church planting is the number one method of effective evangelism in the world today.  We are living in a day where new churches and existing churches believe if you just build relationships that is evangelism.  No it is not!  Evangelism comes when you consistently and regularly go out into the highways and byways and tell others about the glorious good news of Jesus Christ.  I am alarmed at the high number of new churches that do not teach their people how to share God’s plan of salvation on a regular bases.  Sure some of these churches are growing, but think how much they would be growing if they actually committed themselves to being an evangelistic church.
· Mistake Number Six: A Premature Public Launch  

Starting at the right time is an art, not a science. I always say “it is ministry not brain surgery!” The usual window for momentum’s sake is between twenty four weeks and fifteen months. The optimum time is nine months to a year. Once you have developed your core group it will take great wisdom not to launch too early especially when your group wants to hear you preach and get the church started.  Caution should be displayed at this point since an early launch could hurt the future growth potential of the new work.  I always encourage the planters that I work with across the country to seek to develop 85 adults within the committed core group before you launch and that generally takes around twelve months. In the final analysis a premature launch always shows up in the “post mortem.”
· Mistake Number Five: Recruiting ceases after the "grand opening" 

It has always shocked me just how fast many church planters move out of the gathering role and into the pasturing role shortly after the launch opening.  All the effort up to this point has been directed towards gathering people and building new relationship toward beginning the new work. Now in just one day many church planters move from chief gather to pastor.  Can I give you a little free advice?  Here it is: as a church planter the most important thing you will do during the first three years of your present plant will be gathering, gathering, and gathering.  I have also learned if you want significant growth there after you will usually only do four things that will bring you high dividends.  They are gathering, souls winning, preaching and leading. The rest can all be done by others.  If you don’t do these four things you will never be able to grow the church past the usual plateaus of 125 through 200.  Far too many planters after launching spend the majority of there time on those who are coming through the door, rather than those who are not yet in the door.  Remember this!
· Mistake Number Four: No Sharing Ministry with the Laity 

Church starters are by nature self-starters. Unfortunately, that usually means they are oblivious to the need to delegate, especially early in the process. The Sign of a Strong Leader is just how well he delegates. Strong planters recognize that delegation achieves two important goals at the same time! Delegation frees the church planter to focus on the significant parts of their calling and responsibility.  It enables their additional staff (volunteer or paid) to develop their own skills and ministry competencies. If the church planter does not learn how to pass other work along you will waste the time the Lord has given you for ministry.  Some of these will be: spreading yourself too thin, being afraid to delegate effectively; not wanting to say “no” to requests, being tied to the office phone and procrastinating.

Here is a quick question to see if you are sharing the ministry load with your laity and volunteers. Do you have the time needed to complete the day to day tasks of your ministry responsibilities? If not delegate the things that are keeping you from accomplishing your assignments.

Not only is it good theology to involve the laity according to their giftedness, it’s a practical help to the new church planter. A sponsoring church can help keep a church planter from this mistake by providing a few capable people to help assist the planter in the beginning stages of the new work, or by inquiring regularly as to others who are assisting him in the work being done.  Besides freeing you to focus more on your own ministry expansion, delegation gives your staff the gift of learning by doing, taking risks and becoming comfortable with the consequences of their own growing ministry performance.
· Mistake Number Three: No Support Network 

The top complain new church starters have is that they feel so all alone, so isolated, in their work. To that end, our denomination and local entities have worked diligently to provide a nurturing, encouraging support network for the new work starter. This includes a mentor, a Church Planting Network (a support group of his peers), a partnering church (s), and you…his sponsoring church. Church planters need to know of your continuing prayer, love, support and encouragement. It makes a world of difference to him. When you have someone that you can at least talk with it makes those alone times bearable.  Remember that much of a solid support network is developed by the planter taking the initiative.  It does not just happen you need to work on making it happen!
· Mistake Number Two: No Prayer 

You have either heard it before or voiced it yourself at one time in the development of that new church plant, “I’m just too busy to pray right now…there’s so much to do.”  Excessive work load is never a viable excuse for not taking the time to pray. One of the grave dangers in church ministry in general, and certainly in church starting, is the neglect of prayer. This validation is usually based on the need to do so much, when no one else is on hand to help in the work itself. While we may have all felt that way at times, nothing could be farther from the truth of what we need. One of the most important things that you can do is to “bathe” all that you do in prayer.  From the first ideas of the new church, through the rest of your ministry, you need to pray for God’s direction and protection.
The reminder that this is God’s church we are starting, not our own, can serve as a corrective in this area, as well as accountability in the area of the church planter’s own personal walk with the Lord. The first step in planting is to earnestly seek God in prayer on matters.  Jesus never did anything in His ministry that he did not consider the Father in prayer.  John 8:28 Jesus said, “When you have lifted up the Son of Man, then you will know that I am and that I do nothing on my own but speak just what the Father has taught me.  (NIV)

· Mistake Number One: No Commitment to the Call 

I’ll never forget one of the most stirring speeches I ever heard about church planting and remaining committed to the call to plant was from an individual who lead my new planter orientation within one of the states in the Northeast some twenty plus years ago.  I stirred my soul only to find that within the next three months they were leaving for warmer climates and then those words felt hollow.
The number one reason church starters fail, in my estimation, is a lack of desertion to the call of church planting. Sometimes the romance of a new church start, or the appeal of no history or tradition to fight, prompts pastors to start a new church. These are poor and inadequate reasons. There will be days when only the conviction that “God has called me here to start a church” will keep the planter from leaving. Local church planting organizations should have questioned the starter about his call before he arrives on the field. Additionally sponsoring church leadership need to remind him of it, and even celebrate it with him, regularly. Never allow the planter to have the mentality, “If this doesn’t work out, I can always go back home to minister.”  One of the biggest mistakes church planters make is that of planning ones departure the day they begin the plant!
Wrapping it up
There is a cost to church planting and both the church planter and the sponsoring church need to realize the great cost.  It is not easy to plant churches but it is highly rewarding.  If it was easy we would see more churches displaying such a kingdom mentality instead of the opposite.  You must be willing as a planter to work hard, realizing that you will need to supplement inadequate training t time in your core group. You must be willing to put his leadership on the line while displaying the willingness to share leadership. He must be willing to stick it out. As towards your followers they too must be willing to sacrifice fellowship with a large crowd at first! If the lost are to be found and added to the new work, a price must be paid by both church planter and new church people.  Remember even in the midst of the challenge it is vital that you as the planter remain positive and upbeat.  If you are not the plant is domed.  I have a friend who says about me, “You are the most positive person I know; even when you are down no one would ever know really because you are so positive!”  What he forgets is that I am a church planter and there is no room for grumbling and groaning.

Jesus paid the first price through His suffering and death on the cross.

Faithful church planting never comes cheaply.  Whatever the cost, reaching and folding lost men and women must be seen as the will of the Master and the “Call to arms” of His church. The compensation will come in the Master’s words.  “Well done, thou good and faithful servant.
God Bless You,

John 3:17 & 18 Out!







