Thinking Theologically About Church Planting: 

Creating Communities of Faith

According to New Testament records of mission in the early Church, conversion to Christ was an event which culminated in new believers becoming members of the earthly community of Christ.
 The early Church assumed that individual salvific transfer from the kingdom of darkness to that of the Son of God meant a numerical addition to the local church. Luke notes in Acts 2:41 that on the day Peter preached his Pentecost sermon, 3000 newly baptized converts were added to the Jerusalem church. “Those who accepted his message were baptized, and about three thousand were added to their number that day.” [NIV] Soteriology and ecclesiology were closely linked in the early Church.

Paul’s ministry provides evidence that proclamation of the gospel results in the formation of churches, communities of believers.
 These communities were characterized by love, the way of life expected of God’s people from ancient times (Lev 19:18; Prov 20:22, 24:29). Yet there was a new dimension to the love which Jesus commanded of his followers: they were to love one another sacrificially as he had loved them. “A new command I give you: ‘Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another. By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.’” (John 13:34-35 [NIV]) Unbelievers were attracted to the early Christian community because of the love displayed there.

This obedient love of Christ and of one another results in both the Father’s and the Son’s promised presence with the believer: “we will come to him” (John 14:23). Where loving community is evident, there also Christ is present as the head of the Church. This community of love both nurtures new believers and sends them forth into the world.

The early communities of faith were primarily located in house churches.
 Such communities had been called into existence by the proclamation of the kingdom of God which provides the Church with a present mission and a future eschatological hope. The Church community is a microcosmic foretaste of the eschatological kingdom.
 This community makes concrete the nature of salvation, revealing it by demonstration to the world.

As with the early Church, today’s church planters also proclaim the gospel with the purpose of creating new communities of faith. These communities are a showcase of God’s new redeemed re-creation, microcosms of the eschatological community, pointing to the future yet to be completed mission of God’s consecration of the ancient creation. They often begin their existence by gathering in homes. The church planter views the missional task as incomplete until new believers are integrated into various newly created communities of God’s Son, which themselves recognize the importance of reaching out.
 A church planter, then, is involved in a creative process.

However, a church planter is also a nurturer. “Proclaiming the gospel meant for Paul not simply an initial preaching or with it the reaping of converts: it included also a whole range of nurturing and strengthening activities which led to the firm establishment of congregations.”
 Church planting understood in the context of creating communities of faith requires that church planters nurture the newly created local church. But that is the topic for the next issue: Nurturing New Communities of Faith.
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