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10 Helpful Things to do When Your Church 
Stops Growing 
I’m going to talk about what stops a church from growing, but also some things that you can do when 
your church stops growing, which I know church growth is a big area for pastors. 

What do you do when your church stops growing? It's a really good question.  

What stops a church from growing? 
It's important to think about the various elements of not only what to do when your church stops 
growing, but maybe even some of these ideas of what stops a church from growing can give us some 
solutions in terms of actionable steps for us to take. 

Location 

There's a number of things that stop a church from growing. Location is one. 

Location, the place where your church is, will have an impact on the size of your church, and the growth 
of your church. So if you're in a regional town that's having an economic downturn, and people are 
leaving because there's no work, they're going to other places where there's more work, then it's hard 
to grow your church in that environment.  

And I know our nation here in Australia, with mining towns that have booms and busts. When the place 
is booming the economy is booming, people roll in and get into that whole environment, and they're 
Christians as well. They rock into church, people have life changed, they come to Christ. So there's a 
boom, but when it busts, and I've seen this in our nation, that there's a downturn also in the size of the 
church.  

So the location of your church does make a difference. The population size, the transport. The 
infrastructure, all the various things. If your church planting in Singapore, and you plant near some 
apartment blocks, you've got thousands of people. But if you're on the edge of a city, and people are 
more spread out, it's more half rural, half city, dormitory suburb, that location will affect your numbers 
and your growth options as well. 

Cultural disconnect 

I think another thing that impacts church growth and stops a church from growing is cultural disconnect.  
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When you look into a church, and in the car park, you'll see Mercedes Benz and then you'll see a BMW, 
and an Audi. So people who have got some money attending that church. But in the suburb around 
about there's 25-year-old Corollas. There's a couple of broken down Hyundai’s. Not that Hyundai’s and 
Corollas are bad cars. There's obviously an economic disconnect between who's attending that church, 
and who is living in that area. 

And the disconnect might be in stage of life. You might be in an area where a lot of singles live and 
you're trying to build a family church, and you've got great children's ministry, but everyone around you 
is a hipster. And you're trying to reach them. 

If there's a distinct connect between the culture of your church, and the culture of the immediate 
surrounding suburbs, that can stop a church from growing. That can impact a church's growth, and it’s 
best to work the culture of your church, and connect it with the surrounding areas. So if people come in, 
they don't feel this massive disconnect. 

Now, you won't make everything similar, but you need some strong points that are similar with that.  

Inward focus 

Whenever there's this sense of a country club, the church exists for me, the church exist for us who are 
coming to the church, that will really slow down the growth of a church. And this is a thing that I found 
in church, pastoring our church, that every year I had to bring a series of messages, and a refocusing of 
the church on the fact that, you know what? We're not here just for selfies, we're not just here for 
ourselves. This is not all about just us getting blessed, and us getting well fed, and us getting taught, and 
raising our families, and living great lives and blessed lives. We are here to reach our community, and to 
reach into the nations. 

And I find that people drift from that very quickly, very rapidly. And as a pastor, as a leader in the 
church, you need to bring your church back into that. And an inward focus will stifle evangelism. An 
inward focus will just cause the church to think, "Hey, we're fine, we're good." And when a church gets 
viable in its numbers, and its finances, and its leadership, and everything, this can be a real struggle of 
just staying inwardly focused. 

Barriers to involvement 

There can be problems of people getting involved in two particular areas, serving and in small groups. So 
when new people come to your church, and this is a great question to ask new people when they come 
to your church. How hard did they find it to get into a small group? How hard did they find it to get into 
serving?  

Talking a number of years ago with a pastor on the pastoral team of a very large church in Melbourne, 
one of the largest churches in Australia, and he told Di and I that 93% of their new people left the church 
within a year if they didn't get, either in small group, or get involved in serving. 93%! 
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So in other words, in real large church, the relational glue was not there. If it wasn't established within a 
year, pretty well guarantee they were going to leave. So barriers to involvement are definitely a 
hindrance to church growth, and to stopping a church from growing.  

An exhausted pastor 

Whenever the pastor is exhausted, whenever the pastor is run down, is tired, whenever the pastor is 
just worn out, you'll find there won't be energy in the church, there won't be strength in the church. 
There won't be that sense of get up and going. 

When the pastor stops going, the church tends to slow down in a number of areas. And that may be due 
to a lack of holidays, or maybe sickness. It might be a bundle of reasons there, but whenever a pastor is 
exhausted, I'm not talking about end of year tiredness, I've got a bit of that going on at the moment. I've 
got holidays in less than two weeks, looking forward to a break.  

I'm not talking about that end of year tiredness. But I'm talking about just exhaustion, where it's hard to 
get moving at all. 

God 

God has an impact on church size. There is a sovereignty in size, and sometimes the Lord will do some 
pruning. Now that's not an excuse when a church is in decline to say, "Our church getting pruned," 
where it might be in decline. You have to figure out what's going on. And if you have a pruning season, 
then I reckon within a year you should see fruit from that. You must see more fruit, otherwise it's not 
pruning, it's declining. 

And maybe the Lord is pruning, maybe the Lord is withholding growth for a period of time, maybe the 
Lord is wanting to consolidate your church. Now, I'm not talking, you know, if you're 70 people for five 
years, there's some other things going on there. I just don't want to leave out this fact that regardless of 
our strategies and programmes and tactics, a bundle of things I can give you today that I know will be 
helpful for you to help your church go and grow, there's a God factor in all this that you can't avoid as a 
Christian leader, and it's important to do that as well. 

Kay asks "How do you know when the size is what God wants, or there is a barrier?" That's a really great 
question. I think maybe, Kay, as we go through the 10 helpful things you can do, one of the ways to work 
out, is there a barrier, is to look at these helpful things and see how many of them you're actually doing. 

And there might be some actionable steps that you need to take to test whether that's a barrier, or 
whether this is, "Hey, the Lord's got us this size, and we need to focus in on being healthy around this 
size. We need to focus in on health, not just growth.  

I think it is hard to go, "The Lord just wants us to be a church of 200, 500, a 1000, 70." I think that's 
probably a difficult thing to nail that. I think it's best to move through the barriers, and see what you can 
move out of the way, make your church as healthy as you possibly can, and then work through it from 
there. 
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And there's a fair bit of art and science to church growth and church health. I don't think it's all science 
where you tick every box, and then you're okay. I think there's a fair bit of art to it as well, where you 
have to think through.  

10 Helpful Things You Can Do 
10 Helpful Things You Can Do When Your Church Stops Going or Growing. I'm going to use both words 
now. I kind of like that. 

Pray 

First one is pray. I think prayer is the place, it's the refuge of those who are serving Christ. And I think 
prayer can be a place where you cast all your cares upon the Lord. You cast all your cares upon Him. 
Where you're just going, "You know what, Lord? This is the thing I'm going through. I'm yielding it over 
to you." And also, you're praying for growth, for the Lord to bring in new people, new families, new 
young adults, new older people, new boomers, gen-X, millennials, the whole lot, the whole shebang. 

I think that prayer is the place where you can really focus on your own spiritual growth as a pastor and 
leader, your own spiritual renewal. You might want to do some fasting. You might want to do some 
binge, not binge Netflix, some binge bible. There we got, just started a new hashtag, binge bible. You 
might want to do some binge bible, and get in there, and really go, "Lord, I just really want to seek you 
in this time. I really want to seek you, and really want to know what you're saying to me at the 
moment." 

I think it's vital that we continue to wait on the Lord in prayer, and seek Him through every season. 
Whether it's winter or summer. Whether it's spring, or fall, or autumn. To actually wait on the Lord, to 
seek him. Make sure we're in a place where we're putting our burdens and anxieties over to him. We're 
worried about things in our church. Prayer helps lift it off us. Meditation in the word. I know this is 
discipleship 101, but I find Christian leaders struggle in this area as much as the general person in the 
pews struggles in this area. And prayer, I think, is one of the most helpful things you can do. 

And even praying with some of your leaders about some of those issues as well.  

Enjoy Christ’s exploits 

Second thing you can do is to enjoy Christ's exploits. If your church is not growing, trust me, the Lord is 
still working in your church. God is still working in the heart of your church. There are things going on in 
your church that are not related so much to church growth, but spiritual growth. And it's important to 
recognise that the spiritual growth of people in your church is a different scenario and situation to the 
growth of your organisation. 

So spiritual growth where people are following Christ, developing in Christ, that's different to the 
numeric growth of how many people you're reaching, your numbers, your attendance, and so on. It's a 
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different deal. And I think it's helpful to actually keep an ear out and listen, "Lord, what are you doing? 
What are you doing amongst my people?" And as a pastor and a leader, actually to ask people, "What's 
Jesus been doing in your life in the last six or 12 months?" Give people plenty of time. Don't say in the 
last seven days. They might be, "I'm struggling." But ask them that question. 

Maybe after church this Sunday, ask a couple of people "What's the Lord been doing in your world in 
2018?" Just find that out.  

Pastor, I would encourage you, if your church is not growing, or even if it is growing, visit your small 
groups, and ask that question in a small group as an icebreaker. "Let's share around the group, what's 
the Lord doing in your life during 2018?" It might be hard. It might be some things have gone really well, 
or it might be perseverance through difficult things they're learning to endure. But enjoy the exploits of 
Jesus Christ. Let Jesus shine. Let it be known, in your own heart that Jesus is working in and amongst 
your people. It's important to do. 

Refresh your visitor pathway 

Third thing to do is refresh your visitor pathway. "Why focus on this, John?" Well, if your church is not 
growing, the only way that it will grow, there's only one way a church will grow, it's through visitors. It's 
through people coming in the front door. And so, it's important to refresh your visitor pathway, to 
actually look at the digital door, the pre service, the service, the post service, the post visit. To look at 
the various things that your church is doing or not doing. 

In my roadmap, in the hub, I put a lot of emphasis on this whole area of growing your church through 
visitors. That your church can do far better by focusing the intentionally with visitors, and working with 
visitors. So refresh your visitors pathway, because this is the way your church is going to grow. 

Slay the comparison giant 

In John 21 there's a fabulous story that really has impacted me the last few years of where Jesus is 
telling Peter how he's going to die. He's cooked breakfast for them, got Peter to confess he loves. And 
then he says, "This is how I’m going to die." He prophesied his mode of death. And Peter, fascinatingly 
turns around and says, "Lord, what about him?" And the Lord says, "Well, what do you mean, Peter? If I 
want him to live forever, what is that to you? Follow me." And that little question there, is a really good 
question for every Christian leader to wrestle with when it comes to comparing their level of blessing to 
another church's, or another leader's level of blessing. 

Because you can go, "Hey, how come they're getting blessed in a way that I'm not? How come he gets to 
live forever, and I maybe live forever, maybe I don't. I'm going to die." And the Lord's saying, "What is 
that to you?" And that's a great question to ask yourself. If the church down the road grows quicker than 
mine, grows bigger than mine, does things better than mine, what is that to me? Does it make me 
jealous? Am I envious? Is there a Goliath of envy that you have to slay? And I've had to work in my own 
heart.  
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There's a great blogger and podcaster, Kerry Nieuwhof, he is amazing. The material he puts out, the 
quality of it. I found myself getting envious of this guy and thinking, "Hang on, why can't I get an 
audience like that? Why don't I have people follow me like that? Why can't I write stuff like that?" He is 
just amazing and has come from nowhere in the last three or four years, and I've had to slay the 
comparison giant.  

You know what I started to do? I had to pray for Kerry, and just bless him, "Prosper his ministry, let it go 
forward, Lord." Because you’ve got to slay that comparison giant, I think, to do well when your church is 
not growing. 

Engage a consultant 

Is this a shameless plug? Well, I've got the Grow a Healthy Church logo on there for sure. But I think 
fresh eyes on your situation is always going to help you do better when you're not growing. Get a 
consultant, get a coach in, get a friend in, get a mystery shopper in. Get someone else in to look at 
everything you do. Especially round your Sunday services, or your small groups. I'm working with a 
church at the moment, that I'm visiting four of their small groups. Just going into small group as an 
observer, to watch and give them feedback around their small groups. 

Get a friend to do that for you. Someone outside your church. Get fresh eyes in. It doesn't have to be 
paid consultant or coach. I’m happy to do it for you, but get someone in to have a look. And they'll see 
things that you don't see. The shop-blindness, you won't see stuff. Engage a consultant, or a coach, or a 
friend to help you out with that.  

Reflect on some questions 

Reflect on some questions. There's a few good questions I think to reflect on.  

Who am I? Who am I? What's my gift? What's my assignment in Christ? What's my calling? 

What's my context? What are my opportunities or limitations according to my location that are 
connected with my location?  

Do I have the energy level to increase my capacity as a pastor or leader? 

These are three good questions to actually spend time as a pastor and leader, reflecting on these sort of 
questions of, "Who am I? Where am I? What do I have? What's my energy levels?" To actually think 
through, "What can I handle? What can I cope with?" But also, "Maybe my church is not so much 
plateaued as it's consolidating, and this is where it's meant to be in my season of life." Or maybe it's, 
"You know what? I need to lift my energy to another whole level, where I can put more energy into 
growing the church." 

Develop leaders 
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Give yourself not just to pastoring people, but give yourself to developing leaders. Start an emerging 
leaders group. Gather a few people together who are hungry and want more. Because when your 
church is not growing, you can get so discouraged and disappointed about that, that you can take your 
eyes off, I think, which is one of the key things that pastors should be doing, which is discipling people. 
Developing leadership, bringing people into ministry and leadership roles. Delegating, empowering, 
taking a few risks with people. 

Jesus took great risks with young John. He was 17 or 18 when Jesus called him, and he wasn't perfect. 
He was a racist. He didn't like Samaritans. He had a bit of hatred in his heart. But the Lord said, "You 
know what? I can use you." Take some risks with people, develop leaders. Focus in on your calendar and 
your time.  

Why is this important? Because when you're discouraged by your church not growing, you do get a 
sense of, "You know what? I'm growing people. My church may not be increasing in numbers, but look 
at the quality of people I'm growing." 

So get your calendar, change a few things around, begin to pour into one, two, three, four, five, six, 
seven, as many as you can, people. That'll give you some joy and some fruit that you can look at, even 
though your church doesn't feel like its growing.  

Take a holiday 

Have a break. I'm about to go on a holiday, my annual holiday. I'm going to have a few weeks off. I'm 
going to do nothing. I'm going to slow down. No email. I'm going to be off social media. I'm just not 
going to be doing much, some of my automatic posting will go on. 

Take a holiday, make sure you have down time every week. I'm a huge fan of pastors, especially pastors, 
turning their phone off for 36 hours. Just to really download everything, and just get away. Learn to take 
a holiday at home. If you can't afford a holiday away, take a holiday at home. Switch off, get the 
adrenalin out of your system. We live such complex, busy lives in ministry, my theory is it takes about 10 
days for a pastor to unwind and get ready for the holiday. And generally, when you build up the holiday, 
the last couple of weeks are a bit frenetic getting everything done. 

Then you need about 10 days, then you need about two weeks' relaxation after that. So that's my theory 
on holidays. That you actually need a good three to four week break, relaxing and resting. It helps get rid 
of all that overload and stress, and anxiety when you take a break. It will help your church get healthier. 
And maybe that might help in terms of growth as well.  

Renew your evangelism endeavours 

Personal evangelism, a pastor or a leader, and it can be hard for pastors. We live in church life, in church 
world, and we don't often have un-church contacts. 

But I found in leading my church, that I had to get out of the bubble of church world, and connect with 
un-churched people, and do that intentionally, deliberately. Because I was working with Christians. I was 
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hanging around Christians. My main time was with Christians. I had to go, "I've got to find some non-
Christians in my world to intentionally be alongside, to understand their world, build relationships, and 
sharpen up my evangelistic edge."  

And I found doing that really helped my church, because they saw what I was doing, and I'd share my 
stories of disappointment, and kind of exhilaration, all at the same time with them. And that would 
encourage them as well.  

Take some small steps 

As we've gone through these 10 things, it's good just to go, "All right, what could I do? What step could I 
take today?" You might have been taking some notes as we've gone along, or you might watch and 
listen to the replay. But you're thinking, "What steps could I take?" Because I think rather than go, "Man, 
I'm going to do something with all of these 10 things," to actually look through these 10 things, or 
maybe some of the things that are impacting church growth that we talked about at the start of the 
webinar. 

Maybe it's kind of like, "You know what? I can work on that, and I can work on this," as you look at that 
poll, and what's been a hindrance to people getting involved. Maybe there's a way for you to take just a 
couple of small steps.  


