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Missteps with the Centrality of Christ 
 

Well, for us, in history where goodness is a rare pearl,  

he who was good almost takes precedence over he who was great. 

- Victor Hugo, French poet and novelist.1 

Factors that Cause 
Initial Growth in 
Churches  

Erroneous Decisions 
that Lead  
to Plateauing 

Corrective Steps  
to Regain  
Initial Growth 

Chapter 11.  Due to 
conviction, the magnitude 
of the task, and the 
potential for failure, Christ 
is recognized as the focal 
point of the church’s 
mission and empowerment. 

Along with growth comes a 
variety of potentials, 
pressures, and problems 
whose perceived magnitude 
begin to subtly dwarf the 
primacy of Christ. 

Stay rooted in the Word, 
prayer, ministry, 
accountability, and one’s 
mortality to keep Christ 
central in the lives and 
ministries of the 
congregants and leaders. 

 
 

Downfall in the Foothills 
“For the first time, that boy from Nebraska had respect and power,  

and could do what he wanted.” 
 

 Stewart was the senior minister of a growing church, in a thriving foothill 

community of Los Angeles.  He had developed an extensive growth plan, overseen the 

renovation of the facility, helped triple the size of the congregation in five years … and 

was now leaving.  The cause of his unexpected departure was an illicit affair. 

Stewart was not the type of pastor you would expect to succumb to this.  A pious 

and personable man with a loving family, he was highly regarded by colleagues both 

within and without his denomination.   
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 It was in a phone call some five year later that Stewart put the situation in 

perspective.  “I never thought I’d do something like that,” recalled Stewart.  “But, for the 

first time, that boy from Nebraska had respect and power, and could do what he wanted.” 

 I realized Stewart needed this cathartic discussion.  And though it had been 

helpful to Stewart, it was also enlightening to me; for in his story I saw how insidiously a 

focus on Christ can subtly shift toward self, power, influence, and sex. 

 
 

Factors That Caused Initial Growth 
 

The following only scratches the surface of the 

causal factors that can result in the meteoritic rise of a 

congregation, its reputation, and its leaders.   

Cause of Growth #1. Focus was on 

Christ.  The shepherd as well as 

congregation were focused on what 

was pleasing to Christ.  The critical nature of the renewal endeavor 

required it. 

Cause of Growth #2. The congregation acknowledged Christ as the 

sustainer and initiator of growth.  The daunting task, coupled with 

the insecurity of the initiators, lead everyone, congregation and leaders 

alike, to point to God’s unmistakable participation. 

Cause of Growth #3. The community observed Christ as the sustainer 

and initiator of growth.  The church’s success as well as its 

Factors that Cause 
Initial Growth in 
Churches 
Due to conviction, the 
magnitude of the task, and 
the potential for failure, 
Christ is recognized as the 
focal point of the church’s 
mission and empowerment. 
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utilization of inexperienced leaders fed the community’s fascination 

with the prospect of supernatural involvement. 

Cause of Growth #4. Personal preferences were surrendered for the 

common good.  The leaders knew that for the church to survive they 

must work together.  And thus, unity was sought, practiced, and 

treasured. 

Cause of Growth #5. Church growth strategies were viewed as one 

component in the process.  Leadership strategies, gleaned from 

church growth and management literature, were viewed as only one 

element that contributed to their the growth. 

Cause of Growth #6. There was little comfort, but rather tension and 

pressure.  Growing a church is an arduous task, which often ends in 

failure.  And, in this cauldron of apprehension, tension, and insecurity 

the Holy Spirit is able to forge in leaders valuable character traits, 

while keeping egos in check. 

Cause of Growth #7. Prayer, Bible study, unity and spiritual disciples 

were actively practiced by the leaders.  The enormity of the task 

drove leaders to their knees, their Bibles, their Christian friends, and to 

reconciliation.  
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Erroneous Decisions that Lead to Plateauing 

 
Each of the following missteps describes how a 

centrality or focus on Christ is subtly replaced with a 

counterfeit and errant emphasis. 

Error 1. Christ is replaced by … 

power.  Power is a natural byproduct 

of responsibility, but it becomes 

tempting to abuse.  And, its use can become so intoxicating that it 

mars judgment.  When a person who has labored for years with little 

real power suddenly acquires influence and authority, the result can be 

overwhelming and ruinous. 

Error 2. Christ is replaced by … success.  A growing church is rare 

and thus noteworthy, especially for the media.  This same admiration 

is often embraced by denominational leaders, who seek a success story 

to inspire other congregations.  As a result, the church can begin to 

bask in its success and achievements.  Subtly and deviously, this can 

steal the church’s attention, time and focus. 

Error 3. Christ is replaced by … personality.  Related to #1 and #2 

above, leaders who navigate the precarious waters of church growth 

are often given too much credit for the results, in lieu of the proper 

recipient.  Again, contemporary culture and a personality-driven media 

Erroneous Decisions 
that Lead  
to Plateauing 
Along with growth comes 
a variety of powers, 
pressures, and problems 
whose perceived 
magnitude begin to subtly 
dwarf the primacy of 
Christ. 
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can make matters worse, preferring to focus on tangible leaders rather 

than the Holy Spirit’s unseen participation.   

Error 4. Christ is replaced by … money.  Leaders who in the past 

have endured want and lack, and who are now undulated with fiscal 

resources, may respond chaotically, imprudently and even selfishly.  

Trust in the tangible power of money may intensify, sometimes 

resulting in illicit procurements and expenditures.  

Error 5. Christ is replaced by … sex.  This misdirected focus is 

particularly widespread due to the media’s infatuation with sex to sell 

everything from automobiles to laundry detergent.  And, often leaders, 

as well as congregants, are drawn to the church because of feelings of 

powerlessness, coupled with a need to be loved.  Thus, sexual 

interactions, even when not consummated, can become a counterfeit 

for the real love, empowerment, and acceptance that is meant to be a 

byproduct of a relationship with Christ. 

Error 6. Christ is replaced by … church growth principles and 

strategies.  Euphoria often results from effective growth strategies.  

However, the temptation is to spend so much time lauding and 

studying these principles, that Christ takes a back seat while church 

growth principles appear to drive the growth. 

Error 7. Christ is replaced by … exclusivity.  This occurs when 

congregations begin to build their focus and identity around some 

“special” insight or understanding they feel God has directed them to 
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promote to the church universal.  This, too, may be the outgrowth of a 

deficiency in power and influence, that is now replaced by a special 

knowledge that brings prominence and influence.  

Error 8. Christ is replaced by … comfort.  A growing church often 

provides increasing amounts of material goods, eminence, and 

influence, which in turn can lead to comfortable lifestyles.  Russian 

playwright Anton Chekhov said “Comfort and convenience possess a 

special power; little by little they suck in even people with strong 

wills.”2  Comfort’s tendency to pacify can impede the development of 

valuable character traits that are engendered in challenges and 

difficulties.  Comfort can also be one of the most insidious errors of 

all, for those who avoid the missteps of power, money, and sex, can 

still easily fall prey to this malady. 

 
Corrective Steps To Regain Growth 

 
Six Steps to Staying Rooted in Christ 

 
Here is a six-step prescription for keeping Christ 

central in the lives and ministries of both congregants and 

leaders. 

Corrective Step #1. Stay rooted in … 

the Word.  Daily and generous doses 

of Bible reading and reflection are a beginning point for being 

grounded in servant leadership.  God’s word should serve as our 

Corrective Steps  
to Regain  
Initial Growth 
Stay rooted in the Word, 
prayer, ministry, 
accountability, and one’s 
mortality to keep Christ 
central in the lives and 
ministries of the 
congregants and leaders. 
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strategic guide (Psalm 119:105), because as Proverbs 16:17 reminds 

us, “the highway of the upright avoids evil; he who guards his way 

guards his life.”  But, allotting time for study only when preparing for 

sermons may rob Scripture of this meditative and regenerative power.  

Thus, make time for the Word in your daily schedule, your informal 

pursuits, your pastimes…and your plans. 

Corrective Step #2. Stay rooted in … prayer.  Prayer should be as 

pervasive as study of the Word, i.e. a part of your daily schedule, your 

informal pursuits, etc..  Eddie Gibbs calls this “respiratory prayer” for 

it is “the kind of regular, habitual praying that is the spiritual 

equivalent of breathing to sustain life.”3 

Corrective Step #3. Stay rooted in … ministry.  Regular participation 

in hands-on ministry can help thwart a misalignment of priorities.  A 

leader who is repeatedly involved in addressing people’s most basic 

needs, and doing so in the uncertain climate of human imperfections 

and sins, will by necessity need to maintain a close link to his or her 

power source, God’s Holy Spirit.  

Corrective Step #4. Stay rooted in … accountability.  Some 

denominations utilize “staff-parish committees,” or “human resource 

teams” to provide an accountability link between the congregation and 

the pastor.  Other churches have denominational oversight that 

provides this function.  However, often these groups only address skill 

development, overlooking spiritual development.  If they do so, they 
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abdicate half of their responsibility.  And, in some situations these 

groups may have evolved into an committee that cannot, or will not, 

do this.  In all scenarios an accountability group is in order.  However, 

the discomfort of such groups often causes Christians to avoid them.  

Researchers Dotlich and Cairo point out “discomfort signals that 

different viewpoints are being aired … that teams are grappling with 

difficult problems in the most open ways possible.”4   Proverbs 

confirms this, reminding us “as iron sharpens iron, so one man 

sharpens another” (Proverbs 27:17).  A final excuse is that 

participation in an accountability group might damaging a valuable 

personal relationship.  Patrick Lencioni, author of The Five 

Temptations of a CEO, warns that “ironically, this only causes the 

relationship to deteriorate as team members begin to resent one 

another for not living up to expectations.”5 

Corrective Step #5. Stay rooted in … your mortality.  Every leader 

should be preparing for the day he or she passes the baton to one’s 

successor.  Though you bear the baton for a while, God’s picture is 

bigger, and one day (maybe sooner that you think) you will pass that 

baton.  Researcher Jim Collins calls this “setting up successors for 

success.”6   

Corrective Step #6. Stay rooted in … your priorities.  Following the 

above steps can help a leader keep his or her priorities aligned 

correctly: God, family, and ministry. 
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Ginghamsburg United Methodist Church, Ginghamsburg, Ohio 

A Success Story 
 

Ginghamsburg is the unwieldy name for an agile and fast growing church outside 

of Dayton Ohio.  In the twenty years since Mike Slaughter became senior pastor, the 

weekend attendance has grown to over 3,000, with 2000 people involved in small groups.  

Mike utilizes the metaphor of fitness to keep spiritually rooted as the church and his 

responsibilities grow. 

 “For healthy church growth, it is critical to understand that fat is not the same 

thing as fitness.” Mike began.  “Churches can grow in numbers and size, but spiritual 

fitness takes work.  It takes sweat.  The pastor really needs to work at spiritual discipline 

to keep forward momentum through hard times, stale times, and murmuring times.  Just 

like Moses in the wilderness.  And just like an athlete in the gym. 

“I use an acronym to help leaders understand how to maintain that forward 

momentum. The acronym is D-R-I-V-E. It defines the five elements that I need in my life 

daily. 

 “‘D’ is for personal devotions.  This morning I was in my study at 5:40 AM.  I 

spent the first hour in devotion, praying, listening to God, along with Scripture 

journaling. 

“‘R’ stands for reading. One of my life signature themes is learning. Thus, I have 

to be learning something new, and reading is one of the best ways to do it. I read every 

day, and I read a diversity of things. This morning I read E. Stanley Jones, then I read 

Ebony magazine to gain an understanding of one of the important cultures represented in 

our church. 
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“‘I’ means I keep fit by investing in key relationships. This begins with my wife 

and kids, and I keep them a priority. I want them to know they are a priority even above 

the church. For example, my son plays baseball on a Division 1 university team. I was 

gone Palm Sunday because I was with his team on the East Coast. Because there is health 

in my relationships, it makes my ministry healthy, too. Next, after my family, I invest in 

relationships with the Senior Management Team of our church. I touch base regularly 

with key members and leaders. I even carry a checklist to make sure I have meaningful 

two-way discussions with each – no one gets overlooked. 

“‘V’ stands for visioning. I’m futuristic, so I constantly have to be dreaming and 

drawing a picture of the future, I spend time visioning every day. 

“‘E’ is for exercise. Yesterday I was in the gym for weight training. This morning 

I ran for two and a half miles. Tomorrow I’ll be back in the gym; Thursday I’ll run. 

Friday and Saturday I’ll be back in the gym. I like the metaphor of a gym. A gym’s 

culture is sweat, and it takes work. People don’t go to a gym for the experience; they go 

for the results. The church has to become more of the culture of the gym … a place that 

goes beyond experience – to results! And that means life-transformation. 

If any of the letters in D-R-I-V-E are missing – I’m decelerating, and not 

accelerating towards God’s purpose. I look at life as a song of ascents…we should 

always be going upward. 
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Questions for Group Study, CHAPTER 11: 

Uncovering Missteps With Priorities: 

The following questions are for group study. 

1. What topics consume most of your discussions with other leaders?  What 

does this tell you about your priorities?  Read the following and discuss 

what insights each might shed on priorities. 

• Matthew 6:25-34 

• Matthew 19:16-30 

• Mark 6:6b-13 

• Luke 9:57-62 

• Luke 10:1-24 

• 2 Corinthians 6:3-10 

• 2 Timothy 4:1-8 

2. Write down the time you allot each week to … 

a. Personal Bible study, devotionals, and reflection not related to any 

duties, teaching/preaching responsibilities, etc. ____________ 

(hrs. per wk.). 

b. Time in personal prayer ____________ (hrs. per wk.). 

c. Personal time administrating, overseeing, and planning ministry 

____________ (hrs. per wk.). 
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d. Time with family and/or close friends ____________ (hrs. per 

wk.). 

Is there a balance?  If not, what should be done? 

3. How often do you participate in hands-on ministry?  Would you like to do 

more of this?  Should you?  What will you do to allot adequate time? 

4. Do you have an accountability group?  Is it truly independent and 

autonomous?  Is there a balance between addressing skill development and 

spiritual development?  Why or why not?  And what should be done? 

5. If you were suddenly no longer available, would there be a seamless 

transition to your successor?  If not, what should you do to set up your 

successors up for success?   

 
Footnotes: 
 
                                                
1 Victor Hugo, Les Misérables, trans. by William G. Allen, (New York, Schoenhofs 

Foreign Books: 1997). 

2 Anton Pavlovich Chekhov, quoted by Misail Poloznev in My Life, Works (New York, 

1976), Vol. 9, p. 228. 

3 Eddie Gibbs, Church Next: Quantum Changes in How We Do Ministry (Downers 

Grove, Illinois: InterVarsity Press, 2000), p. 135. 

4 Dotlich and Cairo, Unnatural Leadership: Going Against Intuition and Experience to 

Develop Ten New Leadership Instincts, op. cit., pp. 141-142. 

5 Patrick Lencioni, The Five Dysfunctions of a Team (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2002), 

p. 213. 
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6 Jim Collins, Good To Great: Why Some Companies Make the Leap … and Others 

Don’t, op. cit., pp. 25-27. 


