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John’s six-verse letter to the Ephesian church in 
Revelation 2 gave several commendations to a fifty-year-
old congregation. They labored diligently for the cause 
of Christ, willingly suffered for their faith, remained 
steadfast despite their trials, decisively defended the 
truth, and separated themselves from worldly influences. 
The church of Ephesus looked like many of our Bible-
believing churches today.

The Lord here affirms that all of the wonderful 
characteristics they exhibited as a church were, in many 
ways, the marks of an exemplary, spiritually-minded 
group of believers. However, in verse 4 the Lord’s words 
change from commendation to condemnation. He 
states, “...nevertheless, I have somewhat against thee…,” 
literally meaning, “I hold this charge against you.” Even 
though the church’s history included many great and 
wonderful things, these did not stop the Lord’s scrutiny 
of their passions and priorities.

The Lord points out their one point of blindness, which 
ultimately led to the demise of the church: “…thou hast 
left thy first love.” John concludes with the chilling words 
of the Lord’s warning in verse 5: “Remember therefore 
from whence thou art fallen, and repent, and do the first 
works; or else I will come unto thee quickly, and will remove 
thy candlestick out of his place, except thou repent.” Today, 
where this once great church stood, is a land that is all 
but devoid of a Bible witness and is 99 percent Muslim.

What happened? For decades they maintained their 
biblical stance and religious activities, but as time went 
by, they somehow unwittingly neglected something 
vital to the health of the church. This was probably not 
something they consciously decided to do—it happened 
as a result of inattention. They were in need of a true 
assessment of how they were doing—a progress report. 
The Lord provided one, and they were found wanting.
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From the DIRECTOR'S DESK (cont.) 

Mark Batory
Director of GFA Missions

GFAMISSIONS.ORG

What is going on with churches in America? From a 
secular viewpoint, the United States Census Bureau 
reports startling statistics for American Christianity in 
general. Every year, 2.7 million church members fall into 
inactivity. Half of all churches in the US did not add any 
new members to their ranks in the last two years. The 
census also reports that the United States now ranks 
third following China and India in the number of people 
who are not professing Christians. In other words, 
the US is becoming an ever increasing “unreached  
people group.” 

What would God’s progress report of His truly redeemed 
21st century church reveal? Where are we falling short 
in demonstrating our love for the Lord and for His 
people? I believe the time has come for our churches to 
step back and evaluate their ministries. That is why GFA 
has added a new outreach focus on church revitalization 
and strategic planning. Dr. Marshall Fant is directing 
this consultation work. There is no doubt that strong 
churches are necessary for the Great Commission  
to flourish. 
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Is your church a healthy church? If so, how do you know? If not, 
what should you do about it? By dictionary definition, health is 
“a condition in which someone or something is thriving or doing 
well.” To know whether a church is thriving or doing well, pastors 
and church leaders need to be willing to take an honest look at 
their ministries. Do you have an accurate view of your ministry, 
and are you willing to ask the right questions to get an honest 
evaluation of it? 

Pastor John described his ministry to me as “having a slow 
leak.” Over the last two or three years, a key family moved away, 
attendance decreased, and members hesitated to fill leadership 
vacancies. Pastor John needs to ask himself some questions about 
his philosophy of ministry:

1. Do I know and understand the biblical mission of our church?
2. Have I clearly communicated the church’s mission to our  
 leadership and congregation?
3. Can our church leaders and congregation communicate our  
 church’s mission to others?
4. Have I been intentional in leading my congregation to fulfill  
 this mission or have I become distracted?
5. Have I identified evangelism and discipleship tools that  
 match the mission of our church?
6. Have I trained our leadership and congregation to use  
 these tools?
7. Are our people using these tools, and do I know how  
 much effective evangelism and intentional discipleship is 
 currently taking place? 

Pastor Dave expressed his concern about his church’s decline 
in giving—a trend that had paralleled their decline in 
attendance over the last 10 years. He adjusted the budget in 
every area except foreign missions, but he felt the pressure 
to decrease missions as well. The missions program was 
funded both from the budget and from faith promise giving. 
Pastor Dave needs to ask himself some questions about  
his finances: 

1. Does our budget accurately reflect the mission of our church?
2. Does our budget reflect where the church needs to be going,  
 where the church has been, or both?
3. What is directing the church: designated giving or the  
 church’s mission? 
4. Do our people give to fulfill the mission of the church or  
 simply to meet a budget? 
5. How does our church’s budget compare to other churches of  
 like size and similar location? Areas to compare are salaries  
 and benefits for staff, rent or building payments and other  
 facilities expenses, support of ministries within the church,  
 and support of ministries outside the church.
6. If in debt, some additional questions are in order. How much  
 of our budget is devoted to servicing our debt, and how can  
 we accelerate paying it off?

Pastor Mike expressed concern that families with young children 
were not returning after their initial visit to the church. The 
church has a good mix of all ages and is known for being friendly 
and welcoming. This pastor needs to ask himself some questions 
about his facilities:

1. Do our facilities reflect our mission?
2. Have I walked through our facilities to determine what a  
 first-time guest would see?
3. Have I asked an outsider to walk through and critique  
 our facilities?
4. Is our children’s area up-to-date? Is it clean, and does it have  
 good lighting? Is it secure and well-staffed? Do the interior  
 doors all have windows? Is it located near the worship area or  
 in a remote part of the church?
5. Is our facility welcoming? Do we have members at each door  
 to greet and direct guests? 
6. Do we have adequate paved parking?
7. Do we have adequate and comfortable seating?
8. Do we have adequate signage to direct our guests?
9. Is our carpet stained or dirty? Does it have an odor?

A church leader called to ask for advice about how to help 
his pastor retire. The pastor and his wife served faithfully for 
many years and were now approaching eighty years of age. The 
following are some questions pastors and church leaders should 
ask concerning staffing and leadership:

1. Does the pastor have an annual review with church 
 leadership to review his ministry and the ministry 
 of other staff  members?
2. What mentoring program is in place to see future leaders  
 trained to serve? 
3. What review process is in place to evaluate whether the church  
 needs to increase or decrease staff? 
4. What further training do staff members need?
5. Is the pastor preparing the church for his successor?

Healthy churches don’t just happen by 
chance. Pastors and leaders must be willing 
to take an honest look at their ministries 
by asking the right questions. The goal of 
the church consultant is to assist, assess, 
and advise local churches to that end.
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Dr. Marshall Fant is GFA’s Director of Church Consulting 
and Strategic Planning. As a certified church consultant, 
he is  available to work with churches on leadership, 
discipleship, f inancial,  and facility challenges. He and 
his wife Gretchen replanted Harvest Baptist Church in 
Rock Hill, SC, in 1996, and saw it grow from an average 
attendance of 12 to 260 people.
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In 2010, I attended a funeral at Victory Baptist Church 
in the rural town of Whiteville, NC. I did not know then 
that in December of 2013, I would become the pastor 
of this small church and begin praying that God would 
bring new life to this congregation. But before that could 
happen, God needed to bring “revitalization” to my own 
life. My wife passed away in 2010, and I began working in 
Rock Hill, SC, as a hospice chaplain. I attended Harvest 
Baptist Church, where the Lord used the preaching of the 
Word, prayer, and the edification of believers to bring 
spiritual healing to my life. It was there that I met Linda 
in 2012, and we were married a year later. 

When I accepted the call to this pastorate, I knew I would 
need to get a part-time job to supplement my income. 
We moved into the church prophet’s chamber in the 
fellowship hall where we would live for the next 
two years. 

Most major industries had moved out 
of the Whiteville area several years 
previously, and the economy was 
suf fer ing.  Many folks  received 
gove r n m e nt  a s s i s t an c e ,  we re 
o n  d i s a b i l i t y,  o r  s t r u g g l e d 
f i n a n c i a l l y.  D r u g  a d d i c t i o n 
(especially opioids) was rampant. 
C r i me  w a s  h i g h .  O n ly  G o d 
could “build the old waste places”  
(Isaiah 58:12).

In the f irst  week af ter  our arr ival , 
church attendance dropped from 35 to 25. 
But despite the challenges, God gave us a love 
for the people and the community there. For years the 
members had loved the Word and loved each other, but 
there was a lack of outward focus. Nothing was being 
done to reach the community.

As we began to make changes in the church, we heard 
comments such as, “We’ve never done it this way before.” 
But the church grew in their God-inspired desire to 
change and move forward. It was important to prioritize. 
What needed to change immediately? What needed to 
change over a longer period of time? 

Having been a GFA church planter in Texas in 1982 
and the pastor of a “replant” in Cheraw, SC, in 1990, I 
knew that revitalization would be slow. People would 
ask, “How is the church doing?”  or “How many are you 
running now?” I knew that the attendance was about the 
same as it was the last time they asked that question, and 
I would jokingly say, “We are running about 500, but only 

catching about 25.” After a while I began to include, “The 
Lord is still working.”  Linda and I often told the Lord in 
our daily prayers that we knew He promised to build 
His church (Matthew 16:18). We would say, “We can’t, 
but God, You can.” We remembered the words of Psalm 
127:1: “Except the LORD build the house, they labour in 
vain that build it,” and John 15:5: “…without Me ye can 
do nothing.” We often prayed “for God to do exceeding 
abundantly above all  that we [could] ask or think”  
(Ephesians 3:20-21). 

The church continues to grow in their love for the 
Lord and for His Word. In an area where il literacy is 
high, people of the church are learning to read the 
Bible. Believers are growing, seeking discipleship, and 
evangelizing the lost.  Some of the members (as well 

as the pastor and his wife) are seeing Columbus 
County, NC, as a mission field!

Attendance has  increased as  wel l . 
There are now a few children in the 

nurser y and new spiritual  babes 
in the pews.  Church brochures 
and tracts are being distributed. 
Members created a booth at the 
county fair,  the local NC Pecan 
Festival, and the NC Yam Festival. 
They a lso designed a f loat  for 

the Whitevil le Christmas parade 
and distr ibuted f lyers  about the 

upcoming Christmas cantata. 

Inconsistency is still an issue, and we are 
praying for the Lord to send us three families by 

the end of 2018 with parents who love the Lord and His 
Word and are rearing their children to serve Christ. We 
are asking God for two couples to join us in the work to 
help with youth, music, and secretarial responsibilities. 

Perhaps the Lord is working in your life to pray about 
helping with revitalization efforts in a local church. 
Would you be willing to follow the Lord and move to 
assist a pastor in such a ministry work? I’m praying 
for pastors whom God would call  to leadership in 
a revitalization ministr y.  Are you wil l ing to ser ve 
prayerfully and patiently? The preaching of the Word 
will continue to accomplish the work of bringing souls 
to Christ and conforming them to His image. Would you 
have the perseverance to go to a needy church and stay 
several years? I promise you would be drawn to greater 
God-dependency and grow in your ability to say with 
confidence, “The Lord is still working.”
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The ministry of revitalization in the local church is an 
ongoing work of the Holy Spirit. Scripture confirms this 
in the letters sent to the seven churches in Asia Minor 
(see Revelation 2 and 3). Repentance—both personal 
and organizational—was at the heart of those messages. 
Revitalization requires a renewed focus on the person 
and work of Jesus Christ and His commission to make 
disciples. 

It is easy for churches to slip into a personality-driven or 
program-oriented ministry instead of a person-focused 
ministry which centers us on loving God, edifying saints, 
and evangelizing sinners. The church at Ephesus had 
drifted from its initial years in which loving works had 
built a strong ministry in one of the most strategic centers 
in the ancient world. They were doing the right things, but 
had lost the proper motivation. 

The church at Sardis also needed revitalization, and 
it seems that the “angel” (the pastor of the church) 
recognized it. Typically, if a pastor needs revitalizing, so 
does his church. This ministry had the reputation of being 
a vibrant work, but in reality it was as dead as a doornail. 
The Lord’s remedy for Sardis was to “be watchful” and to 
“strengthen the things which remain, that are ready to die” 
(Revelation 3:2).
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It is important to note that the Lord did not say drive out 
the remaining people with the gray hair. Nor did He say 
for the young pastor to start over with a contemporary 
flair that would appeal to the Sardis residents. Instead, 
He said to take “the things which remain” and “strengthen” 
them. In today’s context, this ministry might be the 
church where the nursery worker waits at the door to see 
if anyone comes with children; if not, she will join the 
preaching service. It might be the fellowship with very 
few in the youth group and only one college-aged, single 
adult sitting in the pew at Christmas while visiting his 
grandmother. Decorations and boxes would be stored in 
the baptistry, collecting cobwebs. The deacons would be 
sharpening the budget pencil to decide where 
the cuts should be made. This might also 
be the congregation trying to add 
something new—a new program, 
a new method, a new music 
style, a new building, a new 
website, a new church sign—
anything to pump life into 
the church, anything except  
disciple-making. 

In 2002, my family was 
called to leave a vibrant, 
growing work in Clemson, 
SC, so that I could pastor 
a church which had an 
incredible reputation as a 
church plant in the West. Like 
the church in Sardis, it had a 
great name. When we arrived, we 
found a work that was 21 years old 
and had peaked several years earlier. 
The enthusiasm of a new church plant had 
waned. The merger with another church and the 
excitement of completing several building projects had 
come and gone. The church was entering a new phase—
the time to make multiple payments on the building loans, 
repair the leaking roof and eroding parking lot, evaluate 
staff needs, address the decrease in giving, and assess the 
declining attendance on Sunday and Wednesday evenings.

We were extremely grateful for the foundation that had 
been laid, the faithful people who remained, and the 
founding pastor’s gracious help in our transition. However, 
we knew the church needed a fresh vision. Our burden was 
to strengthen those things which remained and build on 
that foundation. We needed to preach the Word, challenge 
the people to private and collective prayer, love and 
visit saved and lost people, increase accountability with 
our deacons, establish financial integrity, and reinforce 
a biblical model for disciple-making. Cross-cultural 
ministries, campus ministry, Christian education, camp 
ministries, and a counseling center would comprise some 
of the tools to achieve these goals.

Revitalization began first theologically and philosophically 
and then took shape practically with the focus on our 
relationship with Christ and making disciples. We used 
2 Timothy 2:2 as our mandate: “And the things that thou 
hast heard of me among many witnesses, the same commit 
thou to faithful men, who shall be able to teach others also.” 
The context of discipleship is both the individual (“thou”) 
and corporate (“among many witnesses”). The command 
is “to commit” or invest in teaching believers “the things,” 
which is the curriculum of discipleship. The key to 
growth is being “faithful,” and discipleship is to be multi-
generational from “thou” to “faithful men” to “others.”
 

The leadership team studied the Gospels to 
define what it means to be a disciple of 

Jesus Christ: a believer in Christ who 
follows, loves, serves, and worships 

Christ and who seeks to duplicate 
himself in others. With this 

clear picture in mind, we had 
a shared goal. 

As we reviewed how Christ 
discipled, we found that 
He often used one-on-one 
encounters to invite people 
to believe in Him and know 
Him more intimately. He 

spent significant time with 
the Twelve, giving instruction 

with hands-on experience. He 
taught accountability through 

sending out the 70 by 2s, and 
He provided advanced leadership 

training by spending focused time with 
Peter, James, and John. 

Revitalization takes place in a church when the pastor and 
the people who remain repent, turn their eyes upon Jesus, 
and commit themselves to making disciples by the power of 
the Holy Spirit. Our prayer must be: “Wilt thou not revive 
us again: that thy people may rejoice in thee?” (Psalm 85:6). 
The joy of the Lord is the evidence of revitalization. May 
our lives and churches be filled with joy!

8
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Have you ever been shipwrecked? Probably not. Have you ever been robbed? 
Maybe. Have you ever been stoned for your faith in Christ? Not likely. But 
besides some of these dangerous experiences, Paul could truthfully and 
almost matter-of-factly say that he had been “in perils of waters, in perils of 
robbers, in perils by mine own countrymen, in perils by the heathen, in perils 
in the city, in perils in the wilderness, in perils in the sea, in perils among 
false brethren; in weariness and painfulness, in watchings often, in hunger and 
thirst, in fastings often, in cold and nakedness” (2 Corinthians 11:25-27). 

Heard enough to convince you that missionary life in the first century was 
a perilous affair? The litany of hazards and threats that Paul faced are so 
numerous as to make us numb to their reality, but they were, in fact, more 
frequent than indicated. For example, Paul suffered shipwreck not once but 
three times, and the chapter quoted above ends with Paul fleeing for his life 
from the governor of Damascus who was literally guarding the city with a 
garrison in order to arrest Paul. In that case, Paul’s friends helped him escape 
by letting him down in a basket through a window in the wall of the city  
(2 Corinthians 11:32-33). 

A sober consideration and application of all of this brings us to the next 
point in our consideration of biblical praying for missionaries. What do you 
suppose was Paul’s specific request in this case? You guessed it – protection! 
In two different places written a few years apart, Paul pled with believers to 
pray for his protection. He writes in 2 Thessalonians 3:2, “pray that we may 
be delivered from unreasonable and wicked men: for all men have not faith.” 
In Romans 15:30-31 he exhorts the believers to pray for him and his team 
with these words: “Now I beseech you, brethren, for the Lord Jesus Christ’s 
sake, and for the love of the Spirit, that ye strive together with me in your 
prayers to God for me; that I may be delivered from them that do not believe 
in Judaea.” Question for you. Does this apply to today’s missionaries? Are 
there still unreasonable and wicked men in the world who have not faith and 
persecute those who do? The answer is obvious. Every day GFA missionaries 
around the world operate in situations that expose them to various dangers 
and sometimes hostile opposition. 

When Paul asked prayer for protection, he was primarily focused on physical 
protection. But missionaries need protection and rescue from other areas of 
danger as well such as emotional, spiritual, and even intellectual challenges. 
By the way, why do you think Paul survived so long and was able to 
accomplish so much for God’s kingdom? Was it because he was skillful in the 
martial arts, a strong swimmer, had a thick skin to withstand big rocks, and 
was adept at sitting in a large basket as he hung and swung from a window? 
Or was it because God’s people prayed for his safety? The missionaries you 
know need your prayers today for their protection from evil and evil men.     

Praying
Biblically
f o r  y o u r  m i s s i o n a r y

Protection
By Alan Patterson

9
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Online giving:
Gifts via credit card can be given on our website (gfamissions.org).

Giving by EFT:
For GFA to deduct a preauthorized amount from your bank 
account each month, complete the EFT Authorization Agreement 
(gfamission.org; “Giving”). A receipt of year-to-date giving will be 
sent twice a year. You can cancel/change the amount at any time.

Giving by Mail:
Make checks out to Gospel Fellowship Association and mail 
to 1809 Wade Hampton Blvd, Ste 110, Greenville, SC 29609. 
Enclose a note indicating the ministry you are helping.
 
Planned Giving:
• Testamentary Bequest
• Life Insurance or Retirement Plan
• Charitable Gift Annuity
• Charitable Remainder Trust

Non-Cash Giving:
Contributions of stocks, bonds, and securities can be made to GFA.
Call GFA (864-609-5500) for information before you make your 
contribution. Always consult your attorney, tax advisor, or financial 
advisor to learn what is best for you since wise planning is important to 
take full advantage of the tax incentives allowed by the IRS.

GIVING TO GFA
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Gospel Fellowship Association
Suite 110 • 1809 Wade Hampton Blvd.
Greenville, SC  29609-4033
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