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Probably the most important thing we can say from 
our own experience in church planting is that it is 
God’s mission and it depends on him. When we 
came to Chile to work in university student ministry, 
we had’t even considered church planting. It was the 
Lord who gently pushed us into it as we reflected 
on his word. Years later, we still find tremendous 
encouragement from Jesus’ words to Peter: “And I 
tell you that you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my 
church, and the gates of death will not overcome it.”1  Jesus 
is the one who empowers us to do his work, and 
ultimately brings the growth to his church.

The failure to acknowledge Jesus’ ownership brings 
disastrous results. Some of the bitterest experiences 
we have known have resulted from church leaders 
whose slogan is ‘This is my church.’ It is important 
that a congregation take responsibility for its future. 
But when the headship of Christ is minimised, 

Can you imagine the impact that a group of recently converted families would have on your congregation?  
Do you believe that Jesus wants to transform your church into a dynamic community of faith where people are 
being converted on a regular basis? If you have ears, then listen and pray.

selfishness and pride can soon wreck a good 
congregation. Failure to trust in Jesus’ leading can 
bind us in restrictive structures and paralyse us when 
we should be moving forward. Jesus will build his 
church, but he calls us to work and to pray.

Probably the second most important lesson we 
have learnt is that of empowering new believers to 
be witnesses. We have learnt that new people bring 
new people to the Lord – just like the Samaritan 
woman who spoke to Jesus at the well, then went 
back to her village and urged everyone to come  
and see the man who “told me everything I ever did”.2  
She brought many to know the Saviour of the 
world, yet she had only just met him herself.

Some of the best evangelists are new Christians 
who are still overwhelmed by God’s love for them 
and the transformation that he is bringing about in 
their lives. Our team in Valdivia consisted of three 
families of mature believers and three families of 
fairly new converts. The new families were our 

best evangelists by far. They naturally wanted the 
same for all their friends and family, who had seen 
the change in their lives and were curious. People 
on fire for God and still fresh in their new life in 
Christ bring others to hear about Jesus, whereas 
many longstanding Christians have never brought 
anyone. New believers can really turn a church 
around, even though they test the maturity of the 
church leaders.

One of the challenges is how we receive and 
empower new Christians. When new folk arrive 
they don’t realise they’re not supposed to smoke 
or swear. They’ve got no idea what a prayer book is  
and their kids don’t realise they’re not supposed 
to stand on the pews. Grumpy, conservative 

attitudes can quickly drive people away, but 
love, understanding and sensitive teaching from 
God’s word can build the exciting dynamic 
of a congregation where people are converted 
regularly, bring their friends and expect them to 
be transformed too.

A third important factor in the growth in the 
Chilean Church has been the focus on men’s 
ministry. Women and children often seem more 
open to coming to church. If they come first and 
are converted, the husband/father often prefers 
the peace and quiet of a Sunday morning at home 
watching the football. Ministries aimed at couples 
have helped overcome this difficulty and given 
opportunities for men to be encouraged to take 
the spiritual lead in their families. When a man is 
converted in this culture, in most cases his wife 
and children will follow.

1. Matthew 16:18.
2. John 4:39.

Graeme and Jane Peters write …
One of the big questions that we all wish 
we had answers to is ‘What makes a church 
grow?’ Over the last 17 years in Chile we’ve 
seen congregations rise and fall, stumble 
and prosper. We praise God that the clear 
overall tendency has been that of growth, 
but that hasn’t always been the case. 
So what lessons have we learnt?
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