
Becoming an inviting church
1 Corinthians 3:5-9

What words would you use to describe our church?
(Get feedback)

One of the words that I often hear to describe us is ‘welcoming.’  I really like 
that.  I hear it from people who have visited once or twice; and I hear it from 
people who say it’s a big part of the reason they are still here with us today.  
I'm glad to be part of a church where the welcome of God really comes 
across.

But none of you used the word ‘inviting.’  And that’s what we’re going to 
address today.  What’s the difference between a ‘welcoming’ church, and an 
‘inviting’ church?  It’s pretty simple, but quite significant.

A ‘welcoming’ church will share Jesus’ attentive love, good news and 
community with people who happen to come through our doors.  But an 
‘inviting’ church so much believes in what God is doing here, that we make a 
point of asking people if they’d like to come and experience it too.

In 1 Corinthians 3:6, Paul mentions three people and three jobs.  Paul plants, 
Apollos waters… but God gives the growth.  Paul has this ‘planter-inviter’ 
role; wherever he goes he’s always inviting people to come and hear more 
about Jesus with the Christian community that’s starting up in the area.  
Apollos has this ‘nurturing-teaching’ role; he builds up the people who gather 
around the name of Jesus in knowing God better and learning life with God 
more fully.

But it’s God who really gives the growth.  No matter how faltering and 
stumbling Paul’s invitations were (and he talks about that in 2:3); no matter 
whether Apollos ‘nailed it’ one day with a sermon or said something that 
made Paul squirm when he looked across at the new person in church; none 
of the life-saving growth in the lives of the people and the community of 
Corinth hinged on that.  It hinged on God’s Spirit at work.

Basically, God gave them a really good deal.  He said,  ‘You plant, and give 
people a community to be watered in… and I’ll take care of the growth.’  And 
that’s still how God’s at work today.  In Inverness.  In St. Columba church.

Here in this church, we have a community (a welcoming one, no less) where 
we are nurtured together in God’s Word, in worship, in sharing life together.    
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This is the ‘Apollos’ place.  It’s not perfect.  You'll find reasons not to invite 
people to come and experience this if you want to.  But my plea today is that 
we will all become ‘planter-inviters’ like Paul; confident that we can do that not 
because of what it’s like here on a Sunday (for better or worse), but because 
God says, ‘If you plant, I’ll grow.’

A church full of ‘planter-inviters’ is going to be made up of people who all ask 
other people: ‘Would you like to come to church with me some Sunday?’  
That’s the simple, take home application from today’s sermon right there.  But 
it’s probably provoking some kind of reaction in you right now.  We’re going to 
think about what that is, why that is, and what God wants to speak into that.

Much of the thinking today comes from a really helpful conference I was at 
with this guy: Michael Harvey.  He’s the co-founder of ‘Back to church 
Sunday,’ a ministry that has prompted thousands and thousands of invitations 
to church from Christians to their friends all over the world over 12 years.  
Over those 12 years, Michael has been researching how churches do these 
things, and this is one of his findings:

80-95% of people in church have no intention of inviting anyone to their 
church.  It turns out this is only true of the Western church.  Michael’s 
research of the Church in Africa and Asia finds that Christians there are way 
more inviting, and surprise surprise, the Church in these places is growing.

A lot of the time, people believe that they’d like to invite people to church if 
the circumstances were right - but they settle themselves with reasons why 
the circumstances aren’t right.

Why would we invite people to church?
(Get feedback)

Why don’t we invite people to church?
(Get feedback)

What’s behind the answers that we give to that second question?  It’s fear.  In 
the church, we call it ‘concern,’ or ‘dealing sensitively,’ or ‘being careful’ - but 
really, it’s fear. 

Fear of rejection.  Fear of a change in the relationship.  Fear of change in our 
church.  Fear that the ‘timing’ of our invitation might somehow make it more 
likely that ‘no’ will mean ‘never.’
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Fear of speaking to a world that we’ve lost touch with, because the only 
people we really know now are Christians.  Fear of being asked to explain 
why you think coming to church would be a good idea for them.  Fear about 
what they will think if they come to this church, translating into an assumption 
that they wouldn’t like it and it will do more harm than good to ask them.

If you step back and look at all these fears, you’ll see this pattern emerging: 
They’ve got little to do with concern for the person you’re not inviting.  
They’ve got much more to do with concern for yourself.  I’m afraid that I’ll get 
hurt by being told ‘no,’ I’ll feel silly if they come and they hate it, I’ll be really 
uncomfortable with how our relationship changes.

All of that tragically trumps a desire that our friends would hear the news that 
saved us sat shoulder to shoulder with us, and it trumps our belief that this 
Sunday morning gathering of our Apollos community is a place where God 
does amazing, transformative things.  So we stop being Pauls.

Michael Harvey’s observation is this: ‘Fear is the boundary edge of the 
Kingdom of God.’  Inside the Kingdom of God, and its community, the church, 
we experience peace and safety.  Yes, there are trials and pains, but those 
saved by God's grace through faith in Jesus know peace and safety at the 
heart of our identities.

Fear is the boundary edge of the Kingdom of God, because where we are too 
afraid to go, the Kingdom will not grow - to include more people, more 
families, more communities.  Remember the deal - God will grow where we 
plant.  Where we are too afraid to plant, the Kingdom’s border lies.

Of course the tragedy about that is that we are leaving people living outside 
the boundaries of the Kingdom.  Where fear rules.  Where people live in the 
fear of death.  The fear of the mistakes they have made defining them.  The 
fear of never measuring up, never achieving enough, never owning enough, 
never finding fullness.

For all that you see smiling faces and well-ordered living rooms, people you 
know and love live in fear.  Do you remember what that’s like?  Our love for 
God, and our love for friends and family, would see us step out and overcome 
our fear to see the Kingdom grow as God’s Spirit sees fit.  And yes, that 
means - amongst other things - asking people, ‘Would you like to come to 
church with me some Sunday?’
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Here’s another observation that Harvey makes about fear:  ‘Fear gives a 
negative report about something that hasn’t happened yet.’  That’s true about 
lots of things that we allow ourselves to become afraid of.  But thinking about 
asking people to church, you can see the point.

‘What if they say no?  What if they stop talking to me?  What if they come and 
they hate it?  What if Scott says something stupid that day and puts them off 
forever?  What if this ruins our friendship forever?’  We make giants in our 
minds out of things that haven’t happened yet.  Imaginary giants that stop us 
from trying.  Giants that stop people we love from experiencing truth and 
community that will save them.

The reality tends to be that, when we step out and invite people, most if not 
all of the things we worry about don’t happen.  Sometimes the results are 
hard - but almost always, not so much as we feared.

Why are we afraid of the word ‘no’ in asking people to church?
(Get feedback)

It hurts to be told ‘no.’  Michael Harvey told us about some neurological 
research (and I’m sorry I didn’t note the source of this) that found that the 
same part of the brain lights up for experiences of ‘dignity violation’ as for 
experience of physical trauma.  ‘Dignity violation’ is when you’re rejected, cut 
out of the game, told no.

So ‘sticks and stones mat break my bones but words will never hurt me’ isn’t 
true.  If you break a leg, it hurts - but as a society we tend to make sure that 
gets treated.  But if you experience rejection, we tend not to do much about 
that.  Broken-heartedness hurts like hell.

When you’re made to feel ignorant or stupid.  When you feel inadequate… 
disappointed… diminished… exposed.  When your ego has been 
undermined… your dignity drained… your confidence sapped.  It hurts more 
deeply than we have taken seriously.

So when I said earlier that our reasons about asking people to church are to 
do with fear and self interest, I wasn’t asking us to buck up.  ‘Would you like 
to come to church with me some Sunday?’ isn’t just ‘no big deal.’  There’s 
deep, meaningful stuff that goes on in our hearts - especially when we’re told 
‘no.’
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It hurts.  Your brain lights up and your heart shrivels up the same as when 
you asked that girl out at school and she said no.  Or when you got dumped.  
Or when you got picked last for the team.  Or when you didn’t get the job.  Or 
when you put yourself out there for someone and got burned.

Do you think it’s silly, this idea that just being given a polite ‘no’ to a simple 
invitation to church is in the same league as this stuff?  Well, maybe it is… 
and yet… when you dig down, you realise that your faith in Jesus is the very 
core of your being - it’s who you are.  Asking people to come and share in 
that and being told no is a painful rejection.

Jesus said in Luke 10:16, ‘Whoever listens to you listens to me; whoever 
rejects you rejects me; but whoever rejects me rejects Him who sent me.’  He 
knows a thing or two about being rejected.  The pain of that.  Even in the 
same encounters with your friends that you’re having.

And so we feel afraid.  Afraid to ask people to church, amongst other things in 
life.  Afraid of rejection and broken heartedness.  But here’s the thing - 
throughout the whole Bible, God keeps telling His people: ‘Do not be afraid.’  
And the reason?  ‘Do not be afraid… for I am with you.’  It’s one of the things 
that God repeats to us most often.

Those of you following Jesus, you are in the Kingdom of God.  Where fear is 
not your king, but God is.  One of the most helpful things I heard Michael 
Harvey say to us was this: ‘It is more than okay to feel afraid.  It is not okay to 
be afraid.  Fear can be in the passenger seat as you journey as a Christian, 
but it can’t be in the driving seat.’

We’ll feel afraid lots of times as Christians - of the adjustment to life through 
grief or trauma.  Of stepping into a new job or town or nation at God’s 
command.  Of doing something very new and unfamiliar because we’ve 
learned God wants that.  And… of asking people to church!

But we are not to be afraid, says God.  Because what defines us, and what 
drives our actions, is not our fear, but our faith in His presence with us.  God 
meets us in the ‘gulp moments.’  Often, that’s where we sense His presence 
most closely.  As we step out, seeking the boundary edge of the Kingdom of 
God to expand outwards.

The world is good at mending broken legs, but not broken hearts or fearful 
souls.  The good news is: God mends broken hearts and overcomes fear in 

�5



our lives.  And if you want to experience more of that, here’s the interesting 
thing: God does this healing in our lives as we step out in mission.

‘Do not be afraid, for I am with you…’  When is it that God says this in the 
Bible?  Do you know, it’s when He’s sending people on a mission!  This is 
what God says when He tells Abram to leave his people and nation and go to 
where God will lead him.  It’s what God tells Moses when He commissions 
him to lead God’s people to freedom.

It’s what He tells Joshua, repeatedly, as He gives him the job of leading God’s 
people into establishing the boundaries of a Kingdom.  It’s what God tells 
Jeremiah and Ezekiel when He calls them to bring a message to a people 
who will keep saying ‘no’ to them.  It’s what God tells Mary and Joseph as He 
assigns them the mission of ‘raise my Son in this world.’

It’s what Jesus tells everyone who will listen to Him in Luke 12 as they pursue 
God and His Kingdom.  It’s what God tells Paul at the end of Acts as He tells 
him in the same breath that his job will be to stand before the emperor of 
Rome and talk about his faith.

God meets us in the gulp moments.  He becomes more tangibly present to 
us, overcoming fear and healing broken heartedness, when we step out on 
the mission that He has given us.  And what is that?  ‘Go and make disciples 
of all nations…’  Discover and share that life in Jesus is infinitely better than 
life apart from Him.

Our church is an Apollos place where people can begin to be nurtured in 
becoming disciples too.  Do you believe that?  I know that there is much more 
to mission than ‘Would you like to come to church with me sometime?’  But 
the reality is that too often, we’ve made it much less than that.  Let’s go and 
be Pauls!  Let’s go invite!  Because this is how both you and your invitee heal.  
And it’s how both you and the Kingdom of God grow.

What are you afraid of?  Broken hearted about?  What mission is God calling 
you to where you’ll discover His presence overcoming these things?

All of that last bit was just about the impact that stepping out in invitation to 
others might have in your life.  That’s without even thinking about the 
response that your invitee might offer, or the impact it could have in their lives 
if they say ‘yes.’
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Let’s just say this about people’s responses to your invitation: Their response 
isn’t up to you.  It’s up to them.  And it’s up to God.  (Remember the deal?  
You plant, God will give the growth).  So take the pressure off yourself.  In 
one of Jesus’ stories about God, it’s not ‘Well done good and successful 
servant’ that the master says - it’s ‘Well done good and faithful servant.’

You could ask twenty people to church over the years and have every one of 
them say no, and God would honour your service of Him.  Or your friend 
could come to faith in Jesus without them ever even knowing you’re a 
Christian; and God might have a word or two to say.

Jesus saw people walk away from Him when He started this whole thing off 
2000 years ago.  I presume we don’t consider Him a failure for God.  So don’t 
think of yourselves that way if you get a lot of ‘nos’ in the next few weeks…

In fact, here’s another Michael Harvey observation: We’re not hearing nearly 
enough ‘nos’ from people.  His experience is that ‘no’ usually does not mean 
‘never.’  He talks about the ‘invitation clock face.’  Some people are at 12 
noon.  You ask them to come to church, and to your great surprise, they just 
say ‘yes, I’d love that!’

But others may be at 3 o’ clock, or 6 o’ clock, or 9 o’ clock.  It might be a ‘no’ 
when you ask this time, and again the following time - but one day, it 
becomes a ‘yes.’  Because each invitation you have offered moves them 
around the clock face a bit more.  A bit more thinking about why they would or 
wouldn’t come… A bit more experience in their life to attach to considering 
church…

Harvey puts it like this: ‘Yes’ is the destination, but ‘no’ is how we get there.  
And I find that really helpful when I think about some of my friends who have 
said no a few times to my invitations.  Here’s a message I got from a friend 
who said ‘no’ to me recently, after a bumbling message I sent after passing 
up a face to face opportunity (I trip over this stuff all the time!).  This invitation 
was to Alpha, but he’s said something similar about an invite to church 
before:

‘Really appreciate you guys inviting us to your home for this, unfortunately it's 
just not right for us at this time. I hope you are not offended. You say you 
couldn't find a good moment, every moment is good and don't ever feel that 
by asking you’re doing something you shouldn't be.’
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Now I know that this is my friend in particular, but do you hear the things he’s 
saying?  ‘It’s not right for us right now.’  He’s not saying never.  He genuinely 
appreciates the invite.  Every time we make an invite, they get more and 
more how important this Jesus stuff is to us, and why we think it might be to 
them.  He wants to reassure us that it’s okay to ask!

I don’t know your friends and family like you do, but I suspect that this is true - 
we’re making a bigger deal out of this than they are.  We’re more afraid than 
they are unwilling.  So let’s believe in our friends enough to ask them here.  
Let’s believe in our church enough to ask them here.  And let’s believe in the 
power of God to change peoples lives as all of us go out from here today to  
ask ‘Would you like to come to church with me some Sunday?’
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