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Churches have been trying to figure out how to utilize online 
since the early days of AOL. Yes, some cutting-edge churches 

have been doing Church Online for about 10 years, but thanks to 
awareness brought out by Facebook and other “live” social media 
methods, “Church Online” is becoming a more popular phrase, 
though it is far from acceptance. It’s estimated in US America 
today some 5,000-10,000 churches a week broadcast their 
services online. This is actually a good amount, until you realize 
there are an estimated 350,000 churches in America today. The 
digital disruption is here, and the Church is missing it.
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Church Online is not a virtual building where 

people meet. It is the distribution network 

empowering people to share the Gospel.



Digital Communication 
versus Digital Mission

Church Online has yet to truly be defined, and in most churches across 
America, it has yet to be taken seriously as a ministry tool. Don’t 

misunderstand, churches understand how to use technology. Presently, 
many churches utilize the online realm for digital communication at some 
level. The majority of these churches have a website and possibly a mobile 
app. They utilize social media channels. Some churches, though, do a 
better job managing it than others. If the endgame of the church’s digital 
strategy is to get more people in the seats of the physical campuses, 
then chances are they are utilizing online as a digital communication tool. 
These churches’ discipleship systems (evangelism, biblical community, and 
serving) exist within the physical realm. There is nothing wrong with that, 
however, it’s not doing “church” online. This is doing church at a physical 
location and talking about it online.

While many churches understand the power of digital communications, few 
have understood the potential of digital missions.

• Is it possible to share Christ’s love with someone online? 
• What about creating biblical community online? 
• Can true discipleship happen virtually? 

Digital missions requires the church to care for and to disciple outside of 
their local circle of influence. This is more than just celebrating an increase 
in Google Analytics. This is accepting spiritual responsibility for the souls 
we connect with in the online space. While digital communications is going 
to target the people in your circle of influence and communicate to them 
digitally, digital missions is going to spread the gospel regardless of the 
church’s physical circle of influence. Disregarding location, digital mission 
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realizes online can be an environment where discipleship happens, and does not 
discriminate geographically.
 
Digital missions, simply put, accepts the Biblical challenge of global discipleship:

Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name 
of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to 
obey everything I have commanded you.    
        - Matthew 28:19-20

 
So, which are you? Digital communications or digital missions? If you’re not sure 
yet, here’s a simple litmus test for you.
 
What happens when the Holy Spirit moves in the life of one of your Online 
attenders, and during the Online Service they accept Christ as their Savior? 

• If the person lives in your city, you are inviting them to a church service 
the next weekend at your physical location and maybe even for coffee to 
meet in person during the week. 

• If the person lives in your state, you probably have ministry contacts 
or friends on staff at other churches, and you are connecting this new 
believer with your friend for follow-up. 

• If the person lives on the other side of the country, well, you may have 
friends of friends of friends, or Google and read church websites “what 
we believe” pages to recommend a church. 

• What if the person, who speaks English, lives in Finland?
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Finland
In case you’re curious, people in Finland speak Finnish and Swedish. English is the 
distant third language. Searching Google isn’t much help as websites are in another 
language and Google Translate does not translate theological sentences well. You 
don’t know anyone on staff at a church in Finland. You may be able to find a missionary 
in Finland, but that’s a long shot. “Drive-by Evangelism” is not the solution, either. You 
can’t just say, “Congratulations on your life changing decision to accept Christ. See you 
next week!” Church, it’s not enough to be evangelism-centric. We have to be aware 
of discipleship opportunities, even online. We owe it to those in our care to help them 
grow deeper in their faith. We must not neglect developing new believers online. Our 
Churches Online must have a solution to spiritually care for those we connect with 
online… even if they’re in another country.
 

I experienced this at a church where I 
was Online Pastor. Fortunately, we were 
prepared for a situation like this. The answer 
is easy to say, difficult to execute: move 
your church’s discipleship system online, 
and disciple people online. In my situation, 
we had our discipleship pathway online, 
as well as Small Groups, and were able to 
easily connect the new believer into a small 
group online (which was led by a man who 
lived in England). Through Church Online a 
person found Christ and we are responsible 
to disciple this person regardless of where 
they currently live. 
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For some, this is an exciting challenge. For others, unfortunately, they 
want nothing to do with this. If a church doesn’t believe that discipleship 
can happen online, or thinks that discipleship online is not their 
responsibility, then they should focus on digital communications only. 
Their circle of influence is within the 20 miles located around their church.
 
However, for the few churches that find this challenge exciting, there is 
a bigger vision. Church Online can help increase their circle of influence 
outside the 20 miles around their church or campus(es). Church Online 
can serve as a vehicle to help connect with people all over the world, and 
give the church an opportunity to shape lives regardless of their physical 
church campus.

Icing on the Cake
An Executive Pastor once told me that Church Online was like icing on 
the cake. In other words, it was the added bonus. He didn’t have to work 
to make it happen, and anything that came from it was awesome. Initially, 
I was excited by the remark, until, I had the chance to think about it more: 
icing is sweet, fluffy, and no substance whatsoever. It’s delicious to eat 
occasionally, but it can’t sustain you.
 

Church leadership can often have the same view of 
Church Online as icing on the cake. This ideology 
comes from a number of preconceived notions 
where a lack of vision limits the potential of Church 
Online (and dare I say, the church in general).

|   8



Church, if you are serious about Church Online, and all you do is stream your 
services each week online, you have wasted a greater opportunity, and do 
more harm than good. Our online church services have excellent content to 
help people connect to our churches, but it’s not self-sufficient.

If the only Christians people see are in a one-hour service online, that is 
certainly not a healthy environment for a new Christian, or even a seasoned 
Christian for that matter. The devices we carry in our pockets, when used 
correctly, can connect people across the planet. Used incorrectly, they create 
isolation. As pastors and ministers in the online spaces, we must intentionally 
combat isolation regularly. In a world of technology, people long for personal, 
human contact.
 
Even Apple, the purveyor of many 
of these devices, acknowledges 
that the devices are addictive, 
isolation machines. The inclusion 
of ScreenTime in iOS 12 is Apple’s 
way of saying we spend too much 
time consuming content (or playing 
games, of course).
 
Does Church Online create 
isolation? Yes… when not 
done correctly.

Access to Everything, 
Yet Still Alone
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Avatars Don’t Count
Let’s look at this Biblically:

And let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good 
deeds, not giving up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, 
but encouraging one another—and all the more as you see the 
Day approaching.
        - Hebrews 10:24-25 NIV

 
During a recent conversation about Church Online, a nationally recognized pastor 
and public speaker quoted this verse to me, and then said something I’ll never 
forget: “Jeff, remember, avatars don’t count”.
 
I was blown away on several levels. First off, I couldn’t believe this guy knew 
what an “avatar” was. I mean it’s somewhat outdated language, but he owned 
it and used it properly. Secondly, I got angry, quickly. How dare he. He doesn’t 
understand. With new technology… blah, blah, blah. 

And let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good 
deeds, not giving up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, 
but encouraging one another—and all the more as you see the
Day approaching. 
        - Hebrews 10:24-25 NIV
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The more I read Hebrews 10, the more I realized he was right. Words like spur on, 
not giving up meeting, and encouraging one another resonated.

If our attendees stare at smartphones consuming worship and sermons, yet never 
engage in Biblical community, then we, the Church, have done a huge disservice 
to those God entrusted us with. We have failed. We were created for community. 
We were created to create community.
 
Our IRL (In Real Life) relationships are vital. Our friend in Finland had a group of 
European Christians to train him via videoconferencing calls online. Could you 
imagine, though, how lonely his life would be if he didn’t have any Christian friends 
with him in Finland? Apps like Zoom, Facetime, Whatsapp, and Social Media do 
tear down geographical borders and bring friends together, but there’s weight 
psychologically to having friends in the physical space as well.
 
So, how do you create a digital strategy for Church Online where we do not 
forsake the importance of physical relationships, but still utilize the strengths that 
online technology allows?
 
There’s a theory in Church Online called “Online to Offline”. Jay Kranda, Online 
Campus Pastor at Saddleback Church was the first person I ever heard say it. 
So congratulations, Jay, you get credit for it. The idea here is simple. It’s that the 
Gospel taught in our online relationships should impact our offline world. The 
Word of God tells us:

Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says. 
                           - James 1:22

Let’s paraphrase a little bit here. Go ahead and call this the Jeff Reed’s COV 
(Church Online Version): “Do not merely listen to the word [online], and so deceive 
yourselves. Do what it says [in the real world].”
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Church 
Online 
Needs to 
Grow Up
So, we’ve talked a lot about “why” 
Church Online needs to grow up, 
unpacking the potential impact of a 
church dedicated to the digital mission 
laid ahead of it. In part two, we’ll shift 
gears and get into the practical nature of 
Church Online growing up where we’ll 
discuss How to Create a Discipleship 
Pathway Online. 

To buy the complete eBook “What 
Happens When Church Online Grows Up”, 
visit http://thechurch.digital/growsup.
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