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MINISTRY DESCRIPTION

T
he purpose of the Evangelism Ministry at
Willow Creek Community Church is to
equip and mobilize believers within Willow

Creek to effectively turn irreligious people into
followers of Jesus Christ.

Philosophy

The philosophy of evangelism at Willow Creek is
described in the following way:

All people matter to God, and therefore to us.
Yet, without a personal relationship with Christ,
each of us would be eternally separated from
God. People must be reached with the message
of the gospel and given an opportunity to receive
answers to their questions and objections.
Willow Creek seeks to do this in a culturally rele-
vant way, recognizing that it generally takes
unbelievers a period of time to go through the
process of coming to the point of trusting Christ.

All people matter to God, and therefore to
us. Yet, without a personal relationship
with Christ, each of us would be eternally
separated from God. People must be
reached with the message of the gospel …

It seems safe to assume that all Bible-believing
churches would agree with this statement. In
general, the problem is not in getting our people
to give this assertion a nod of approval. The diffi-
culty is in getting this statement beyond the
realm of intellectual belief to the point of becom-
ing an underlying value, or mindset, that affects
our life-decisions, priorities, and actions. This is
the goal.

… and given an opportunity to receive
answers to their questions and
objections …

The need for this is as pressing today as it was
when the apostle penned 1 Peter 3:15. Today’s
men and women don’t want to take the step of
faith until they are convinced that the step fol-
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lows the facts pointing toward the validity of the
gospel. The truths of Christ must not only be
declared, but also defined and defended.

… by us …

Few people are looking in our direction. If they
are to be reached, we must do the reaching.

… in a culturally relevant way …

Not only are people separated from God by sin,
but also from most Christians and churches by
culture. And they can’t hear the gospel until they
are within cultural earshot. We must, therefore,
put spiritual concepts into marketplace language,
relate the gospel in ways that connect with every-
day concerns, and make sure our presentation
reflects the creativity and excellence that men
and women expect in other arenas of life.

. . . while recognizing that it generally
takes unbelievers a period of time to go
through the process of coming to the point
of trusting Christ.

Mature people don’t make life-changing deci-
sions spontaneously. Before receiving Christ, they
need time to come to an understanding of the
gospel and its implications for their lives. We
must allow for this process, knowing that as the
Holy Spirit works, people will find Christ and
begin to grow as God’s children.

Strategy

The strategy of the Evangelism Ministry centers
on a subset of the broader Willow Creek seven-
step strategy (see Willow Creek’s Seven-Step
Strategy, page 57). This ministry exists primarily
to further the church’s effectiveness in carrying
out the steps that relate specifically to evangel-
ism, including Step One: building relationships
with non-churched people; Step Two: verbally
communicating to them the message of Christ;
Step Three: bringing these friends to the week-
end services; and the post-seventh step of spiritu-

al reproduction. In addition, the Evangelism
Ministry supplements this strategy by imple-
menting an approach of reaching seekers through
small groups. The overall strategy of the
Evangelism Ministry could be further summa-
rized in the following way:

1. Educate, equip, and empower believers within
the church to become intentional about pursuing
increased evangelistic efforts.

2. Organize believers with gifts or passion in
evangelism from every area of ministry in the
church with the purpose of challenging and
inspiring them in their evangelistic efforts.

3. Launch and develop various types of seeker
small groups designed to reach seekers both
within and outside the church.

4. Consult and catalyze other ministries within
the church in reaching seekers through small
groups and medium-size gatherings.

5. Develop a team of evangelism specialists to
provide support and resources to strengthen the
rest of the church’s evangelistic impact.

Program

The primary efforts through which the
Evangelism Ministry is facilitated are:

Becoming a Contagious Christian Evangelism
Course: This course is designed to motivate
believers to build friendships with non-
Christians, to teach them to relate what Christ
has done in their lives in a natural way, to pres-
ent the gospel message clearly, to answer their
friends’ questions about Christianity, and to help
people cross the line of faith. This seminar is
designed not just for those with a spiritual gift of
evangelism, but for all believers. As discussed
later in this chapter, this course has been pub-
lished and is now available for use by other
churches and ministries. 
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Frontline Team: The Frontline team is comprised
of Willow Creek attenders who have spiritual
gifts or a passion in the area of personal evangel-
ism. The Frontline team meets four times a year
in order to:

• Cast the vision and inspire believers to 
reach seekers for Christ

• Highlight specific upcoming opportunities 
for personal evangelism

• Motivate and recruit new leaders for 
involvement in the evangelism ministry

Seeker Small Groups: These are small group
Bible studies specifically designed for spiritual
seekers. A significant number of seekers are open
to joining a small group to explore spiritual
issues. Leaders and apprentice leaders are
trained to provide a safe environment for seekers
to investigate Christianity within the context of a
small group with other seekers. There are various
types of seeker small groups based on the seek-
er’s level of interest and availability. These
include social interaction, discussion forums,
neighborhood groups, and marketplace groups.

New Believer Groups: As seekers cross the line of
faith, they are encouraged to continue in their
spiritual journey by joining other new believers
in a small group Bible study designed especially
for them.

Investigating Christianity: These classes are for
seekers who are examining the rational founda-
tions of Christianity. New topics are covered dur-
ing each class, and a question/response time is
offered at the end of each class period during
which the not-yet-convinced are encouraged to
raise their objections. Many believers also attend
these classes to gain knowledge about a subject
for themselves, or for people they are trying to
reach.

Believers Basics: These classes are aimed at help-
ing newer believers establish their faith on a pos-
itive growth track through teaching on the topics
of salvation, prayer, and Bible study. This class is

presented by the Evangelism Ministry because
many new Christians have the same kinds of
questions seekers ask. Also, this class tends to
attract some who think they are believers, but
who do not yet fully understand what that means.
Our goal is to help them understand the gospel
so that they can become new believers, finish the
classes and start growing.

Defenders: This ministry provides evangelistic
support in the following ways:

• Educational events: Meetings are planned 
every other month to sharpen skills and 
understanding in apologetics, cults, and 
other religions.

• Resource team: This team is organized to 
support the church in handling difficult 
questions and concerns encountered in the
evangelistic process.

TRANSFERABLE PRINCIPLES

1. The message of Christ should flow out of a life
fully given to Christ. Spiritual seekers are drawn
to spiritual authenticity.

2. Every believer in the church needs to be
involved in personal and church-wide efforts to
reach people for Christ. In order to facilitate this,
training programs must be designed for, and pro-
moted to, the whole church body, not just those
with gifts of evangelism. Further, those with an
evangelism gift need to be identified and given
opportunities to develop and use that gift.

3. The most effective way to reach people is
through a relationship. Men and women are
much more receptive to ideas from friends than
from strangers.

4. Intentional building of relationships for the
purpose of presenting the message of Christ to
nonbelievers needs to be modeled from the top.
This includes the senior pastor, church staff, eld-
ers, lay leaders, and so on.
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5. Reaching lost people must be a pervasive goal
of the whole church, not relegated to one min-
istry. If there is an evangelism department, its
purpose and activities need to be well integrated
into the rest of the church.

6. The evangelism approach used by individuals
in the church must flow out of their own person-
ality rather than mimicking someone else.
Differing styles of evangelism are not only
acceptable, they are essential.

7. Communication of the gospel, both through
church programs and individuals, must be done
in terminology that is up-to-date, including illus-
trations that are relevant to the person being
addressed. In order for this to happen, conscious
efforts must be made (especially by long-term
Christians) to rethink the words and phrases
used and to translate ideas into marketplace lan-
guage.

8. Though conversion to Christ comes at a point
in time, people reach that point through a
process. We need to respect and foster that
process.

9. During the process of moving toward a deci-
sion, spiritual seekers will have many questions
and objections to what the Bible teaches. These
become roadblocks that prevent them from seri-
ously considering the gospel. We need to be
receptive to those questions, treat those who are
asking them with respect, and do our best to
present adequate reasons and answers (1 Peter
3:15).

10. Non-Christians often have misconceptions
about the nature and character of God, which
prevent their being drawn to Him. We need to
creatively teach and present these truths about
who God is and what He is really like.

11. The step of putting one’s trust in Christ is
more a beginning than an end. It is a birth that
marks the start of a growth process toward the
goal of Christian maturity (Col. 1:28).

12. We are commissioned by God to do our very
best in strategizing to effectively reach lost people
for Him. But throughout all our efforts, we must
remember our reliance on Him. We need to con-
stantly ask for both His wisdom and direction
and the Holy Spirit’s activity of drawing and con-
vincing people to follow Him.

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS

1. What kind of training do you provide in the
Becoming a Contagious Christian Evangelism
Course?

The Becoming a Contagious Christian
Evangelism Course, by Mark Mittelberg, Lee
Strobel, and Bill Hybels, is a training curriculum
designed to equip believers for effective evangel-
ism. It avoids stereotypical approaches that
intimidate many Christians. Instead, it shows
ordinary believers how they can share the gospel
in a natural and powerful way while being the
person God made them to be.

Topics covered include finding your own evangel-
ism style, building relationships, getting into
spiritual topics of conversation, telling your story,
explaining the gospel message, answering diffi-
cult questions, and leading a friend in a prayer of
commitment to Christ. 

Each session includes exercises, discussions, self-
assessments, and videos that help participants
communicate Christ’s truth to those around
them. 

2. Is this seminar available for use in other
churches?

Yes. Willow Creek has published the course in
cooperation with the Willow Creek Association
and Zondervan Publishing House. It is now avail-
able for use by other churches by ordering
through Willow Creek Direct at (800) 570-9812.
There is also a book on the subject of natural
approaches to relational evangelism called
Becoming a Contagious Christian, by Hybels and
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Mittelberg,that can be read independently or
used as a companion to the training course.

3. What books or materials do you recommend to
seekers who are trying to understand the gospel?

There are a number of books and tapes that are
beneficial to individuals who do not yet have a
personal relationship with Jesus Christ. The fol-
lowing resources are most often recommended:

*The Journey — Willow Creek Resources®/
Zondervan. An NIV Bible especially designed for
seekers. Practical applications and easy to read
“windows” make this a must for anyone wanting
to understand God’s Word in a relevant way.

*God’s Outrageous Claims — Lee Strobel
explores 13 of God’s claims that could change the
trajectory of your life. This book is an excellent
tool for seekers.

*The God You’re Looking For — Bill Hybels’ book
speaks to both Christians and non-Christians
alike. In an age of spiritual confusion, Hybels
points the reader to the true God of the universe.

*The Case For Christ — Retracing his own spiri-
tual journey, Lee Strobel cross-examines the
experts with tough, point-blank questions in a
riveting quest for the truth about history’s most
compelling figure.

*Christianity 101 — Bill Hybels, Willow Creek
Direct, #AM8623. This is a tape series that clear-
ly and persuasively presents the meaning of the
gospel, the need for personally receiving Christ,
and the benefits of following Him.

*What Jesus Would Say — Lee Strobel,
Zondervan, 1994. What might Jesus say to a
number of well-known people, such as Madonna,
Michael Jordan, and Bill Clinton? Strobel cre-
atively presents biblical teachings and illustra-
tions.

*Tough Questions Series — This series of study

booklets are ideal in a seeker small group setting,
addressing the most challenging questions about
Christianity and working through the answers in
an intelligent, relevant way.

* These are Willow Creek Resources®

More Than a Carpenter—Josh McDowell, Living
Books, 1977. The number of people asking ques-
tions about evidence for Christianity is increasing
rapidly. This book is  a readable, condensed ver-
sion of Josh’s larger books on evidence and
makes a strong appeal for commitment to Christ.

Who is This Jesus? — Michael Green, Thomas
Nelson, 1994. This gifted writer explores the mys-
tery and the majesty of Jesus Christ and gives
answers to the questions that lead to faith.

Give Me an Answer — Cliffe Knechtle,
InterVarsity, 1986. In this book, Cliffe Knechtle
offers clear, reasoned, and compassionate
responses to the tough questions skeptics ask.

The Reason Why — Robert A. Laidlaw, Bridge-
Logos, 1994. This New Zealand businessman
wrote this booklet — a distillation of his discov-
ery of a credible Christianity — for his nearly
3,000 employees, and now shares it with a larger
audience.

Know Why You Believe — Paul Little,
InterVarsity, 1996. Is Christ the only way to God?
Why does God allow suffering? These and other
questions deserve solid answers. This guide
points readers to Scripture showing reasonable
responses to the toughest challenges.

4. Step one of the Willow Creek strategy is build-
ing a relationship. Does this mean that your
method of evangelism is a lifestyle approach?

The answer to this question is both yes and no.
We place an emphasis on evangelism as a natural
outflow of the daily Christian life and encourage
believers to build relationships with people who
are within their circle of influence; so in this
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respect you might say that this is a lifestyle
approach. However, this does not mean that
believers are encouraged to merely “let their light
shine” until others notice and ask about their
faith. Everyone is encouraged to learn how to ini-
tiate conversations about Christ and His role in
their lives. It is also important to note that God
will often open a door for a spiritual conversation
with someone whom the believer may not have
had the chance to build a relationship with, and
those opportunities should be taken seriously.

5. What kind of “visitation” program does Willow
Creek have?

The Willow Creek philosophy stresses the impor-
tance of anonymity for visitors. For this reason
there is no complete list of newcomers to follow
up with a call or a visit. However, the weekend
bulletin provides a tear-off section for individuals
to fill out if they would like to be contacted by
someone at the church. The Ministry Services
team is responsible for referring the cards to the
appropriate ministries for response. Ministry
Services team members provide newcomers with
information on the ministries of Willow Creek.

6. Who can seekers contact if they would like to
speak with someone or if they would like addi-
tional information?

Preferably the Christian friend who brought
them, or with a leader of a seeker small group. In
addition to this option and the tear-off cards
mentioned above, seekers have a variety of other
avenues they may pursue. Options include talk-
ing with the member of the teaching team who is
speaking after one of the services,* going to one
of the information centers, visiting the bookstore,
or calling or dropping by the church offices dur-
ing the week.

*The speaker at the weekend service stands next
to the platform after the service to talk with
whomever would like to talk. Those who need
more in-depth conversation are then referred to
another person who stands nearby specifically

for this purpose. This “pastor on call” can also
help with theological questions. 

Evangelism Ministry also offers “Drop In” Seeker
Groups on Saturday nights at 5 p.m. and Sunday
at at 9 a.m. Seekers can drop by the Welcome
Center where they will be greeted by an
Evangelism team member, who will then place
them in one of the seeker groups that meet in the
Atrium.

7. Willow Creek Community Church has no altar
calls. Where then do people actually “cross the
line” of faith?

There are a variety of options for those who are
interested in making a commitment to Christ.
Many people, after hearing and considering the
message, pray to receive Christ either alone or
with the person who brought them to church.
Occasionally, when it fits naturally with the
theme of the message, the teaching team member
will give people the opportunity to pray a prayer
of commitment during the service. Others may
choose to go to the front of the auditorium after
the service to talk with a staff member. Many
choose to investigate participation in a seeker
small group. Some make an appointment during
the week with a staff member and pray together
with them during this time, while others will sim-
ply wander in to see if there is someone they
could speak with. With the diverse personalities
and stages of spiritual interest, people respond to
a wide range of opportunities in order to deal
with their spiritual needs.

8. Once someone has received Christ, what kind
of follow-up do you provide? What is the next
step for the individual?

When people at Willow Creek receive Christ, they
have usually been around the church for several
months. They are, therefore, generally aware of
further steps they need to take in order to grow
and mature as a Christian. There are two steps
that are considered basic: the first step is attend-
ing the Believer Basics class or joining a New
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Believer Small Group. The class and the groups
are great next steps for the new believer where
they will be able to lay a firm foundation in their
faith; the other step is New Community atten-
dance, where they will be taught, encouraged,
and have the opportunity to worship and take
Communion. Participation in these, and other
related opportunities, is encouraged from the
platform by ministry leaders and through infor-
mal personal contacts.

9. What is the actual success rate of your evangel-
ism efforts? Are you reaching many nonchurched
people, or is your growth largely transfer growth
from other churches?

Willow Creek Community Church does not have
a lot of statistical information on which to base a
precise answer to this question. There are, how-
ever, a number of indicators that show that a
high percentage of our growth is due to conver-
sions of nonbelievers. Each June and December,
for example, several hundred adults are baptized
who had not been baptized before as believers.
During one series on basic Christianity, several
hundred people committed their lives to Christ.
At our 20th anniversary celebration, several
thousand people indicated that they had met
Christ through the ministry of Willow Creek.
Additionally, people are continually giving testi-
monies that they came to the church as unbeliev-
ers and then committed their lives to Christ. All
of the outreach efforts of Willow Creek
Community Church are directed toward the
unbeliever. There is no attempt to attract
Christians from other churches.


