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“I dispersed them among the nations, and they were scattered through the countries; I 
judged them according to their conduct and their actions.” Ez 36:19 (NIV)

Overwhelmingly through the Old Testament, references to God’s people being 
“scattered” is negative.

Usually this scattering relates to either God’s direct judgement and discipline (Jer 31:10; Lam 4:16; 
Ez 20:23; 34:5,6) or the incompetence and sin of the shepherds (Jer 10:21; 23:1,2). Being gathered 
together in a central location associated with the presence and promise of God was always the 
promised blessing.

Judaism is a geocentric, ethnocentric faith. The 
Temple and the Holy of Holies in Jerusalem in which 
the presence of God dwelt among His people is at 
its centre. The shattering of the Temple (70AD) was 
devastating for Judaism. It forced a reformation in 
practice that, although being sustained through the 
centuries, is still looking for a reversal in order to once 
again fully function.

In contrast to that Old testament theme, the Book of 
Acts frames “scattering” in a totally different light. Even 
before the destruction of the Temple in 70AD, while 
Judaism continued to be geocentric and the early 
church was settling in as an extension of the same, 
“…a great persecution broke out against the church at 
Jerusalem, and all except the apostles were scattered 
throughout Judea and Samaria (Acts 8:1)… Those who 
had been scattered preached the word wherever they 
went (Acts 8:4)… Now those who had been scattered 
by the persecution… travelled as far as Phoenicia, 
Cyprus and Antioch… and began to speak to Greeks 
also, telling them the good news about the Lord Jesus 
(Acts 11:19-20).”

In the Book of Acts, the Holy Spirit uses the scattering, 
necessitated through the grief and hardship of 
persecution, to force the people of God to live out 
of their new paradigm. They were not scattered like 
lost distressed sheep, but rather like holy precious 
seed. For sheep, scattering is a prelude to destruction, 
whereas for seed it is essential to multiplication. The 
powerful indwelling presence of God was no longer 
tied to a geographic centre or building but in the 
person of ordinary believers. The command was to 
“…be my witnesses in Jerusalem, Judea and Samaria 
and to the remotest part of the world” (Acts 1:8) and 
that the living ruling Jesus, the Good Shepherd and 
the sower would be personally “with them always” as 
they dispersed and scattered around the globe (Matt 
28:20).

The hardship suffered by the people was similar 
in both cases, but the meaning and lasting impact 

provided a stark contrast. The scattering of the people 
of God after Pentecost was not a shattering dispersal 
leading to a weakened and pitiful state. Not at all. It 
was a sowing, a scattering of holy seed leading to an 
explosion of multiplication.  

Much of our immediate response amid COVID-19 
is scrambling to deliver a ‘centred-gathered-come 
together’ mode of church in a new reality where 
life is no longer able to be ‘centred-gathered-come 
together’. Not that such an approach is wrong, it just 
doesn’t adapt well to our present changed reality. The 
old paradigm of attractional church was not designed 
to thrive in the new reality of a scattered, socially 
isolated, and “stay at home” world. 

This raises some productive questions for 
church and ministry leaders:

 � How do we leap forward instead of longing 
backward? 

 � How do we refocus our people off what they 
can no longer do and onto what they are and 
were always called and empowered to be - the 
Body of Christ, the Church? 

 � How do we energize them to embrace being 
scattered as precious holy kingdom seed rather 
than frightened sheep?

THE STORM IS UPON US
No leader wanted or expected the COVID-19 crisis, 
but every leader is going through it. We don’t have 
the choice if we will experience it, but we do have the 
choice of how we will experience it. This storm has 
overtaken all of us. How we travel through it is the 
question asked of us, especially of leaders.

What could it mean for our people and ministry on the 
other side? Everyone has sailed into the storm and 
many adjustments are required. What can we choose 
to do to make the difference as to where we will 
emerge on the other side? Will we simply re-emerge 
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and resume life and ministry as it was before? Will 
we have lost momentum, critical mass, commitment 
of our people to “come to church” and support the 
programs we provide for them? Or after this forced 
deconstruction could we emerge on the other 
side with more disciples, fewer consumers, more 
meaningful connections with non-church people, and 
more believers activated as disciplemakers in their 
social worlds?

It’s not what you do but how you use 
what you do that makes the difference.

In SHIFTm2M, we have an oft repeated axiom relating 
to programs and intentional disciplemaking: “It’s 
not what you do but how you use what you do that 
makes the difference.” In relation to COVID-19 we 
could confidently say: It’s not what you go through, 
but how you respond to what you are going through 
that makes the difference. How do we respond to the 
unexpected disruption and crisis upon us? How could 
we respond to strengthen our people, deepen our 
foundations in God, engage our mission field through 
training and resourcing our ordinary members?  How 
can we refocus, envision, re-purpose, and retool so 
more and more ordinary believers embrace their 
identity as “sent ones” connecting directly with the 
non-churched people around them?

Most churches are made up of faithful attenders who 
love God and want to serve their church programs 
with loyalty. Most have few, if any, non-churched 
people as their friends and are so busy supporting the 
programs of the church that they don’t have time to 
build meaningful relationships with outsiders even if 
they knew how, which sadly most don’t. Consequently, 
they have little felt need for training in how to share 
God’s love and the Good News of Jesus with lost 
people, at least with anyone specifically they know. 
Well, in the COVID-19 storm, all that has changed!

Busy programs are shut down. People are at 
home with their house mates or families or alone, 
connecting with their social networks online. 
They have time they never had before. They have 
opportunity they never had before. They have a 
sense of need for training, direction, resources and 
tools that they have never had before. They can be 
equipped to live out simple disciplemaking life on life 
starting in the home as never before.

As leaders we are free from the crippling demands 
of complicated programs and looking to connect 
meaningfully with our people to mobilize them 
into the harvest. Ironically, it has taken the storm 

of coronavirus to shift the focus from the saints 
supporting the small circle of professionals in the work 
of ministry to realizing that the real work is to be done 
through the saints (Eph 4). 

Before the Storm

What were the limitations and frustrations of the “old 
normal”? 

What in the past has prevented your ordinary 
believers from connecting with non-churched people, 
winning them to Jesus, helping them grow in the 
basics, and helping those new believers repeat that 
same process with their non-church friends? 

After the storm

How could this present unusual time result in lasting 
beneficial changes? How could the pain be turned to 
gain? 

With intentionality, what could become the “new 
improved normal” in our people’s lives as followers of 
Jesus post COVID-19?

For Example:

 � Resilient Faith and trust through overcoming 
hardship.

 � Joy of surrender.

 � Expectation of God working in and through 
them.

 � Meaningful connections with many more non-
churched neighbours and friends.

 � Credibility through demonstrated love, practical 
care, and compassion.

 � New personal routines of Bible study, prayer, 
worship, and dependence on the Holy Spirit.

 � Simple Bible Discovery groups in homes and 
online with social networks.

 � Learned boldness in taking initiative to reach 
out and connect with others on the phone, via 
SMS, and on social media.

 � Personal lifestyle and skills of BEING the church 
in the field rather than going to or supporting 
the church.
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Leaders must provide their people with a few 
simple practical keys:

 � Personal identity as a child of God and a ‘sent-
one’ as Jesus was sent (Jn 20:21).

 � Power source – partnership with the Holy Spirit 
(Acts 1:8).

 � Simple lifestyle processes and tools to focus 
prayer and loving action.

 � Bible Discovery group process and set content. 

 � Creating opportunity for loving and caring 
actions that meet needs.

 � Simple two-minute prepared testimony: My life 
before Christ, How I received Christ, changes 
Christ has brought since then, my life now and 
what am I going to do with it.

 � Confidence in using a simple Gospel tool.

 � Simple personal plan, supportive team, clear 
process, coaching, accountability, a sense of fun 
and adventure, celebration of evident results 
seeing God at work!

What other practical resources or training do 
your people need and how can you provide 
these?

Remember, in being intentional about disciplemaking: 
“It’s not what you do but how you use what you do 
that makes the difference.” In relation to COVID-19 
we can confidently say: “It’s not what you go through, 
but how you respond to what you are going through 
that makes the difference”. Don’t just endure the 
storm and go through it, use the storm to ensure 
your people develop and grow through it as 
disciplemakers.

Let us as leaders set the narrative of thanksgiving 
and faith, looking to God’s promised leading and the 
presence of Jesus as we can connect with others in 
our new social reality. May it be said of us as it was 
of those early believers amidst their hardships, “The 
Lord’s hand was with them, and a great number of 
people believed and turned to the Lord” (Acts 11:21).

Without minimizing the seriousness of this crisis 
and the important pastoral response to its very real 
anxieties and grief, let’s focus our peoples’ vision and 
faith on God’s unchanging character toward them, 
His purpose in them, and His mission through them. 
Let us reframe the narrative from scattered 
sheep to scattered seed and boldly embrace the 
promises that flow from that perspective.

RESOURCES
 � MyFriends App 

http://myfriends.network

 � God Tools App 
https://godtoolsapp.com

 � The Four gospel presentation 
https://thefour.com



Those who had been scattered preached 
the word wherever they went.

Acts 8:4
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