New Wineskins for a New Generation

By Dr. Paul G. Leavenworth, the Convergence group
“The times, they are a changin’” wrote Bob Dylan in the 1960’s about the cultural changes taking place in America during the Viet Nam war and “hippie” counterculture movement. Just as in the 60’s, we are again facing a time of radical change in our culture and our churches.

Darrell Gruder, editor of the book Missional Church, states that:


“The obvious fact that what we once regarded as Christendom is now…


Post-Christendom and even post-Christian mission field stands in bold


contrast today with the apparent lethargy of established traditions in 


addressing this new situation [of cultural change] both creatively and 


faithfully.” (p. 7)

Leighton Ford, son-in-law of Billy Graham, has recently stated that “North America is the largest mission field in the English-speaking world. In a real sense, we are back in apostolic times. We are in a missionary situation in our own country.”

Although these changing times are challenging and stressful for church leaders and members, there is a sense that God is up to something. John Kinsley Alley, in his recent book The Reformation of the Church states that “God is about to take the church in hand, because we have a date with destiny… There is to be a complete new wineskin.” (p. 41, 21)

Jesus spoke of new wineskins in Matthew 9:17. He said, “Neither do men pour new wine into old wineskins. If they do, the skins will burst, the wine will run out and the wineskins will be ruined. No they pour new wine into new wineskins, and both are preserved.” (italics mine)
Notice here that when the new wine comes that it is to be poured into new wineskins and that “both are preserved.” Both old and new wineskins are necessary and can be preserved together when God pours out new wine! For this to happen, the old will need to lovingly tolerate the new while it matures over time and the new will need to lovingly respect the old for their faithfulness and wisdom. Both are good and necessary. Both are preserved as the old helps the new to grow into maturity!
Today, there is an old wineskin, new wineskins outpouring taking place in the church in America. God is beginning to pour out new wine and rising up new wineskins. This involves at least ten transitional changes in the church.

1. From Senior Pastor to Equipping Pastor

· Senior Pastor - motivates others to help fulfill personal vision; primary planner, decision maker; primary teacher, preacher; may delegate to compensate for weaknesses or to expands ministry base

· Equipping Pastor – fulfills personal vision by identifying, equipping, releasing, and supporting others to be who God wants them to be and accomplish what God wants them to accomplish

2. From Board to Team

· Board – governance/financial accountability managed through elected/appointed group of church members

· Team – vision/ministry generating through cooperating group of gifted, mature leaders

3. From Building to Community

· Building – identity and functionality of church is closely tied to a building and physical plant

· Community – identity and functionality of church is closely tied to relationships and ministries that are jointly valued

4. From Programs to Mentoring/Discipleship

· Programs – activities that are designed to meet the specific needs of specific people

· Mentoring/Discipleship – empowering people to become who God wants them to become and do what God wants them to do through accountable relationships

5. From Size to Multiplication/Church Planting

· Size – health is measured primarily by increase in church attendance

· Multiplication/Church Planting – health is primarily measured by conversion growth and church planting

6. From Male to Male/Female Partnership

· Male - church leadership roles are primarily held by men

· Male/Female – church leadership are held by men and women in partnership

7. From Vocational to Bi-Vocational Ministry

· Vocational – pastors should be paid full-time ministers whenever possible

· Bi-Vocational – pastors are bi-vocational to stay engaged in the harvest and have strong lay leadership teams

8. From Mono-Cultural to Multi-Cultural Partnership

· Mono-Cultural – a congregation is made up of a predominate racial group, age group, and/or socio-economic group of people

· Multi-cultural – a congregation is made up of diverse racial groups, age groups, and/or socio-economic groups of people

9. From Organization/Denomination to Relationship/Network Allegiance

· Organization/Denomination – identity, functionality, and loyalties are tied to a central or semi-central organization with some common values and goals

· Relationship/Network – identity, functionality, and loyalties are tied to close relationships, shared vision, and common ministry tasks

10.   From Formal Training to Non/Informal Training

· Formal Training – church pastors and leaders are trained in traditional models such as Bible colleges and seminaries

· Non/Informal Training – church pastors and leaders are trained in local/mobile church-based discipleship/leadership programs and/or in mentoring/internship/apprenticeship relational programs

Remember that the purpose of the wine and wineskins are to fulfill the Great Commission (Matthew 28: 35-37) in the power of the Spirit (Acts 1: 8). The Gospel message always is the same but the way in which it is communicated and the structure for evangelism and discipleship may change as the culture changes.

In this challenging time of change and uncertainty, may we remain faithful to the Gospel of Jesus Christ while we love one another with tolerance for the new and respect for the old that both may be preserved. If we can do this, God will grant us a place of productivity in the great harvest of salvation that is happening around the world as is beginning to happen in America.
Lord, grant us the privilege of partnering with you and one another in seeing the Gospel “preached in the whole world as a testimony to all nations, and then the end will come.” (Matthew 24: 14, NIV)

