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What church activities promote the most spiritual growth? This question,
and the assumptions behind it, kicked off what is now known as the
REVEAL Spiritual Life Survey. When Greg Hawkins, executive pastor at
Willow Creek Community Church, asked this question in 2003, he believed
what many pastors believe: Take an un-churched person, expose him or her
to church activities like worship services, small groups, and serving
opportunities, and that person will grow spiritually. The more someone
dives into what the church offers, the more that person grows in love for
God and love for others. When Willow Creek surveyed its congregation in
2004, the results revealed a different reality: there was little change in
levels of love for God and others based on how much someone participated
in church activities.
Once the shock wore off, the REVEAL research team worked to
determine what did drive spiritual growth (defined as ‘growing in love of
God and love of others’). A comprehensive analysis of the data indicated
that the best predictor of spiritual growth was a person’s self-described
relationship with Jesus Christ. The spiritual growth framework that
emerged from the survey data from Willow Creek and our findings about
the key drivers of spiritual growth have been validated in survey results
from more than 400,000 individuals in over 1,500 churches to date. These
findings are summarized briefly in this chapter, with special attention given
to what we’ve learned about the role of Bible engagement.2

The REVEAL Spiritual Growth Continuum
After we determined that participation in church activities didn’t lead to
growth in love for God and others, we discovered a four-stage continuum
of spiritual maturity that did predict this growth. The stages are based on
1

Much of the content of this chapter summarizes previous work authored by Greg
Hawkins and Cally Parkinson.
2
For a more in-depth and comprehensive look at the results of our research, see G.
Hawkins and C. Parkinson Move: What 1,000 Churches Reveal about Spiritual
Growth (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2011).
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how someone describes the closeness of their relationship with Christ.
People in the Exploring Christ stage have a basic belief in God, but they are
unsure about Christ and his role in their lives. Those in the Growing in
Christ stage have made a commitment to trust Christ for salvation, but are
just beginning to learn what it means to have a relationship with him. In the
Close to Christ stage, people depend on Christ as someone who assists
them in life, providing help and guidance for the issues they face. People in
the Christ-Centered stage have made a shift from asking Christ to help
them with their wants and needs to fully surrendering to his agenda,
subordinating everything to his will and his desires. People in this segment
identify their relationship with Christ as their most important relationship.
Unlike a continuum based on involvement in church activities, this
continuum of stages of spiritual maturity did predict growth in love of God
and love of others. Those in the more mature Close to Christ and ChristCentered stages have higher rates of serving, giving, and evangelism than
those in the earlier stages. They express high levels of belief in core
Christian doctrines and engage in personal spiritual practices like prayer
and reflection on Scripture on a frequent or daily basis. People in these
more mature segments participate in church activities, but these activities
are not significant drivers of their spiritual growth.

Spiritual Catalysts
If church activities don’t drive spiritual growth, what does? In other words,
what helps people move from Exploring Christ to Growing in Christ, from
Growing in Christ to Close to Christ, and from Close to Christ to ChristCentered? To find out, we examined the key differences between people in
each group, while acknowledging that spiritual growth is not a strictly
linear process and that ultimately it is the Holy Spirit who brings growth.
We discovered differences in the key catalysts that promote movement
toward greater spiritual maturity for people in each stage. The top five
catalysts for each movement are:
• Exploring Christ to Growing in Christ: belief in the Trinity and
salvation by grace; serving the church; practice of prayer to seek
guidance; reflection on Scripture.
• Growing in Christ to Close to Christ: belief in a personal God;
practice of prayer to seek guidance; reflection on Scripture; practice
of solitude; evangelism.
• Close to Christ to Christ-Centered: attitude of willingness to
surrender everything to Christ and of desiring Jesus to be first in my
life; belief in identity in Christ and in the authority of the Bible;
reflection on Scripture.
Taken together, the key factors promoting growth in each movement
show a clear progression. In the first movement, the focus is on Christian
fundamentals. In the second movement, building on this foundation
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through spiritual practices is critically important. In the third movement,
surrender to Christ and his will is predominant.
Notice one constant across the key catalysts for spiritual movement:
reflection on Scripture. Reflection on Scripture is the only catalyst of
spiritual growth that appears in the top-five list for each of the three
movements. Nothing else even comes close to having the same impact as
the Bible when it comes to spiritual growth. For those in the Close to Christ
and Christ-Centered stages, reflection on Scripture is twice as impactful as
any other catalyst. The key difference in the impact of reflection on
Scripture across the spiritual continuum is frequency. For someone in the
Exploring Christ stage, shifting from reflecting on Scripture rarely (a few
times per year) to frequently (several times per week) speeds the movement
to the Growing in Christ stage. For the later movements, increasing from
frequent to daily reflection on Scripture plays a significant role in spiritual
growth.
In our more recent research, we have begun to explore how and why
people in each stage on the continuum engage with Scripture. This research
is still in an early stage, so we share our findings with the caveat that we
don’t yet have enough data to make conclusive statements about the ways
Bible engagement changes as one matures in Christ. Using a set of survey
items, we looked at two aspects of Bible engagement: how people are
affected by their exposure to Scripture and what motivates people to engage
with Scripture. We then looked for differences in both aspects of Bible
engagement between people in each stage of spiritual growth. Here are the
key differences we found:
• People in the Exploring Christ stage who are moving toward the
Growing in Christ stage tend to say they come away from their
encounters with Scripture with new information, such as learning
how to be like Christ and learning truth from God. Their motivation
for spending time in Scripture is to be close to God.
• People in the Growing in Christ stage who are moving toward the
Close to Christ stage tend to experience Scripture as formational in
their lives, finding hope in God and experiencing unity with other
believers through their time in God’s Word. They spend time in
Scripture because they see it as a vital spiritual discipline for
followers of Christ.
• People in the Close to Christ stage who are moving toward the
Christ-Centered stage tend to experience Scripture as
transformational, giving authoritative guidance for their lives and
aligning their lives with God’s plan for the world. They are
motivated to spend time in Scripture because they know it is
essential for their spiritual growth.
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Learning about Bible Engagement from Best Practice Churches
Research using the REVEAL Spiritual Life Survey has provided insights
into the best practices of churches that are highly effective in promoting
spiritual growth among their congregants. We compute a Spiritual Vitality
Index (SVI) for every church that fields the survey with their congregation.
The SVI is a way of summarizing three aspects of a church’s survey results:
the level of congregants’ participation in personal spiritual practices,
congregants’ degree of satisfaction with key aspects of the church’s role in
promoting their spiritual growth, and the extent to which congregants are
putting their faith into action through serving, evangelism, and an attitude
of full surrender to Christ. Churches receive a score that is benchmarked
against a database of 1,000 churches. A score of 70 is average. Churches
with scores of 85 or above are in the top 5 percent of all churches we’ve
surveyed.
In 2008, the REVEAL team brought together a group of pastors of
churches in the top 5 percent to see what best practices we could learn from
them about what makes a church spiritually vibrant. After several days of
listening to them share their stories and strategies, four best practices
emerged as consistent themes. For the sake of brevity, we will describe just
one of these strategies in this chapter: Embed the Bible in Everything.3
The pastors of the spiritually vibrant churches uniformly made Scripture
central to every aspect of church life. The Bible was held up as more than
just a resource for study in Bible classes or a topic for devotionals.
Engaging with Scripture was an identifying characteristic deeply embedded
in the heart of the church. The disparity in the survey results for spiritually
vibrant churches and average churches is evidence for the difference this
approach to Bible engagement makes in the day-to-day lives of
congregants. Across the REVEAL database of churches, the average
percentage of congregants who say they reflect on Scripture daily is 21
percent. The average for spiritually vibrant, best-practice churches is 34
percent. Remember that reflection on Scripture is the most influential
catalyst of spiritual growth. The high rates of Bible engagement seen in
best-practice churches pay dividends by generating spiritual movement for
congregants.
As someone who is reading a book on the Bible in mission, you
probably don’t need to be convinced of the importance of getting
congregants into God’s Word. However, finding ways to get them to
embrace Scripture for themselves can be more challenging. One of the key
differentiating factors of our best-practice church leaders is their ability to
transition their love of Scripture to their congregants. Our conversations
with them yielded three strategies they use for effectively embedding the
Bible in everything they do.
3

Detailed information on all four practices is available in Hawkins and Parkinson,
Move, 210-255.
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1. Make the Bible the main course of the message. Whether taking an
expository or topical approach to preaching, our best-practice pastors start
their message preparation in Scripture so that all of the life applications
they provide are rooted in God’s Word. Showing congregants how to draw
life application from Scripture is among their goals. In this way,
congregants learn how to find God’s wisdom during their time alone
reflecting on Scripture. Best-practice pastors also effectively communicate
their passion for God’s Word in their preaching in a way that congregants
can experience and internalize.
2. Take away the excuses. With so many demands competing for the
attention of their people, best-practice pastors have to be creative in coming
up with ways to help congregants grow in their ability and confidence to
engage with Scripture on their own. In addition to Bible classes and
weeknight course offerings, they’ve developed a variety of methods for
making daily Scripture engagement accessible and enticing. For example,
one best-practice church asks people to sign a ‘10/10’ covenant, where they
commit to 10 minutes of Bible reading and 10 minutes of prayer each day,
in addition to connecting weekly with 10 people in a small group and
praying for 10 people to accept Christ. Another church takes a high-tech
approach and provides a web-based daily Bible reading plan developed by
congregants. Volunteers are given a Scripture passage and asked to provide
a reflection on it and its importance in their lives. These reflections are
emailed to congregants who sign up to receive them. Other churches
distribute quarterly devotional magazines or journals to their congregations.
No matter the method, the message is the same: spending time each day
engaged with Scripture is an essential life-transforming discipline for every
follower of Jesus Christ.
3. Model Scripture as the church’s foundation. The habit of turning to
Scripture for guidance is as much caught as it is taught. When congregants
see the church’s leadership constantly holding up the Bible as the
authoritative source for wisdom in making decisions, developing vision,
and providing a foundation for the church’s direction, they are more likely
to turn to Scripture for guidance in how to live their day-to-day lives.
Opportunities to model Scripture as foundational to church leadership range
from beginning leadership meetings with members sharing what they are
learning from the Bible, to tackling thorny issues in leadership
development groups by seeking guidance from Scripture, to taking
congregants to God’s Word when they come to you with questions or
problems. The question ‘What does the Bible say about that?’ should be
heard from the lips of church leaders as often as possible.
The lessons provided by our best-practice churches show what it looks
like to have a church where embedding the Bible has become second
nature. In the following section, we provide a look at some churches that
aren’t yet best-practice churches. They are churches that have participated
in the REVEAL Spiritual Life Survey, wrestled with the results, taken
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action to increase Bible engagement in their churches, and then taken the
survey a second time to measure their progress. The glimpses provided by
these work-in-progress churches show how simple, intentional efforts to
embed the Bible in everything can make a real difference in the spiritual
vitality of a congregation.

Case Study #1: Southwest Church of Christ
REVEAL survey results for Southwest Church of Christ indicated that a
large percentage of the congregation remained in the early stages of
spiritual growth despite a decade or more of church involvement. Church
members were weak in their spiritual practices and wanted more help from
the church in understanding the Bible. Preaching Minister Jimmy Adcox
knew the church leadership needed to act. ‘It wasn’t a matter of saying,
“We want to encourage everybody to read their Bible,”’ Jimmy explains.
‘Instead, we planned a way to engage the church and do it together.’
They tapped what they considered the ideal resource to guide that
process – The Story,4 originated in San Antonio’s Oak Hills Church by
pastors Randy Frazee and Max Lucado.
This chronological journey through the Bible became a church-wide
experience that involved not only Sunday services, but also the church’s
small groups, Bible classes, and children’s ministry. Beginning in the fall
of 2009 and lasting for 31 weeks, Southwest’s congregation read an
average of 15 pages of Scripture a week. Jimmy preached on that material
each Sunday morning. Classes discussed it.
The following fall, the church repeated the process with The Jesus
Creed,5 which focuses on the Gospels. This time, shorter reading
assignments were combined with more time devoted to prayer and
reflection on Scripture. Where The Story had gotten Southwest’s people
into the Word, The Jesus Creed not only built on that involvement but also
inspired attenders’ commitment to the needs of those outside the church.
The results of these efforts were seen in a 2011 follow-up REVEAL
survey. By then, attendance was growing and categories across the board –
from personal spiritual practices, to Christian beliefs and attitudes, to small
group serving, to satisfaction with weekend services – all experienced
upward movement. ‘Our people have grown in terms of being in the Word
on their own’, Jimmy says, ‘which in turn has impacted their spiritual life,
which in turn has impacted their sense of mission and ministry.’

4

The Story: Encounter the Story of Scripture in a Whole New Way (Grand Rapids,
MI: Zondervan, 2005).
5
S. McKnight, The Jesus Creed: Loving God, Loving Others (Brewster, MA:
Paraclete Press, 2005).
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Case Study #2: The Church at Osage Hills
When the Church at Osage Hills took the REVEAL survey, they were in
the midst of a re-launch that included hiring new pastoral staff and putting a
season of struggle and internal strife behind them. Church leaders were
looking for a benchmark of the congregation’s spiritual health at that time.
There were some positives in their results, but they also discovered some
sobering information. Satisfaction with the church’s role in spiritual growth
was at a very low 25 percent and just 6 percent of the congregation engaged
in daily Bible reading. The team was determined to increase the church’s
interaction with the Bible, but they faced a challenge.
Located on Lake of the Ozarks, the church co-exists with each summer’s
half-million visitors. For Osage Hills attenders, summer means either long
work hours or leaving the area to escape the crowds. As summer
approached, Osage Hills launched ‘The Summer Challenge’, a season-long
combination of Bible reading and physical workouts that culminated in
August with a 5 kilometer run. ‘We encouraged everyone to read through
the New Testament and we encouraged them to do some sort of physical
exercise’, Ken explains. ‘We told them, “While you guys are traveling, out
of town, on vacation, go. Have a great time. We love you. And while
you’re gone, let’s be reading the Bible together and let’s be working out.”’
Participants signed commitment cards that were hung from the lobby
ceiling. They focused on 1Timothy 4:7-8. The church provided 75-day
study guides, basing Sunday sermons on each week’s readings. And they
passed out T-shirts that said ‘The Summer Challenge: I’m In. Are You?’
Everyone came back together in August having read their Scripture, eager
to interact with fellow congregants, and ready to run their race. That
success was followed by additional Scripture-reading incentives and Biblebased sermon series.
Osage Hills’ follow-up REVEAL survey documented the difference
these efforts made. Congregant satisfaction with weekend services
increased from 61 to 82 percent. Both overall attendance and attendance
frequency also increased, as did satisfaction with the senior pastor. The
Growing in Christ segment, which represented 43 percent of the
congregation in the first survey, was noticeably smaller and the two more
mature categories, Close to Christ and Christ-Centered, had grown
considerably.
Case Study #3: Legacy Church
The leaders of Legacy Church in Plano, Texas, heard about REVEAL while
attending the 2008 Willow Creek Leadership Summit. Senior Pastor Gene
Wilkes said, ‘We hadn’t assessed our spiritual growth for years, so we
needed kind of a baseline of where we were.’ Results indicated that less
than half of those responding were satisfied with the church’s role in their
spiritual growth. Just 15 percent engaged in daily Bible reading. Thirteen
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percent acknowledged that when it came to their spiritual growth, they
were stalled. The pastoral staff had suspected that the congregation needed
to grow in Scripture engagement, and the survey results confirmed that
work was needed.
Legacy created a Spiritual Growth Team, made up of the pastoral team
and a leadership team of congregants and staff. The team defined the
church’s four key objectives, one of which was to promote understanding
the Bible in depth. As part of this objective, Legacy was determined to
make daily Bible engagement a fundamental practice throughout the church
– for everyone from pre-schoolers to adults and across activities ranging
from life groups to Sunday sermons. Common to all of these audiences and
initiatives would be The Story. The pastoral staff divided the book into
segments to cover all 12 months, and then broke the material down into six
daily reading assignments per week. Congregants who didn’t want to carry
a book around could get the material in a daily email or listen to it on their
smartphones.
To keep the children engaged in the Word alongside their parents, the
children’s director created a Family Notebook covering the entire year. For
each week, it provided the Scripture being discussed in Sunday’s service as
well as a story synopsis, the story’s main point, and the best ways to enter
into a discussion of the story. It included questions appropriate for different
age groups – pre-schoolers, elementary, and youth – to launch family-wide
discussions.
Legacy checked their progress with a follow-up survey in March 2012.
The results were encouraging across the board. Satisfaction with the
church’s role in spiritual growth rose from 49 to 65 percent. Levels of small
group participation and serving at the church were far above average. Most
importantly, the percentage of congregants in the Growing in Christ
segment dropped from 47 percent to 41 percent, while the percentage in the
more mature segments rose significantly.

It Starts With You
We have conducted the REVEAL Spiritual Life Survey project with the
intention of providing church leaders with strategies and insights that will
help them to lead their congregations to deeper and deeper levels of growth
in Christ-likeness. As we’ve discussed in this chapter, getting your
congregants to engage with Scripture is a critical part of encouraging their
spiritual growth. But it is even more critical that you tend to your own
heart. Spiritually vibrant churches have spiritually vibrant leaders. No
strategy can succeed unless it is pursued by leaders whose hearts are
surrendered fully to Christ and his agenda. The strategies we’ve found
through our best-practice churches and our work-in-progress churches
come from the overflow of the hearts of Christ-Centered leaders who are
pursuing spiritual transformation with single-minded devotion. Where are
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you in your engagement with Scripture? Do you take time to reflect on
Scripture for yourself, apart from preparing to teach a class, lead a group,
or preach a sermon? Are you cultivating a passion for God’s Word that is
contagious? We hope that the first place you will take the strategies we’ve
presented here is into your personal time of prayer and reflection on
Scripture and that you’ll move forward from there in the way that seems
best to you and the Holy Spirit.

