z»\WAICHER
#WORKER

Turning Online Viewers into
Active Disciples

download pdf at
growbeyond.how

ffff



Prologue: How | Got into Online Ministry

Chapter 1: Understanding the Online Audience

Common Barriers That Keep People Stuck

The Needed Mindset Shift for Leaders

Chapter 2: First Connections — Making the Invisible Visible

11

Speak Directly to the Online Audience

11

Personal Follow-Up: Turning Forms into Friendships

Digital Altar Calls That Get Real Responses

Chapter 3: Serve Teams - The Fastest Way to Move from Watcher to Worker

14
15
17

Why Serve Teams Accelerate Discipleship

17

The “Towel Over Title"” Culture

Recruitment, Onboarding, Training & Appreciation

Chapter 4: Why “Beyond Sunday” Changes Everything

The Online Reality

What “Beyond Sunday” Looks Like Online

A Better Question to Ask
The Heart Behind the Numbers

Chapter 5: Building Online Small Groups That Create Real Community

Why Deeper Connections Matter

Online Small Groups - The Backbone of Digital Community

Making the Transition Happen

Chapter 6: Creating Powerful Small Group Guides from Your Weekend Messages

Why This Blesses Your Whole Church
How to Build the Guide

The Proven Process We Use

Final Tips for Great Guides

Chapter 7: Building a Sustainable Online Discipleship Culture
Leadership Buy-In and Church-Wide Language Shift

Integrating Online Fully into the Main Campus Vision

Scaling What Works

Long-Term Vision: Online as a True Campus That Plants Others

Epilogue: The Advocate’s Heart - A Final Word

18
22
24
24
25
25
26
27
27
27
30
31
31
32
33
34
36
36
36
37
37
39



Introduction

From Watchers to Workers is a practical guide for pastors,
communications leaders, media teams, and volunteers who want to
build meaningful online ministry. It's not about chasing big view
counts. It's about turning passive viewers into active disciples —
people who serve, connect, grow, and eventually help reach others.

Whether your online audience is 50 people or 5,000, the principles in
this book work. You'll learn how to make first connections that matter,
build serve teams that actually disciple people, create real community
through small groups, develop helpful group guides, and build a
sustainable culture that treats online ministry as a true campus — not
a side project.

My goal is simple: to give you clear systems and a biblical mindset so
you can stop settling for watchers and start raising up workers for the
Kingdom.

The mission field is no longer just outside your doors. It's also on the
other side of the screen.

Let's get to work.




Prologue: How | Got into Online Ministry

In November 2019, church leadership asked me a question that would
completely change the direction of my ministry.

| was serving as the youth pastor at the time at a large multisite church in North
Carolina, and they wanted to know if | would be willing to step into a new role
overseeing communications, videography, graphic design, and eventually online
ministry. Their reasoning was honest and practical: "It will be easier to replace a
youth pastor than to find someone who can handle all of this.”

| said yes.

Little did | know that just a few months later, the entire world would shut down in
2020 and force every church to figure out online ministry overnight. What
started as a new responsibility quickly became a crash course in live streaming,
engagement, community, and digital discipleship. Those early days were equal
parts exciting and exhausting — and honestly, a little chaotic (as I'm sure many
of you remember with a smile... or a deep sigh).

Since then, I've had the privilege of learning, experimenting, failing, and growing
in online ministry. This book is the result of those years — the lessons, the
systems, the stories, and the mistakes turned into wisdom.

If you're a pastor, communications leader, media team member, or anyone
trying to build meaningful online ministry, | wrote this for you. My prayer is that it
saves you some time, encourages your heart, and equips you to turn watchers
into workers for the glory of God.

Welcome to the journey.

— James Martin




Chapter 1: Understanding the Online Audience

If you've ever looked at your church’s live stream numbers and felt a
mix of hope and discouragement, you're not alone. Some weeks the
count feels encouraging. Other weeks it feels painfully low. Whether
you have hundreds watching or you're still working to build a
consistent online audience, the question is the same: How many of
these people are truly with us?

| wrote this book because | believe in taking that question seriously.
And more importantly, | want to give you a clear plan and practical
steps so that you can help those watching from the shadows of
anonymity into real connection, community, and growth in their faith.

Online ministry isn't just a broadcast platform — it's a mission field full
of real people at very different stages of their spiritual journey. The
numbers may fluctuate, but every single viewer matters.

In this chapter, we'll look at the four main types of online attendees,
common barriers they face, and the crucial mindset shift every leader
must make if we want to turn watchers into workers. The rest of the
book will give you practical systems to make that happen.

The Four Types of Online Attendees

After spending years helping lead online ministry at a couple of larger
churches, I've noticed online viewers generally fall into one of four
categories. Recognizing them helps us meet people exactly where
they are, whether we have a large online audience or we're still in the
early stages of growth.




1. The Curious These are the explorers. They've heard about your
church from a friend, saw a clip on social media, or simply typed
"church near me” into Google at 11:00 p.m. on a Saturday. They're

checking you out before ever walking through the doors. Many are
unchurched, de-churched, or visiting from another city or country.

They watch quietly. They may linger on the website afterward, reading
beliefs, watching sermon archives, or looking at service times. They
are not second-class visitors—they are smart researchers doing their
homework. Some of the strongest future leaders and members I've
seen started right here.

2. The Casual These folks watch somewhat regularly but stay on the
sidelines. They enjoy the worship and teaching, maybe even comment
"Amen" once in a while, but they haven’t taken any intentional next
step. Life is busy. Church online feels convenient. They might watch
while folding laundry or during lunch at work.

The Casual attendee is often one good invitation or gentle nudge away
from deeper connection.

3. The Committed This group has crossed an invisible line. They
consider your church their home, even if they've never attended in
person. They show up week after week, support the ministry
financially, and occasionally respond to the invitation to share a prayer
request in the chat. Many live too far away, have health limitations, or
work unconventional hours.

They are already part of the family—they just need clear pathways to
serve and grow.




4. The Connected These are the fully engaged online disciples. They
serve on a team, attend small group via Zoom, and comment during
the live services. They've moved from consumer to contributor. They
often become some of the most faithful and fruitful members of the
church.

Understanding these four groups keeps us from painting all online
viewers with the same brush. The person watching silently from
another state might be a Curious seeker who will one day lead a Watch
Party in their living room.

Recent Barna Group research shows that the average churched adult
attends church about 1.6 times per month — roughly two out of every
five weekends. This means many people who consider themselves
regular” attenders are not there every week. They may also watch
online occasionally when traveling or unable to attend in person. While
this book acknowledges that reality, its primary focus is on those who
primarily or exclusively engage with your church online — the people
who may never walk through your physical doors but still need a real
place to belong, serve, and grow in their faith.

Common Barriers That Keep People Stuck

Even when someone wants to move forward, several real barriers
often hold them back:

. Anonymity Comfort: Many people enjoy staying invisible at first.
They may have been hurt in the past or simply value their privacy
while they heal, ask questions, and explore faith on their own
terms.




“I Don't Know Where to Start” Paralysis: The service ends, the
screen goes black, and they're left thinking, Now what? There's
no clear, low-pressure next step.

Feeling Unseen: “No one knows I'm here. If | stopped watching
tomorrow, would it matter?” This is often the biggest silent killer
of online engagement.

"Why Bother Connecting?” Distance Doubt: Some don't see the
value in identifying themselves or getting involved because the
church is hundreds of miles away. They think, “I can’t attend in
person anyway, so why connect?”

Important reminder: These barriers do not mean online people are less
committed or lower quality. Many are simply cautious, busy, skeptical,
or wounded. They are checking out your church thoughtfully—often
long before they ever visit in person. Treating them with honor and
dignity from the very first click makes all the difference.

The Needed Mindset Shift for Leaders

This is the most important part of the chapter.

Too many churches still treat their online stream as a “broadcast only”
ministry—Ilike a television station. We push content out and hope
something sticks. That approach will never build disciples.

Instead, we must see online ministry as a genuine mission field.

The early church turned the Roman Empire upside down through
relationships, letters, and radical community (Acts 2:42-47, Ephesians
4:11-16). Paul discipled many people he had never met in person, using
the best communication tool available to him at the time—Iletters.




We have even better tools today. You can instantly send a message,
FaceTime someone on the other side of the planet, or join a live prayer
meeting from your living room. With all of that available to us, why
would we settle for less impact than the early church had?

When we make this mindset shift, everything changes:

. Everyviewer becomes a potential disciple.

. Every chat commentis a cry for connection.

. Every “first-time” watcher is a guest we get to host in Jesus'
name.

« Onlineis not a lesser campus—it is a true campus with its own
calling and potential.

This mindset changes everything about how we design next steps,
train volunteers, and pray for the people on the other side of the
screen.

Reflection Question for Leaders Are we building a digital broadcast... or
a digital church? The answer will determine whether the people
watching today become the workers of tomorrow.

Chapter 1 Takeaway

Your online audience is not a vague crowd of numbers—they are
Curious seekers, Casual observers, Committed supporters, and
Connected servants in the making. When we understand who they are,
honor the barriers they face, and treat them as full members of the
family from day one, we position ourselves to see incredible
transformation.




In the next chapter, we'll walk through practical, low-pressure ways to
make that first meaningful connection.
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Chapter 2: First Connections — Making the
Invisible Visible

The service is over. The final song fades. For the person watching on
their couch or in their car, this is the moment of truth: Will this church
notice me, or will | disappear again?

It's incredibly easy for someone to watch week after week and remain
quietly in the shadows. They can enjoy the message, feel encouraged,
and then close the app with no one ever knowing they were there. No
pressure, no risk—but also no real connection or growth.

Turning a watcher into a worker starts with simple, immediate, and
welcoming next steps. Our goal is to make the invisible feel genuinely
seen—quickly, gsently, and without pressure—so they can move from
observer to active participant in the body of Christ. In this chapter we'll
cover what actually works before and during the stream, followed by
the crucial automated and personal follow-up that happens in the first
few days.

Speak Directly to the Online Audience

A little preparation before the service begins can make a big
difference. Have a host (or hosts) greet the online congregation
warmly. Something as simple as this goes a long way:

"Hey everyone watching online—whether you're across town or across
the country—we're so glad you're joining us! We'd love to meet you.
Say hello in the chat, fill out a connection card, or let us know how we
can pray for you today.”
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Speaking directly to them lets them know they are expected and
valued. You can also mention easy ways to get involved, such as
serving on one of the online teams we'll talk about later or checking
out short online classes and groups. These small pre-service words
plant the idea that “there’s a place for me here.”

Before and During the Stream:

Don't wait until the end of service to think about online people. Talk to
them throughout the broadcast with these proven tools:

. Use on-screen prompts and stream overlays: "Watching online?
Say 'Hi" in the chat!” or “Text 'PRAY’ to 555-1234 for prayer.”

. Show a QR code on screen for 10-15 seconds at key moments
(welcome, sermon application, altar call). It can link straight to a
connection card, prayer request form, or the church app.

« Put alink-in-bio or simple URL in the stream description and
pinned chat message.

. End with a clear “Next Steps” card on screen for 20-30 seconds
after the benediction, or have a host share the value of it:
“Online? We'd love to meet you!”

One of the most effective methods our church uses is calling people
who fill out a guest form. These small touches tell the online viewer:
You are not hidden. You are expected and welcome here.

Right After the Stream: Automated Follow-Up

The first day and a half after someone watches is when they are most
open. Start with automated systems to handle the volume while you
prepare for personal connection.
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We have noticed that many people want to get involved but they have
no idea what it means or even that serve teams and small groups are
offered online. Clear, repeated next steps in your follow-up help
remove that confusion and open the door for them to take action.

Sample 5-Week Welcome Email Drip Sequence

Here's a proven sequence you can set up in most church management
systems (Rock RMS, Mailchimp, Planning Center, etc.). Keep every
email short, warm, and mobile-friendly.

Email 1 - Within 24 hours: “Thank You + One Easy Step”

Subject: Thanks for joining us online today!

“Hey [First Name], thanks so much for watching with us! We're
genuinely glad you were here. Our church believes in the power of
prayer, and we would love to pray for you. Would you take 30 seconds
to let our prayer team know how we can pray for you?”

Email 2 — Three or four days after visit: “Here’s What's Available”

Subject: A few ways to keep growing

“Hi [First Name], here are some simple next steps: - Download our app
for messages on the go - Join a short online Bible study - Watch last
week’s message again No pressure—just options that fit your life.”

Email 3 - Week 2: "Come Back & Bring a Friend”

Subject: We'd love to see you again this Sunday

Friendly reminder + short highlight video or testimony. End with links
of where to watch.
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Email 4 — Week 3: Online Groups & Connection (Be Wise About
Distance)

Subject: Find your people

Even if you're hundreds of miles away, you can still belong here.
Check out our Online Small Groups or our men’s/women’s Zoom
groups. Many people never step foot on our main campus and still
grow deep roots with us. [Button: See Group Options]”

Email 5 - Week 4 or 5: Special Invite + Resources

Subject: Next step for parents /| Membership / Deeper growth

You can take this email in different directions depending on your
church’s focus. Consider next steps for parents, church membership,
or deeper spiritual growth.

. For parents: Share kids curriculum links or family devotion ideas.

. Dedicated invite to an online Membership Class: Explain that it's
open to everyone, even those who live far away.

. Free resource: Offer a devotional, message series download, or
other helpful tool.

Don't put all your eggs in one communication basket. While email
works well for automation, consider mixing in text messages or other
channels as well. By the time you read this, there will probably be
another new way to communicate with people (carrier pigeons,
anyone?).

Personal Follow-Up: Turning Forms into Friendships

Automated tools get the message out, but personal touches build the
relationship. Reach out personally within a couple of days when
possible—especially to those who fill out a prayer request or guest
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card. You'll leave plenty of voicemails, but those messages still make
people feel special and seen.

Making the Calls

When someone fills out a prayer request or connection card, follow up
with a warm, personal phone call within 24-48 hours. Here's a simple,
caring script a volunteer or staff member can use:

“Hi [First Name], this is [Your Name] with [Church Name]. | wanted to
thank you for joining us online and for taking the time to fill out the
[prayer request / connection card]. How are you doing today?

We'd love to answer any questions you have or just get to know you a
little better. Is there anything we can pray with you about right now?

If you're interested, we have online groups and ways to get
connected—even if you're far away. I'd be happy to send you some
options if that would be helpful.”

Be personal, listen well, offer prayer (and pray a short, sincere prayer
on the spot if they say yes), and end by thanking them again. After you
start making these calls, the feedback you receive will help you fine-
tune your approach. You'll quickly discover what resonates most with
your online congregation.

Digital Altar Calls That Get Real Responses

People respond when it feels safe and simple. Use a dedicated, one-
question form: “How can we pray for you?” During the altar call, say
something like: “If you're watching online and want to respond, drop
your request in the chat or click the link on screen. Our team is ready
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to pray with you right now.” Follow up the next day with a note: “We
prayed for your request this morning...”

Always test your forms and links with fresh eyes. Do the QR codes and
buttons actually work? Does the process feel smooth, or does the
viewer have to click through multiple pages? A friction-free
experience makes a big difference.

Chapter 2 Takeaway

First connections don't have to be complicated—they just have to be
clear and kind. When you speak directly to the online audience before
and during the stream, follow up quickly with both automation and
personal care (especially those phone calls), invisible watchers start to
believe they matter.

That belief is the bridge from watching... to serving.
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Chapter 3: Serve Teams — The Fastest Way to
Move from Watcher to Worker

If you want to turn online watchers into committed disciples faster
than almost anything else, get them serving. Serve teams are the #1
discipleship accelerator in an online or hybrid church. When someone
moves from consumer to contributor, their faith deepens, they build
relationships, and they develop ownership in the mission of the
church.

This chapter is the heart of the book because it's where theory
becomes practice. We'll look at why serving works so well, the culture
you need to build, detailed breakdowns of key teams, and practical
systems for recruitment, training, and appreciation. Everything here
comes from real experience in online ministry.

Why Serve Teams Accelerate Discipleship

Watching a service is passive. Serving is active. When people use their
time, gifts, and energy for the kingdom, transformation happens. They
move from “l attend” to “This is my church.” They form real
friendships, grow in accountability, and discover that their life matters
in God's work.

Online serving removes many traditional barriers—no commute,
flexible hours, and opportunities that fit busy or distant lives. Amom in
another state can pray with people in the chat from her kitchen table.
A tech-savvy young adult can help moderate the stream. Serving
online makes discipleship scalable and accessible.
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The “Towel Over Title"” Culture

At the heart of every healthy serve team is Jesus’ example in John 13.
On the night before His crucifixion, the Messiah—the One with every
right to be served—wrapped a towel around His waist, knelt down, and
washed His disciples’ feet.

Our favorite leadership mantra comes straight from that moment: It's
not about the titlg, it's about the towel.

Titles can help us organize teams, but they are never the main thing.
The heart of every role is humble, hands-on service. Teach this value
from the very first conversation with a new volunteer. Celebrate the
unseen work (the quiet prayers in the chat, the late-night tech fixes,
the thoughtful devotion written at a kitchen table) just as loudly as the
visible roles.

When your volunteers truly catch this mindset, your online campus
stops feeling like a spectator event and starts feeling like a genuine
family—exactly what the body of Christ is meant to be.

Detailed Breakdowns of Key Online Serve Teams

Here are the main online ministry teams we've used successfully at
my church, Free Chapel. These roles are especially powerful because
most of them can be done completely remotely, giving people
flexibility while helping them move quickly from watcher to worker.
I've included practical job descriptions and tips.

1. Online Prayer Team This team turns digital altar calls into real
pastoral care.
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. Role: Pray with people in the chat or DMs, log requests, and follow
up.

. Training: Teach biblical prayer, active listening, when to escalate
a request, and how to use your church database (dedicated
prayer module is ideal).

. Practical Tips: Assign shifts during services. For serious needs,
have a process to send a handwritten card, make a follow-up call,
or connect them with a pastor. One volunteer can own “card
ministry” for prayer requests—simple but incredibly meaningful.

2. Chat Engagement Team (Digital Greeters at the Door) Just like
smiling greeters at your physical campus entrance, you need trained
hosts in the chat.

Strategies that work:

. Have 2-4 trained Stream Hosts online during every service
(adjust per platform).

. Welcome people by name when possible ("Welcome, Sarah from
Texas!"), answer questions, celebrate decisions (“So excited you
prayed to receive Christ!"), and gently invite next steps.

. Use asimple script: “"Hey friend! <~ Glad you're joining us online
today. Is this your first time? Anything we can pray with you
about?”

. Train hosts to spot people who linger, ask questions, or seem in
need and move them to a private message or connection card.

Hosts make the invisible visible in under 60 seconds.

3. Content / Writing Team This team creates discussion guides, social
media clips, and devotionals that extend the reach of weekend
messages.
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Volunteers with a heart to write are gold. Use Al (Grok, ChatGPT, etc.)
wisely as a helper, not a replacement. For example, take a sermon
transcript, ask the Al to suggest five to seven daily devotionals ideas
with short prayers, punchy one-liners, and meaningful verses from the
sermon. Then assign those outlines to volunteer writers who add their
own voice and heart. One person can pick topics or write Sunday
recaps, while others expand them. This approach muiltiplies output
while keeping the content personal and Spirit-led.

4. Follow-Up Team The goal is simple: check in with people and show
you care.

. Call or text first-time guests, prayer requesters, and regular
attenders you haven't seen lately.

. Don't overcomplicate it—being personal goes a long way. Provide
a loose call script (see Chapter 2 for an example) so volunteers
feel confident.

. Trainthem to listen, offer prayer, and invite to next steps. Many
great connections start with a simple “We noticed you joined us
online—how can we pray for you?”

5. Digital Small Group Leaders These leaders launch and nurture online
groups that help people go deeper.

« Responsibilities: Host Zoom groups, shepherd members, use
provided curriculum. Most of the qualities that make a good "in-
person” small group leader carry over to online.

. Training resource: On my website GrowBeyond.How, | provide a
downloadable presentation specifically for training digital group
leaders (available to readers of this book).

Strong groups turn online attendees into a true community.
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6. Hotspots & Watch Party Hosts

These creative roles help people connect in person even if they're far
from the main campus.

A Hotspot is a casual meetup in a public place (coffee shop, park,
restaurant) hosted by a volunteer. Watch Parties are hosted in homes
or other spaces where a group can enjoy the service together. Many
online viewers live in nearby towns with enough people watching that
a local gathering makes sense. These events can become the seed for
a future campus plant or simply a great way for people to have face-
to-face interaction and develop lasting friendships.

Promotion tip: You will need to help promote these events to people in
that area. They tend to be promotion-intensive in order to be
successful.

7. Technical & Production Support For the tech-savvy volunteers who
keep everything running smoothly behind the scenes.

. Roles: Manage stream quality, troubleshoot issues live, help with
graphics/overlays, and ensure the online experience matches the
heart of what's happening in the room.

« These behind-the-scenes servants are true heroes—train them
well and celebrate their work often.

The best technical volunteers don't just understand technology; they
also stay aware of what's happening in the physical service. They work
closely with the production team so online viewers aren't left out of
special moments, announcements, or atmosphere. This ties directly
back to the heart of advocacy we talked about earlier—someone has
to be thinking, “How does this feel for the person watching from
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home?" When your tech team has that dual awareness (online + in-
person), the entire experience becomes seamless and welcoming for
everyone.

Recruitment, Onboarding, Training & Appreciation

Recruitment Scripts

Use announcements, emails, and short video invites: “You don't have
to be on stage to make a big difference. Serve from anywhere with our
Online Teams!”

Simple Application + Onboarding

Keep it short: basic info, spiritual gifts questions, availability, and a
background check where needed. Follow up quickly with a welcome
call or orientation.

Training Checklist & Monthly Rallies

. Core training: culture (“Towel Over Title"), role specifics, tech
tools, boundaries.

. Hold monthly rallies via Zoom or in-person for encouragement,
training refreshers, and testimony sharing.

Recognition & Appreciation

Send handwritten notes, feature volunteers in announcements
(“Volunteer Spotlight”), give digital gift cards, or host appreciation
events. Remote appreciation works—make it personal.
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Chapter 3 Takeaway

Serve teams are where watchers become workers. \When you create
clear roles, build a “Towel Over Title” culture, train well, and appreciate
faithfully, your online campus stops being a broadcast and becomes a
living, breathing part of the body of Christ.

People don't just watch—they belong, serve, and grow.
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Chapter 4: Why "Beyond Sunday” Changes
Everything

At a recent conference for church leaders, the finance director of one
of America’s largest multisite churches shared a striking statistic.

He said that if someone is only giving financially—with no other
involvement—there is only about a 309 chance they will continue
giving the following year. However, when that same person gets
involved in just one additional thing (a class, a Bible reading plan, a
serve team, a small group, or an online event), the number jumps to
over 809%.

That gap is sobering.

It's not really about money. It's about retention, discipleship, and long-
term faithfulness. When people only consume content (watching
services and giving occasionally), their connection stays shallow. But
when they take even one step beyond Sunday—serving on a team,
joining a small group, engaging in a Bible plan, or participating in any
consistent way—their likelihood of staying and growing rises
dramatically.

This truth has huge implications for online ministry.
The Online Reality

Many people discover your church online. They may watch faithfully,
feel encouraged, and even give financially. But without intentional next
steps, it's easy for them to remain distant consumers. They can enjoy
the message from their couch and then quietly drift away.
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That's why "beyond Sunday” engagement is not optional—it’'s
essential. Creative digital ministry allows us to invite people into
relationships, service, and growth no matter where they live or what
season of life they're in. Online tools give us the ability to turn passive
viewers into active participants in the body of Christ.

When we help people move from:

. Watching - Serving
« Consuming - Contributing
« Isolation > Community

..we don't just improve retention. We participate in real discipleship.
What “Beyond Sunday” Looks Like Online

You don't need fancy new programs. Build on what you already have
and get creative:

. Invite watchers to serve on online teams (prayer, chat hosts,
content, tech, etc.).

« Help them join or start a small group—online, hybrid, or in-person.

. Offer simple next steps like daily devotionals, Bible reading plans,
or prayer challenges.

. Create Hotspots and Watch Parties so people can gather locally
even if they're far from the main campus.

The goal is simple: help every person take one next step beyond
watching. That single step often leads to the next one, and the next.

A Better Question to Ask
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Instead of asking, "How many people watched this weekend?” start
asking, "How many people took a step beyond watching?”

Track what matters:

. Serve team sign-ups from online viewers

. Small group registrations

. Prayer requests followed by personal follow-up

« People moving from online-only to hybrid or in-person
involvement

When you measure engagement instead of just attendance, you'll see
where to focus your energy. And you'll celebrate stories of real
transformation instead of just big numbers.

The Heart Behind the Numbers

Ultimately, this isn't about statistics or retention rates. It's about
people. Every online viewer is a person Jesus loves—someone who
needs community, purpose, and a place to belong. When we creatively
open doors for them to engage beyond Sunday, we're saying, “You're
not just welcome to watch. You're invited to belong.”

That's the heart of online ministry. That's how watchers become
workers. And that's how we fulfill the Great Commission in the digital
age.

Chapter 4 Takeaway

The data is clear: involvement drives retention. The gospel is clearer:
we are called to make disciples, not just attract viewers. When you
help people move beyond Sunday, you don’t just grow your online
campus—you strengthen the whole church and advance the Kingdom.
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Chapter 5: Building Online Small Groups That
Create Real Community

Serving is a powerful first step, but it's not the destination. The real
goal is relationships—moving people from one-time volunteers into
lasting community where they are known, loved, encouraged, and
challenged to grow in Christ.

This chapter is about building the bridge from I serve here” to “This is
my spiritual family.” When online serving leads to deeper connections,
people stop feeling like distant viewers and start feeling like they truly
belong.

Why Deeper Connections Matter

Serving can be exciting, but it's ongoing relationships that produce
lasting fruit. In community, people share struggles, celebrate victories,
study Scripture together, and hold one another accountable. The New
Testament church didn't just gather for large meetings—they metin
homes, broke bread, prayed, and did life together (Acts 2:42-47). We
can do the same today using the tools God has given us.

The transition from serve team to community doesn’t happen
automatically. It takes intentional pathways. Here are the most
effective ones we've seen.

Online Small Groups — The Backbone of Digital Community

Small groups are where many people move from acquaintance to
family. Online small groups remove geography as a barrier and allow
people to connect consistently, even if they live far away. They're also
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a lifeline for those going through life changes—a new baby, iliness,
recovery from surgery, or any season when getting to the building is
difficult. I've even heard senior citizens say they joined an online group
because they no longer feel safe driving at night, yet they still want real
community. Evening groups that once felt out of reach are now fully
accessible to them.

Basic Structure

. Meet weekly or every other week via Zoom, Google Meet, or a
similar platform.

. Keep groups to 8-12 people for meaningful discussion.

. Sessions usually last 60-70 minutes: Bible discussion, prayer,
and fellowship time. Sometimes an icebreaker is fun too.

Hosting Tips

. Startandendon time.

. Use a simple curriculum tied to weekend messages or a book of
the Bible (see Chapter 6 for how to create your own guides).

. Create a relaxed atmosphere—encourage cameras on when
possible, but never force it.

. As the leader, model vulnerability and ask good questions. Don't
feel like you have to be the "expert"—your job is to facilitate
conversation and care.

« Send areminder text or group message during the week to build
connection between meetings.

Curriculum Ideas
Use your church’s weekend messages as the foundation or choose

published studies that work well online. Many groups do a mix: sermon
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discussion one week, topical studies the next. The key is consistency
and relevance.

Most groups can simply follow your church’s regular small group
schedule. There's usually no need to create a separate online-only
schedule unless your church wants to do something fun during the
summer—such as combining several in-person groups for a special
online gathering or series.

A Real Story from My Own Life

I'll share something personal because | know many families have
walked through dark valleys with a loved one. Anyone who has faced
addiction in the family understands the heartbreak, the fear, and the
desperate prayers.

A few years ago, a guy in my family was deep in addiction. The family
had reached a painful ultimatum: get help or face the consequences.
The deadline came, and we were preparing for the worst. In that heavy
moment, | asked the men in my weekly Zoom group to pray. These
men are scattered across different cities and even different
continents. I've only met a few of them in person, but they are true
brothers in Christ.

They prayed. And God answered in a way that still brings tears to my
eyes. My family member accepted help that very day and entered a
recovery home. He has been clean ever since—more than two years
now. | truly believe the faithful prayers of that group made a
difference.
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Stories like this remind me why online community matters. When
brothers and sisters pray together—even from thousands of miles
apart—God moves.

Making the Transition Happen

Don't assume people will automatically move from serving to
community. Create clear pathways:

. Atthe end of a serve team rally, invite people to join a small
group.

. Have group leaders personally reach out to new volunteers.

. Celebrate stories of people who found community through
serving.

Chapter 5 Takeaway

Serving opens the door, but community is where people put down
roots. When you intentionally move people from one-time tasks into
small groups, you give them more than a place to serve—you give
them a spiritual family.

That's when online ministry stops being a broadcast and becomes the
church.
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Chapter 6: Creating Powerful Small Group
Guides from Your Weekend Messages

One of the easiest and most effective ways to turn a Sunday message
into lasting life change is to give your people a simple, ready-to-use
small group guide. When small groups discuss and apply what was
preached, the message doesn’t end when the service does—it
muiltiplies in living rooms, coffee shops, and Zoom calls all week long.

Why This Blesses Your Whole Church

Creating these guides isn't just an online ministry tool—it benefits
every part of your church. Many small group leaders are gifted at
facilitating discussion and caring for people, but they don't necessarily
have the time or the writing gifting to create a fresh lesson every
single week. When you provide a high-quality guide based on the
weekend message, you remove a huge burden from them. Leaders
can focus on relationship and shepherding instead of lesson prep.

In-person groups, hybrid groups, and online-only groups all win. The
consistency across the church family creates a shared language and
shared journey through Scripture. What starts as a help for online
viewers ends up strengthening the entire church.

This chapter is a practical, step-by-step guide to creating those
discussion guides quickly and effectively—using Al as a helpful
assistant if you choose, and a small volunteer team to keep the
content personal and Spirit-led. Based on your church’s needs and
resources, you can gauge whether to lean more heavily on Al, use
volunteers, or find a healthy combination of the two.
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How to Build the Guide

Start simple: Have the Al (or a volunteer) write a quick recap of the
main sermon points using the speaker’s outline, notes, or full
transcript. This gives you a solid foundation fast. You can grab the
transcript directly from YouTube or upload the recording into a tool
like Otter.ai, Notes, or another transcription service — many platforms
now make exporting transcripts easy.

From there, go deeper by breaking the sermon into 4 or 5 natural
sections.

For example, you can ask your Al: “Take this sermon transcript and
break it into 4 or 5 natural sections. For each section, give me:

1. Ashort title
2. The main Scripture verse(s)
3. A 2-3 sentence summary of the content.”

Once you have the sections, you can assign each one to a volunteer
writer, have the Al draft the content, or use a combination of both. For
example, if you have 2-3 volunteers, you might ask the Al to write the
Introduction and Conclusion, then assign the remaining sections to
your writers.

For each section, blend the sermon content with the key Scripture,
brief trusted Bible commentary, and strong application questions.
Bible commentary is especially helpful because it allows you to
include important context about the Scripture that your pastor may
not have had time to cover in the sermon. Keep commentary short
(one or two sentences) so it supports the message without
overwhelming the group or making the discussion feel dry.
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This approach helps groups move beyond simply recapping “what was
said on Sunday” to truly wrestling with “how do we live this out?”

Example Prompt for a Full Section You can use a prompt like this for
each section (or the whole sermon at once):

“Using the sermon transcript section below, create a small group
guicde entry that includes:

. The section title

. Key Scripture

. A 3-4sentence summary of the message content

« One brief, trusted Bible commentary insight (find and include
helpful context from a trusted commentary source — keep it 1-2
sentences)

. 4discussion questions that help the group apply the truth (mix
personal reflection, Scripture interaction, and action steps)"**

The Proven Process We Use

We've found the fastest, highest-quality way is a simple team
approach:

A staff member first breaks the sermon into five natural sections
(each with a short title, the main Scripture verse(s), and a 2-3
sentence summary). We then assign the sections to a team of four
volunteer writers. One volunteer writes the Introduction and
Conclusion, while the other three each take one of the remaining
sections. We ask them to include strong discussion/application
questions for their portion.
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We set a deadline of Sunday night. Once the drafts come in, we edit
everything, bring it together, and use Al to check for redundant
content, repeated questions, grammar, and punctuation.

You don't need a huge team — three people who love writing and
discipleship can produce a high-quality guide every week.

Format and Share

Keep the guide to 2-3 pages. Use hold headings, bullet points, and
plenty of white space. Share it through your church app, email, or a
simple PDF link. We aim to send it out to small group leaders by
Monday afternoon so they're ready for their meetings.

Final Tips for Great Guides

. Keep commentary brief and always secondary to the sermon
and Scripture.

- Make questions open-ended and relational (“How does this truth
challenge the way you lead at work?").

. Stay true to your pastor’s voice—Al is a helper, not the author.

« Once your team has finished the final human-edited version of
the guide, feed it back into the Al. This helps “train” the model on
your church’s voice, tone, and style for future weeks. However,
always have a human being quality-check everything Al touches.

. Pray over every guide before it goes out. The goal isn't just
information; it's transformation.

When your small groups have a clear, helpful guide in their hands,
Sunday’s message becomes Monday-through-Saturday discipleship.
That's when online (and in-person) people move from hearing the
Word to living it out together.
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Chapter 6 Takeaway

Creating small group guides doesn't have to be complicated or time-
consuming. With a simple volunteer team and smart use of Al, you can
turn every weekend message into a powerful tool for community and

growth—blessing not just your online campus, but your entire church.
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Chapter 7: Building a Sustainable Online
Discipleship Culture

Getting the first connections, serve teams, and small groups running is
exciting. But the real test is whether your online ministry can last and
grow over the long haul. Sustainability doesn’t happen by accident — it
requires intentional culture, leadership, and vision.

Leadership Buy-In and Church-Wide Language Shift

Sustainable online ministry starts at the top. Pastors and leaders must
see online not as an “add-on” or “necessary evil," but as a true
expression of the church. This begins with language. Instead of saying
the online campus” as something separate, start saying “our online
campus” or "our campuses — both physical and digital.”

When leadership regularly talks about online attendees as full
members of the church family, the whole staff begins to shift their
thinking. Celebrate online stories from the pulpit when possible. When
the whole church hears testimonies from online members, it shifts
the culture faster than any memo ever could. Make online ministry
everyone's responsibility, not just the online team'’s.

Integrating Online Fully into the Main Campus Vision

Online ministry should never feel like a separate silo. The healthiest
churches weave digital and physical ministry together as one unified
mission. This looks like:

« Including online metrics in overall church reports.
. Inviting online leaders into main campus planning meetings.
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. Making sure big events (baptisms, special services, membership
classes) have clear online pathways. This doesn’t mean every
event needs a full online version — the goal is simply to keep
asking, "How can people far away participate in this?”

. Training all staff to think with an “online lens” by regularly asking
that same question.

When online is fully integrated, it stops being “the online thing” and
becomes simply part of how the church does ministry.

Scaling What Works

Start small, then scale wisely. Once you have proven systems (first
connections, serve teams, small groups), ask:

« Which teams or tools are producing the most fruit?
« Where are people getting stuck?
. Do we need more volunteers, better training, or new tools?

Add slowly and intentionally. It's better to have a few strong teams
than many weak ones. Regularly evaluate and adjust. What worked at
50 online attendees may need refinement at 500.

Long-Term Vision: Online as a True Campus That Plants Others

The strongest vision sees the online campus as a real campus — one
that can grow, disciple, and even plant new physical locations. Many
churches today started as online viewers who later became local
members or leaders. Some online campuses have grown large enough
to launch their own physical sites.
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Dream bigger than streaming services. Dream about fully formed
disciples who are known, serving, connected, and reproducing. Online
ministry can be a powerful engine for church planting in the years
ahead.

Chapter 7 Takeaway

Sustainable online discipleship culture is built on leadership buy-in,
integrated vision, wise scaling, and a long-term mindset that sees
online as a true campus of the church. When you build this culture,
online ministry becomes a lasting, fruitful part of your church'’s
mission.
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Epilogue: The Advocate's Heart — A Final Word

One of the most important roles you will play in online ministry is that
of an advocate.

Many churches still think primarily in terms of the physical building.
Sunday mornings are streamed, but special events, membership
classes, or prayer services often happen only in person. Someone has
to speak up for the people who cannot be there: the family that lives
three hours away, the person with health challenges, the college
student in another state, or the night-shift worker who watches at 2
a.m.

You may be that person.

I've sat in meetings where an exciting idea was shared and had to ask,
"How can we make this available to our online family?” Sometimes the
answer is simple—a livestream or recorded version. Other times it
means creating a completely different format. And sometimes the
honest answer is, “This one is best experienced in person,” and that's
okay too.

One thing I've learned is that advocacy often includes gently
championing the online audience to your own staff and leadership
team. It can be an unexpected challenge, but it's a vital one. Many staff
members are focused on the in-person experience, SO someone
needs to consistently ask, “How does this feel for the person watching
from home?”

The key is to keep asking the question with grace and persistence. Be
the voice that says, “We have people who love this church and
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consider it their home even though they've never walked through our
doors. How can we include them?”

If you do this and never stop asking these questions, people will notice.
They will begin to recognize there's a place for them at your church—
even if they're unable to visit at all or only occasionally because of
geographical constraints.

When you do, you're not just building an online campus. You're building
a bigger, more inclusive expression of the body of Christ.

My prayer for you is that God would give you wisdom, creativity, and
perseverance as you build. May your online ministry become a place
where watchers become workers, consumers become contributors,
and distant viewers become devoted disciples.

The fields are white for harvest — even online.
Now go turn some watchers into workers.

— James Martin
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Lets
CONNE :

I'd love to hear how this book is helping you and
your church. If you have questions, want to share
a story, or need encouragement as you build your
online ministry, feel free to reach out.

You can email me at: jm.speaking.05@gmail.com

Or visit GrowBeyond.How for additional
resources, updates, and tools.

I’'m cheering you on as you turn watchers into
workers for the Kingdom.

— James Martin



