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Why Digital Church Planting?
Anytime there’s an innovative shift in culture, one must pause and ask questions. 
Is this innovation correct? Is it ethical? Biblical? Just because we can doesn’t 
mean we should. For some time, Stadia Church Planting has been thinking about 
digital-only church planting as the next needed innovation, and our work on this 
front was only accelerated by the pandemic of 2020. 

But just because we can doesn’t mean we should. So we’ve evaluated our plans 
and our methods in the light of “Why”? Why does Stadia feel called to help plant 
digital-only churches? 

1. Because digital churches reach a different person. Existing digital churches 
report an extremely high ratio of “lost” people attending their services online 
(85% unchurched, 70% dechurched) Digital churches have an opportunity to 
reach the people that physical churches have not reached.

2. Because people mid/post-COVID connect to community before they connect 
to Christ. We see this often online. People today are looking for relationships. 
Community. People don’t trust organizations. They trust friendships. A digital 
church has an opportunity to create and invite people to engage in digital 
communities, allowing people to safely build relationships and ask questions. 

Can a church exist holistically in digital space?

Can a person’s life be physically changed through digital relationships?

Can a digital-only expression of church fully hold up to the ecclesiology - the 
biblical functions - of a church?

Here at Stadia Church Planting, we undoubtedly say yes, and are already working 
to help digital church planters on this journey to reach people who are far from 
Jesus in a unique way.
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3. Because we need to get out of the “church service” business. Event-based 
evangelism is losing effectiveness quickly in today’s culture and the relational 
model is gaining ground quickly. Digital churches thrive off of equipping, 
mobilizing and releasing, making the scalability of a digital church unrivaled. 

4. Because we’re ready to help start movements. Alan Hirsch says it’s better 
to start a movement with 12 disciples than 1200 religious consumers. Seth 
Godin says if you want to reach a billion people, you really want to start with 
the smallest group possible. We see these philosophies on full display in the 
ministry of Jesus. He equipped and sent out His followers to reach the many 
that He would never physically connect with. Digital-only churches are based 
on these same philosophies.

5. Because culture has redefined community. Community used to only be defined 
by physical area. You are in community together because you know where 
the stop lights are and where the closest Burger King is. Today, community 
is defined in many different ways: affinity groups, social media networks, an 
individual’s circle of influence, or even video games. (for example; 22 million 
people regularly play a video game called Final Fantasy XIV. These platforms 
are prime examples of where the new generation finds community. Why are 
we not being the church there? We see digital community as a community 
worthy of a church.
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6. Because the pendulum is shifting culturally. COVID didn’t change culture. 
COVID accelerated culture. Culture was already moving in the digital direction 
-now, culture is moving there faster. By 2030, 90% of the world’s population will 
have access to high speed Internet via mobile phones running 5G technology. 
The next two billion people to get Internet access will be lower-economical, 
under-resourced individuals. Digital churches, even from a global perspective, 
have an opportunity to reach people we may not otherwise reach.

Stadia’s vision is for EVERY child to have a church. We want every child - in 
every home, every country, every culture, every language - to know and follow 
Jesus as part of a community of Jesus followers.  We know it’s going to take all 
kinds of churches to realize this vision - mega-churches and micro-churches, 
physical churches and digital churches, new churches and existing churches. 
We’re also seeing that sometimes several of these models are present in one 
church. We call that multi-modal. We believe it is the future of the global church. 
We also believe it reflects an ancient mindset expressed by the Apostle Paul,  
I have become all things to all people so that by all possible means I might 
save some. - 1 Corinthians 9:22 NIV

Some of you may be ecstatic at the idea of planting a digital church. You’re a 
digital native and you’re probably thinking “Finally! A church in my language!” 
Others of you may be undecided. You have questions still. That’s to be expected! 
Some of you are more likely classified “digital immigrants”. This may be an 
environment you’re not at all comfortable with. You are not yet familiar with the 
digital culture, or the digital language. While the idea of digital churches may be 
difficult to comprehend, start with this simple truth: people’s lives are currently 
being changed by the hope of Jesus through experimental digital churches.

Let’s drill into some specifics here, and talk about the different types of digital 
churches.
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At Stadia Church Planting, any physical church that has a digital expression 
attached is called a phygital church. Phygital = the strengths of physical + digital. 
Essentially, every church has an opportunity to thrive, grow and multiply in hybrid 
(physical+digital) environments. This may look differently, depending on factors. 

• Phygital - Maybe you’re a healthy established physical church looking to better 
understand digital environments post-COVID to do ministry in. Your desire is 
to interweave physical and digital into a single church growth strategy, maybe 
even multiplying digitally as well as physically.

Type 1: Phygital Church

Types of Digital Churches
Right off the bat, let’s clarify some things on what we mean when we say “digital 
church planting.” Thanks to Coronavirus, the idea of “digital church” has exploded 
across churches throughout America. As a result, different types and models of 
digital churches have started. Let’s put some labels on the models.
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• Phygital: Digital Next - Maybe you’re a physical church who just discovered 
you’re losing your venue. Your physical church is now homeless and for the 
next season you’re utilizing digital as your primary way to do church.

• Phygital: Digital First - Maybe you’re wanting to plant a physical church, but for 
the next season you’re needing to build your church’s ministry digitally, with 
the expectation that one day you will expand into physical space.

With all of these phygital examples, there’s a physical component to the ministry. 
That’s not bad - actually, it’s great that churches are still passionate about 
existing physically! Stadia has a Phygital Framework that we take all our churches 
(and churches outside of the Stadia Network) through to ensure that vision and 
mission are aligned digitally and physically for a thriving, growing, multiplying 
phygital church.* 

Lots of churches use digital communication tools to drive people to physical 
locations for discipleship. This is not uncommon, even before COVID. Ten 
percent of evangelical churches, pre-COVID, broadcast their church services 
online. There’s nothing wrong with this idea of utilizing digital to drive people to 
physical locations. But it’s important to notice that physical churches most often 
use digital tools for communication, not for digital mission. How do you know if 
you’re using digital for communication or mission? The litmus test is simple: do 
you have a plan in place to disciple someone in digital space? There are outliers, 
but most physical churches would say no, mostly because they do not believe a 
digital discipleship strategy is as effective as a physical discipleship strategy! 

While it’s true that digital discipleship presents a unique challenge, we believe it is 
possible to truly disciple people online. That means we now have an opportunity 
to do something new and different - plant a digital-only church.

*NOTE: For more information, check out http://stadiachurchplanting.org/phygital

https://stadiachurchplanting.org/phygital/
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Phygital churches all have a physical component to them. But could you have a 
church without that physical footprint? The lack of physical is one of the dividing 
lines between a phygital and a digital-only church model. The intent of a digital-
only church is not to launch physically, but to utilize digital tools to reach, engage, 
disciple, and encourage people to be the church digitally, and go out from the 
digital space to represent Christ physically. While far from an accepted mainstream 
concept, digital-only planters have been successful in their attempts to create a 
digital community that influences their attender’s physical realities. Meet some of 
these planters below, and discover their heart for ministry. You’ll quickly see this 
pattern: Digital Planters aren’t in it for the technology. They’re in it for the people.

• DJ Soto: VR Church (Virtual Reality Church on multiple continents)
• Angela Craig: Pursuit Church Live (Assemblies of God Church on Facebook) 
• Jate Earhart: Love Clan (Video Game Church on Twitch, Discord)
• Tyler Sansom: Church Anywhere (Church Online spun off to Digital-Only) 

Building off of some of these success stories*, let’s dig into the future of what a 
digital-only church is (and isn’t!) by going back in history. Billy Graham, in March 
of 1995, preached a sermon. Video from that sermon was bounced off of 30 
satellites, and manually translated in real time by human beings, eventually being 
broadcasted to 165 countries around the world. Billy’s sermon, entitled “Global 
Mission” was heard by an estimated one billion people. Broadcast technology 

Type 2: Digital-Only Church

https://be.thechurch.digital/blog/podcast-68-greg-nettle-dj-soto-and-the-foundation-of-a-virtual-reality-church
https://be.thechurch.digital/blog/podcast-080-planting-a-digital-only-church-on-facebook
https://be.thechurch.digital/blog/podcast-044-jate-earhart-constructing-a-digital-church
https://be.thechurch.digital/blog/podcast-67-tyler-sansom-the-relational-approach-to-church-online
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in the 90’s allowed for Billy to transmit his sermon, to megaphone his message 
on a video network, so that virtually 20% of the world population could hear him 
preach. I have the utmost respect for Billy, and his heart:  “I see no contradiction 
between the old, old story and the newest means to transmit it. It is time for 
the church to use technology to make a statement that in the midst of chaos, 
emptiness, and despair, there is a hope in the person of Jesus Christ.” 

Billy in 1995 figured out how to “reach” people through one-way communication. 
One billion people could hear Billy, and in 1995, that was phenomenal. But 
admittedly, there were limitations to the technology. Billy couldn’t really talk with 
someone on the other side of the planet. They could not dialogue or discuss 
together. Technology in 1995 really didn’t allow for engagement. That would come 
later. The strength of technology in 1995 was reach.

In 2020, reach is far more commonplace. The average social media account has 
the ability to livestream from cameras in our pocket, translate our content in real 
time, and send that message hurtling around the world for whoever wants to 
watch. (Side note: imagine what Billy would do with today’s technology!?!) Where 
the Internet shines today, though, isn’t in reach. It’s in engagement. For sake of 
discussion, let’s define engagement as a two-way conversation. The strength of 
the Internet today is that I can have a face-to-face conversation with someone 
completely across the world from me, at no cost whatsoever. The giant world 
of 1995 just got a lot smaller. We’re not broadcasting our message to a billion 
people. We’re having conversations with individuals. Those conversations lead to 
relationships. And relationships lead to the Gospel, which leads to life change - 
no matter where those relationships live. 

That’s the whole point of church, right? Changing physical lives? Well, digital 
churches are no different. The standard being set before digital churches is not 
just to change lives in the digital space, but to see the Gospel influence people’s 
physical lives.

*Questions on Digital Church Planting? Looking for more stories or resources 
on planting a church digitally? Swing over to http://thechurch.digital/digital-only 
and find free blogs, podcasts, and resources to help you on your digital church 
planting journey.

https://www.infoplease.com/world/population/total-population-world-decade-1950-2050
https://thechurch.digital/digital-only-churches
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But can we really disciple people online? Many churches have struggled with the 
idea of doing online discipleship, as they view digital as a platform not capable 
of creating true disciples. Some would go even farther and say that digital is only 
capable of creating consumers. Is it worth doing digital church if we can only 
create consumers through that effort? 

The clear answer is no - but the problem here is not with digital church itself. 
Instead, the issue actually lies in our low expectations of a digital platform. As in 
the physical church, our digital standard is not to create consumers, but to create 
disciple-makers. We can set and live up to a higher standard for digital church 
than we as a church have been known to do. And that higher standard is this: 
Online to Offline. Digital church planter, simply put, the Gospel that we learn in 
our online world has to influence our offline relationships. 

A simple example of this idea: if someone identifies as a Christian on Facebook, 
but is physically abusive to their spouse, verbally abusive to their kids and steals 
regularly from their workplace, then what kind of relationship with Jesus are they 
truly experiencing?

The Standard Set Before a 
Digital-Only Church: Online 
to Offline
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Because the undeniable truth is, we are both physical and digital beings. We exist 
in both spaces, and our presence in both digital and physical spaces needs to be 
consistent. Galatians 5’s Fruits of the Spirit (love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 
goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self control) must show up in our digital life 
as well as our physical life - consistently. James 1:22 (in a modern paraphrase) 
best exemplifies this online to offline framework: Don’t just be hearers of the 
Word [online] and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says [in the real world.]*

An effective Digital-Only Church needs to properly utilize both reach and 
engagement. The good news is we have a biblical template in place to help 
us better understand how to effectively utilize reach and engagement in digital 
communities. Let’s look at how Jesus handled this stuff 2,000 years ago.
*Citation: The Online to Offline idea presented here was developed by Jay Kranda of Saddleback Church

Early on in his ministry, Jesus had to choose between having a large following 
of consumers, or start with a small group of movement-making disciple-makers. 
John 6 gives us a play-by-play of how Jesus mastered reach and engagement 
several thousand years before social media was invented. It’s through this formula 
that we will not only have a growing, thriving, multiplying digital presence, but that 
our physical realms will be greatly impacted, as well.

That Time Jesus Taught Us How 
to Make Disciples Online

REACH: John 6:2 // Jesus achieves reach through 
the “great crowd”.
“And a great crowd of people followed Him because they saw the signs He had 
performed by healing the sick.” JOHN 6:2 NIV
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Meeting people’s physical needs made Jesus popular. But meeting those needs 
was also done in a spirit of humility. Jesus didn’t gain anything from the healings 
- He was doing these miracles first, because He is love, and second, to allow 
people to have exposure to him. That exposure was important, because exposure 
to Jesus is the first step to truly knowing Him.

In digital terms, Jesus healing the sick is “reaching” people. The crowd is aware 
of the healings and starts to take notice. But to say that they were disciples or 
disciple-makers wouldn’t have been true yet. They’d been reached. And reach 
matters.

In fact, reach is vital in any Digital Church.* People have to have exposure to 
the church to start on the path to discipleship. You can’t start a movement with 
consumers - but you also can’t start a movement if no one knows you exist to 
follow.
*As a note, it’s also true that in a lot of churches today, reach is overvalued. It is seen as the metric of whether a 
church is successful or not. But in John 6, there’s no sense that Jesus was measuring the success of his ministry 
by his reach. He would have healed people if no one noticed - conversely, He didn’t change his methods when 
thousands followed Him. He had a mission that He pursued no matter what. His unapologetic commitment to that 
mission helped him to reach many people. Reach was a beautiful byproduct of His mission - not the goal.

FOLLOWING: John 6:11 // The crowd expresses 
physical needs, and Jesus meets physical needs, 
adding to the crowd’s number.
To turn reach into following, you need to provide some value for “the crowd” - 
something that makes people want to take the next step and follow you. In Jesus’ 
case, that value add was the way He continued to meet physical needs. It’s important 
to notice here that, during these periods of reach and following, we don’t see a lot 
of two-way conversation happening. It’s almost like the crowd was observing the 
show, caught up in the spectacle of the action. They were following Him (quite 
literally) in the biblical text to see what He would do next. It’s clear later on in 
Scripture that the crowd didn’t understand the implications of following Jesus, but 
they followed nonetheless. At this phase, the crowd was acting a bit selfish. “What 
can you do for us?” “How can you meet our need?” “How can we be entertained?” 
And that was okay. Jesus would challenge them to discipleship later.
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Today in 2020, how can we reach people in a way that makes them follow - whether 
or not they fully understand the implications to start with? Our church services 
are losing value. Maybe it’s time for a fresh playbook, a fresh approach to reach 
people today. In today’s social media landscape, what does it look like to reach in 
order to connect with someone digitally - to get them to click “follow”? What can 
we do for people? How can we meet their needs, digitally and physically? What 
can we do to connect?

Here’s the problem with being popular. People want more of it. Jesus, through 
His signs and miracles, was excellent at meeting people’s physical needs - which 
just meant that people wanted to see more of their physical needs met! The 
followers, the consumers, were looking for more to consume.

ENAGAGEMENT: John 6:26 // The crowd looks to 
Jesus to meet more physical needs, and Jesus 
engages.
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That was when Jesus, for the first time in this story, engaged. (Again, we’re 
defining engagement as a two way conversation.) Jesus began asking questions. 
He dialogued with the people. And it’s important to notice here that the audience, 
for the most part, didn’t take it well.

The wisdom of Jesus in John 6 is astounding. He knew how long to keep people 
at this crowd/follower level, and at what point it was necessary to turn the corner 
and take the crowd to the next level. Jesus was very intentional in making the 
crowd wrestle with hard concepts that would eventually weed out the consumers 
and keep the true disciples around.

“From this time many of his disciples turned back and no longer followed Him.” - 
JOHN 6:66 NIV

Once Jesus engaged, He didn’t water down his words. He came on strong, and 
the people were taken aback. “This is a hard teaching. Who can accept it?” (6:60) 
was the response of many of those who had been following Jesus. Originally, 
people were connecting to Jesus for what Jesus could do for them. Through 
engagement, people began to leave as they realized that this relationship would 
cause them to need to do things for Jesus. Like a college professor weeds out 
the would-be doctors who squirm at the sight of blood, Jesus was filtering out the 
crowd, in order to keep those that were really capable of being a disciple-maker.

If Jesus had wanted numbers - consumers - He could have kept on filling people’s 
needs forever. But He didn’t try to keep the crowd gathered and celebrate the 
mega-ness of the numbers. Instead, we see that at the end of the conversation 
that many of His disciples “turned back and no longer followed him” - leaving 
Jesus a smaller group to work with, but a group He knew would be committed to 
being discipled and making disciples.

Recognize here how Jesus utilized both reach and engagement effectively. For 
a Digital Church to succeed, we need to do both of these well. Jesus in John 6 
shows us how to not just create consumers, but create disciple-makers.

DISCIPLING: John 6:66 // Jesus’ engagement 
scares people away.
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We get this question a lot at Stadia. Using online as a tool to ministry is fine, and 
even doing some discipleship online seems okay. But is a digital church a true 
“Church”, by Biblical definitions? For this we’ll dive into the ecclesiology of what 
a church does. This exercise can really be done with any scripture dealing with 
the biblical functions of the Church, but for our purposes, let’s dig into how Acts 
2 describes the activities of the church.

Is a Digital Church Really 
a Church?

Acts 2:36-47

Therefore let all Israel be assured of this: God has made this Jesus, whom you 
crucified, both Lord and Messiah.” When the people heard this, they were cut to 
the heart and said to Peter and the other apostles, “Brothers, what shall we do?”

Peter replied, “Repent and be baptized, every one of you, 
in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your 
sins. And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. 
The promise is for you and your children and for all 
who are far off—for all whom the Lord our God will 
call.

With many other words he warned them; and he 
pleaded with them, “Save yourselves from this 
corrupt generation.” Those who accepted his 
message were baptized, and about three thousand 
were added to their number that day.

They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and 
to fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer. Everyone was filled with 
awe at the many wonders and signs performed by the apostles. All the believers 
were together and had everything in common. They sold property and possessions 
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to give to anyone who had need. Every day they continued to meet together 
in the temple courts. They broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad 
and sincere hearts, praising God and enjoying the favor of all the people. And 
the Lord added to their number daily those who were being saved.

In a very succinct manner, Acts 2 describes in detail many of the functions of a 
Church. So when people wonder if a digital church is really a church, what they’re 
actually asking is, Can these functions of a church be accomplished digitally? 

Yes, they can. But it may look different. Teaching may take a different shape 
digitally. Worship has an opportunity (and the challenge) of being more than 
music, in the digital context. Baptism or communion becomes more organic and 
less planned. Fellowship feels more powerful, more authentic. Giving becomes 
more selfless. Disciple-making, digitally, becomes unhinged from a physical hub.

It’s important, when designing a digital-only expression of church, to not go to the 
typical American physical church experience as the blueprint or foundation. It’s 
very easy to say, “Whatever we did physically, do that digitally!” But the physical 
model of the church is just that - a model of church. Rather than copying a model, 
it’s time for us to reimagine a digital expression - not grounded on tradition, but on 
Biblical principles. The reality is that the majority of what church does in physical 
space doesn’t work digitally. But that’s not a bad thing. Digital church gives us an 
opportunity to not just “replicate” what’s done physically, but to “reimagine” what 
church could be, Biblically.
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A digital church is not a virtual building where people gather. It’s a distribution 
network for the Gospel. Just as Paul wrote letters to churches, sending them by 
courier along the Roman roads, a digital church has an opportunity to extend 
beyond physical locations, allowing true disciple-making practices to happen 
digitally, in an effort to create disciples who make disciples. Applying the Online to 
Offline standard here, a digital-only church has the opportunity to create disciples 
digitally that create other disciples digitally or physically, as the Spirit directs. 

The digital church doesn’t gather. The digital church disperses across the internet, 
multiplying wherever they land.

Biblically, we see this in Acts 8. Stephen is martyred. A dark moment is actually 
catalytic in the life of the church as Christianity spread as a result. Acts 8:4 
[paraphrased] - “those who had been scattered [or met online] preached the 
word wherever they went [digitally and physically]…”

Acts 8: The Church Disperses
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It’s important to realize a digital church is not about gathering, but about equipping, 
sending, multiplying. It’s not about technology, but about relationships. It’s not 
about reach, but engagement. It’s not about content, but about disciple-making. 
It’s not getting people on-brand, but on-mission. It’s not about an institution, but 
about individuals.

Technology left to itself is cold, distant. Digital churches have to work very hard 
to overcome that coldness with relationships. If a digital church desires to enact 
Matthew 28’s Great Commission digitally, it will happen not only as a result of 
a powerful sermon preached, but as a result of a disciple-making movement 
grounded in relationships.

We’ve really just started to scratch the surface here on what a digital church 
really is, and isn’t. Ultimately, here in mid/post-COVID, a digital-only expression 
of church- a church with no physical footprint- is not going to be for everyone. 
Everyone is not going to opt into this digital-only expression. Some people will 
need the physical approach. Maybe even the majority will need the physical 
approach. The lesson for today, though, is that enough people are ready to find 
value in a digital-only church to make it worthwhile. The lessons that we learn 
today will pay off greatly tomorrow.

Stadia is in the process of helping plant digital-only expressions of church. We’re 
looking for digital church planters. Are you ready to go? Start the Church Planter 
Discovery Process over at http://stadiachurchplanting.org/digital

Knowing What a Digital Church Isn’t, 
and What a Digital Church Is

https://stadiachurchplanting.org/digital/



