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A QUICK GUIDE TO APOSTOLIC SPHERES 
 

BY ANDREW SAMPSON (SEPTEMBER 2015) 
 
 

1. NEWFRONTIERS 
 
Grace Church belongs to an international family of churches historically known as Newfrontiers. 
 
Newfrontiers had modest beginnings. In 1968, a man named Terry Virgo began leading a church in 
Seaford in the southeast of England. His sphere of influence quickly grew, and Terry started to draw 
together a team of individuals and churches who were united by the desire to honour the Word of God 
(the Bible) and the work of the Holy Spirit in equal measure. In time, the name ‘Newfrontiers’ was 
given to those churches which related to Terry in terms of recognising his gift as an apostle.1 Terry 
tells the story of Newfrontiers’ beginnings in his book No Well Worn Paths (which is owned by several 
members of Grace Church – no doubt people would be pleased to loan this out for others to read). 
 
From the beginning, the Newfrontiers movement was inspired by the following vision: 
 

With a passionate commitment to build the church according to New Testament principles, we 
believe that the most effective form of evangelism is worked out from strong local churches. 
Churches where each member participates, the gifts of the Spirit are outworked, where there is 
joy in caring one for the other, where there is a desire to make a difference in society and to reach 
those in need. We aim to achieve this by restoring the church, making disciples, training leaders, 
planting churches and reaching the nations (taken from the old Newfrontiers website). 

 
Over the course of more than thirty years, what started as just a handful of churches in Sussex that 
related to Terry and his team grew to something like 800 churches in 60 nations. Newfrontiers was 
never a denomination, but a movement of autonomous, like-minded churches that were committed to 
working together. For a long time, the strap-line of Newfrontiers was the statement ‘a family of 
churches together on a mission.’  
 
What made local churches part of the same family was their unity around four things: 
 

 Shared beliefs and values 
 Shared mission 
 Genuine relationship 
 Recognised leadership 

 
Where the final point is concerned, Terry Virgo and his team always emphasised that God gives 
authority for the governance of local churches to the elders of those churches. However, God also 
continues to raise apostles today, and these men can and should speak authoritatively into churches at 
the invitation of the local elders. Newfrontiers churches were therefore elder-led churches that 
recognised and received the leadership gifts of Terry and his team. 
 
 

2. FROM ONE SPHERE TO MULTIPLE SPHERES 
 
As the number of churches in the Newfrontiers family grew and grew, it proved impractical and 
undesirable for all the churches to relate directly to a single team in the UK. In 2011, rather than 
handing over to a single successor, Terry handed the baton on to a number of men with apostolic gifts 

                                                           
1 This may well raise the question in your mind: what is an apostle? A good place to start would be the two 
articles written by Terry Virgo on ‘What Was the Apostolic Task?’ 
http://terryvirgo.org/Articles/227875/Terry_Virgo/Resources/Articles/Series/The_future_of_Newfrontiers_W
hat.aspx 
 

http://terryvirgo.org/Articles/227875/Terry_Virgo/Resources/Articles/Series/The_future_of_Newfrontiers_What.aspx
http://terryvirgo.org/Articles/227875/Terry_Virgo/Resources/Articles/Series/The_future_of_Newfrontiers_What.aspx
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in various nations who were charged with the task of serving and strengthening existing churches in 
the Newfrontiers family, and planting new churches across the world. 
 
Consequently, Newfrontiers transitioned from being a group of churches served by one apostle and his 
team, to being several groups of churches served by various apostles and their teams. 
 
To state the same thing slightly differently: where the name ‘Newfrontiers’ previously referred to one 
apostolic sphere, now it refers to multiple apostolic spheres. 
 
The term ‘apostolic sphere’ comes from 2 Corinthians 10:15, where it can also be translated ‘area of 
activity’ (NIV). The term does not refer primarily to geography, but to relationship and influence. In 
other words, an apostolic sphere is a group of churches that relates to a particular apostle and his 
team. 
 
 

3. WHY RELATING TO AN APOSTOLIC SPHERE MATTERS 
 
Here are four reasons why, at Grace Church, we’re committed to being part of an apostolic sphere: 
 
i) Identity  
 
Grace Church finds its identity through its historic association with the apostolic movement known as 
Newfrontiers. If we’re not committed to an apostolic sphere, what right do we have to say that we’re a 
part of this family of churches? What distinguishes us from an independent, evangelical church? What 
entitles us to take possession of the prophetic promises that God has given to Newfrontiers, or to claim 
the Newfrontiers history as our own? The story of Newfrontiers is important to us, because it’s our 
story. This is who we are. 

 
ii) Advance of the gospel 
 
Our reading of the New Testament convinces us of two things: gospel advance happens as apostles 
plant churches; and gospel advance happens as churches plant churches. Both of these statements are 
true because they are interlinked – 
 
From the local church perspective: We must beware the trend of missional drift. How will we prevent 
ourselves from becoming excessively preoccupied with our ‘own patch’ and losing sight of our call to 
take the gospel to the ends of the earth? Even among a cluster of churches focused on ‘turning the 
lights back on’ in our region, this can be a real danger. The essence of apostolic ministry is that it’s 
always pushing out to the regions beyond. Elders need to relate to apostolic ministry to ensure that 
this remains firmly on their radar. 

 
From an apostle’s perspective: For apostolic ministry to be effective, apostles need to be apostles! 
‘Apostle’ means ‘sent one’. For an apostle to be an apostle, they need to be sent. In practical terms, that 
means local churches supporting apostles through prayer, encouragement and finance. Witness, for 
example, the apostle Paul’s relationship with the local church in Philippi. In Philippians 1:5 he refers to 
their partnership in gospel ministry [as an aside, note from this passage the warmth of the relationship 
between the apostle and the church that he fathered. This is a key mark of how apostles relate to local 
churches] and in 4:15-18 he remarks on how the Philippians gave him financial support to further his 
mission. 

 
In short, local churches need strengthening from apostles and apostles need the wholehearted support 
of local churches if the gospel is to advance. 
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iii) Growing new apostles 
 
We need to multiply apostles, just as we need to multiply prophets, evangelists and pastor-teachers 
(these are all gifts mentioned in Ephesians 4:11). The world needs more apostles! Emerging apostles 
need to be around more mature apostles to grow. Being part of an apostolic movement provides a 
fertile environment for identifying, developing and releasing new apostles. 
 
iv) Partnership with other local churches 
 
Connecting with an apostle and his team immediately connects us with other local churches who are 
part of that same sphere. Partnership with other local churches is a cardinal value for us, as we are 
convinced that we can do more with others than we can apart. 
 
However, while involvement in the same apostolic sphere may make it easier for local churches to 
work together, the biblical imperative to pursue unity transcends our involvement in an apostolic 
sphere. In other words, while a local church may enjoy primary relationships with others who are part 
of the same apostolic sphere, these are not exclusive relationships, and a local church should also be 
investing in relationships with others who are part of different apostolic spheres or denominations 
and streams. 
  
 

4. ADVANCING WITH ADVANCE 
 
After a lengthy process of prayer, reflection and discussion, the elders of Grace Church are convinced 
that we should be investing primarily in our relationship with the Advance apostolic sphere which is 
led by PJ Smyth and team. This is because we find particular alignment with Advance on the four bases 
of unity mentioned earlier, namely, shared beliefs and values, shared mission, genuine relationship 
and recognised leadership. 
 
While our relationship with the Advance sphere is primary, in the light of what I’ve written above it’s 
important to say that we don’t see this relationship as exclusive. For instance, we enjoy close 
relationships with several leaders who are part of the Commission sphere (such as Andy Arscott), and 
these relationships will remain important to us. 
 
We are also convinced that it is possible for churches who are part of different apostolic spheres to 
work together to plant and strengthen churches.2 A case in point is Grace Church and Blaze Church 
Newquay working together to start a new church in Falmouth. As long as there is clarity on which local 
eldership team (and, by extension, apostolic sphere) has primary responsibility for overseeing a 
church plant, we see no reason why there cannot be collaboration between the spheres. To our mind, 
when this occurs it is a glorious demonstration of the truth that we remain ‘a family of churches 
together on a mission.’ 
 
 

POSTSCRIPT: FINDING OUT MORE ABOUT THE ADVANCE APOSTOLIC SPHERE 
 
To find out more about Advance, which is led by PJ Smyth and his team, go to 
www.advancemovement.com  
 
You can also view PJ’s videos about Advance on Youtube: 
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCRUElgKZDHfBwx3cHUuQZRA 
 

                                                           
2 This expectation was also expressed by Terry Virgo in the run-up to Newfrontiers’ transition into multiple 
spheres - 
http://terryvirgo.org/Articles/230401/Terry_Virgo/Resources/Articles/Series/Transition_into_Multiplication_
Newfrontiers_Redefined.aspx 
 

http://www.advancemovement.com/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCRUElgKZDHfBwx3cHUuQZRA
http://terryvirgo.org/Articles/230401/Terry_Virgo/Resources/Articles/Series/Transition_into_Multiplication_Newfrontiers_Redefined.aspx
http://terryvirgo.org/Articles/230401/Terry_Virgo/Resources/Articles/Series/Transition_into_Multiplication_Newfrontiers_Redefined.aspx

