Building your ministry around changed lives
by Timothy S. Lane and Paul David Tripp
In the push and pull of pastoral ministry, what tends to get your attention and what tends to get lost? Think about it for a moment. You are planning and leading meetings, answering phone calls and returning messages, scanning hundreds of e-mails, talking to the youth pastor about the struggling teenager, evaluating the Sunday school material, giving guidance to the deacons as they help someone who is struggling with some financial need, interacting with the building committee chairperson, preparing for a training session with small group leaders, wondering when the phone is going to ring late at night at your home, preparing for Sunday’s worship and preaching, visiting someone who is in the hospital, writing a column for the church newsletter, setting up a dinner date with your wife who has the gall to think you are overdoing it at work! Have we struck a nerve yet?

Looking back
When you were preparing for ministry, you had no idea this was going to be what it was like. No course in three or four years of seminary training ever mentioned these things. You thought it was all going to be about studying the Word, delivering wonderful sermons, punctuated by occasional meetings and one-on-one ministry. But now you are overwhelmed by all the frenetic activity. There are three questions that you must ask yourself if you are going to make sense of what has happened. First, why is there so much activity? Second, what is driving all of the activity and ministries? Third, where is it headed and does it lead people in a direction that is consistent with Scripture’s vision?

Renewed clarity
For answers to those questions, listen to one pastor’s driving purpose. The Apostle Paul, in Ephesians 3:14-21, summarizes his agenda for his pastoral ministry:

“For this reason I kneel before the Father, from whom his whole family in heaven and on earth derives its name. I pray that out of his glorious riches he may strengthen you with power through his Spirit in your inner being, so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith. And I pray that you, being rooted and established in love, may have power, together with all the saints, to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ, and to know this love that surpasses knowledge – that you may be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God. 

Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine, according to his power that is at work within us, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, for ever and ever! Amen.”

In Colossians 1:28-29, he states the same purpose more concisely:

“We proclaim him, admonishing and teaching everyone with all wisdom, so that we may present everyone perfect in Christ. To this end I labor, struggling with all his energy, which so powerfully works in me.”

So what is Paul saying that seems so obvious but often eludes us in the day-to-day busyness of ministry? Here is what Paul is saying: “Everything I say and do is guided by how this will move a believer further down the path of growing in grace and becoming more like Christ.” Paul is concerned at every point about the spiritual formation of God’s people. He wants them to know Christ and become more like Christ! That’s it! Nothing more, nothing less.

This means that every ministry and activity, relationship and sermon, point people to these Gospel perspectives.

1. The centrality of the heart: Scripture teaches that what rules my heart will control my behavior. If I am going to grow in grace, it must deal with what is ruling my heart (Luke 6:43-45).

2. The presence and power of remaining sin: While we celebrate the reality that the enslaving power of sin has been broken, we humbly admit that the presence of sin still remains and is being progressively eradicated (Romans 6-7).

3. The present benefits and blessings that are ours in Christ: Jesus, in his life, death, resurrection, ascension, his indwelling presence through the Holy Spirit, current intercession on our behalf and promised return give us what we need for personal growth and change (Colossians 2:1-15; Galatians 2:20; 1 Corinthians 1:30).

4. A daily life of repentance and faith: We need the grace of Christ each day to live the Christian life as much as we did the first moment we became a Christian. We never wean ourselves from this dependent, desperate state (Colossians 2:6-7).

5. A call to live in honest, interdependent, Gospel-driven community: No Christian was ever intended to live the Christian life alone. We are brought into worshipful communion with God and intentional community with others (Hebrews 3:12-13; 10:24-25).

This is the message, mission, and direction that should guide your children’s ministry, youth ministry, small group gatherings, worship, preaching, and every other activity that you engage in.

The need to examine what is
With this in mind, as you pass every activity and ministry through this grid, you will find that some activities and ministries are actually in the way, some may need new clarity of focus, and some may actually be fostering personal complacency and passivity and may need to be ended altogether. Take some time to reflect on the ministries of your church with your leaders and evaluate how much they align themselves with these fundamental aspects of spiritual formation.

Because of what Christ has done, personal transformation is possible. As we plan the programs of ministry and go about our daily leadership lives, should we settle for anything less?

