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This curriculum is designed to build the most important tool you will have in ministry, a heart for it, by having a growing heart for Christ as Lord! This will also equip you with several weeks of sermon material too.
When he had finished washing their feet, he put on his clothes and returned to his place. “Do you understand what I have done for you?” he asked them. “You call me ‘Teacher’ and ‘Lord,’ and rightly so, for that is what I am. Now that I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also should wash one another’s feet. I have set you an example that you should do as I have done for you. Very truly I tell you, no servant is greater than his master, nor is a messenger greater than the one who sent him. Now that you know these things, you will be blessed if you do them. John 13:12-17
To be a healthy pastor you need to focus on four (4) main areas. If you do not, you will fail and lead your church and people to ruin and dishonor our Lord! If you do follow God’s precepts you will honor our Lord and help build His Kingdom that will echo into eternity! 
The question is, do you choose to be a good pastor? If not, why not? 
1. Build your Faith, First and Foremost! Do you really trust God? Are you reading and growing in the Word before you teach others?
2. Being Sprit filled means to have the Love of Christ and the Fruit of the Spirit flowing in, through and out of you so it is touching others. Do you really display the love of Christ to others?
3. How are your Words? Are they Kind? Not just in preaching, how do you talk to other people?
4. How is your Personal Life? Do you live your life as Christ called with faith and character or with pride as Satan called?
For the next several articles, we are going to explore what are the key ingredients that make a good healthy Pastor. Thus, these are written to pastors, whose call is to shepherd their flock. However, these curriculums can also be used to hone anyone in Christian service and leadership. It is my prayer that we can carryout our pastoral and leadership lives with the right mindset of what is really important in life and ministry that pleases and glorifies our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. In so doing, we will not end up in loneliness and regret, or get so burned out and angry, we become a mess and perhaps even destroy our family, church and ministry that we once loved and sought to shepherd and lead to the love and precepts of Christ.  

Be a Good Leader! 
1 Peter 5: 1-4

This passage should help urge you to seek God’s Will by recognizing God’s love for you and the people in your care. In that way, you will be able to apply biblical principles to help you become a much better pastor and leader. Additionally, if you are already a leader or training to be one, you can use the principles of His Word to spruce up your attitude so your character becomes good in action. You can take a look at what you have done wrong, and then correct it by removing your false thinking and realigning your behaviors. 

We are called to follow the Good Shepherd in order to be a good shepherd! 
Peter is addressing those in church leadership who had the same problems we have today. Thus, he extols them to clue themselves into Christ and follow His example--to care and pastor others with excellence and fortitude. Peter does not ask them (or us) to do something that he has not done; rather, he uses himself as an example and points them to the Ultimate Example. 
Keep in mind that the Church has always been riddled with strife and conflict, because our fallen nature causes us to fight with one another using the ways of the world, while the devil also uses us for his means. When we do this, we forget who Christ is, and we forget what the Church is here to do--to know Him and make Him known. We as leaders can easily be tempted to chase what is not godly. So, when we are not following the Good Shepherd, we are not being a good shepherd. We will then get our lead from our desires; consequently, we will seek means to get what we want and not what God has called us to. Then, wham! The sheep are in conflict and strife because the shepherd is leading them astray. 

Another way we can cause dysfunction in the Church is to “lord it over” people by micro-managing them, and seeking to belittle, exploit, and manipulate while we are clearly called to lead by the example of our Lord. We must see leadership as helping people draw near to Christ as we eagerly seek to know Him better ourselves so we can be a good example. The fruit of this will be a sense of a willingness, of humbleness, unselfish servitude, and encouragement by discipleship (Matt. 20:20-28; Luke 22:26; Gal. 5:19-26). All with the goal that we will share His glory in eternity! 
Read vs. 1: From the context of this chapter, we are urged to have the attitude of Christ! We are called to live in the Spirit! We need to see what He has done for us: He brings us to God, He makes us alive, He cleanses us, and He is our continual Example! Therefore, we do not need to waste any more of our life with evil deeds or have evil desires. This will translate into our conduct and our prayers (as these will become more serious), as well as our fervent love for one another (John 16:33).
The key words you need to know, what we are called to do: 

Elders. Generally refers to those who are older and wiser in life, those able to share wisdom and advice. This was also a specific title for community leaders who ruled their provinces and/or who were judges. These people held great respect and responsibilities in their communities (Acts 20:17; 1 Tim. 3:1; 5:17; 2 John 1; 3 John 1). 
Fellow elder. Peters is assuring his solidarity that as an Apostle, he is not above them in exercising God’s love. He will not ask them to do what He has not done himself. This was to encourage and identify with them in the midst of sufferings and discord. 
Witness of Christ's sufferings. Peter is reminding them of his ties and personal ministry with Jesus and all the wonders he witnessed (Matt. 16:27; 17:8; 26:58; Mark 14:54; Luke 22:60-62; John 1:14; 2:11; 18:10-11, 15-16; Acts 1:8; 1 Pet. 2:21-24). 
If we are claiming Christ as Lord, we need to be living the life--not just talking about it or just showing up for the club meetings (church)! 

Read vs. 2-4: Conflicts have buffeted the early church and Peter is seeking to restore them to a proper perspective and call. The leaders were also experiencing the first waves of persecution and were the ones being tortured and imprisoned. The call is simple, yet so not followed in most churches! The call for us is to exercise watch and care over God’s people, to encourage and shepherd them in a godly direction from a godly example. Leadership is never about what we get out of it or a force of our will; rather, it is about the mobilization of His precepts from His Word in our life so it flows and it is “happening” onto theirs! We will have an eagerness to know Him more powerfully so we can serve with more humility. 
The key words you need to know, who we are called to be and not be: 

Shepherds is a term that had great depth and meaning for an agrarian society. Sheep and shepherd are often-used words in Scripture; they denote a concerned guide who describes God, the church, and His people (Eza. 34: 1-10; Luke 15:3-7; John 10:1-18; 21:15-17; 1 Pet. 2:25). A shepherd does not lead by being harsh or the sheep will refuse to go with him, and perhaps will even die. Rather, he leads and guides them in the right direction with gentleness; then the sheep will follow him. The sheep do this out of a need to be protected, to be led to food and water that they cannot find on their own. Humans are to lead others to the precepts of His Word and character. We are to lead by being a shepherd.
Overseers refers to, and implies the leaders of the leaders, such as bishops (Acts 20:17, 28; Phil. 1:1; 1 Tim. 3:1-2; Titus 1:5-7). This word, however, also applies to all those who are supervising others, such as elders, pastors, or anyone in any leadership capacity. We are all to carry out the principles of these offices. 
Not by compulsion/not because you must. Many Greek philosophers and teachers and some Jewish leaders were very strict and controlling; this created a negative, non-enriching atmosphere that led to discord and strife. Real leaders are real examples that exemplify true virtue (Matt. 16:24-27; Mark 10:42-45; Philp. 2:6-11; 2 Thess. 3:9)! 
Greedy refers to the breaching of trust with others--catering solely to our personal needs; in so doing, we usurp God's will in favor of ours, for manipulating others. Leading is never by compulsion; rather, it comes from a willing heart. This is not about pastors not needing to get paid, as fair compensation is biblical; any worker is worth a decent wage. It is about how dishonesty devalues the Kingdom (1 Cor. 9:9-14; Gal. 6:6; 1 Tim. 5:17-18). 
Lording over means haughtiness, arrogance (which is to abuse one's power), to be controlling, not leading by example, to “lord over” and not encourage, to micro-manage, to not serve. Humbleness is essential in leadership (Job 41:34; Psalm 10:5; 18:27; 101:5; 131:1; 6:17; Prov. 16:18; 21:4; 30:13)! 
Be examples means to show others and influence them--not just tell them. We are to shepherd the flock of Christ with wise conduct through the exercising of humility and the demonstration of wisdom. The light we use to guide others needs to be His Light--not ours. Our light is pride versus the Light we are to follow, which is Christ (Mark 10:42-45; John 13:1-17; Phil. 2:5-11; 1 Tim. 4:12). As leaders, we are responsible to care for God’s people with faithfulness and honor, and never out of severity or improper motivations (Matt. 23)! 

Chief Shepherd means a shepherd who is over, other shepherds. This is a name of Christ, and refers to how he cares for and gently guides us. He, as God, serves as our prime example, the One to whom we are responsible for the people he has entrusted to us. We can trust Christ to lead us (John 10:11; 1 Pet. 2:25). 
Appears is a reference to Christ's return, and that He will reward those who have served with distinction and judge those who led people astray. We can look for the return of Christ for our hope! 
Crown of glory was not like the gold medals we have today, but still were praised for their significance. They were bound olive leaves, formed as a garland, and given to sporting and soldier victors. These were perishable; our reward is never ending and will not perish! 
The call is simple, if you are a pastor or in leadership, then be a good leader! 
Our attitude and behaviors will be closely watched and mimicked! We are the ones who will encourage others to seek and know Him more, or distract them away from the Church and our Lord. We must be growing in the faith with conviction and fortitude so we will have good motives. Good motives are essential to good leadership; otherwise, all you have are power plays, strife, and dysfunction! Churches that have problems, for the most part (in my experience), are mainly because the leadership has forgotten who Christ is in their personal lives, and they do not practice His precepts. They are not willing to be good followers and therefore end up leading the people with personal agendas and trends. Christ is left out of the loop (1 Kings 3:9; Luke 22:25-28; Matthew 25:21; Mark 9:33-37; John 5:19; Philippians 1:1; 1 Timothy 3:1-5; 2 Timothy 2:24; Hebrews 13:17)! 
Leadership embodies the fruit and character of our Lord. It must be Christ-directed in a godly, purposeful direction. It requires being a servant before attempting to direct others. The leadership of the Church must come from the Jesus model, not the business model! It is never a force of personality; it is earning that respect because of your love and care. It must come from Him, disseminating through our personal disciplines of growing in Him by faith and His Word, and modeled from good mentorship. This will mean we serve unselfishly so we influence, equip, and empower people to accomplish God's purpose and plan. Disintegrating or bad leadership is more destructive to a local church than a legion of demons, as it corrupts godly principles and displays a skewed understanding of our call to follow Christ. It seeks its own, and not the Word. 
Questions:
1. What does it mean to have the attitude of Christ? What would your church look like if the pastors and leaders did this to the best means possible? 

2. How would you define church leadership problems? Have you experienced them? How so? What was done? What should have been done? 

3. Does this passage make you feel secure, distressed, or…, that church leadership has faced the same problems and being riddled with strife and conflict all though its history? 

4. What does it mean for a leader to follow the example of Christ? How would this translate into better care and pastoring? How would excellence and fortitude be shown? What would your church look like if this were true of her leaders? 

5. What happens when pastors and leaders do not follow Christ (when we forget who Christ is and what the Church is here to do)? What would your church look like if this were true?
6. Have you experienced or seen leaders easily tempted to chase what is not godly? How so? What was done about it? What should have been done? How can we guard against bad motivations and false thinking? 
7. Do you firmly believe that by following the Good Shepherd, we can be good shepherds? If so, then why does it seem most Christians forget this? 
8. What would it take for the leadership in your church to be helping people draw near to Christ and desiring with eagerness to know Him better and make Him known? What would your church look like if this were so? 
9. Why is it important for pastors and leaders to be good examples? What happens when we get our lead from our own interests and personal motivations? 
10. How does the goal that we will share His glory in eternity help facilitate better leadership? What about living in the Spirit? Allowing Him to cleanse us? The application of fervent love for one another? What would your church look like if all these were applied? What are you going to do about it? 
11. What can be done to effectively apply, by example, a sense of willingness to be humble with unselfish servitude? What do you need for this to happen in your life? 
12. How do encouragement and discipleship apply? What are some of the false thoughts that need to be removed? What behaviors need realigning?
If we are claiming Christ as Lord, we need to be living the life--not just talking about it! 
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Preparing for our Pastoral Lives with The Right Mindset Part I
How is your Ministry Going? 
And we pray this in order that you may live a life worthy of the Lord and may please him in every way: bearing fruit in every good work, growing in the knowledge of God. Colossians 1:10
When I first started out in ministry, I was young—very young. I was still in high school, leading a Junior High group in my church, and teaching a Young Life Campaigners group. I was both a hit and a failure. I had a lot of youth coming and some great men (one of whom was a famous author and theologian) were mentoring me. At the same time, I had two big problems. One, I was suffering from learning disabilities that affected my social skills; and two, I was too smart, or so I thought. I thought I knew it all and, as a result, lived in “pride city” fed by my own arrogance. In addition, my past hurts and fears consumed me. I was way over my head at church, and at school I was socially awkward. I also rested in my status and comfort as my family was also fairly well off and connected. 

Then God humbled me! I suffered a loss of everything that was important to me. My stepfather took off with my trust fund, so I could not go to any of the colleges I worked so hard to get into. Thus, no MIT, no Princeton. I had to go to a Community College. We lost our home, a now multimillion dollar estate on the edge of a renowned golf course; we lost all of our wealth, status, connections, and our friends soon left—except those few real ones. We—my mom, my little brother, and I—went from the cars and social life to being basically homeless and penniless. To top it off, my church was fighting me saying, Youth Ministry is not important and we do not want you or all those kids here in “our” church. To add salt to my wounds, my hometown, where my church was, passed a law that people under 18 could not gather in groups of more than 3 unless it was a school function. All that I built was also gone. If it were not for the intervention of godly people like my pastor and my “uncle,” Francis Schaeffer (I am not sure if we are in blood relation or not, but he was very much a significant part of my life from an early age until his death in 1984, when he was in town) I would have headed either to a breakdown or something else. 

I was conflicted, in trouble, and needed help; however, at the same time, I did not think I needed help and fought those who patiently and lovingly tried to do so. Thus, my personal life suffered as well as my professional life. I made a lot of mistakes out of fear, anger, arrogance, and ignorance. So, I know what it is like to have pride and think I can do it all. I also know how to fail; in over twenty-five years of pastoral ministry, I have made all the mistakes and perhaps even invented some—and seem to continue to do so at times. I suffered the wrath of people who did not want to be led closer to Christ or in a way that confronted or challenged their way. I made hasty decisions that were not thought through. I suffered the stress, factions, gossip, manipulations, and all of the evils a congregation can bestow upon a pastor, and still do at times. I also had my own personal struggles. I would compare myself with others. I lived for respect from others and feared when I did not receive it. I sometimes exaggerated to get respect and even sought to manipulate others to get my way. I felt inadequate, yet suffered from pride. I got angry when I did not succeed; in so doing, at times I was inauthentic and incapable that led me to be incompetent for effectual ministry. In some way I can’t fathom now I still had a heart for ministry and wanted to preach Christ and lead others to Him. A testimony how the Holy Spirit was still at work, His grace was still in action!
In so doing, I knew how to destroy a ministry and even a church, and how to alienate people and be consumed with anger and arrogance. Even though I wanted them to be in Him, at times I became my own worst enemy and the stumbling block to Him as Christ and Lord. But, through my pastoral journey, having good people mentor and believe in me, and most importantly, Christ having patience and still growing me, I also know what it means to be humbled and Spirit-filled and to succeed in Him. But, before I could glorify Christ and succeed in ministry, I had to learn (the hard way) the importance of a right mindset in ministry, and that it was not possible by knowledge, position, natural ability, mentorship, situation, or conceit; it solely depended on who I was In Christ. I had to surrender to His Way and precepts and not my way, or new trends and ideas. I had to learn that it is about His Kingdom, and not mine. It is about His fullness, not mine and it is about confessing sin; I had to learn about myself, face my fears, and get over them. To pastor effectively, I had to learn not to be consumed with my circumstances, but instead, be infused and filled with Christ, to live a life above my circumstances and hurt, solely in Him.
It is my prayer that we can carry out our pastoral lives with the right mindset of what is really important in life, what is really important to our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. In so doing, we will not end up in loneliness and regret, or get so burned out and angry, we become a mess and perhaps even destroy our family and church that we once loved and sought to shepherd.  

Being strengthened with all power according to his glorious might so that you may have great endurance and patience, and joyfully giving thanks to the Father, who has qualified you to share in the inheritance of the saints in the kingdom of light. Colossians 1:11-12
I knew how to destroy a church and how to alienate people and be consumed with fear and hurt as well as anger and arrogance. Perhaps, you do too. Most young pastors do not look up to see what is really important; I know I did not. Those of us who been around the block have sometimes forgotten about the importance of our own walk. Therefore, we come to grips with confusion and dysfunction from negating our own faith development rather than being in His grip, and learning the importance of comprehending the right mindset Christ has for us. 

Building Your Pastoral Foundation with the Right Biblical Mindset

I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me. Galatians 2:20
The primary goal—from building an exceptional marriage to building a  “purpose driven “church—is to live in undivided surrender and devotion to the Lord Jesus Christ. That means His purpose not yours! He is Lord, meaning that He is in charge of all areas of our lives. He is in charge of your church, too. In fact, it is not your church, it is His, and we are the stewards of it! He is our first and primary love! That means your life must reflect the supremacy, the centrality and glory of God, and serve as an example in a world of temptation and evil. Since He represented us in life and death and imparts to us His grace, this is our driving force, our number one reason in life and in eternity to come. Because of what He has done for us, we should have the desire to assemble our lives to glorify Him. That means to also strive toward our best in fullness of relationships with church and family. We have to be willing to take to heart that His will supercedes ours; His is the best, whereas our will and desires are limited in understanding and knowledge. By surrendering our will to His will, we can build a foundation of trust, reliance, and obedience. These actions become the foundation upon which to build the rest of the house of character, values, and fortitude, and where a Christ-centered church can live and grow. 

You will then be able to lead others and make healthy and wise decisions because the Lord, through His Word and the Spirit, is your Guide, as opposed to what the media, friends, trends, your passions, and emotions may dictate. Because you are seeking His truth, you will be able to discern how to see in your church and family life, your direction and plan. Following these timeless, biblical precepts will help you make the right decisions, and avoid making the wrong ones. If for some reason you decide God’s ways are not for you, be forewarned; as you lose yourself in the harsh world of wrong decisions, you may never receive what He has and what is best for you or your family and definitely not in “your” church. Thus, you may face the unpleasant prospect of venturing into a life of misery and strife, a disease-ridden church, and a broken family! So, why do that? 

Four primary attitudes need to be learned that form the foundation for building effective pastoral relationships, which, in turn, help build an effectual church. These are like the footers to a skyscraper—massive, concrete platforms where the steel girders that hold up the entire building are placed. Just like the crossbeams that are bolted and welded on those girders, each of these aspects needs to be bolted onto the other. Each one produces the next one and is dependent on the previous one; thus, they all interlock collectively to work synergistically tighter together to form us into the person God has called us to be. These will be the groundwork upon which the character, maturity, and the willingness to make right decisions and glorify our Lord are constructed. They will continue to assemble those relationships in the right direction, as they become the foundation for understanding God’s will for our lives and church. The remainder of the precepts we investigate will build the skyscraper of relationships.  

First: Understanding the Kingdom of God 

Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near! Matthew 3:2
Three penetrating questions that have been pondered by humanity since the dawn of time include, Who are you? What do you want? And where are you going? These form the foundation of the disciplines of philosophy and religious studies, affecting the humanities, sociology, and of course, psychology. These questions fuel what directs us, who motivates us to do what we do, and who motivates us to be who we are. This is the meaning of life stuff. Through understanding Christ and who we are in Him, these three ageless questions come alive to help sustain us and direct us, as Christians and as pastors, in the right direction; and in turn, we can direct His Church in the right direction. As a result, we will center our motivations and directions on Him, on what is perfect and pleasing, and not only on what we think. Our answers will only serve to get us lost. However, the key is to understand the answers to these questions that Jesus asks us in His Word. If we get the answers wrong, we get lost in that jungle of church life; if we get them right, we stay on the right path. Are you thinking, hey, that is not fair, or, is life just a big test? Take this to heart; you have the answer sheet—His Word. He has written the answers in creation, in our hearts, and revealed them in His Word. We have no excuse not to know, but because of the Fall, the fog of our will and desires obscures them from view. 

Take comfort in the awareness that God is not hidden, nor is His will so mysterious that we cannot find it. God's influence, glory, and presence are all around us; this is called "Mediated Revelation." This is not pantheism, which teaches that everything is God, that creation itself is God. Rather, God is all present, "omnipresent," and we have no escape from Him. He reveals His presence to us in countless ways. 

These meaning of life questions also mean that we as humans are spiritual by nature and seek a higher purpose and order. God uses that nature to make Himself known. "Mediated Revelation" means that God plants an innate sense of who He is in each of us, even without the Bible or missions (However, remember that missions and evangelism are still a mandate from our Lord!) Coupled to God’s revelation in nature and in our hearts, we have “special revelation,” which is the Bible that God directly inspired, and is the ultimate source and superintendent of the original manuscripts, without any error. He used humans as the authors, and a word processor as a tool. Thus, we receive His will for our faith, and the practice of life, duty, law, grace, His plan, and our purpose. 

Why the theology lesson? Because, we have to know from whence our direction in life comes before we can direct others. This is foundational for all aspects of who we are and what we do for Him. What motivates us and creates in us our actions and behaviors will translate into our relationship with God and how we lead and manage His Church. If you do not get this, that God has a plan for you, you will have tremendous issues and obstacles that you may never climb over in becoming the person and pastor that God desires and calls you to be. The best plans, the best adventures, contentment, and joys we can ever have in life (church life included can easily be missed if we become stubborn and refuse to look up at Him. And yes, from my experiences and research, this includes us pastors too! 

Here comes some more theology—essential theology to know if you are to get yourself on the right path to know God better and to receive His direction. Consider that every culture and people group since the beginning of time has had religion and some form of a civil government at the core of its society. Throughout recorded human history, humanity has gathered for trade and protection as well as for organizing the gathering of food, hunting, and for forming relationships within a structure, which translates into control and government. The word Kingdom, in the Kingdom of God or Heaven, means government; it is the need to be organized for purpose and direction. Some people lead, others strive to obey; still others seek to destroy. This is a result of our fallen nature and criminal element. Nevertheless, we need leadership and direction for success in building a healthy church and society. Biblically, we are called to have a civil/church government and obey it—within the parameters that there is actually only one true government and leader—and that is God. This means we are to yield to the exercise and implementation of our God's "Lordship,” that He is our King, hence the name, “Kingdom of God.” He is sovereign; He is the absolute monarch of the universe and “your” church. His rule is irrevocable.  When we refuse to be governed and controlled, anarchy and chaos will result because of our sinful nature, and will cause our church to fail. Thus, it is our responsibility to obey God and the others who have responsibility over us.
For through him we both have access to the Father by one Spirit. Ephesians 2:18
This theme, the Kingdom of God, is found throughout Scripture, and links the two Testaments. It exists now with God’s reign of His people, and it will come to fulfillment in the future. It means God is supreme, sovereign, and Lord over all, including our lives. It infers who we are and what we are both in the real world and the spiritual world. God reaches out to us; we, as citizens of His Kingdom, are to reach out to others. God does not shut us out; thus, we are not to shut others out. This affects all we do and all of our relationships—past, present, and future. Check out the passages on this subject in the “Scriptural References” at the end of this article. There is a lot of Scripture, indeed; now you can start to see how important this is!  

John the Baptist announced the Kingdom to us, with a sense of urgency, at the inauguration of Jesus’ ministry on earth. It is now in its beginning, and will be fulfilled, as Jesus said, in the future. Thus, it is already running, and there is more to come with Christ’s second coming. Exactly what, we do not know; we only have a glimpse. What we do know is that it will be consummated. 

Jesus went throughout Galilee, teaching in their synagogues, preaching the good news of the kingdom, and healing every disease and sickness among the people. Matthew 4:23
Jesus preached the Kingdom of Heaven, which is both here and yet is to come. The term, the Kingdom of Heaven, means the same in Matthew as it does in the other three Gospels. They all refer to God’s rule and sovereignty. They point to both the church today and our eternal future. Matthew used the expression, Kingdom of Heaven, almost exclusively, whereas the other gospels use the term Kingdom of God. The distinction lies in who the audience was. The Jews, to whom Matthew wrote, were reluctant to say the name of God because of their high reverence for His name. To the Gentiles, and Greeks, it did not matter. The Kingdom of Heaven will culminate with our Lord’s second coming, bringing in a new heaven and a new earth. 

But in keeping with his promise we are looking forward to a new heaven and a new earth, the home of righteousness. So then, dear friends, since you are looking forward to this, make every effort to be found spotless, blameless and at peace with him. 2 Peter 3:13-14
What does this boil down to? Our task in the church is to proclaim Christ—His Lordship as well as His character, righteousness, peace, and joy, all by the Holy Spirit. 
This will effectively be the catalyst for building a quality, lasting, and effective church. The purpose of the Church is not to serve us; rather, we serve Christ, and through this service the church is collectively built. The “coming of the Kingdom” in the Old Testament meant that a new stage in God's redemptive plan was coming—CHRIST. For us, it means declaring our personal identification and relationship to our Lord and Savior before we dare communicate it to others! Our need is to bow to His Lordship for our betterment and growth! This will keep us going on the right path through that dark, foreboding jungle of the pandemonium of church life! 

Second: Applying the Mind-Set of Fullness 
Be very careful, then, how you live--not as unwise but as wise, making the most of every opportunity, because the days are evil. Therefore do not be foolish, but understand what the Lord's will is. Ephesians 5:15-17
Fullness equals knowing who you are in Christ and realizing what He did for you on the cross. This is paramount, because everything you do as a Christian—as a pastor—is a response to what He has first done in you. With this knowledge, you will have the proper attitude and discernment to lead and manage His church and make correct decisions based on God’s will. With this knowledge, you will seek Christ as you seek your ministerial direction, ask the right questions, and look for fullness—not merely fulfillment! The difference is that fullness comes from seeking Christ as Lord; fulfillment comes through seeking someone or something else, such as trends, and the feeding of our pride and other things in an attempt to meet our needs and wishes, or seeking to fill our own desires and agendas! Fulfillment is seeking what we want; often, that is not the best for us and certainly not best for His Church! It is filling our emptiness with the wrong filler. It is much like putting gasoline in a diesel-fueled truck; it is fuel, but it will not work, and will damage the engine. These passages testify to such as this. Sin and the desires of our lust can, and will consume us, taking us far away from God and His goodness. So, this pursuit of fulfillment will end up bringing us nothing but emptiness and a dysfunctional church, the very thing we are trying to avoid. Sin will dig at us, causing our thinking to be skewed, and our decisions flawed. 

Fullness is the filling we have. It is like we are “Twinkies” and He is the filling; Twinkies are not much without the filling! It is the realization that we are missing our “filling” and we are indeed poor in spirit. Being poor may conjure up ideas of physical and social poverty, but it actually means total dependence on God, and realizing our sinfulness!  This is paramount if one is to be a good pastor! It is the realization that we are sinners without any righteousness of our own. We are saved by the grace and mercy of God alone! Poor in spirit applies to our daily lives as we strive to be humble and surrendered, where we do not look to ourselves, but to God. It is where we have a Christ-centered drive and not a self-centered drive for life and relationships; this is the “letting go and letting God” concept. So, we are able to see through our poverty and discover it is much better to be in Christ and His fullness and not in ourselves. It is letting go of our ways to surrender to His Way! The preface to the Matthew passage is the word blessed or happy, which means we are fortunate to realize who we are in Christ. We are overjoyed because of what Christ has done for us and this gives us our fullness; He is our fullness (John 8:32). We rejoice because we are a part of His Kingdom. See how this all fits together? The cure for our preaching ills, our inadequacies, our pride, and our physical and spiritual poverty is the realization of what really is important to our church and us, which is who we are in Christ! 

The key to building and leading a healthy church is to be a good and healthy pastor! 

Therefore do not let sin reign in your mortal body so that you obey its evil desires. Romans 6:12
The opposite of this concept is being prideful and self reliant, to the exclusion of allowing Christ to work in you, or allowing Him to use you to help others. In so doing, you as the pastor are keeping yourself and others in spiritual and physical poverty, and oppression (Luke 18:9-14; Rev. 3:17-19)!

Galatians, chapter five, gives us two sets of fruit that we can choose to produce—what is in our arsenal as we lead people to His pasture. There is the one found in verses 19 to 21 that is the rotten scum of life and that creates division and strife, or the one found in verses 22-23 which will produce goodness as we build one another up and, in turn, build up His Church. In addition, verses 24-25 give us the reason for our motivation and pursuit in pastoral ministry and in life. God’s Word tells us that we choose the ways of adultery, fornication, and impure thoughts that make us eager for destructive behaviors, and pronounce them to be pleasure. These are what the Bible calls uncleanness. These are what create relationships filled with hostility, quarreling, jealousy, anger, selfish ambitions, and divisions between people and God. These create the strife, factions, and dysfunction in any given church! The focus is on envy, drunkenness, wild parties, and all kinds of sin. We may not have actual parties and drinking, but we will have “parties” with our will and agendas. This attitude conveys the idea that everyone else is wrong, and those who will agree with you become desired allies!  The Bible conveys to us a harsh warning that if we pursue these things, then workable relationships cannot be built, nor can His church. Nor can a relationship with God be built because you will impede His presence with you. You will not inherit the kingdom of God! 

Fullness is first seeking Christ and His work in you, so you are pursuing righteousness and all that is good as a way to glorify Christ as Lord. This is how a healthy church is built; it starts with a healthy pastor—regardless of who is doing what to him. We all need to be applying fullness into our relationships—from our friendships, to our families, to church members—all for His glory so we can live above our feelings and circumstances! And, this is to be the same in church life as it is in family life. This is real, authentic fullness that is essential—not only in our faith development, but also in how we are to prepare ourselves to build His church and link it up with others.

But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well. Matthew 6:33

This is serious business, as the "Kingdom of Heaven” directly relates to the living of our lives because of who we are in Christ. That means that our identity—who we are, what we want, and where we are going—is fueled from our fullness in Christ. This is the quintessential aspect on earth we are to pursue, after our salvation by what Christ has done, that we in turn impute to others through our activities and preaching. This was “inaugurated” for the Christian church at Pentecost and is spiritual in nature for the time being. It will “culminate” when Jesus returns, where it will involve the Day of Judgment and the new heavens and new earth, where we will be with God and Jesus for eternity! Both fullness and the Kingdom of God exist, and are concentrated in the Person and work of Jesus Christ. This means He is the one to rule our will and heart on earth, climaxing in eternity. This is who we are as representatives of Him on earth. This is where our fullness must reside!  The Kingdom of Heaven produces the fullness; our completeness in Christ comes from our comprehension of who Christ is. If we do not get this and apply it, we will fail in all things that are eternally important! 

For he has rescued us from the dominion of darkness and brought us into the kingdom of the Son he loves. Colossians 1:13 

When we are just self-seeking, we are selfish and unconcerned with eternal values or with serving our Lord. By being so, we fall into a trap—not because of God’s vengeance, but because we are not doing as we should. As a result, natural consequences will take over. God’s precepts are for our benefit and protection and are what is best, something that loving parents would do for their child. Fullness makes relationships real, fuels our pastoral effectiveness, and is centered upon godly directions. Fullness will seek the love of 1 Corinthians 13, and will compel us with the desire to share that fullness and our self with others. So, out of our fullness in Christ, we build ourselves up in Him, casting away what is wrong and replacing it with biblical character and values. This will be the foundation for creating lasting bonds with others as we serve Him and His church to the glory of our Lord. 

Be very careful, then, how you live—not as unwise but as wise. Ephesians 5:15

Ephesians 5:15-21 gives us a picture of walking in that fullness, as people who are wise in the ways of the Lord are also on their guard against the ways of the world. We are to be careful how we live so we treat our lives and the lives of others with dignity and respect. We ought not to be careless with what is precious. We are to make the most of our lives and the opportunities He gives us. To waste it away is what a fool would do; so, let us not be fools!  When we understand what the Lord wants us to do—and, by the way, this is not difficult—we will do well in life. It is not difficult because God is concerned with our character. We form our character from understanding and putting into practice this fullness.

Do not get drunk on wine, which leads to debauchery. Instead, be filled with the Spirit. Ephesians 5:18

Verse 18 tells us that we need to be filled with the Spirit, which means having great joy from our commitment to God (Nehemiah 8:10). It also means we are to seek His power with joy for the overcoming of our sins, and for the courage to witness and do ministry, even to people we do not like. This will flow into attitude number three. This joy means radiant joy that fills us up with the joy that flows among the Persons of the Holy Trinity. That very love which God the Father, God the Son, and God the Spirit have for one another will be in us. And, it will overflow from us to others around us! If we follow the first part of verse eighteen, we will miss out on what Christ has, because our purpose and direction will become cemented in sin, and not in Him. 

This joy spoken of in Ephesians will become sealed in us as we mature in the faith and are filled with His Word so we can communicate it to others effectively, passionately, and in Truth. It is the power to enjoy Him in worship and as a lifestyle that affects all aspects of our life and the lives of others around us. It then empowers us for His service and for His glory. It literally means “music flowing from our hearts!” 

This fullness creates joy. This is what fuels our friendships, our search to know Him more, our desire to help others know Him more, and in the making of right decisions. This is what we are to seek so it can be repeated; we are not to seek it for our betterment or for attention for ourselves, but rather, for Christ’s sake! It is a fullness with which we are to be completely filled. This translates into joy that comes from being in His Word, and because we are in Christ! This is the extra power He gives us to glorify and serve Him, and the extra power that we need to make sure we are on the right track!

Will you be controlled by selfish agendas, lust, faulty trends, pride and sin, which is any kind of failing that takes you away from God, or will you allow yourself to be controlled by the Spirit? 

Remember, He does not force you; the choice is yours—and so are the consequences and rewards. We can ruin our lives and church or we can grow in fullness. Also, remember that what you do does not affect just you, but will touch all those around you, and for many years to come. 

Just like love, being an effectual and effective pastor is our choice. It does not need to depend on our circumstances, but it must depend on our Lord! 
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How to be a Good Pastor!

Are you willing to be a good pastor and leader? 

Preparing for our Pastoral Lives with the Right Mindset Part II
Humble yourselves, therefore, under God's mighty hand, that He may lift you up in due time. Cast all your anxiety on Him because He cares for you. 1 Peter 5:6-7 
The key to building and leading a healthy church is to be a good and a healthy pastor (and leader)! Yet, so few of us in ministry take this seriously or make this a priority! We tend to chase trends and our personal agendas and not pursue HIM! 
For He has rescued us from the dominion of darkness and brought us into the kingdom of the Son He loves, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins. Colossians 1:13-14
We must seek and pursue Christ first before we show others His Supremacy and Centrality. His Supremacy and Centrality must be rooted in us deeply, and then we can proclaim Him, to those in our care to do so too, even with words! For the reason that we cannot lead where we have not been before ourselves. This comes down to who we seek and what we place first in our personal and professional life. 

So, are you willing to carry out your pastoral life or leadership position with the right mindset of what is really important in life and ministry? If not, what is in the way? What possibly could be more important in God’s universe than pleasing Him as His representatives?! Are we in leadership seeking what is really important to our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ? If not, why? What is in the way of His Way? Do you fully realize you will fail in life, family and ministry? If we do not place Christ first and foremost, what then are we doing in ministry? All we will accomplish is hurt to ourselves and others around us! We will end up crafting divisions, creating factions, causing chaos, bringing discord and the result will be the breakdown what we are called to build up. Christ and His reputation will be tarnished, His Supremacy and Centrality will be ignored, resulting in the churches direction and function and that is dysfunction. Our church will be in ruin and our people will be hurting so they keep on hurting others too. All we will have in life personally is loneliness and regret. Or, we will be so burned out and angry, we may even become more dysfunctional in our family life and ministry and perhaps even destroy our family and church that we once loved and sought to shepherd. Have you found yourself “unintentionally” seeking this? 
Perhaps, you are already on that “road to perdition,” which is self destruction by making the wrong decisions based on past hurt and not of Christ. Focusing on agendas and not on love and Fruit, I know I have. Perhaps, you feel you have good reason! Church people have hurt you and do not want to do as you have done before. Many of us are fed up with the traditional church scene—the gossip and the power plays, and are searching for an alternative. Perhaps, this is true for you. If you think your busyness keeps you from finding contentment or faith, then consider that almost certainly something or someone needs to change. That someone is you, and that something is your attitude and outlook on life and ministry. No, we do not like to hear those words, do we? But, we do need to hear them. I know I do! 

Are you willing to take a close look under your ministerial hood? Is your pastoral engine “timed” to His call and set precepts? Is the Spirit and His flow of the FOS (Fruit of the Spirit) and Character fueling and empowering your ministry? Or is it something else? We all need at times and perhaps regularly as I do, seek Christ in prayer and ask Him:
Oh LORD, what is in the way of me seeking you first and pleasing you foremost? 

Perhaps this prayer may be said in honesty and reverence before your feet hit the ground in the morning. Do not let this ministry and life dysfunction happen to you or anyone around you! You have the power and ability by His lead and empowering to change and grow! The key is simple; seek Him First, Matthew 6:33 applies to us in leadership too! His Sovereign rule must be our priority. Our gratitude for what He has done for me must move me to glorify Him. If not, remove yourself from ministry until you are right with God! 

Pastors must focus on Christ

In our struggle to learn biblical character and apply it to our lives, we can cut through the thorny jungles of complicated church life to discover the means to having and building a meaningful ministry. This is not only possible—it is for you! Yet, for many pastors, this is struggle number one! 

The answer is not in the latest fad or service; it is in getting our priorities straight, then seeking out mentorship; building our relationship in Christ must be first and foremost! If your call and desire is to have your church people have a committed relationship in Christ and demonstrate that in their lives and community, you will have to make room in your life for one. That means you will need to be willing to prepare yourself, emotionally and mentally, with the right biblical attitude and mindset. If not, then you will be gambling with the second most important decision and choice you will ever make. And, when it comes to your marriage and family, your choices and attitudes will have lasting repercussions for many people, and for many generations to come. It will become a crapshoot with much greater and higher odds for the “house” (where the “house” is a regretful and discontented life) than for you. 

As pastors, our primary purpose in life is to grow in our relationship to our Lord.  We need to serve and glorify God, and fulfill the call and the destiny that He gives us. This also translates into who we are, and how we should be in Christ. This is true in the arena of all relationships, even for building a good church. Thus, we need to find out what God's plan is for His Church, and then follow it. It seems simple on the surface, and it really is. The problem is that we have clouded God’s plan with our superficial culture, trends, pride, and desires. We seek that crapshoot rather than the stability of impacting faith and godly values.  

Pastors must have Humbleness! 

Humbleness is the fruit that shows fullness has taken hold in our lives. And this is what we communicate to our congregation by our attitude along with authenticity and Fruit—not just with words, but also with whom and how we are! 

I do not know about you, but my early years were very rocky and my pastoral journey since then has also had its ups and downs. Even in my youth and inadequateness, I wanted to let those young people I worked with know, while they were still in their youth, that they did indeed need Christ and not to miss out on what God has for them. We do not need to spend all of our energies chasing after what is fleeting while ignoring what is good. What I was seeking to commutate to others, sometimes did not sink in to even me. I slowly learned to be a sheep before I could be a shepherd and feed upon Christ and be led by His life and precepts. I learned I could not lead others where I had not been before. I could not grow a church unless I was growing too. I could not instill spiritual maturity in my congregation until I started to mature myself. Perhaps, you need to learn these things too? I still need to learn them! 

Most of us pastors live in the world of stress, loneliness, and personal struggles; we compare ourselves with others, demand respect, and we often carry on in fear, perhaps even manipulating others to get our way. Even in our inadequacy, we think we can continue, or flee when we should not. But, when we are in Christ, we can push our pride away, we can move beyond and live above our hurts and fears and even be content. We do not have to be angry when we do not succeed or get our way. When we are firmly in Christ, when we are pursuing our faith in His Word and Spirit, we are being authentic and capable. Thus, we are succeeding. In so doing, we can be the pastor, Christ has called us to be—doing His Church led by His way. We need to learn and apply the fact that life and ministry is about “His Kingdom,” and not ours. It is about “His fullness” not ours; it is about “confessing sin,” and we need to learn about ourselves, face our fears, and get over them. To pastor effectively, I had to learn we have to have an appropriate and growing relationship in Christ before I could communicate and teach others, and to be infused with Christ, not infatuated with myself. 

Remember this valuable point: Just like love, being an effectual and effective pastor is our choice. It does not need to depend on our circumstances; it must depend on our Lord! 

Do you have a deep dependence upon God for your personal and professional life? Or, do you have a problem with pride as I once did and still struggle against? Pride is thinking I have arrived; I do not need God, when we must realize that without Christ, we can do nothing! 

It is my prayer that we can carry out our pastoring years with the right mindset of what is really important in life, what is really important to our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. In so doing, we will not end up in loneliness and regret, or get so burned out and angry, we become a mess and perhaps even destroy our family and church that we once loved and sought to shepherd.  

In the last article we looked at the first two mindsets, “Understanding the Kingdom of God” and “Applying the Mind-Set of Fullness.” Now, we are going to look at two more. 
Third: Reconnection and Confession 

Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God's will is--his good, pleasing and perfect will. Romans 12:2
Take another look at those three ageless questions of “Who are you?” “What do you want?” and “Where are you going?” So, what do you want to do in your life? What about your pastoral goals and agendas? Do they correspond to God’s Word? Our call in life is to please God. Will you seek His Kingdom; will you be filled with fullness even as you pastor, counsel, and lead? This can be our joy as well as our stumbling block. We have to realize that the Fall of man defaced everything in this world, including our thinking, relationships, and ability to lead! Our sin will block any attempt to seek our Lord; that is why the cross was, and is, so essential. This applies to everyone; even those of us who are fortunate to be saved by Grace are affected by sin. Christ’s atonement means He covered the sin, but it still remains—lurking, destroying, and causing us to replace good thinking with bad.
This essential third attitude will allow us to recognize, and then confess our sins. Confession will motivate us to yield to the work of the Spirit within us. Our confession helps remove the blockage, to allow His work to flow. His work is there; it is done. He can force it, but normally, He will not. Sometimes, as pastors, we think we are immune from this. Why, people come to us for confession! But, we have to see this as essential for us to do before we ask it of others. Yes, God did so with the apostle Paul, but who of us is Paul? We still have to respond to it by faith. Sin and confession are not popular subjects. Who wants to be bothered and confronted, let alone be convicted? But, for us to grow and mature, we have to, lest we remain in those sins—and how sad that would be! The sin will cloud everything. It will blind us to truth, and from seeing the will of God for our lives. We will, instead, be lost in the worldliness of despair, and end up making very poor choices for our lives, our family, and especially in our church that we serve! Fullness will be choked off, as well as His Kingdom, making the distance too far for us. 

We have to be willing to declare: I, as a follower of Christ, bought and paid for by His shed blood, must acknowledge my own sinful nature. If this is not in our practice and in our mindset, we will fall way short of His plan and possibly even His redemption for us. If this is not in our practice and in our mindset, there is no way we can run a church and lead others to Him! All of humanity is fallen from God, and, we are corrupt in our thinking and actions, even us pastors. Unless God’s Grace is not only flowing in us, but is also being emphasized and utilized, we will fail to make the right decisions. Our sinful nature directly relates to friendships, marriage, our sexual choices, and the church. Each of us must commit to ongoing confession in this area, from selecting godly mentoring relationships, to battling lust, and to growing in a marriage.
The Israelites, during the time of the judges, were at a crucial juncture, as the Philistines had occupied their land and killed thousands of them. God was neglected, His law was refuted, and His people were in bondage, all because they refused to acknowledge Him as their Lord (this should look familiar because this is also the essential ingredient of how to make a church die!). Instead, they prostituted themselves to the foreign gods (faulty trends, pride, placating to people’s agendas and not God, etc.) who led them into sin and ruined their lives. They lived their lives as they saw fit (do we lead “our” church as we see fit?), so, God raised up Samuel to be their leader and help them see that what they saw as fit really was not. He further showed them how false gods and pride devastated them, enabling them to see how to turn from their sins and back to Him. Samuel calls to them, after many defeats and hopeless situations, to turn back to God. And, to do this, they had to renounce all of their idols and false gods, repent, and turn to the God who served, loved, and protected them (What are the idols you and your church need to renounce?). So, the Israelites repented and recommitted themselves to God. Thus, the people were spared from the Philistines, and became ready to receive the blessing of God, for the land to be healed, and for prosperity to come. 

To be willing and able to confess sin will renew your mind and prepare you to be more effective in relationships and in ministry because you will have given yourself to God—both in mind and body. Just think through what He has done for you, the incredible amount of forgiveness you have received, and your response to what He has done. It should be gratitude that leads you to desire to purge yourself of sin. And, it should be your gratitude that compels you to lead others to do so. When we do as we see fit, all we bring on ourselves are strife and confusion that lead to endless hurt to us, to our family, and to our church family. When we have purged the sin, and continue to do so as an ongoing venture, we will have no desire to copy the evil ways of the world. Rather, we will desire to be further transformed and renewed by God. We will be new persons, infused by the Spirit, so that all we think and all we do is pointed in His direction and call. Because of this renewal, we will know what He desires for us, what is best, and what is pleasing and perfect. 

  Once you were alienated from God and were enemies in your minds because of your evil behavior. But now he has reconciled you by Christ's physical body through death to present you holy in his sight, without blemish and free from accusation-if you continue in your faith, established and firm, not moved from the hope held out in the gospel. This is the gospel that you heard and that has been proclaimed to every creature under heaven, and of which I, Paul, have become a servant. Colossians 1:21-23
We have to make a commitment to acknowledge our fallen nature, and be willing and able to confess our sin to God and repent, which means we do not do it again. It also means we need to have someone hold us accountable.
When we are not accountable to God or to others, such as a spouse, another pastor, mentor, or friend, we are free to sin, which will lead to social and physical disaster. The sin of the Israelites led to their being occupied by their enemies and the loss of countless thousands, all from the desire to do as they saw fit, which was the refusal to see their sin and recant it. Their sin was pride; it is the root of most sins.  Refusing to deal with your sin will lead to pornography, flirting, inappropriate lust, jealousy, and then sexual encounters, relationship breakdowns, and perhaps the breakup of a marriage that God brought about or the loss of a pastorate. Just think how devastating sexual addiction can be. If you think because you are single you are OK, or, you have a good marriage and you do not need this, know this: it will lead you to betray your spouse, your future spouse, your Lord, your church—and you may even acquire a disease and die! 

Living a surrendered, redeemed life is about seeking the Lord’s will, and seeking to glorify Him!  

Fourth: Be Willing to Learn About Yourself
Let the wise listen and add to their learning, and let the discerning get guidance. Proverbs 1:5
One of the themes of the book of Proverbs is the contrast between the wise man and the fool. The Word tells us the right and just way, and then, the wrong and irrational way. We need to see the value and importance of being willing to be taught and to learn. Otherwise, we will keep repeating the same patterns of wrong thinking over and over again. By refusing to learn and grow, we place ourselves in the realm of what the Bible calls the fool! I hope it is not your desire to camp in that area. Because, if and when you do, you delude yourself into taking the wrong direction in life, and missing God’s best for you. 

We have to ask ourselves, why would I want to be a fool and miss out on so much? Why would I want to do as I see fit, hanging on to the patterns and ways that do not work, going from broken relationships to more failures and more broken relationships, causing hurt, pain, and loneliness as well as depression, dysfunction, and strife? Why? Just to hang out in our own pride? Do people actually find fulfillment in this? Perhaps, we get so blinded by our pride we just never look up to see what God has to offer in the areas of growth, healing, and learning. So, why be the fool, and miss out on so much? Just to have a little fun? To do as you see fit? To make sure we are in command and in control of our church? Remember, that did not work for the Israelites, did it? Have you ever seen it work? In over twenty years of pastoral ministry and counseling, I have never seen it work in either a personal life or in church leadership! 

Just read through Proverbs, and let God’s Word reveal to you what will happen. By reading just one chapter a day, you can get through it all in one month. You will spend less than five minutes a day, and be far wiser too! The sad fact is, too many of us will not spend the time needed in the Word. Too many Christians will put their minds in the ways of the fool and not in the ways of the wise. And, pastors are not immune from this. We can miss out, too. What makes a fool a fool? The fool refuses to learn; he does not want to be told that something is right or wrong; he just wants to do his own thing. This may sound like fun and a great way to lead, to make sure we have command and in control, but the lifestyle of the fool results in consequences of misery that we should all pray might never happen to our church or us. 

The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge, but fools despise wisdom and discipline. Proverbs 1:7 
Wise people and yes, pastors, are those who are willing to grow and improve themselves. It is not an IQ thing; intelligence has nothing to do with wisdom. Some of the most intelligent people I hung out with in college and grad school, even in Mensa meetings, did some really stupid things, and led lives of self-destruction. I have also seen people with little education who live their lives with real, practiced wisdom. The wisest people are not perfect and they make mistakes; but, there is one key aspect that keeps them wise and blessed. They are willing to learn. They are willing and able to look at their behavior and past mistakes, and brainstorm through the guidance of God’s Word to develop the needed skills of life and ministry, and be better than they were before. By doing this, they learn how to avoid the same mistakes in the future. The fool, the bad pastor, will keep repeating his mistakes over and over. This is why so many people go into numerous, varied positions; they go from one church that does not work to the next one that also does not work, and so on and so forth. They seem to never learn. They do not strive to make it work. 

If you see yourself here, do not be dismayed. I can see myself here too. I have been on staff at more churches than most pastors would if they had hundred year career, mostly because youth pastors rarely stay longer than eighteen months; we seem to always find some way to get fired, so it seems. The question is, were you fired because you don’t get your way, or because you were leading people to Christ and they did not want to be led that way? Perhaps it is pride? The fact that you can recognize your pride and your past refusal to learn becomes an important first step. You must be willing to commit to improving yourself. These improvements in the realm of our character, values, and ability to relate to others better, especially to your spouse and family, are essential before we can relate to a church. 

You must be willing to learn about your personality and what you need to improve and work on. We will look at several key components of character in the “character channel” under Bible Studies that will pave the way to building good, quality relationships, and a lifestyle that is pleasing to the Lord. 

How do you begin to be a person who learns? Be a person who listens! Those of you who are just starting out in ministry—listen to more experienced pastors. Yeah, I know how hard that is! They have been there most of the time and they know ministry better than you know it. Do not rely only on your friends, especially if they are less mature than you. Rather, seek older people with whom you can talk and with whom you can form a mentorship. This involves ongoing conversations about life, ministry, trials and troubles thereof, and the changes and growth we all need to go through; it also includes dating, marriage, and responding to questions. It involves different kinds of conversations at each stage of the seasons of life and spiritual development. 

So, no matter if you are 15 or 115, if you have just entered seminary or have pastored for forty years plus, commit yourself to listen to others, and take the time to observe your own behaviors. You can do this by finding a good mature mentor with whom you can talk and from whom you can learn. If you already missed out on mentoring, or if growth and learning did not take place in you, do not be dismayed. It happens this way with many pastors. Make the commitment to grow NOW. The classic disciplines of the Christian faith are your keys too, as well as devotions, getting into the Bible, Bible study, good Christian fellowship, and being in a quality church where you can worship, and where God’s Word is proclaimed with power, conviction, clarity, and truth. See our “Disciplines of the Faith” channel under Bible Studies. 

Putting it all Together 

But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. Against such things there is no law. Galatians 5:22-23
Ask yourself, 

1. Am I really mature enough to share myself with a church in the long run? 
2. Do I spend too much time at work and ignore my family? 
3. Are there other things cluttering my time and attention that is wrong, or need to be cut back? 
4. Are there unresolved issues? Am I clear of my past? 
5. Are my attitude and relationship with Christ employing and empowering me for ministry, or is it my own will and determination? 
6. Are these four attitudes permeating my life and infusing me with the Holy Spirit? If not, what is in the way? 
Once we get ourselves properly lined up with God and His will, a whole new world opens up. We will build the right character, maturity, and mindset as we emulate the Fruit of His Spirit. Then, His plan starts to become clear as we become more comfortable with and able to lead and manage His church for His glory and make the right choices therein.
If you only seek what you can get, you will end up in despair and a broken church! You will not be able to build a family or a church, develop quality relationships, or compliment and help others because you are not seeking Christ. Therefore, you will not bring your faith and maturity into the church relationship as much as you are seeking to take or get from it. What we bring must come out of a life filled with Christ. Whether you are in ministry professionally or not, we all have the same job—to know Christ, to grow in Christ, and to get the word out about the Word. To help you further in this pursuit, seek people who will bring out the best in you, and will be your partners and companions in the exciting, adventurous journey of life and ministry. This is especially important when it comes to your spouse or that special someone who will be your spouse. If you are married, your relationship priority is to make your spouse that special someone! 

What we have been talking about may seem difficult, and perhaps even overwhelming, but take this to heart: 

God does not call you to do anything that He has not empowered and enabled you to do! The cross is the proof text of how far He will go for you! 

Our God has rescued you from your sin through an event, the depths of which we can never fathom. We are not good enough on our own, but He makes us good enough to lead His church! Our sins have built a chasm that totally cuts us off from a relationship with and salvation in Him. In our election and acceptance of Jesus as Savior by faith alone, making Him Lord over all, we freely obligated ourselves to die (get rid of) to our old nature (sin), and be totally reborn (recreated) in the new nature that He offers us. His living a sinless life in our place, and His death on the cross to pay our penalty of sin not only purchased our redemption, but it also allowed us to identify with Him in an intimate way. 

Thus, God Himself, from His immeasurable love, paid our debt and freed us from His wrath. So, we must ask ourselves, what now? What do I do? How will I live? How will I lead and manage my flock? Will I do as I see fit (God may let you), or, do I go His way, the best way? Do we allow Christ’s love to motivate and control us, or do we go it alone? If we really, truly believe in Him with sincere trust and obedience, then results will come. We must allow that result of fruit (Galatians 5:22-25) to reside in us. 

For Christ's love compels us, because we are convinced that one died for all, and therefore all died. And he died for all, that those who live should no longer live for themselves but for him who died for them and was raised again. 2 Corinthians 5: 14-15
I firmly believe that the Love He has demonstrated for us is the stimulant of life and ministry, the prime directive for us to live out, our model to follow, and what we are to show to others in our life and preaching. We are secure in eternity; our life here is a learning experience, molding us for our life to come. What we do here will echo throughout eternity, so, let us make the most of it! By focusing on what is important, we are motivated to be much more than we could ever be on our own. What is it? 

Giving God the Glory and being surrendered to Him as LORD build our relationships and church! 

It is living out our lives, centered upon His glory, so our lives ooze Christ-like character and personal growth and striving for greater heights, good works, and personal growth. So, our goodness by what He has done for us becomes intertwined with distinction from one another as we lead others in and to His precepts and faith. It is not because we earn anything, but because we are filled with gratitude, which translates into compassion and friendship with others. And, of course, the call He has given us. 

When we learn and apply these four primary attitudes, then Christ is glorified; moreover, a quality pastor and the church is built and kept! This happens best when we realize that Christ paid our debt in full! 

And he died for all, that those who live should no longer live for themselves but for him who died for them and was raised again. 2 Corinthians 5:15 
Principle Scriptures to Preparing our Pastoral Lives with the Right Mindset This chapter is the template for the rest of this book. These Biblical principles are where our focus is to be: Proverbs 12:4; 28:20; 31:10; 2 Corinthians 5:11-21; Colossians 1
1. Work of Jesus Christ: Luke 17:20-21; John 18:36; Acts 2:36; Romans 14:17; Ephesians 1:20-23
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The Preaching Power of Words
Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, since as members of one body you were called to peace. And be thankful. Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish one another with all wisdom, and as you sing psalms, hymns and spiritual songs with gratitude in your hearts to God. And whatever you do, whether in word or deed, do it all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him. Colossians 3:15-17
Are you Willing to Improve Your Preaching? What About Your Words? 

In preaching we usually and should proclaim God’s Word from the pulpit. Did you know that the pulpit, as a Protestant, is the representation of God’s throne room on earth? When we preach, and whether we use a pulpit or not, we are the “vicars” of Christ on earth—His ambassadors and representatives. In addition, we have been given the stewardship of a special call to proclaim His precepts in truth. In so doing, we are to preach in His power, in clarity, and in the genuineness with passion and conviction. And, to top it off, we need to make sure our words are edifying and never condescending or evil. Because, when we preach, we are leading others to Christ. 

A basic definition of preaching, as you know, is to communicate what God has communicated with further explanation. Thus, we take the particulars of a passage from its context and meaning and then tell our people what it says. Then, we tell them why it says that truth. We relate it to their daily lives and situations. In so doing, we “minister” His Word, meaning we give them the aid of His Word. We are to do it with love, grace, and tact. If you are not sure how to do this, take the Book of Colossians and read it through with the question, “how does this relate to my preaching and teaching?”  This may be a half hour that will radically change your ministerial life and vastly improve your preaching! 

Yes, there are times we are to raise our voices with all of the inflections and the gestures, but what I mean here is the intent and purpose of our words. Will the words that I say glorify and point to Christ, do they point back to me, or, are they condescending to the people I am called to disciple and lead? 

Our words can be like weapons of destruction or hymns of healing. The same mouth can produce either one or both. What we say from the pulpit, or to a person in private, and how we say it digs in deep and long in people’s lives, especially if it is negative. Our words express to the congregation or to an individual a powerful and impacting memorandum. Thus, we must be careful how we use them!
In preaching, there are some things I learned from some great men over the years, all of which I have violated at times and feel shame and regret for doing so. These include, never preach angry, upset, under stress, sick, or with pride; always tell the truth, and never gossip. I had to learn and keep learning to guard my mouth and view my tongue as a servant of Christ, not an instrument of my will. My mouth is not for my anger or hurts to be pronounced when it is inappropriate; rather, it is the oral communication tool of God’s Word that I am to humbly use for His glory. 

The Seven Deadly Sins of Preaching

Death and life are in the power of the tongue. Proverbs 18:21
I am sure you have heard of the “seven deadly sins,” that of Luxuria (squandering our life, lust), Gula (gluttony), Avaritia (greed), Acedia (sloth), Ira (wrath), Invidia (envy), and Superbia (pride). But, what about the deadly sins of preaching when we are upset or prideful? 

I had just started a pastoral position, in a church in Southern California in the mid 90s; unknown to me, the Senior Pastor was in the midst of resigning due to a great moral failing. He had a long term affair with another church member and was unashamed about it. In his last sermon, he yelled at the congregation. His contention was that they were being ungrateful for his teaching and leadership for the last decade or so, and it was none of their business who he slept with. Ironically, he was a good Bible teacher for the most part, which is why I wanted to be on staff there. He was a C.S. Lewis scholar, and studied under my uncle; this was a great opportunity for me. But, instead of admitting his failing and getting help, he turned to pride and voiced contempt for his flock. 

This was truly sad! All the good work he had done was quickly eroded away. His tenure there became a waste and any great teaching was flushed down the proverbial toilet, so to speak. Any once loyal and hopeful church members that had wanted him back and restored now regarded him as unfit and reprehensible. I stayed on staff for over six years after that. I was amazed how good some of his old sermons were, and at the same time how the people had great disdain for him. Not just because of the affair, but because of his pride and anger. The affair would have been forgiven; the anger, the unwillingness to repent, and being “in their face” was inexcusable and unforgettable. That sermon hurt them so much it stuck for years. That one sermon resounded with a theme of discord and discontentment that sent that church from over 1,100 people to 300 in less than a year. That church never recovered! And, that pastor went off to destroy another church after that. One angry sermon did more damage than a long term affair! (Of course, having an affair is a great wrong too; just making my point and in truth too.)
I think the Medieval Catholic Church was on to something by listing these “seven deadly sins” and how they lure and tempt us to do wrong. There also are clearly sins in preaching. Let’s look at those seven sins and how they relate to our preaching: 
	Vice
	Virtue

	Lust (normally seen as our excessive sexual appetites. But in preaching, it can be indulgence to stray from God’s Word, chase bad trends; and be worldly, thinking this will attract people.)

	Chastity (which is the purity of soul; in preaching, it means to be real and authentic. Build your faith to lead others into the faith by the Fruit of the Spirit and in all things, love.) 

	Gluttony (normally seen as over-indulgence. But, in preaching it can be seeking recognition and respect to pat our ego or low self-esteem.)

	Temperance (which means self-restraint; in preaching, it is remembering and practicing humbleness and servant leadership.) 

	Greed (normally seen as avarice or materialism; in preaching, it is when we seek to exaggerate or make things up, be dishonest, or manipulate others to get our way) 
	Charity (which is giving; in preaching, it is being in Christ and His character so our character is contagious and uplifting. It is also making sure we are being good and kind, by first giving ourselves to our Lord.) 



	Sloth (normally seen as idleness; in preaching, it means we are not properly preparing. Our message is not right from His Word or well thought out. We become sloppy and uncaring of our responsibility to lead, manage, and train the people He gives us. Or, we allow busyness to overtake godly priorities.)
	Diligence (which is seen as zeal and integrity; in preaching, it means we take our call and position seriously and do all we can to be the best we can be. Not perfect, we are to pursue excellence and put our best out for His glory. We are not to allow the tyranny of people and time rule our words or call.) 


	Wrath (normally seen as anger; in preaching, it is doing so in anger. Never, ever preach in anger. It is better to have “dead air” than a dead church from our misplaced words, whether we are in the right or not. This is also harboring our hurts and not forgiving others.)
	Forgiveness (which is seen as composure; in preaching, it means the same. We are to control our anger and emotions and not use the pulpit as a weapon to voice our discontent or to bully our way. And of course forgive those…) 


	Envy (normally seen as jealousy; in preaching, it is the temptation to compare ourselves with other churches or pastors or to put others down.)
	Kindness (which is seen as admiration; in preaching, it means just that, to be kind and be meek—strength and power under control in how we are with our words and illustrations.) 



	Pride (normally seen as vanity; in preaching, it is the most horrendous thing we can do as a preacher. If you want to kick dirt in God’s face and elevate yourself above Him and others….well I advise you not to!)

	Humility (which is seen as humbleness; in preaching, it is the same. If God Himself, when He walked this earth, was humble, what excuse do we have to be otherwise?)


Our preaching contains and communicates a vast amount of power to our congregation, whether you see it or not. We have a “bully pulpit” at our disposal and thus, very powerful opportunities for temptation! So, to put this in another short and simple list: Never, never, never, ever… 
1. NEVER preach if you are going to stray from God’s Word, be worldly, or chase bad trends!

2. NEVER preach when you are seeking respect or recognition!

3. NEVER preach when you are exaggerating or lying!

4. NEVER preach when you are not properly prepared and/or when losing a battle with any sin! 

5. NEVER preach when you are angry, and be very cautious when you are negatively motivated!

6. NEVER preach when you are going to compare yourselves to others!

7. NEVER preach when you are filled with pride or contempt!

In addition—to make it an even Top Ten… 

8. NEVER preach when you are being fearful or anxious!

9. NEVER preach when you are feeling inauthentic or inadequate!

10. NEVER preach when you are seeking to manipulate or gossip! 

Why? We never want to be an obstacle to grace; rather, we want to point others, by words and example, to Grace! In addition, never compare yourself to another pastor, church, or ministry or be envious of someone or something. If you must chastise those who teach falsely (and we should), do so without elevating yourself. It is also best not to use names, but rather point out the damaging teaching, then what the Bible says, and then the correct thinking. Of course, remember grace and love, and do not divide over trivial and nonessential matters. It is always best to do as Jesus did and taught. Even He said, For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted. Look this up and see the context (Luke 14:7-11). Remember humility! 

When we preach, we carry a great responsibility we should never take lightly! We need to see that our words have the power to uplift, encourage, teach, and lead people to the depths of our Lord’s life and teaching. Our words can also destroy all the work we have done or could do. If the above mentioned pastor had asked his congregation to forgive him during his last sermon and had not used anger, the church would perhaps still be a growing, thriving, vital ministry pointing to God’s glory! Instead, it is dead! That was not the only reason that church died, but it was the final, fatal shot. 

What We Can Do to be Better with Our Words

To put all of this into action, we must make a commitment to remember to pray and think before we speak so we are careful not to say things that could hurt someone or cause a fight or an argument. We will strive to not let bad influences and questionable activities enter into our lives, as they will manipulate us and pour garbage in our minds so garbage comes out of our words and deeds and will flow into our church. We must make the commitment to not let our words or body language discourage others. We will know that showing respect for authority is right and biblical. At the same time, we have to be willing to stand up for what is right. This translates to not ever gossiping or talking negatively about others at work, home, church, or anywhere in the universe—period—if we claim Christ as Lord!  

People will make major life assessments and decisions from our attitude and words! Thus, we must be willing and able to check our words before we preach; if this is a problem, then we must manuscript our sermon and have a trusted elder or another pastor to check it. Those words must be examined before they leave our lips, and we must think in good terms before we speak. We have to see the destruction that can come by inflicting anger and frustration, and the resulting low self-esteem, loneliness, and despair. Our words are indeed powerful, and a great responsibility. They can create success or they can create failure. We all have been positively and negatively motivated by a person in authority, their words uttered purposefully or a slip of the tongue, a mistake and hurt, as they cause anger, frustration, low self-esteem, and feelings of emptiness, loneliness, emotional withdrawal, depression, and pain. And, if you think you are not vulnerable—think again. Or, if you like to use words as weapons, consider this: words have a boomerang effect. That means, what you throw out will come back to hit you. If you think you can duck them, you cannot. Once you release those hurtful words, you cannot put them back any more than you can put the toothpaste back into the tube; it is out, and it is out for good. 

We put no stumbling block in anyone's path, so that our ministry will not be discredited. Rather, as servants of God we commend ourselves in every way: in great endurance; in troubles, hardships and distresses; in beatings, imprisonments and riots; in hard work, sleepless nights and hunger; in purity, understanding, patience and kindness; in the Holy Spirit and in sincere love; in truthful speech and in the power of God; with weapons of righteousness in the right hand and in the left; through glory and dishonor, bad report and good report; genuine, yet regarded as impostors; known, yet regarded as unknown; dying, and yet we live on; beaten, and yet not killed; sorrowful, yet always rejoicing; poor, yet making many rich; having nothing, and yet possessing everything. 2 Corinthians 6:3-10

What do Your Words Reflect of You? 

If you criticize others, then you will be criticized, too. If you lie to others, then you will be lied to, also. If you gossip about others, then others will gossip about you. If you cheat others, then others will cheat you. Do you see a pattern? It is a simple pattern; what you give out, you will soon get back. We have to realize deep down in our hearts and minds how powerful our words are as they shape and form us and others around us. Words have power to destroy people’s lives, just as a spark can destroy an entire forest (James 3:1-12). Words also have the power to determine the direction of our lives as well as that of others, just as a small rudder can move a large ship, and as a small bit can guide a horse. Words can make and shape us either for God’s glory or Satan’s plans. To show you how important this is, James uses the word poison, as in deadly cobra venom, the most powerful illustration that could be made in his time! 

The issue of words is:

1. Do you truly know the power your words have? 

2. How are words from your mouth being used? 

3. How are words guiding you?

4. How are your words touching others? 

Your words will reflect your true character! Your words have the power to change someone else’s life for the better. The greatest gift you have is the ability to communicate; the greatest responsibility we have as pastors is using our ability to communicate with character and distinction within the parameters of God’s call to us. The greatest message you will ever utter is the one that impacts others for our Lord. It is the power to communicate the gospel and love to those with whom you come in contact. To impact people’s lives from your tongue and character is an awesome privilege and responsibility. Your character is the gospel that most people will read! Thus, your words will either help draw them to Christ or repel them away from Him. And, from my research and experience, this is far more important than the content of our words. How we say our message is just as important, if not more so, than what we say!

What do Your Words Reflect of Christ? 

Words are the trust of our pastoral communication. But, words are not the only means of our communication. Most experts in the field of communication say that 55% of our communication is from our body language, 38% is from our tone, and only 7% from our words. Our words reflect our body and tone, so, make sure you are aware of you when those words come out! The words and how we use them will make us either abusers or people who cherish others! 

When you start to be careful with what you say and how you say it, and are willing to change, then you will see your relationship with your church blossom. Your life will change and others’ lives will, too! How to do this? Well, it is really simple. Just as your mom or grade school teacher must have said, think before you speak. When we think first and speak later, we will be able to make positive affirmations and create happiness in and for others. When those words boomerang back to us, we will experience success in our life and, most importantly, God will be glorified. Plan ahead for what you will say, so you will have a clear idea of the words you will use. At the same time, be in prayer, asking God to help you say words that encourage and impact, and do not tear down or cause gossip or distraction to Christ-like character. If you do not have encouraging words to say, then do not say anything. It is always best to say less and listen more. We have to guard what we are not to say as much as what we do say! 

Here are some practical ideas on how we can make just minor changes to our words and reap much greater relationships and preaching skills. You will be able to help create connections and confidence in your congregation as well as yourself. You will be building people up and not tearing them down; you will be glorifying our Lord and not taking an axe to “His” church.  

Here are some simple plans to put good words that are edifying in action by just watching how you use your words.
   Do not repay anyone evil for evil. Be careful to do what is right in the eyes of everybody. If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone. Romans 12:17-18

Here are some replacement words you can use to create a better environment at church and home.

	Substitute Negative Words 
	With 

	Positive Words 

	"I can’t" and “I won’t”
	With
	"I haven’t yet."

	"I don’t know"

	With
	"I will find out for you."

	"If I"
	With
	"When I."

	"That will be a problem"
	With
	"That’s going to be a challenge."

	"I will try"
	With
	"I will do"

	"You are…or, I am…a failure"
	With
	"We are a success because we learned something."


How many more can you think of? 

Who is going to harm you if you are eager to do good? But even if you should suffer for what is right, you are blessed. "Do not fear what they fear; do not be frightened." But in your hearts set apart Christ as Lord. 1 Peter 3:13-15

The ups and downs of pastoral ministry may get us down, and the arguments, tension, disagreements, gossip, treachery, betrayal, financial disasters, stress, and false accusations may take their toll on us. When life seems to rise up and wage war against us, our character can grow stronger and our church and family relationships can improve. We can become even better, stronger, and more loving—even more content. The choice is ours! On the other hand, these tough times can also produce despair, confusion, anger, bitterness, and loneliness that we will turn into WMDs—weapons of mass destruction to our friends, families, and church members. This will translate into how we use our words, and can escalate the problems into a revolving cycle of despair and chaos. If all that we see is failure and self-pity, cynicism will be produced rather than a pastor of character that God calls us to be. The same crushed grape will produce a good wine or sour vinegar. It all depends on how it is cared for and crafted. You are in control of your care and crafting and how you care and craft others; when you keep your eyes on His care, His crafting will enable you to produce the character of fine wine, not sour vinegar. 

Some passages to mediate on: Deuteronomy 5:20; 6:4; Psalm 12:2; 32:2; Proverbs 5:16-19; 6: 16; 12: 2, 17-22; 13:5; 14:5; 18:21; 19:5 
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A Pastoral Checkup List from Philippians

Whatever happens, conduct yourselves in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ. (Phil. 1:27 a)
How is your ministry going? Really? Have you ever thought and prayed about taking a self-assessment to see how you are doing so you can honestly find out if your daily activities, relationships, and teaching are lined up to Christ or to something else? 

The Importance of Ministry and self Assessment

We all have our difficult days in ministry, as we have our times of joy and contentment. We have people attacking us, praising us, gossiping, and giving gifts. We need to be aware how we are in Christ and how we relate our faith to others from our interactions and from the pulpit. Pastors take heed; in whatever situation we face, we need to be a learner and an examiner of our self. By this we can make sure we are operating in the right parameters. Just like when we get a physical checkup once a year, or take our car in to be serviced or check it ourselves, we also need to be checked. Our instrument is not in our own thinking, complacency, or pride, nor is it in our numbers and adorations; it is solely in His Word and the advice and accountability of godly others. So, be willing and be humble and take a look under your hood; let others peek at too. The engine of being a pastor and a Christian needs care. Don’t wait for the warning light to come on because that warning could just be a loss of a family or a ministry! 

Read Philippians, chapters 1 to 2

Read the passage; now, ask yourself honestly the questions below. For further help and empowerment, be in reverent and fervent prayer. In addition, seek an accountability partner, perhaps another pastor, and keep each other to this, His Word! 

Philippians Chapter One

Read the passage and ask: 

1. Are you operating as servants of Christ Jesus, operating as Christ called us to do… 

· In our personal lives? 

· In our professional lives?

· In our families? 

· In our church relationships? 

· In our teaching and preaching?

Now, continue to read each verse one by one, and ask our Lord, how you are doing in these precepts. Or, look at the questions below, taken directly from the NIV text in verse order (some of the passages were shortened and some grammar changed for putting it in the form of a question).
2. Are you filled and led by the Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ?

3. Are you a grateful person? Do you thank God every time, remembering Him in all you do?
4. Are you praying for your people? In all my prayers for all of you, do I always pray with joy? 

5. Are you confident of this, that he who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus?

6. Are your people in your heart? I have you in my heart;… whether I am in chains or defending and confirming the gospel. 

7. Are you, sharing in God's grace with…?. 

8. Are you sure that, God can testify how I long for all of you with the affection of Christ Jesus? 

9. Are you in prayer, my prayer: that your love may abound more and more in knowledge and depth of insight? 

10. Are you, able to discern what is best and may be pure and blameless until the day of Christ?
11.  Are you filled with the fruit of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ—to the glory and praise of God?

12. Are you, advancing the gospel?

13. . Are you, as a result, it has become clear… to everyone else that I am in chains (authentic trust and obedience) for Christ?
14. Are you, encouraged to speak the word of God more courageously and fearlessly? 

15. Are you, preaching Christ out of envy and rivalry? Or, are you doing it, out of goodwill?
16. Are you doing so (preaching and communicating) in love, knowing that I am put here for the defense of the gospel? 

17. Are you, preaching Christ out of selfish ambition, not sincerely, supposing that they (you) can stir up trouble?
18. Are you aware that it does matter? Are you aware of false motives? Are you rejoicing?
19. Are you operating through prayers and the help given by the Spirit of Jesus Christ?  

20. Are you eagerly expecting and hoping that I (you) will in no way be ashamed, but will have sufficient courage so that now as always Christ will be exalted in my (your) body, whether by life or by death? 

21. Are you operating in this paramount mindset: to live is Christ and to die is gain? 

22.  Are you operating in fruitful labor? Yet what shall I choose?
23. Are you torn between your will and His, I desire to depart and be with Christ (not a death wish, but a purpose filled direction, which is better by far!)? 

24. Are you remaining in the body (ministry and commitment)? 

25. Are you convinced of this, I know that I will remain, and I will continue with all of you for your progress and joy in the faith? 

26. Are you operating through… your joy in Christ Jesus will overflow? 

27. Are you confident that whatever happens, conduct yourselves in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ? Are you standing firm in one spirit, contending as one man for the faith of the gospel?
28.  Are you operating without being frightened in any way by those who oppose you? 

29. Are you operating that your ministry has been granted to you on behalf of Christ, not only to believe on him, but also to suffer for him?

30. Are you trusting in Christ when, you are going through the same struggle?  

Philippians Chapter Two

Read the passage and ask: 

Are you operating as servants of Christ Jesus as He called us to… 

· In our personal lives? 

· In our professional lives?

· In our families? 

· In our church relationships? 

· In our teaching and preaching?

1. Are you encouraged from being united with Christ, comforted from his love, (showing) fellowship with the Spirit, if (with) any tenderness and compassion?

2. Are you making my (your) joy complete by being like-minded, having the same love, being one in spirit and purpose?

3. Are you doing nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider (ing) others better than yourselves?

4. Are you looking not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others? 
5. Are you operating by your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus? 

6. Are you being in very nature God, (do not) consider equality with God something to be grasped? 

7. Are you taking the very nature of a servant (as our Lord did)? 

8. Are you humbled… obedient (as our Lord exemplified)? 

9. Are you exalting God… to the highest place (in your personal and professional life)? 

10. Are you living and preaching that in the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth? 

11.  Are you confessing that every tongue (would) confess that Jesus Christ is Lord? Are you living and preaching to point you and others to the glory of God the Father? 

12. Are you have always obeyed…continue(d) to work out your salvation with fear and trembling?

13. Are you operating as it is God who works in you to will and to act according to his good purpose? 

14. Are you doing everything without complaining or arguing?

15. Are you operating as blameless and pure, children of God without fault in a crooked and depraved generation, in which you shine like stars in the universe? 

16. Are you holding out the word of life—in order that I may boast on the day of Christ Do you realize that I (you) did not run or labor for nothing?
17. Are you being poured out like a drink offering on the sacrifice and service coming from your faith? 

18. Are you glad and rejoice with me (Christ)? 

19. Are you operating in the hope in the Lord Jesus?

20.  Are you taking a genuine interest in your (the) welfare of others?

21. Are you just looking out for his (your) own interests, not those of Jesus Christ? 

22. Are you as a son with his father (he has) served with me (Jesus) in the work of the gospel? 

23. Are you filled with hope, therefore, to send (be sent to serve) him?

24. Are you confident in the Lord?

25. Are you taking care of my (others’) needs? 

26. Are you longing for all… distressed?
27. Are you having mercy… sorrow… on him (others)? 

28. Are you eager to send him (be used by Christ)? Or are you consumed with anxiety? 

29. Are you welcoming him (others) in the Lord with great joy, and honor? 

30. Are you working of (for) Christ, (taking appropriate) risks…helping (others) and giving with what Christ has given you?

You can do the same with the rest of Philippians and Colossians. In Colossians, pay close attention to the keywords, such as faith, love, hope, and the centrality and supremacy of Christ and ask these same questions: 
Are you operating as servants of Christ Jesus… as Christ called us to… 

· In our personal lives? 

· In our professional lives?

· In our families? 

· In our church relationships? 

· In our teaching and preaching?

These questions are not just for the pastor or church leader; they can be used by any or all Christian(s) who want to live a life of uprightness and significance. If you struggle with pride or fear, these questions will help you deeply, as they are from His Word. But, be warned: if you refuse to hand over your personal and ministerial life to Christ as LORD, you are headed toward failure in what matters most. So, make sure you have someone hold you to them; if not, Satan will have a foothold in your life and then in your church. The failure to assess yourself or have someone else do so, or to have accountability will produce sin. At that point, it is not a question if you may fall from your church or ministry, but, when, and in so doing you will destroy everything in your life that you have worked for and built. 

We have to see assessment as a paramount thing to do. Our fears, apprehensiveness, busyness, and dignity must not get in His Way of working in us; if it does, we just can’t function. These questions will take time. It will not happen all at once, nor will we obtain perfection, which is why we need to keep going back to them. How often? Take one or two a day in prayer. And, at least once a month, preferably once a week, be in an accountability relationship and take on a few of these at a time. Also, make sure you are using our “accountably questions” too!
Remember, pastoring is not just a job; it is a call that we are to take seriously, with passion and conviction, and always teach in clarity and in truth!

Be blessed as you serve Christ as LORD!

Here there is no Greek or Jew, circumcised or uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave or free, but Christ is all, and is in all. Colossians 3:11 
(Scripture is taken from the 1978 New International Version, Zondervan, and International Bible Society; it is then modified to be in a question form.) 
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Statistics on Pastors
What is Going on with the Pastors in America? 
Here are some startling statistics on pastors; FASICLD (Francis A. Schaeffer Institute of Church Leadership Development). This quest started in 1989 as a Fuller Institute project that was picked up by FASICLD in 1998. 
After over 18 years of researching pastoral trends and many of us being a pastor, we have found (this data is backed up by other studies) that pastors are in a dangerous occupation! We are perhaps the single most stressful and frustrating working profession, more than medical doctors, lawyers, politicians or cat groomers (hey they have claws). We found that over 70% of pastors are so stressed out and burned out that they regularly consider leaving the ministry (I only feel that way on Mondays). Thirty-five to forty percent of pastors actually do leave the ministry, most after only five years. On a personal note, out of the 12 senior pastors that I have served under directly, two have passed away, and four have left the ministry totally—that is, not only are they no longer in the pulpit, but they no longer even attend a church. And, I run into ex-pastors on a regular basis at conferences and speaking engagements; makes me wonder “what’s up with that,” as my kids would say. 

From our recent research we did to retest our data, 1050 pastors were surveyed from two pastor’s conferences held in Orange County and Pasadena, CA—416 in 2005, and 634 in 2006 (I conducted a similar study for the Fuller Institute in the late 80s with a much greater sampling).

· Of the one thousand fifty (1,050 or 100%) pastors, we surveyed, every one of them had a close associate or seminary buddy who had left the ministry because of burnout, conflict in their church, or from a moral failure. 

· Nine hundred forty-eight (948 or 90%) of pastors stated they are frequently fatigued, and worn out on a weekly and even daily basis (did not say burned out). 

· Nine hundred thirty-five, (935 or 89%) of the pastors we surveyed also considered leaving the ministry at one time. Five hundred ninety, (590 or 57%) said they would leave if they had a better place to go—including secular work.  

· Eighty- one percent (81%) of the pastors said there was no regular discipleship program or effective effort of mentoring their people or teaching them to deepen their Christian formation at their church (remember these are the Reformed and Evangelical—not the mainline pastors!). (This is Key)
· Eight hundred eight (808 or 77%) of the pastors we surveyed felt they did not have a good marriage! 

· Seven hundred ninety (790 or 75%) of the pastors we surveyed felt they were unqualified and/or poorly trained by their seminaries to lead and manage the church or to counsel others. This left them disheartened in their ability to pastor. 

· Seven hundred fifty-six (756 or 72%) of the pastors we surveyed stated that they only studied the Bible when they were preparing for sermons or lessons. This left only 38% who read the Bible for devotions and personal study. 

· Eight hundred two (802 or 71%) of pastors stated they were burned out, and they battle depression beyond fatigue on a weekly and even a daily basis. 

· Three hundred ninety-nine (399 or 38%) of pastors said they were divorced or currently in a divorce process. 

· Three hundred fifteen (315 or 30%) said they had either been in an ongoing affair or a one-time sexual encounter with a parishioner. 

· Two hundred seventy (270 or 26%) of pastors said they regularly had personal devotions and felt they were adequately fed spirituality. (This is Key).
· Two hundred forty-one (241 or 23%) of the pastors we surveyed said they felt happy and content on a regular basis with who they are in Christ, in their church, and in their home! 

· Of the pastors surveyed, they stated that a mean (average) of only 25% 

of their church’s membership attended a Bible Study or small group at least twice a month. The range was 11% to a max of 40%, a median (the center figure of the table) of 18% and a mode (most frequent number) of 20%. This means over 75% of the people who are at a “good” evangelical church do not go to a Bible Study or small group (that is not just a book or curriculum study, but where the Bible is opened and read, as well as studied), (This is Key). (I suspect these numbers are actually lower in most evangelical and Reformed churches because the pastors that come to conferences tend to be more interested in the teaching and care of their flock than those who usually do not attend.)

Here is research that we distilled from Barna, Focus on the Family, and Fuller Seminary, all of which backed up our findings, and additional information from reviewing others’ research:

· Fifteen hundred pastors leave the ministry each month due to moral failure, spiritual burnout, or contention in their churches. 

· Fifty percent of pastors' marriages will end in divorce. 

· Eighty percent of pastors feel unqualified and discouraged in their role as pastor. 

· Fifty percent of pastors are so discouraged that they would leave the ministry if they could, but have no other way of making a living. 

· Eighty percent of seminary and Bible school graduates who enter the ministry will leave the ministry within the first five years. 

· Seventy percent of pastors constantly fight depression. 

· Almost forty percent polled said they have had an extra-marital affair since beginning their ministry. 

· Seventy percent said the only time they spend studying the Word is when they are preparing their sermons (This is Key). 

Most statistics say that 60% to 80% of those who enter the ministry will not still be in it 10 years later, and only a fraction will stay in it as a lifetime career. Many pastors—I believe over 90 percent—start off right with a true call and the enthusiasm and the endurance of faith to make it, but something happens to derail their train of passion and love for the call. 

Focus on the Family has reported (www.parsonage.org) that we in the United States lose a pastor a day because he seeks an immoral path instead of God’s, seeking intimacy where it must not be found. F.O.F. statistics state that 70% of pastors do not have close personal friends, and no one in whom to confide. They also said about 35% of pastors personally deal with sexual sin. In addition, that 25% of pastors are divorced. The statistics I had with church growth resources is even higher. Pastors who tend to be very educated seem to have the ability to embark in sin on Saturday and preach the Word on Sunday without thinking anything is wrong.

Remember, Pride and Arrogance will be the diving board that will spring the pastor into the pool of sin and cause a church to fight amongst themselves! 

Out of the 1050 pastors we surveyed during two pastors conferences held in Pasadena, California, 825, or 78% (326 in 2005 and 499 in 2006) said they were forced to resign from a church at least once. Sixty-three percent (63%) said they had been fired from their pastoral position at least twice. In the survey, we asked why they were fired—from the reasons given by the church board versus what they felt the reason was. We laid out 15 categories with a blank space to fill out what we may have missed: poor leadership, conflict with key staff or lay leadership, gossip, lack of funding, doctrinal divide, hardship on family, not connecting with membership, power plays, church council refusing to resolve conflict, resistance to their teaching, resistance to their leadership style or vision, failure to teach biblically, poor people skills, failure to follow job description, inappropriate relationship, or other sin. They gave us a top five main explanations on a scale of one to five, with few (8%) reporting on any of the other categories. These stats are based on number one response; at the same time, over 70% of pastors stated three of these five reasons. Here is the order (these findings have been retested and back up in internet polls done since 1998, and church survey studies done since 1980: 

1. Four hundred twelve (412 or 52%) stated that the number one reason was organizational and control issues. A conflict arose that forced them out based on who was going to lead and manage the church—pastor, elder, key lay person, faction, ... 

2. One hundred ninety (190 or 24%) stated that the number one reason was their church was already in such a significant degree of conflict, the pastor’s approach could not resolve it (over 80% of pastors stated this as number 2 if not already stated as number one, and for the rest, it was number 3!). 

3. One hundred nineteen (119 or 14%) stated the number one reason to be that the church was resistance to their leadership, vision, teaching, or to change, or that their leadership was too strong or too fast. 

4. Sixty four (64 or 8%) stated the number one reason to be that the church was not connecting with them on a personal level or they could not connect with them, or the church over-admired the previous pastor and would not accept them. 

5. Forty (40 or 5%) stated that the number one reason was not having the appropriate relational or connecting skills as a pastor. (It is interesting that no one mentioned lack of teaching ability—only that their teaching was not accepted. Could this be pride?)

The other significant study of pastors that held similar results as ours was conducted by psychologist Richard Blackmon (with ties to Fuller Seminary and Dr. Archibald Heart), also reported by the Los Angeles Times newspaper. In 1985 as well as more recently too, Blackmon surveyed one thousand pastors from four major denominations in California, USA. His research, which was ongoing up to 2004, revealed that over 75% of ministers are extremely or highly stressed. He even found that 31.75% of the clergy surveyed had sexual intercourse with a church member—who was not their spouse! In addition, he found that 30% to 40% of ministers ultimately drop out of the ministry. His research goes on to say the average insurance costs to churches for dealing with mental breakdowns with clergy is four percent higher than any secular industry. Blackmon states that the significance of the stress is mainly based in the areas of personal finances, church finances, building issues, recruitment of volunteers, counseling issues, and visitation. Sermon preparation and teaching seem to be last on his list! 

The stress, according to Blackmon, is a primary result of the continual, intense, care responsibility of pastors compared to a medical doctor who will see a terminally ill patient for an hour or so, then see them again in a few weeks. He suggests that the pastor must set personal limits for himself to maintain balance, develop relationships outside of the church, and to be in a support group with other pastors. Very good advice! 

The problem, as we have found (and I agree with Blackmon, but as a symptom and not the prime issue), is that people lose focus on what the mission and central theme of the Church is. Both pastor and churchgoer miss the main theme of what a church is about, which is to know and worship Christ as Lord. So, when there is no growth from the pastor’s personal life, no discipleship, few people in Bible Study, then there is no mission or appropriate purpose for that church, and there are no goals; therefore, there's nothing really to do effectively.  The result is the “shearing of the sheep.” Instead of being fed, they will feed upon one another, as well as the pastor, in a feast of conflict and strife. Since the church has nothing to do, then all the energies are turned inward to attack one another. I guess it beats being bored.

When I was with another church growth consulting firm, we did a major study of pastors and came up with some astounding statistics. We found that 90% of pastors work more than 50 hours a week. One out of three pastors state that being in the ministry is clearly hazardous for their families. One out of three pastors felt totally burned out within the first five years of ministry.  Over 70% of pastors do not have anyone they would consider to be a friend, and hardly any pastors had any close friends. Ninety percent (90%) of pastors feel they were not adequately trained to cope with ministry coordination and the demands of the congregation. Seventy-five percent (75%) of pastors experience a significant crisis that they faced due to stress in the ministry (Fuller Institute, 1989-1992). We at the FASICLD retested that data by various means starting in 1998 and also retested the results in an internet survey form several times over the last eight years. We found it has slightly worsened. Most pastors now work up to and more than 60 hours a week. Hence, why the divorce rate among pastors is rising and pastor’s children rarely stay in the church or keep their faith. In both studies, over 40% of the pastors reported serious conflicts with their parishioners every month. This leaves pastors physically tired, spiritually weary, and even distant from God! Thus, they cannot properly minister or connect with their flock.  

There was a poll taken by a sociologist named Jeffrey Haddan (“Prayer Net” Newsletter, Nov. 13, 1998) in which he polled over 7,400 Protestant ministers. He found that 13% to 51% of ministers, depending on their denomination, accepted Jesus' physical resurrection as a fact. His poll states between 19% and 60% of ministers believe in the virgin birth of Jesus. The poll goes on to say between 67% and 95% of ministers believe that the Scriptures are true in faith, history, and practice. These statistics are extremely despairing. What do these ministers think they are doing? What is their purpose? And, what are they trying to accomplish in God’s Holy Church? If you are the church leadership and you do not believe in the tenets of Scripture, you have no business being in leadership and certainly no business being the Shepherd and teacher of the flock. What you are is a wolf in sheep's clothing, which will be harshly judged by God. 

We at FASICLD conducted a simpler internet poll in 2005 of 2,245 pastors and another 1050 in person by our surveys in pastor’s conferences as seen above. Because we are reaching Reformed and conservative Evangelicals, the stats are very different. We found that over 90% of pastors polled believe in the resurrection, virgin birth, and the validity of Scriptures (we did not get into the various aspects of inerrancy). The significant problem we found is the “buzz” or willingness to go beyond belief into trust, and then model that to their congregations. Being beat up in the ministry wears them down and derails their focus. 

The result of both studies is this: the pastor must be theologically sound. A pastor who does not have a good theology is like an engineer who does not know math; he or she would totally be unable to do the job of designing. A pastor that is not theologically sound is like a surgeon who does not know anatomy and physiology; would you want him or her to operate on you? Would you want a lawyer representing you who does not know the law or the court system? When we are in the pulpit proclaiming the truth of Christ, it better be just that—the truth of Christ, not our inclinations, new ideas, or the latest trend in theological thinking. All these new waves of theology just confuse and alienate the body of Christ, who are the parishioners we serve and are called to protect from false doctrine, rather leading to God's truth. Most of these new ideas keep changing and conflicting, and only last a few years until the next latest theological fad comes into play. Why play with the fire of that game when God’s truth remains the same and only our creative thinking keeps changing? It's good to be creative as long as it does not go against the teachings of Scripture!  

The results of the survey are that pastors face more conflict, more anger, and more expectations than ever before. At the same time, they work long hours and have little pay, little reward, and produce their own dysfunctional families because of their absence. And, to top it off, they are not being adequately trained nor fed spiritually. I need to state clearly that this is not true of all pastors; there are many who are excellent in obeying their call, pastoring great churches, and being there for their families who are growing in the Lord. And, as a pastor, I must be aware of this so I do not fall in these traps myself. The statistics tell us that many more pastors have not learned to balance family and ministry or adequately deal with the immense struggles of the job. Thus, many are not able to lead their church where it needs to go because they have not been where they are seeking to lead others in growth or in spiritual formation. I totally sympathize with them, yet I call pastors to wake up to what they are doing, and why they are doing it. At the same time, hey church, take care of and respect your pastor! 

The bottom line is this: if you are a pastor your job is to serve Christ first and foremost! Thus, it is imperative that we do not become thoughtless or uncaring concerning the buildup and practice of our personal faith. In so doing, we are also to be aware of and embrace the opportunities Christ has and will still bring for us. Our focus must be on the main thing and Christ is the main thing and at the same intention we are not to negate or neglect our personal faith development or our family. If we do, we personally fail and thus our churches will fail too and our family fails and we create the massive destruction, conflict, chaos and strife that has become so rampant in so many churches. We are called to do the opposite to discord and conflict, we are called to bring cohesion and community and show the character and love of Christ first to ourselves, then our family and then our church. In so doing we bring growth, maturity and love, being in and practicing “true spirituality!”  

If we do not have a desire to pursue the call of God, we have to ask ourselves why and what is in the way. Why are we in ministry? We have to ask, what is the role of pride and the desire of sin and how is it blocking us from proclaiming Christ as a pastor? Sometimes, we may not recognize sin and will perhaps rationalize it away. This happens especially when solid biblical theology or teaching is not being rooted in us and not thus being taught from us, then our churches become just social clubs of gossip and contention or entertainment and not the real effectual Church of Christ where He is model and shown as Lord. Remember, our election is proven by our obedience, fruit, and growth in Christ! 

As pastors, it is our call and duty to be on guard against the erosion of biblical values and damage to our and our churches beliefs and biblical mindset (Psalm 123:3; Mark 4:19)! 

Remember, churches fail because we as pastors fail; we tend to place our needs and desires over the Lord’s. It is His Church and we are His servant. Let our focus be on the right target—that is, His Way and not ours! We are called to a higher purpose. We are not called to ourselves. We are to lead others to Him, not to our self. Ministry is a wondrous call, it can be joyful and fulfilling; it is also a dangerous thing because we are before a Holy God. Yes we have grace, but we have responsibility too!
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Listening to God

Psalm 40:8; 143:8; Habakkuk 2:1; Matthew 13: 9-16; Mark 4:9; Hebrews 1:1-4; James 1:19
 
I desire to do your will, O my God; your law is within my heart. Psalm 40:8
Do you listen to God? 

Most would emphatically say yes, or at least think they do. In this article, let’s concentrate on Christian leaders, and the question, do we pay attention to God? Or do we just listen to ourselves or snoop out the faulty trends? Consider these questions, why do you study the Bible? Why do you pray? Why and how do you worship? Is it a two-way communication? Or is it just you dictating to God? Carefully pray over these questions and be honest! Now, consider one of the essential inductive questions that help us know and grow in the Word: what is in the way of my listening to God?
Listening is the quintessence of effective relationships between us and others and between us and God. Combined with love, kindness, and character, listening becomes the synergy to make us successful in relationships, work, and ministry, to be real and effectual, and to be better used by God. Listening people are the girders that connect and strengthen relationships. Relationships, as well as spiritual growth, are built on listening, both to God’s Word and to one another. The mature Christian cannot grow in maturity unless he or she listens to God’s Word. 

Are your relationships becoming stagnant? What about your relationship with God? You need to look for the reason. Are you listening to the One who has something good to say? Until we listen, nothing productive will happen. Most people need to be heard; the one who listens earns the right to be heard and resolve the issue. Thus, if you are in any leadership position or a person of some influence where people know you are that guy or gal who has that “God thing” going on, then be the person who listens so you can be the person who influences and impacts; this starts with our listening to the One who saved and redeemed us! The lack of listening and a profusion of anger or pride or an entitlement mentality will create a very negative atmosphere for both the non-Christian and those in the Church who come into our world when we are not focusing on God and His precepts and/or Holy Spirit. 

Years ago, I had the misfortune, as a youth pastor, to come under a senior pastor who did not believe in prayer. Now, this was in a conservative evangelical, well-known church then. He was neither a mainline or liberal guy; he just felt if God knows everything, why should I bother Him with my life and its details. He felt that even giving thanks and prayer was an insult to God and a waste of our time. Being young and presumptuous, then, I challenged him on why he thought this way (I did not last long at this church), and what Scriptures would back up his hypothesis. He never gave me a good answer, but during the few months I was at this church, I saw a self-destructive, arrogant man in action who thought he was God’s gift to preach and who proceeded to run this church into the ground. He caused a split, which more than twenty years later has not healed. Additionally, he is no longer in ministry. I was told by mutual friends that he is divorced, his kids have nothing to do with him and he sells insurance and still thinks he was right. This church is just a block away from the church I serve at now.  

This so-called pastor, who also taught preaching at a seminary, had a major “disconnect” with listening. Ironically, listening was his favorite subject, as he taught it from the pulpit and classroom. He taught the importance for ministers to be careful listeners of their congregations and peddled various books on the subject, but I do not recall him ever doing any listening himself. In fact, the main reason I was let go from this church was because he felt I did not listen. Perhaps he was right; I did not listen to him. Rather, I was listening to God and the people of that church. To this pastor, listening was doing as one is told (something that I was not very good at then) rather than hearing what one said. For him, listening was about command and control; biggest irony was that he was not under God’s command and control, but that of his own arrogance. This lesson and example have stuck with me for all these years. As I pass by this church several times a week, I want to make sure that neither I nor the pastors I help equip ever fall into the shallow pool of arrogance trap by refusing to listen and most importantly to never fail to listen to God! 

What is listening to God? 


The word, listen in Scripture simply means to focus and concentrate and to pay attention by opening our ears to hear. Listening is the more active form of the word that means to keep paying attention, to close our mouths and open our ears to hear God and others. It is also the act of applying God’s Word into our lives! When we listen, we open our minds and hearts to the true Truth of our Lord. We will also hear what godly people are saying that will sharpen us and help us know when there is an error. The person who listens exhibits good character and godliness. This takes us into the act of actually applying our Christianity and to be doers of the Word (Prov. 28:13-14; Mark 3:7-8; John 8:47; Rom. 12:15; Col. 3:12; James 1:2-27; 1 John 1:8-9). 



Listening, in these contexts, is about our willingness (because we already have the ability) to place our focus on Christ and His Word. James 1: 19-20 is the classic passage about listening. We are told that all of us can and must do this; Let everyone means we all fall under this imperative; there are to be no slackers! We are all to prepare ourselves so we can learn and have no excuses. As we learn, we can respond to God’s will (Matt. 13:9; Mark 4:24; Luke 8:18; Col. 1:10). It is about how we need to be evaluated by one another and to pay heed to one another. Additionally, it is about the necessity to pay heed to God so we know Him and His will and principles more so we can then grow our faith and spiritual development. And we are to do this swift, which refers to not wasting time—just to “do it!” No excuses, no buts, no coming up with reasons, no backtalk—just do it, as David and his men demonstrated (2 Sam. 23:13-17)! 



God is saying to us so, then or take note of this; it is a call to attention, a call to “listen up.” It is an exhortation for us to hear God’s call. Because of the previous passages, we can adhere to His call and put His precepts into practice. Remember, James is a book about the application of our faith, so we can apply our Christian conduct in how we treat others! And, how we treat and minister to others is distilled from how we relate and listen to God. 

If we are reluctant to listen, then we are also reluctant to learn and grow. Listening is an extremely important tool necessary for life, faith, and trials. When we do not listen, we transition the distrust on to others and God, causing us to be filled with anger and/or pride, and then we will be unable to learn in life or grow through trials that are essential in the “ecology” (the science and art of the deepened development) of our faith and maturity development. When we listen, we open our minds and hearts to the Truth of our Lord. We can hear what others are saying to sharpen us and we will know when there is an error. The person who listens is the one who is of good character and exhibit godliness. This truth transitions into the following verses in James that compel us to be doers of the Word (James 1:21-27). 

Let them who have ears hear…

Jesus Himself tells us to listen—in fact, He commands it. If anyone has ears to hear, let him hear. In Matthew 13: 1-23, Jesus gives us one of His profound teachings, the Parable of the Sower, where He starts a series of parables about the Kingdom of Heaven and how God works both in the Universe and in our hearts. This is one of my favorite parables as it explains how God is working in our lives, and, yet, how we try to keep Him out. In this parable, God is holding up a mirror to show us our real hearts. What is inside of you? He is looking for faith, for authenticity, for Fruit, for a soul who cries out to Him so He can grow His seed in us. God also desires to multiply His seed so He can be made known to others. He is looking to see where His Word has fallen on you. How is His Word being used? You can go to our Bible Studies page in Matthew and see more about this. For this article, I want to concentrate on one word in a key phrase that Jesus says fourteen times: “hear” (Matt. 11:15; 13:9-16; 13:43; Mark 4:9, 23; 8:18; Luke 8:8; 14:35)! 

One of the main points of this parable is that God scatters His Word by planting it in our hearts. As with any agricultural endeavor, the goals are to reap the harvest, take the fruit, and let it be used for commerce and consumption. But, this can’t happen if we are not listening, as so much can stop the seeds from germinating; and, if they do germinate, their growth can easily be stifled by bad soil, weather, insufficient water and fertilizer, and negligence. The young plants can be trampled on and be pulled up, mistaken for weeds. Thus, when we are aware of what prevents a good harvest, we can work harder to remove the obstacles and be diligent to create a good harvest. It is the same with our spiritual growth; we must listen to God. By doing so, we will know what holds us back; we can strive to push forward in our maturity and sanctification. Is His Word on His path and in nutritious soil, or choked off by the weeds?
Thus, we can see why hearing what God has for us by His Word and Holy Spirit is so imperative. If you examine the text, He who has ears, let him hear, refers to the frustrations of the Prophets who spoke to those who refused to listen, choosing instead to be deaf to God’s Word, Wisdom, and call. Also in this passage, Jesus uses this to show us that listening is the quintessential way to learn. A good disciple will actively listen to his/her teacher, not interpret instructions just to affirm his/her own wants and desires (Isaiah 6:10; 43:8; 44:18; Ezek. 12:2). 

The very nature of how Jesus was teaching then was through the parable. In the Greek, parabole means “to throw alongside;” it is where we get our word for ball. It uses everyday objects to teach eternal matters which most people could never grasp otherwise. Jesus used this literary devise not to hide the lesson, but rather to teach in such a way that it could be grasped better by those open to understand. It is the intangible wrapped in the tangible. It is beyond logic, metaphor, allegory, or abstract reasoning; it is meant to stimulate the person’s interest to open his/her eyes and ears and engage his mind to seek truth, rather than self, as a means of grasping the lesson God has for him. Thus, we are enabled to get His aim as He directs us to a central point by warning what obstructs us from listening and learning, as He said, seeing they do not see. Thus, He enlightens the point to those who avail themselves of it and its truth. At the same time, the point is concealed from those who do not listen or believe or who refuse to see or hear (Matt. 13:52). 

The warning for not listening here is it will be an instrument of judgment, because people who refuse to listen to God will be held to account for that!  We are responsible to receive the seed, and if we throw it away, we lose in a big way—for eternity! Listening will bring clarity, but, also depth, that through careful study, even more insights will be produced. However, these seeds never teach what is not there. We are able to comprehend more as we listen, open our hearts, mature, and develop our relationship with God. Jesus reminds us that Isaiah’s contemporaries refused to listen to the signs of the times, the Prophets, or to God and His Word. They did not recognize that their sins and willful disobedience to God would lead them, as well as the next two generations, into captivity. Even though every prophecy of Isaiah came true, they denounced his current prophecy, and refused to listen (Isaiah 6:9-10). 

The warning is just as valid today if not even more so. Many today do the same with the Gospel—and many Christians do the same with the Word! We have to be disciples who are willing to hear and to bend our will down so He remains in control, and so we remain on His path. God gives us the ability to listen and to understand, as well as the ability to respond. Jesus tells them how lucky they are to hear Him in person, and how much the Old Testament saints, as well as those of today, would passionately love to have been there! I know I would! 

Listening is a choice. We have the choice to do as we please with the Word when it reaches out to us! We have the choice, once we know Jesus, to keep hearing and applying His Word. The seed is given, His grace is given, our sins can be declared clean, we can have eternity, and all we need to do is accept it by faith. So easy, so simple; yet, so few will. The point we are not to miss? Do not be the one who chooses to harden your heart!  Embrace His Word with passion, so you take His truth, understand its clarity, and believe with conviction, so it endures; in that way, you can also make it known to others in the same way. And, if you are a teacher of His Word, then you must also preach the Bible by the same means: with passion, conviction, clarity, and always in the truth! 

Listening to God means being fruitful!

 
Listening multiplies the seed given to you. This is faithfulness that makes fruitfulness. We are to make disciples through His Word. We are to point to Christ, never to ourselves! We make disciples of Christ, not for other people like ourselves! The Word to the non-Christian is the Gospel; for those who are in Christ, it is the Word of God. It is the Bible, prayer, discipleship, and our growth in Him. This is what we listen to, not to mere faulty trends and ideas of people, or what is popular or what we may want or feel we need. We are to listen and grasp Christ and His Word. 

In Jesus’ time, the disciples were to become teachers and teach others so the message was multiplied many fold, just as Christianity had its start with One, then twelve, then 120, then several thousand to perhaps a billion over the last two thousand years.  What keeps this cycle going—besides the Holy Spirit’s empowerment, of course—is our ability to hear and receive the information and comprehend what has been imparted to us, and then make a commitment to that information so it transforms, renews, and guides us in our connection to God, self, and others. The other key component to this is our Faith. Our impacted and connected faith is what leads to our Obedience. These are the keys to providing nutrients to the soil of your life, so His seed produces a hundredfold in you and then becomes the example and future for a hundredfold impact on others. What stops this process? Not listening that leads to competing with God as we replace Him with other things that He calls our Deceitfulness!  We take tolls like money that is purely needed and meant as a gift and instrument of God. It is for us to use wisely, but by our pride and selfishness becomes our obsession and/or our trust! If it does, the money will quickly lead us astray to be choked and scorched (Matt. 6:25-30). 

What is our call in the Matthew 13 passage? Listen to God! (One) hears the word of the Lord and understand refers to trust and obedience. We can only serve God by being people of God. We can only bear fruit by the indwelling of His Spirit, having our faith and obedience working together. Ultimately, there are only two types of soil—good and bad; in one, the seed dies, and in the other, it multiplies. That pastor’s soil was obviously shallow, rocky, and barren of any nutrients. Which kind of dirt are you in? God wants everyone to receive the light of His Word (Luke 8:16-18; Rom. 8:35), but He knows “free will” chooses to not listen and thus pushes it aside; He has to interject His Spirit into us before we will receive it. Yet, even then, it is never forced; we still have to receive it by faith—a choice we make, for an election He gives that is predestined. If we do not obey what He gives us, we cannot receive more. The small things matter to God much more than the big things matter to us. 

The Kingdom of Heaven includes all Christians. It is not just the perfect, true Church; rather, it is all of the “elect” from humanity where God weaves His love and plan of redemption through us all. It is the real, authentic Christian and the reprobate, the good plants, ripe for harvest, and the weeds; it is the good and the evil.  It is Christ, taking our sin and reworking us, as Romans, chapter 8 proclaims, for the perfection of eternity. We are not perfect now, but, one day, only those who are in Christ will be with the Perfect! God’s Word has life and power! Make sure you have received it; keep receiving it, and listening so God can use you to reap a hundred fold harvest (Prov. 16:1, 4, John. 13:18; Rom. 8:29-30; Eph. 1:2-14; 2 Thess. 2:13-15; 1 Pet. 1:1-3, 20)! 

Active Listening with God

… In these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, and through whom he made the universe. Hebrews 1:2
Did you know that the phrases, listen or hear the word of God occur dozens of times in Scripture? The phrase, hear the Word of the Lord occurs 24 times! Thus, we can surmise that this is important, yet so few do it, even those in Christian leadership! We have to acquiesce and listen to God!  The key is to be active with our listening. When something from God’s Word comes to us by reading or hearing, or from a sermon or Bible study or even from a friend or an unexpected source, ask yourself, how does this apply to me? How does this work into my situation or for my future or help me cope with my past? Then, be attentive and purposeful in your approach to God. Be a learner not a whiner, resolve to be determined not apathetic, go to the source; do not just wait and do nothing with your faith. This is about our walk with God. As we walk, we lean on Him to learn from Him; we learn when we listen and we listen when we pay attention and focus by laying aside our worries, hurts, and frustrations and clinging to Him with trust and obedience. 

In Hebrews 1:1-4, God shows us that He is at work and wants to speak to us. He is fully God, one with the Father, and He is greater than all! Jesus Christ is Excelsior par excellence LORD, the surpassing greatness of all that is or ever will be! And he is speaking to us; He is speaking to you! Are you listening? Who is Jesus to you? How does this hold up to who He is in reality as revealed in the Scriptures? Is Jesus the central figure in your life as He is the central figure in the entire universe? If so, then you are listening… right? You are gleaning from His Word and not reading in what you want to see/hear. Jesus is the Ultimate, He is God’s Son, He is the Heir of all things, and He is Supreme! It is imperative we know who Jesus is in our last days, the time of our living and ministry, as He is the One, the Promise, and our Savior. Jesus created the world and holds all things together, whose imprint is in all things and radiates God’s Glory, presence, and awe as He also speaks to us His call and precepts. He sits at God’s right hand and controls the universe, giving us glimpses of His Being and Word. He is also the One spoken of by the prophets, who came to save and take away our sins. Jesus is Supreme and superior to any created thing, including angels—and He is speaking to you!  

What happens when we do not listen to God? 

Do you know people who are grumpy, stale, fruitless, and self-driven so all that comes from them is anger and bitterness? If they claim Christ as Lord, there is perhaps a “disconnect” between their faith, life, and hearing and the applying of God’s voice, like in the life of that pastor. Because when God speaks to us, we have a responsibility to hear His Voice through His Word and apply what He says. His Son, Jesus, is our Lord and our example; His supremacy should remain in us as it does throughout time and the eternity of space. No matter who you are or what you go through, Jesus Christ is Lord and is speaking to you! 

Look at some of the attributes of Christ in the Hebrews 1 passage. He is supreme to all, created all things, is incarnate, He made you, and He is the radiance of God's glory who sustains all things. Now, look what He has done for you: gave you redemption and purification from sin. What have you done with these things? Jesus must echo throughout our nature and being, so we are full of Him and not full of ourselves or the ways of the world. This will greatly impact our lives, our church, and our temperament. The more we lean on and learn of and from Christ, the more we can listen to Him and the more we can grow in Him. But, it takes the surrender of our being to His Ultimate Being; we must hear him so His presence is practiced and applied to our daily journey in life. This is what grows our faith, takes us through the stress and torments of life, and encourages and inspires others around us. The problem comes when we tend to only have ears for our circumstances, experiences, desires, and plans, intentionally or unintentionally muting His voice and seeking to compromise our Lord’s sovereignty over our personal lives. Remember; what He has for us is far greater and effectual than what we may have or have seen (Ezek. 1:28; 2:1; Gal. 2:20-21; Phil. 3:1-14). 

What happens when we do listen to God? 

In John 8:12-30, Jesus gives one of His most incredible and important proclamations and revelations about Himself (God), that He is the "Light of the World!" He declares that if you listen and follow me (Jesus Christ) you will not stumble in life or in religion; you will have eternal life and purpose here and now too. You will not be stumbling through the darkness and chaos of life, because you will have His illumination upon your path and personally know the Light that leads to truth and eternal life. This greatly disturbed the Pharisees. They claimed you can't say that; you can't claim yourself as a witness to yourself. This may be true to the Scriptures, but they did not understand the True Triune nature of God. Yes, He can say that! Jesus responded; these claims are true; the Father is the other prime witness. Yes, I make claims about myself, because I know who I am and where I come from; you do not. Your understanding is limited by your pride and inadequate thinking. I am not judging, but if I did, it would be truthful. I stand here, but not alone. I have the Father who sent me; thus, as the law states, "when two or more witness make a statement, it is fact." What I am saying is fact; I am one witness and my Father is the other. The Pharisees wanted to know where His father was, but they did not know God, whom they claimed to follow, or what they were doing. They refused to listen because of pride and pretentiousness! 

When we remain obedient and listen to God, we will refuse to be distracted from what is false and misleading, what seems to look good but will snare us. This will lead to our trustfulness and faithfulness, and we will then take seriously our call to be disciples and make disciples, He will show us. Just think of His blessings and the joy of being in Him. Most of the things that hold us back from growing in Christ are not just sins; rather, it is when we refuse to recognize His divine power that we shut down. We are ignorant of what He can do, and are afraid when we know we should follow (James 1:2-8). 

Are you not listening? Dealing with anger? These are sure ways to keep people and care away from you and to run your church into the ground. What else can you do to make friends or to build a church? Listen! What can you do to control your anger? Listen! What can you do to help you grow spiritually? Listen! What can you do to help your church grow? Listen! The lack of listening and the abundance of anger, especially when it is out of control, will create a very negative atmosphere for the Christian and the Church (Prov. 27:9). 
Make sure, if you consider yourself a child of God, that you listen to Him.  Make sure if you are in Christian leadership that you are under the command and control of Christ and that there is no disconcert to what He has for you or that you are not blocked by your own arrogance or busyness. 
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Learning to Focus on Christ

…The harvest is plentiful, but the workers are few. Ask the Lord of the harvest, therefore, to send out workers into his harvest field. Go! I am sending you… Luke 10:2-3
The call Christ gives us is for us here is to move forward under His produce to produce the goods of “produce” by the Fruit of the Spirit with our faith. So, how can we do this? My proposal is that we do this from our committed and continual faith formation. The basics on how to grow closer to Christ and deeper in our walk with Him, and also how to draw near to the heart of God are the essential elements to put the “go” into action. 

In practice, this means continual prayer, Bible reading, fellowship with other mature believers, and the exercise of our faith in the daily events of our lives. This means we have our reliance on Him, becoming submissive and allowing His lead so we can proceed forward where He provides opportunities. When we realize we have the responsibility to “go,” to move in our faith, we can better have the intention and motivation to get up and get under Him. This works for a new Christian who may have no idea of what to do or where to begin, as well as with the experienced pastor who has walked with God intimately for decades. This can even work for the Christian who has stagnated and forgotten what faith and purpose were all about. This works for me, and it will work for you, regardless of personal experience, spiritual growth, witnessing experience, developmental level, disabilities, or age. We are called to God and
Our Focus Must Be On Christ!  

    Then Jesus said to him, “Get up! Pick up your mat and walk.” John 5:8
How do you know if Christ is your focus? Look at your life. Do you confess God with your lips yet deny Him in your daily life? It is easy to belong to a church or recite a creed, but difficult to live the Christian life. Yet, He gives us the love, grace, and means to do so.  How do you define faith? Remember, faith without action is a contradiction, and love without obedience is impossible. 

As we walk the road of the Christian life, we must be careful that in our strategies and struggles, we do not lose sight of God and His purpose. We typically try to come up with some type of shortcut for success. However, in Him, there are no shortcuts. Maturity and discipleship are lifelong pursuits, and we are to always be growing and bettering ourselves through the Word, prayer, spiritual disciplines, and our godly relationships. These are the tools. He is the means.  

Our total dependence upon God will produce a better attitude that creates better actions. You may ask, why should I be willing to give up riches, comfort, fun, and even friends to follow Christ as His disciple? When we read the Gospels, especially Luke, we are given a very compelling motivation—the salvation and blessings that Jesus gives us. These things are eternal while what we give up is very limited and temporary. The best part is that we really do not give up as much as we gain. Giving up a lesser benefit for a superior one is smart and practical, both in business and in being a disciple of Christ. 

Do you realize that our dependence on God helps remove our frustrations, prevents disillusionment, and keeps us centered on what is important in life, which is Christ? We can depend on God’s grace because God will provide a way out, in His time. When we are not focusing on maturity and dependence, then we are focusing on ourselves, which ends up distorting, even destroying the Lord's work rather than building His kingdom. We will not be perfect. It is a question of spirituality that we are to submit as we are called because Christ did. Without a life-approach of submission, we will reveal that our foundation for life is not spiritual maturity. Hence, we and our churches will be hindered in growth, as will our outreach. We cannot be a caring community if we are not submissive and humble in our relationship to God and then to one another.
If you think this is just too much and you are feeling overwhelmed, remember, it does not happen overnight; it takes a lifetime. If you are still unsure, then consider this. One of the main reasons people leave their church is they have no real relationships there. Discipleship is the means for relationship building.  We are designed for something more in life than just pursuing wants and pleasures. That is why people who “have it all” still feel empty. God did not create any Lone Ranger Christians. He created us to be in community and in relationship with one another; discipleship is the key to that community. God calls us to lift one another up. There should not be a single person in the church that does not have at least one person they can call a friend and have a relationship with outside the church campus and programs.
Being His disciple means going His way to His purpose. It means following His plans, not our own; obeying His will, not our own.  Jesus is saying, Look; if you want to be a disciple, you will have to choose to whom you will be loyal.  Will it be God the Creator and Savior, or your own limited ideas and things? Being His disciple also realizes that the world hates Jesus because it knows that He has priority over all things and all relationships. The world wants to be good, even though there already is a God! 

So, what does this mean? We all are called to be discipled and to make disciples. Consider this: the cost of discipleship means asking the question, What does Jesus want me to do? Or If Jesus led my life, how would He be and what would He do with my gifts and opportunities? If you are thinking, hey, I cannot do this, consider that there are only two kinds of people who cannot disciple, and they are the ones who either are not followers of Christ or who disobey God’s command and refuse to disciple. Jesus wants us to see that the cost of discipleship involves understanding that there is a higher calling on our lives than doing what we want to do. We cannot say to God that we are only available two hours on Sunday. We must respond with the attitude of Isaiah: Here I am God, ready to be used by you. 

How much does discipleship cost? It costs everything!  However, the rewards are limitless as we are entrusted to a Savior who loves us more deeply and rewards us more completely than we could ever comprehend. He desires the best for us, He has a plan and purpose for us in the kingdom of God, and He wants us to spend eternity with Him. There is no better way. To whom would you rather entrust yourself and your wealth of opportunity? True discipleship cannot begin until we learn one important, key aspect of life: there is but one God and you are not Him! We must learn to yield to the Lordship of our God and not to the desires of our will. When we do this, the discipleship process can begin. However, when we refuse, we will become the strife and conflict that gives Christianity a “black eye.” We become the problem rather than the solution. 

We “Go” Best from Our Growth in Devotional Times!  

Humble yourselves, therefore, under God's mighty hand, that he may lift you up in due time. 1 Peter 5:6 
The Book of First Peter talks about humbleness, which is characterized by the willingness to follow Christ, receive learning, and experience growth. Two of the best ways I have found to do this are personal devotional time and being a part of a Small Group Bible Study. The more we grow in Him, the more humble and useful we become, better able to connect with others. Humbleness does not mean being weak. It means being strong enough to yield to God rather than to ourselves or anything outside of God’s call. Peter tells us we ought to be humble toward one another so that we can know the grace of God, and not be in opposition to God. Secondly, he says we had better be humble, not only toward one another, but toward God. This is so straightforward. This is so essential in order to be a blessed and growing Christian and church, not necessarily in numbers, but in what is most important—discipleship, which is leaning, learning, and growing in Christ, leading to a lifestyle of worship.  

The key to the success of finding and developing faith is simple; it is obedience. We must be ready to serve God rather than our needs, even before we know what the call may be, and take this mindset into life and to others. This means that faith goes beyond self to grow. This happens when we allow the impacting work of Christ to continually renew and build us. To grow even further, we can be more contemplative in His Word and in prayer. God’s will for our lives is for us to totally surrender and trust in His power and authority, and to abide in Him. He will shape our destiny if we allow it. He will teach us His ways if we will walk in His ways. Trust yourself to our LORD and receive His call in order to build yourself, as well as others, up. 

Then he said to them all: "If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me. For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me will save it.” Luke 9:23-24
How can this be done? Ask yourself, “How do I…” and “How can I…” to the following: 
1 … Make a profession/acceptance of faith in who Christ is and what He did on my behalf? 1 John 3:23; Acts 16:30-31 

2 … Make sure Jesus is Lord of all? 1 Corinthians 3:2; Romans 8:9-17 

3 … Be a disciple who is willing to grow in Christ?  2 Peter 1:5-7  
4 … Realize that discipling is not an option—it is a command? Matthew 28:19-20
5 … Be a disciple who has surrendered himself to His Lordship? John 3:30; Romans 8:28-32, 12; Galatians 2:20-21; Philippians 3:1-10; 1 Peter 4:2 

6 Matthew 28:16-20; Romans 12; 1 Corinthians 12; Ephesians 2:10; and 2 Timothy 2:2 all tell us that faith and discipleship are lifestyles that move us deeper into prayer and into worshipping Christ.  

7 … Be a disciple who makes good decisions and is focused on God’s will?  

8 … Be a disciple who is honest with God and others? 1 John 1:9 
9 … Be a disciple who walks with the precepts of Psalm 15?  

10 … Be a disciple who knows his abilities, gifts, and talents? Romans 12; 1 Corinthians 12-14; 1 Peter 4:10 
11 … Be a disciple who is willing to submit to His authority?  1 Peter 2:13-15 

12 … Be a disciple who is infused with humility? Psalm 149:4; Proverbs 3:34; Matthew 18:4; Ephesians 4:2-3; Colossians 3:12-14; Philippians 2:3-4; 1 Peter 5:6; James 4:10 

13 … Be a disciple who will not be critical or have a bad attitude? Romans 6:14; 1 Corinthians 13:4-5; Ephesians 4:29-32 

14 … Be a disciple who is not greedy? Luke 12:15; Romans 12:14-15 

15 … Be a disciple who is willing to wait on God’s timing? (Saul versus David) 

16 … Be a disciple who is a listener? James 1:19 

17 … Be a disciple who confesses sin and repents of it? Psalm 51; 2 Corinthians 12:9 

18 … Be a disciple who will not have even a trace of pride in him or her? Job 35:12; Proverbs 6:16-19; 16:5; 18; 29:23; Obadiah 3; Galatians 5:26  

19 … Be a disciple who is discerning? Proverbs 20:25; Ephesians 6:10-20; 1 Peter 5:8-9; James 4:7 

20 … Be a disciple who loves people, especially the lost?  Micah 6:8; Philippians 2:7; Hebrews 10:24-25; 2 Peter 3:9 

21 God calls us to motivate and teach others to move toward more prayer and care for others. Mark 1:35-2:12; Galatians 6:1-10 
22 John 1:36-52, and Acts, chapters 10 through 16, tell us that discipling grows from a web of relationships. 

23 … Be a disciple who is a person who forgives? Matthew 5:46; John 17:20-23; Ephesians 4:1-2; 4:32 

24 … Be a disciple who is willing to endure hardships, considering them to be growth opportunities? James 1:2-4; 4:1-11 

25 … Be a disciple who is faithful? Matthew 25:29; Luke 16:10-12 

26 … Be a disciple who has a servant heart and who leads by servanthood? Ephesians 2:10

Now consider these points; how can you add them to your spiritual walk? 

27 One of the themes of the Gospels and Acts 11-16 is that in discipling people, we walk them through the phases and experiences of life. We come along side them and we do not let them go off on their own.  

28 Discipleship is a lifestyle. As we become a part of the lives of others, the purpose of loving them is simply because He first loved us; then, we become instruments of His grace. 

29 In John 15, the goal is intimacy with Christ—being surrendered to biblical priorities and not to our own. Then, we become tools that Christ can use to reach and equip others. We are to be equipped so that we can enable others to know and grow in Christ. 

30 In Mark 8:34-38, Jesus said we are to “deny ourselves.” This means we are to surrender ourselves completely to Him. We are to identify with His character and with what He did on our behalf on the cross. Then, out of gratitude, we are to follow Him wherever He leads us.  

Have these precepts become realities in your walk with Christ? What is in the way of this happening fully in your life?  

What good is it for a man to gain the whole world, and yet lose or forfeit his very self? If anyone is ashamed of me and my words, the Son of Man will be ashamed of him when he comes in his glory and in the glory of the Father and of the holy angels. Luke 9:25-26
When we live just for and to ourselves, we miss opportunities, learning experiences, and growth, and we will exchange an eternity of rewards for a limited time of fun. Also bear in mind, Christ loves you and wants the best for you. His way is the best way, and we need to have Him and the perspective of eternity in mind, not our limited feelings and desires. Jesus lived and died on our behalf. He willingly gave up His life and paid the penalty for our sin. He allows us not only to escape the fires of hell, but also gives us eternal life. What is your response? 

Being a true disciple means having a willingness to trust Him completely in all aspects of life from the highest highs to the lowest lows. It means we are not only willing to trust Him to provide for our salvation, but also for the future. Remember, we are to trust Him even when we do not know, like, or understand, and also when He is leading through unpopular territory. Being a true disciple allows us to put our hand to the plow and not look back (Luke 9:62). As we grow in Christ, we become increasingly unsatisfied with anything less than His call and character. 

Jesus invites you to Discipleship! 

But, He lets you know up front that it is a commitment that will cost you something. It is not going to be easy. You cannot just say you love the Lord. You must show it as your heart’s devotion transcends to your hands and feet. We must be Christians more than just on Sunday mornings. We are called to be Christians, both spiritually and as a lifestyle 24/7, that is twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. Then, we will truly be Jesus’ disciples! Discipleship is costly because Jesus must have priority over our will, ideas, plans, and presumptions. Discipleship is dynamic, not static. Jesus desires us to understand that being a Christian is not just about sitting in a pew or saying a prayer. It is about a life committed, a life changed, a heart and will surrendered, and a new direction and worldview with His precepts and character for living as our example. Discipleship is not a one-time act. It is a change of heart, a change of direction for a lifetime.  A disciple is willing to grow in Christ; are you!? Are you willing to GO? Remember, what we give up is of no comparison to what we gain. We are at the winning, beneficial end of this relationship with God. 

Take this to heart: Jesus never asked anyone to do anything without enabling them with the power to do it. Let this be your encouraging motive!  

Questions to Ponder
1. How much does discipleship cost? Does it scare you? If so, why? What can you do to abandon your fears? 

2. Read Luke 9:23 and Luke 14:25-35: Ask yourself, “Am I willing to pay the cost?” 
3. What will be the rewards in your life when you are adhering to His command to GO? 

4. Now go over the “How do I do this” list again, in prayer, and ask Christ to help you in each bullet point’s implantation in you and implementation into the world.  (For more help see Appendix II “How to Build your Faith.”)  
The unfolding of your words gives light; it gives understanding to the simple. Psalm 119:130
Some passages to consider: Psalm 119:130; Isaiah 42:16; Luke 10:2-3; John 4: 23-24; 15; 1 Corinthians 2:14-15; Philippians 2:13; 2 Peter 1:5-7

More passages to consider: 
1 We Grow Best From Our Devotional Times: Psalm 77; Isaiah 42:7; 69:1-2; 88:7; Luke 10:2-3; John 2:3, 5; Acts 16:30-31; 1 Peter 5:6; 1 John 3:23

2 How Can I Do This? Psalm 15; 51; 149:4; Proverbs 3:34; 6:16-19; 16:5; 18; 20:25; 29:23; Job 35:12; Obadiah 3; Matthew 5:46; 28:19-20; Mark 1:35-2:12; 8:34-38; Luke 9:62; 12:15; John 1:36-52; 3:30; 15; 17:20-23; Acts, 10-16; 1 Corinthians 3:2; Romans 6:14; 8:9-17; 8:28-32, 12; 1 Corinthians 12; 13:4-5; 2 Corinthians 12:9; Galatians 2:20-21; 5:26; 6:1-10; Ephesians 2:10; 4:1-3, 29-32; 6:10-20; Philippians 2:3-4; 3:1-10; Colossians 3:12-14; 2 Timothy 2:2; James 1:2-4,19; 4:7, 10; 1 Peter 2:13-15; 4:2,10; 5:6-9; 2 Peter 1:5-7; 1 John 1:9   
3 Missed Opportunities: Luke 9:23-24; 14:25-35

4 Our Focus Must Be On Christ: John 5; 14:1; Job 1-2; Psalm 31:9, 15; 62; 103; 119:50; Isaiah 26:3; 41:10; Jeremiah 27:11; Luke 10:20; Romans 8:28-29; 35-37; 12; 1 Corinthians 10:31; Ephesians 5:21; Philippians 1:6; 1 Thessalonians 5:12; James 1:2-3; 1 Peter 4:12-19; Revelation 21:4 

5 Heartfelt Worship: Deuteronomy 33:27; Psalm 139 1-24; Isaiah 40:29; 55:1; Jeremiah 29:11; Matthew 7:7-11; 9:12-13; Mark 9:23-24; John 3:16-18; 5:6; 14:1-3; Romans 6:15-23; 7:7-25; 1 Corinthians 1:24; Galatians 1:6; 2:20-21; Philippians 2:12-13; Revelation 1:17

6 Determination: Psalms 33:15; 119:29-30; Galatians 5:19-21; 2 Timothy 4:7, 8; Hebrews 12: 2, 12-13

7 Discipleship: Proverbs 18:24; Matthew 7:18-24; 19:28-30; 10:1-42; Mark 1:1-5; Luke 9:23-25; 48; Luke 14:26-27; John. 8:31; 12:20-26; John 14; 15; 1 John 5:3; 1 Corinthians 3:5-11; 2 Timothy 2:7; 1 Peter 3:15. 
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