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Editor's Note 

"Clear vision but little depth perception." That's how I've heard Mark Dever characterize young pastors.  

Young pastors see their doctrine with utter clarity. They know exactly what a church should look like. But they 
don't know how to assess what's important, what's really important, and what can be overlooked. Their gauges 
haven't developed.  

Probably, the best solution for this is plain old experience. Yet a little battle wisdom from older men can't hurt, 
either. So we turned to several pastors who have walked a few miles down ministry's road, asking them to pass 
on a morsel or two of counsel.  

Bob Johnson and Ken Swetland talk about getting started. Matt Schmucker, Mark Dever, and Phillip Jensen 
offer their thoughts on making changes. Philip Ryken and Robert Norris help us persevere to the end. And a 
couple of younger guys, like Aaron, Greg, and me, throw in our two cents. 

One word of caution about an eJournal full of practical advice: Wisdom can be found in principles of the sort 
you'll find here. But wisdom always begins with a posture of heart—a heart the trusts and fears the Lord. Only 
this heart finds the wisdom to know which principles apply when: "Is now the time not to answer the fool 
according to his folly (Prov. 26:4)? Or is now the time to answer him according to his folly (Prov. 26:5)?"  

Only the Lord will make your paths straight. 

That means that we cannot tell you exactly how to pastor your church, unless the matter is plainly Scriptural. 
You're God's man for that job. So take what's offered here. Consider how it might apply in your context. But 
above all else, guard your heart, that it would fear only him.  

We're praying for your pastoral work, reader. Pray, too, for us. 

  

— Jonathan Leeman 
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A Pastor's Priorities For Day One 
By Bob Johnson 
 

Yesterday the congregation installed you as their pastor. (It sounds like something you 
do to a dishwasher, doesn't it?)  There were prayers, hugs, smiles, singing, food, 

picture-taking, and now it's Monday. Where do you begin? You know that you need to prepare excellent 
sermons, disciple church members, and do evangelism. But how do you actually start? What should you 
do on your first day? 

There is a sense in which you shouldn't do a thing. No, don't stay home and watch ESPN. Just don't think 
that you need to change everything in three months. You may have the title, but the position of pastor is 
as much earned as conferred. There is much to learn about your church before you start making 
changes. Besides, Christ promised that he would build his church. You don't need to try to manufacture 
growth.  

With that in mind, here are five priorities you should bring to your first day of ministry.  

Priority 1 – Learn everything you can about your people (Involvement – 1 Peter 5.1-4). 

You are a shepherd. Good shepherds smell like sheep, and they know their sheep by name. 
Suggestions:  Read the minutes of past business meetings. Learn all that you can about the founding of 
the church. What was the original doctrinal statement? Have there been any revisions to the statement or 
the church covenant? If so, why? Did the church ever split? Are there any unresolved issues?  

Become familiar with the "old-timers."  You are standing on their shoulders. Ask them about traditions, 
histories, policies, and so forth. Develop questions to ask every member of the congregation in order to 
assess their spiritual health. The involvement you gain—and the trust you earn—may even be more 
valuable than the information you gather. 

Priority 2 – Spend time with your leadership (Humility – Philippians 2.5-8). 

Suggestions:  Visit your leaders at their place of work. Find out about their families, history, gifting, and 
leadership strengths. Ask them the questions that you are planning to ask the congregation. Ask them 
what you can pray for, and how you can best serve the church. Ask them for their assessment of the 
congregation's health? Have a list of books ready to suggest for them to read. Plan a retreat with them in 
order to learn more about each other. Tell them what you hope to learn about the congregation. Discuss 
the history with them. What events should be celebrated? Share your evangelistic conversations. E-mail 
them daily.  

Serving your leaders will model for them how to serve the church. The first people you disciple need to be 
your leaders. They will disciple you as well.  

Priority 3 – Plan your preaching (God's means of growth – Romans 10.17). 

Faithfully explaining and applying the Scriptures will have more impact on your church than anything else 
you can do. Preaching is your number 1 priority, but is listed here as number 3 for the sake of thought-
progression. The information you gather will influence your preaching plan.  

Since the gospel is foundational for worship, evangelism, discipleship, conflict resolution, marriages, and 
everything else your church faces, consider an initial expositional series through the Gospel of Mark or 1 
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John. Be prepared every time you preach, and preach excellent sermons. 

Priority 4 – Meet with people who aren't in your church (Considering others – Philippians 2.4). 

Meet with pastors in the area. They can give you impressions about your church, and information about 
the community. Consider publicly praying for that pastor and church the following Sunday.  

Meet with city officials. What changes are taking place in the community? What are the needs as they see 
them? Is there anything that you can pray for? Is there anything that your church can do? 

Visit the neighbors. Introduce yourself to the people around you. It is remarkable how much you can 
learn, while earning much needed trust.  

While the information that you gather from these individuals will be helpful, seeking them out will also 
provide evangelistic opportunities. 

Priority 5 – Plant a fruit tree (or a garden) (Faithfulness – 1 Corinthians 4.2). 

Things that produce fruit need cultivation and time, and watching a tree grow will remind you of that. You 
have started a marathon; pace yourself. 

Examples: 

A pastor laid out an ambitious plan in his first two months to grow the church through an aggressive 
outreach strategy, relocate to a more visible site, and rid the calendar of worn-out and useless ministries. 
Nothing that he proposed was wrong, but without earning the trust to lead, he left after nine months. 
Behind him was a fractured, bruised, and beaten flock. 

Another pastor said that he did not want to make any changes for a year while he learned as much as he 
could about the people. Now, fourteen years later, he has led them through many changes which were 
earned by his faithfulness publicly in the pulpit, and privately in personal ministry. 

James Boice once said that we usually overestimate what we can do in a year, but underestimate what 
can be accomplished in ten. If you're a brand new pastor, set priorities now that, by God's grace, will bear 
fruit ten years from now.  

Robert "Bob" Johnson is the pastor of Cornerstone Baptist Church in Roseville, Michigan. 
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The Goals and Benefits of an Installation Service 
By Aaron Menikoff 
 

On Sunday, October 19, 2008, Mount Vernon Baptist Church in Atlanta, Georgia 
installed me as its pastor.  

It was an incredible day, the culmination of nearly a year's worth of effort. In January a search committee 
came to hear me preach in Louisville, Kentucky. In March my wife and I visited Mount Vernon to talk to 
church leaders. In April I came back to preach in-view-of-a-call. Finally, in June, my family and I moved to 
Atlanta and I started to pastor.  

Yet that Sunday in October is what will stand out in my mind. We all rejoiced together in God's goodness: 
he had provided me with a place of ministry and the church with a shepherd. And we reflected on our 
responsibility to partner together for the good of the gospel.  

I want to explain what happened during my installation weekend, my goals, and some unexpected 
benefits I saw arise from this time. 
 
WHAT HAPPENED? 

Many of the men influential in my calling to and preparation for pastoral ministry joined me in Atlanta for 
the weekend.  

On Saturday night, my wife and I invited the search committee and our guests to a reception in our home. 
It seemed fitting that the first people to meet my long-time friends would be the group of men and women 
the Lord used to bring me to Atlanta.  

On Sunday morning, the church joined together for a united Sunday school in which I led a panel 
discussion entitled "The Church and Pastoral Ministry." During the morning service, the deacons of the 
church laid their hands on me and prayed over me before my former pastor, Mark Dever, charged me to 
"preach the Word" from 2 Timothy 4:2.  

We stayed for lunch at church so that Mark and my other friends could meet as many church leaders as 
possible. We had a fruitful discussion and it provided an opportunity for the church to get to know our 
guests.  

Then, during the evening service, my doctoral supervisor, Greg Wills, delivered a charge to the church. It 
was a full day. 
 
WHAT WAS THE GOAL?  

What were my goals for the day? I wanted to begin shepherding the congregation through the day's 
events, and I wanted to do so in three ways. First, I wanted to underscore for the congregation the 
serious responsibility of the pastor. That is why I was so pleased when Mark chose to preach from 2 
Timothy. He challenged me to exegete Scripture faithfully and to apply it carefully. It was a sobering 
experience to be addressed by the man the Lord used to raise me up for the pastorate.  

Second, I wanted to emphasize for the church their responsibility. Greg Wills did a terrific job that evening 
explaining how important it is for the church to be the church—to take the Word and membership 
seriously. It was a great reminder for me and was instructive for the congregation.  
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Third, I wanted to explore the relationship between the church and the pastor. This came out most clearly 
in the panel discussion. We discussed everything from the tenure of pastors to the role of elders to the 
pressures placed on a pastor's wife.  
 
WHAT WERE THE BENEFITS?  

As I look back on this installation day, I notice several unexpected benefits. First, I was able to reflect on 
God's providence. As I sat under the preaching of my mentors and saw old friends meet new friends, I 
realized afresh how amazing it is that the Lord took me from Oregon to political life in Washington to 
seminary in Louisville to a pastorate in Atlanta. I get so lost in the daily routines of pastoral ministry I 
forget that the Lord has planned my path. He used many individuals over many years to prepare me for 
this day and the installation services reminded us all of God's oversight. It is difficult for me to put into 
words what it meant to be gathered with these men who have spoken so clearly into my life. I don't know 
when or even if that group will be together again—at least in the church I serve. But their presence 
reminded me of God's incredible faithfulness.  

Second, the church was encouraged to meet the pastors who influenced me. They appreciated knowing 
more about my background. They enjoyed witnessing the camaraderie that has been forged over years of 
shared ministry. They were pleased to know that I had a group of men willing and eager to support me in 
difficult days. The pastorate can be lonely, and a godly congregation wants to know that its pastor has a 
place to turn for counsel and guidance. Mount Vernon walked away from the weekend grateful and 
encouraged to have seen those men who have become co-laborers in gospel ministry with me. 

Third, the guests put on a clinic in church leadership. Going into the weekend, I underestimated the utility 
of the installation services. I had begun to lay a foundation for pastoral ministry in the few months leading 
up to the installation, but these men poured more concrete in one day than I could have in several weeks. 
The weekend effectively became a mini-conference on gospel-centered church life. Mount Vernon 
encountered many of the themes I intend to return to repeatedly: the centrality of the Word, the 
importance of preaching, the value of discipleship, and the necessity of evangelism. I was amazed at how 
well the discussions and sermons laid a foundation for biblical pastoral ministry and church life.  

CONCLUSION 
 
Setting apart pastors for the work of shepherding is nothing new. In 1794, Thomas Baldwin, pastor of the 
Second Baptist Church in Boston, delivered an ordination sermon for a young man by the name of David 
Leonard, a sermon very similar to the one I received.The work of the ministry, Baldwin preached, "is 
principally contained in the solemn charge . . . Preach the Word." After describing the responsibility of the 
pastor, he urged young Leonard to be bold:  

The faithful minister will keep back nothing that might be profitable to his hearers; he will not shun to 
declare the whole counsel of God . . . He will preach Christ crucified, as the only foundation of hope; 
though it should be a stumbling block to some, and foolishness to others.  

My prayer is that as the early months of my ministry turn into years, I will never fail to preach Christ 
crucified, and the congregation I serve will never tire of hearing it. 

Aaron Menikoff is the senior pastor of Mount Vernon Baptist Church in Sandy Springs, Georgia.  
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8 Steps for Dealing with Difficult Leaders 
By Ken Swetland 
 

"Pastor Ken, I was here before you came, and I'll be here after you're gone."  A long-
time member of my first church said this over 40 years ago when she and I had a disagreement on the 
mission of the church. It was a friendly discussion, but the lines were clearly drawn in intractable ways. 
Although she did not hold office, she was the "E.F. Hutton" of the church: when she spoke, everyone 
listened. 

It was not exactly the way I had envisioned the beginning of my pastoral ministry, but it became an 
opportunity for the congregation to work through theological differences. The church, located in a 
picturesque and quaint sea-coast community where lots of tourists spent summers, was a merger of 
several churches through the years. As a result it represented both conservative evangelical and 
theologically liberal perspectives on faith and ministry.  

In our disagreement on the church's mission, my concern was for the church to maintain a gracious and 
biblical witness in the community as well as worship the one true God in a way that upheld biblical truth. 
The woman was concerned for the church to be nothing more than a polite social club. She also wanted 
the church to protect a women's group associated with the church which was comprised mostly of people 
from the community who were not Christians or members of the church. This group was known for 
hosting the best Christmas and summer fairs in the area, but it had nothing to do with God. The issue was 
complicated by the fact that this group had raised the money to redecorate the 150 year-old parsonage 
just before my family moved in. 

Although evangelicals in the church were a strong majority, we were sensitive to the history of the church 
with its diverse theological perspectives. Also, we were the only church in a distinct sub-section of the 
town. So we moved slowly and deliberately. It took almost four years for the church to work through the 
tensions. Ultimately, the congregation voted to align itself exclusively with evangelical convictions of 
biblical truth, and the community group was asked to disassociate itself from the church, which they did, 
but not without tears and unhappiness. 

Other churches I have served as pastor and interim pastor through the years have been a delight to serve 
and have had capable and effective leaders who loved the Lord and were keen to follow biblical teaching. 
From my first church and the subsequent ones, I have learned some principles about dealing with difficult 
people. Here are eight: 

1. Pray. This does not go without saying, for in prayer we commit the matter to God and the work of 
the Holy Spirit to do what God wills. Prayer is not asking for my way to be done but for God's 
way. It is asking for wisdom, discernment, courage, grace, and patience, which we especially 
need in working with difficult leaders.  

2. Work with those you can. Seek those who love the Lord and his truth and are committed to the 
church's well-being. Disciple them and encourage their involvement in leadership.  

3. Preach the Bible graciously and redemptively. Careful, thoughtful, and judicious preaching 
has great potential for helping difficult people mature in their faith and  grow in godliness. It also 
builds up those who have a deep commitment to God's truth so that they can come alongside you 
and work with difficult people in the church.  

4. Be honest but discreet. Don't gossip about difficult people, but be willing to humbly yet directly 
confront them—or "care-front" as David Augsberger likes to say— in the hope that they might 
change or leave. Sometimes it is best to do this with a trusted leader at your side. That keeps talk 
of the event from becoming your word against the other person's should the matter ever go 
beyond the private conversation.  
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5. Take the long view. God is patient, and how he weaves things together is often different from 
our timetable. Realize that we are only part of his plan for the church. One person plants, another 
waters, but it is God who gives the increase.  

6. Remember the people belong to God. We refer to the people as "my church," but we know they 
belong to God, not us. Therefore, we can commit them to God—sometimes with tears and 
frustration—knowing that God works all things together according to his good purpose.  

7. Trust in God. Someone has said, "God is the cure-giver; I am only the care-giver."  This 
perspective enables us to trust that God will act as he desires for their good and the greater good 
of the church.  

8. Learn from experience. A wise Christian leader once said to a group I was part of, "Personal 
experience is the only kind I've ever had."  So don't apologize for experience, including mistakes, 
but learn from it, knowing that God uses our personal experience as training ground for future 
encounters. Like most pastors, I would rather be a peace-keeper than a peace-maker, but I've 
also learned that painful past experiences like my first church help me to handle later difficulties 
with confidence and humility (and those two qualities can go together).  

All ministry, including working with difficult people, is God's work. For this we can be profoundly thankful, 
even if it is painful and we do not always understand what's happening. After all, it's not about us, it's 
about God. 

Ken Swetland is the Senior Professor of Ministry at Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary in South 
Hamilton, Massachusetts. 
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Dealing with Bad Documents 
By Greg Gilbert 
 

What do you do with bad documents? I don't mean an eviction notice or a parking 
ticket. I'm thinking about beginning a new pastorate and finding a convoluted constitution or a vague 
statement of faith. 

Before the other elders and I led Third Avenue Baptist Church in Louisville, Kentucky, through several 
significant reforms, we were faced with a pretty common situation: the church's governing documents—
the statement of faith and constitution—were in dire need of change.  

The constitution was a mess of outdated policies, most of which the church had long ignored. The 
statement of faith was even worse. Read honestly and straightforwardly, it could have been affirmed by 
someone who was either modalistic or Trinitarian. It read, "We believe in one God who reveals himself 
as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit." Does that mean God is three persons, or that he's one person who 
reveals himself over time with three different hats? The statement was also completely unconcerned 
with defining key issues. "We believe in justification," it said, which is great, but not very useful. Roman 
Catholics believe in justification, too. On top of all that, the fourteenth article of the statement of faith 
said something like this: "This statement of faith can never be changed." 

Now what do you with that? 

Sometimes Providence smiles on a new pastor, and he digs into the church's archives to find that, lo 
and behold, his congregation long ago adopted a nice Reformed-leaning-but-not-too-much statement of 
faith, a constitution that's well thought-out and still serviceable, and a covenant that avoids any patent 
weirdness. Sometimes that happens. 

But not always. Very often a new pastor will find a statement of faith like our church had—unclear at 
best and heretical at worst. He'll find a constitution that reeks of having been written by a century's 
worth of committees reacting to one little bicker after another, and a covenant that will yield a 
community about as loving, holy, and happy as an episode of Happy Days.  

So what do you do in that situation? How do you live with church documents that are flat bad, and how 
do you go about changing them? I can't speak to every situation, but let me offer three strategies I 
learned through our experience at Third Avenue: 

IGNORE 

You don't have to use a church document just because it's there in the old minutes. If you come into a 
situation where the statement of faith hasn't been used for decades, and you find out that it's intractably 
modalist, you don't have to excommunicate everyone who's not a modalist!  You also don't have to 
panic and rush the church into changing it before they're ready to think about such things. 

Let sleeping dogs lie, as they say. As a Christian pastor, you ought to have a good grasp on the gospel 
and on the whole counsel of God as it's taught in Scripture. Teach your congregation that truth. When 
the time's right, bring up the old statement of faith and help everyone recognize the need for changing it. 

Of course, sometimes a bad document is actively used, and you can't leave it in the dusty minutes. In 
that case, your options are more limited. You can resign, you can teach, or you can try to convince the 
church to change it. That, by the way, is a good reason to take a close look at a church's governing 
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documents before you accept a call to pastor it. 

It's important to say here, too, that living with a bad constitution is harder to do than with a bad 
statement of faith. You can safely lay aside a statement of faith for awhile. With a constitution, however, 
legal issues come into play. In most organizations, ignoring a rule that's written in a constitution can only 
be done by unanimous consent. You can ignore a bad rule until someone calls you on it, but then you're 
bound by your organization's rules. At Third Avenue, for example, our constitution called for a six-month 
waiting period for amending the constitution—not to mention the eternal waiting period our founders 
tried to stick on the Statement of Faith! Well, no one in our church wanted to wait that long, in either 
case, so we moved forward by unanimous consent with a shorter and better process for amendment. 
Had anyone objected, though, we would have had no choice but to wait the required six months. 

Ignoring can be a useful strategy sometimes, but you have to be careful with it, especially when it 
comes to standing rules. The culture of your church, the use or disuse of the document in question, and 
even the level of unity that prevails in your church on the particular question will determine whether this 
is a strategy you can safely—and honestly—adopt. 

INTERPRET 

If you have to use a flawed document for a while, put the best possible spin on it. That modalistic article 
in our statement of faith, for example, didn't have to be understood that way. If you worked hard enough 
and stuck a few extra words in brackets, you could cram it into an orthodox understanding of the Trinity. 
So that's what we did. 

In our new member classes, we would explain that, yes, the statement could be read in a certain way, 
but that we as elders and we as a church did not in fact mean it that way. And that was true—none of us 
did. We're also quite sure the founders of our church didn't mean it that way, either, given who we know 
them to have been.  

We also made it clear that just because a modalist (or a Roman Catholic, in another article) could affirm 
our statement of faith, that didn't mean a modalist (or a Roman Catholic) could join our church. 

It wasn't a perfect solution, nor a permanent one, but it was sufficient until we could adopt a better 
statement of faith. 

AUGMENT 

We handled the modalist statement of faith, really, by augmenting it. Where the statement read "We 
believe in one God who reveals himself as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit," we asked for something more 
than those bare words demand. We asked for a belief in one God who in fact is Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit, and who reveals that truth in Scripture.  

We did something similar with our statement on justification, which said, curtly, "We believe in 
justification." Those words, taken alone, don't demand much. But as church leaders we simply decided 
that we meant something really, really specific with those words. We meant justification by faith alone. 
And when a prospective church member came to sign the statement, we made sure they meant the 
same thing. 

Another example of augmentation: In Third Avenue's constitution, the role of the deacons was clearly 
laid out. They were to distribute benevolence funds and pretty much nothing else. At some point along 
the way, however, it became clear to everyone that the church was going to need strong leadership 
from an elder-like group of men. Therefore, we as deacons started functioning like elders. The 
constitution didn't call us elders, and it didn't explicitly give the deacons spiritual oversight of the church 
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(that was reserved for the senior pastor). But the pastor wanted us to function like that, and so we did.  

Again, you have to be wise and careful here. But there are often many things a pastor can do to begin 
changing a church's culture that don't involve the difficult process of changing the documents.  

CHANGE 

If you can, you ultimately want to change your bad documents for good ones. Often this is a long, 
laborious process, one filled with conflict after defeat after disappointment. That's how it was for us at 
Third Avenue. The first time we tried to change our constitution, it failed—and it took us another year to 
recover from that failure. I still remember laying on the floor at the home of a fellow deacon that night 
after the meeting, staring at the ceiling and wondering what on earth we were going to do. 

Then a little over a year later, after the constitution had finally passed and we wanted to change the 
statement of faith, we ended up having to pull our new statement of faith back after formally introducing 
it, starting the whole process over again. Some of our difficulties were born of pure stupidity on our part. 
But others were just part of the normal, difficult process of leading a church through change. 

When it works, though, reforming an old church is sweet. I remember the night that we finally 
implemented Third Avenue's new constitution. We'd adopted it two months earlier, and the last step, 
which would truly kick the new document into gear, was to elect three elders. When the vote tally was 
read, the man who had been chairman of our deacons and moderator of the "business meeting" called 
a five minute recess so the new elders could hastily elect a new chairman, who was now constitutionally 
directed to moderate the meeting. When we reassembled, the old moderator stepped down, the new 
moderator stepped up, and the church—now assembled in a "Members' Meeting," no longer just a 
"business meeting"—applauded, long and loud. 

What a sweet moment that was! 

Greg Gilbert serves as senior pastoral assistant at Capitol Hill Baptist Church in Washington, DC. 
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Is This a Hill Worth Dying On? 
By Matt Schmucker 
 

I once asked a young man in my church how his first year of marriage was going. He responded, “It’s like 
Vietnam. It’s a war zone. There’s an explosion on every hill.”  Knowing the man’s wife I realized it couldn’t 
be all her fault; she was a godly, rational person. I feared my friend was making rookie mistakes. He was 
allowing every issue—big and small—to become a test of his leadership. He thought that if he didn’t win 
the argument, he would appear weak or wimpy. Everything became a matter of principle. Their 
relationship became a contest. The more he staked out hard and fast positions, the more she bucked 
against them. 
 
MARRIAGE, THEN DIVORCE 

Pastoring a church can feel a lot like a new marriage. And young, inexperienced pastors can make a lot 
of the same rookie mistakes new husbands make. So how do you know which issues are essential and 
which are not? Which hill are you willing to die on? 

Every pastorate goes through the “honeymoon phase” where there is relative calm as the new guy settles 
into his office and pulpit. (I personally hate this term. It suggests the church is going to give a bye to the 
young pastor for a few months or even years, but then they’re going after him!) Even during this phase he 
is unwittingly stepping on toes. Maybe he’s changed the order of service slightly or the prayer list or 
whatever words that are always spoken at a funeral. But the congregation is holding its collective tongue. 

At some point the honeymoon ends, and the young pastor starts to make moves that he thought the 
church wanted to be made when he was interviewing. Most people may even be happy about the moves 
(they aren’t the ones who talk). But a few aren’t (they are the ones who talk!). The conversations start 
quietly. A conversation here and there in a hallway or Sunday School class. Eventually it makes it “to the 
ear of a deacon.”  He agrees with the complaint but represents it at a deacons meeting as someone 
else’s problem.  

What’s the young pastor do? Sadly, too often he sees the complaint as a challenge to his leadership and 
becomes defensive. He comes down hard on the “representative deacon.” Everyone backs off and the 
pastor walks out of the deacons meeting thinking that he stood on principle, put down a challenge to his 
leadership, and recovered the church’s unity.  

At least until the next challenge. And then the next. And the next. In short order the young pastor is 
employing the same technique with each challenge. He’s facing it head on, taking a hard stand, and 
“winning” without knowing that he’s paying a price. Every idea or proposal becomes personal; he sees his 
ideas as a personal extension of himself. He sees his leadership at stake. And before long the gig is up. 
The pastor and church separate. Irreconcilable differences. 

CONSIDER UNITY 

There are some hills in a church on which to take a stand and even die. I’m not about to suggest that a 
pastor yield on absolutely every issue. If you do, you’ll wind up with a false church! But before we get to 
the “hills” let’s consider one overarching theme from scripture: unity.  

The apostle Paul constantly urges unity in the church because it reflects the very unity of God: “I appeal 
to you, brothers, by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of you agree and that there be no divisions 
among you, but that you be united in the same mind and the same judgment”  (1 Cor. 1:10). 
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Elsewhere he writes, “I, therefore, a prisoner for the Lord, urge you to walk in a manner worthy of the 
calling to which you have been called, with all humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing with one 
another in love, eager to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace”  (Eph. 4:1-3). 

Paul calls on those who are “spiritual” to restore any caught in transgression in a spirit of gentleness (Gal. 
6:1). And those “who are strong have an obligation to bear with the failings of the weak, not to please 
ourselves” (Rom. 15:1). Why? For many reasons, but at least for the sake of unity.  

But unity always dies at the hands of selfish ambition and fleshly desires.  

James writes, “What causes quarrels and what causes fights among you? Is it not this, that your passions 
are at war within you? You desire and do not have, so you murder. You covet and cannot obtain, so you 
fight and quarrel” (James 4:1-2a). 

Church leaders are not immune to fights and quarrels stemming from ungodly passions and desires. But 
when they fall prey to such behavior, they fall away from their very calling. Jesus says, “Blessed are the 
peacemakers, for they shall be called sons of God” (Matt. 5:9). And Paul says we have been given “the 
ministry of reconciliation” (2 Cor. 5:18). Yes, these verses apply to all Christians, but leaders are called to 
set an example (Heb. 13:7). The leaders appointed in Acts 6 to distribute food are chosen not simply for 
their proficiency in food distribution, but because they are full of the Spirit and wisdom—they will know 
how to resolve division in the church.     

So before lines are drawn in sand or flags staked out on hills, pastors need to have this peacemaking 
mindset for bringing unity to the body. They need to be what Mark Dever calls a “shock absorber.” The 
mature among the body must be shock absorbers for the immature in order to maintain unity.  

WHICH HILLS NOT TO DIE ON? 

So which hills would I not die on? 

1. Elders. Even though we at 9Marks believe a plurality of elders are biblical, practical, and very 
helpful in the shepherding of the church, we don’t believe you have to have elders to function as a 
church. Wise? Yes! Necessary? No.  

2. Flags. Too many brothers have made the American flag on the platform a divisive issue. Some 
have demanded it be on. Some have demanded it be off. We recommend taking it down so that it 
doesn’t confuse internationals (and Americans) about what it means to be Christian. But we 
believe it would be better to be united with a flag on the platform than divided with it off.  

3. Multiple services. We don’t like multiple services because we believe multiple services are 
actually multiple churches. Yet there are times and conditions that may call for multiple services: 
maybe a new building is under construction or you are in a restricted country.  

4. Music. “Worship Wars” are straight out of hell. Satan must think this is one of his greatest 
victories: to get believers dividing over how they’ll worship the one true God. Surely there must be 
more give and take on both sides of this war for the sake of unity.  

I fear the quicksand is already at my ankles, and some readers will think I’m fully engulfed should I 
continue building out this list. But the point is, we must recognize the difference between a primary and a 
secondary matter. I do not want to relegate secondary matters to the unimportant pile. However, I do 
want to properly weigh them in light of the call to be united, to be of one mind.  
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In Philippians 4:2-3 Paul writes, “I entreat Euodia and I entreat Syntyche to agree in the Lord. Yes, I ask 
you also, true companion, help these women, who have labored side by side with me in the gospel 
together with Clement and the rest of my fellow workers, whose names are in the book of life.”  

Paul recognizes that these two, saved, laborers-in-the-gospel have something in common that’s a 
thousand times more weighty than whatever their disagreement is about. So he calls the church to put 
down the dispute (secondary matter) for the sake of the gospel (primary matter).  

WHICH HILLS TO DIE ON? 

So which hills would I die on? Honestly, there aren’t many.  

• Preaching. If my church wanted to eliminate the act of preaching and replace it with a dialogue or 
drama or something else, I’d consider my time of service ended. Hearing and responding to the 
word of God is fundamental to what a church is.  

• “Blessed are those who hear the word of God and obey it” (Luke 11:28).  
• The early church gathered to “devote themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to the fellowship” 

(Acts 2:42).  
• Paul says “faith comes from hearing the message and the message is heard through the word of 

Christ” (Rom. 10:17).  

At the end of Paul’s life, sitting in prison, writing what may be his last letter to his young disciple, Timothy, 
Paul says, “I charge you in the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, who is to judge the living and the 
dead, and by his appearing and his kingdom: preach the word”  (2 Tim. 4:1-2). 

One day, Timothy, you will stand before God and give an account for your ministry, and preaching is what 
you will want to have been doing between this day and that day. This is a hill worth dying on. 

• The Gospel. The gospel is a hill worth dying on, too. Compromise the gospel or substituting 
anything for our only substitute, Jesus Christ, and the covenant between pastor and flock is 
broken. Now, the temptations to compromise are seldom clear. It’s not like a church members will 
show up in your study and ask you to preach from the Book of Mormon. It will likely be more 
subtle. “Pastor, can’t you go a little easier on the whole depravity thing? Why not do a ten week 
series on fit bodies or fit marriages?”  I know one of minister of music who said to his pastor, “I’d 
like to break up the three songs you’ve picked out on Christ’s sacrifice; you’ve made a blood 
medley out of Sunday’s music.”  The minister was offended by all the blood!  

Again, I’ll stop with a very short list, just two hills to die on. By doing so I leave it to you, reader, to 
seriously consider just how many primary issues exist in the church that are worth dying for.  

I’ll leave you with two final thoughts. First, what we’re really talking about is how to reform a local church. 
The first rule of thumb in a reforming situation is, don’t reform anything you don’t love. I’m not talking 
about loving ecclesiology; I’m talking about loving a particular group of people in a local church. If you 
don’t love that group of people, you will be far too harsh and too quick in your reform. 

Second, an old Texan told me when I was in my twenties, “Matt, young people tend to overestimate what 
they can do in the short run and underestimate what they can do in the long run.” I don’t think I fully 
realized the truth of that statement until now, well into my forties. We need to be patient with our 
congregations in the same way that we need to be patient with our children. We cannot expect poorly 
taught congregations to grasp the deep truths of the faith and apply them anymore than we can expect 
that from our little children. But we can be patient, teach, and wait on the Lord. 

Matt Schmucker, executive director of 9Marks, is an elder at Capitol Hill Baptist Church in Washington, 
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DC. 
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What I CAN and CANNOT Live With as a Pastor 
By Mark Dever 
 

Okay, if you’re particularly interested in reading this because you want an answer to the 
question implicit in the title, you’re the exact kind of person for whom this kind of article 

might be really dangerous. You might be looking a little too hard for a man-made rulebook. Proceed with 
caution. 

Speaking personally, I probably wouldn’t turn to an article for an answer to the title’s question. Rather, I 
would turn to trusted counselors who knew me and the situation in which I pastor. Abstract principles 
need to be tested by Scripture, and even true ones can be badly misapplied. 

Let me give you an example. Christian churches should practice church discipline. True. And Christian 
churches are in sin if they tolerate unrepentant sin. True. As a pastor, I should not lead my church into 
sin. True.  

Okay, suppose I discuss all these matters with a brother-pastor and feel confident that we’re on the same 
page about them. But now, imagine this. What if a few weeks later, I get a call from this pastor telling me 
that he had been fired? 

“Fired?!  Why?” I ask incredulously. “I thought they liked you!”   

“They did,” he responds. “But after our conversation the other day, I felt convicted that I should lead my 
congregation to practice church discipline so as not to tolerate sin.”   

“Yes,” I prod, “so?”   

“So,” he replies, “when the former senior pastor’s daughter has been known for some time to not be 
attending (though still a member) and even living with her boyfriend, I suggested at a deacons’ meeting 
that we do something about it. The next thing you know…”  I interrupt, “No need to go on, I can guess 
much of the rest of the story.” 

Something can be true, yet we can decide as pastors that our congregations are not ready to act 
tomorrow in a way they might be ready to act in a year. Jesus himself declined to answer all the questions 
the disciples put to him, for the reason that they could not yet bear some truths. 

I’m not suggesting that you be deceptive, but simply that you explain things to your congregation as they 
are ready to hear them.  

So, given that long warning, what things can I and can’t I live with as a pastor? Let me throw out a bunch 
of different examples that are relevant to my particular situation:  organs, female elders, universalism, 
altar calls, humor, multi-site campuses, drums, the KJV, stained glass, racism, infant baptism, no formal 
membership, sermons limited to 10 minutes, large and high pulpits, TV studio-like acoustics. My goal in 
what follows is not to give you a sacrosanct playbook, but to illustrate how I go about thinking through 
practical matters. Let’s take each one in order. 

1. Organs. I can live with an organ. I can live without an organ. I can even live with an organ that’s too 
loud. But I don’t want to! Organs are not in the Bible. Congregational singing is. Any accompaniment 
which smothers and thereby discourages congregational singing should be reformed or eliminated. Given 
the financial and emotional commitments that are represented in organs, movement for change here 
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should be slow. 

2. Female elders. I might be able to live with female elders, but not for long, and probably not at all, so I 
probably just shouldn’t try. I want to allow for those situations in which you’ve had an ill-taught church 
that’s willing to follow your leadership, where even the female elders themselves are happy to step down. 
But normally, if a church accepts female elders, has been clearly instructed to the contrary, and will not 
change, that seems like a battle you won’t win. So I probably wouldn’t even begin with such a church. 

3. Universalism. I cannot put up with a church which teaches that Christ died as a substitute in the same 
way for everyone so that everyone will be saved. The Bible doesn’t teach that. That undermines the 
gospel. Unless they would repent immediately, I wouldn’t even begin with such a “church.” 

4. Altar calls. I can live with altar calls. This is a longer conversation, but you must first realize how your 
congregation views them. If they are lightly invested in them, you can probably remove them fairly soon 
and easily. If they are the emotional highpoint of the service, then you probably need to spend some time 
changing the language you use about them, and then, over time, educate the congregation that Jesus 
called people to repent of their sins and to trust in him. The physical motion to which he called them was 
not walking down an aisle but taking up the cross. 

5. Humor. I can live with some diversity on humor. Surely, some kinds of humor would always be out of 
bounds (e.g., obscene, impure, crude). Other forms of humor and the quantity of humor are more a 
matter for wisdom. And I can imagine some variety between congregations here. But even here I would 
want to work for as much agreement in understanding and practice within a church as possible. 

6. Multi-site campuses. I can live with multi-site campuses. But only if they are a temporary measure while 
the congregation builds a larger meeting space, or where the two sites are a segue to an independent 
church plant. Otherwise, I cannot live with them, and, praying God’s prosperity on the now two churches 
and their ministry, I would move on. (I think the church is one assembly). 

7. Drums. I can live with drums. Like organs, if they are overpowering and actually discourage 
congregational singing, then I would prefer not to live with them for long. No instrument should discourage 
the biblical practice of congregational singing. But here, as in so many other places, teach before you act, 
and certainly before you call the congregation to act. 

8. The King James Version of the Bible. I can live with the KJV. It is beautifully done. But there’s no need 
to use it. As people have done throughout the history of translating the Bible, churches should be okay 
with using a version which translates the languages that were contemporary for Moses and John into 
language that is contemporary for us today. 

9. Stained glass. I can live with stained glass, stone buildings, cross-shaped narthexes and wooden 
pews. In fact, all of the traditional European style churchy architecture has both pros and cons. You 
should never assume your building is necessary for the mission that God has given your congregation, 
but neither will an aspect of the building normally prohibit you from fulfilling that mission. 

10. Racism. I cannot live with racism. It is infinitely more offensive to God (who made everyone in his 
image) than it is even to our increasingly racially sensitive age. Assuming that we all participate in some 
amount of unintentional racism, studying and preaching Scripture with an eye to this will help us and 
those who hear us. 

11. Infant baptism. I cannot live with infant baptism. Having said that, if I were the pastor of the only 
church allowed in Mecca, maybe… But even then, I simply lack the authority to admit someone to the 
Lord’s Table who has not been baptized. It is, as one said not too long ago, “above my pay-grade.” I have 
many dear paedo-baptists friends from whom I have learned much. Yet I see their practice as a sinful 
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(though sincere) error from which God protects them by allowing for inconsistency in their doctrinal 
system, just as he graciously protects me from consistency with my own errors. 

12. No formal membership. I can live with this. But, depending on the situation, not for long! In this fallen 
world, sin and error will arise within the church, which means that we must know who has the final 
authority for acting against sin and error. Since the New Testament teaches that the congregation has 
this final say (see Matt. 18; 1 Cor. 5; 2 Cor. 2; Gal. 1) I have to know who belongs to the congregation. 
Too, the members need to know of their own obligations, responsibilities, and privileges. There may be 
cultural reasons why a church in a non-transient, small community in which Christians are a minority 
could effectively operate with only an informal membership. But except for these very particular 
circumstances, Scripture and practice mandate that we have a clear membership in order to function 
biblically as a church. 

13. Sermons limited to 10 minutes. I can live with this. For a while. Though it would be an ill sign of that 
congregation’s health. Or telling about the previous pastor’s ministry. I would certainly like to see the 
church’s appreciation of and desire for God’s preached word to grow. 

14. Large and high pulpits. Though off-putting to some, I can live with this. It symbolizes the centrality of 
the Word in our life together. 

15. TV-studio-like acoustics. I can live with acoustics which increase the sound from the front (a.k.a. 
“stage”) and muffle the sound of the congregation (a.k.a. “audience”), but I don’t want to! Everything this 
communicates about the assembly is wrong. But this is how they build church auditoriums in these highly 
amplified days. Natural light is gone!  Video projection is in! ARGH!! A living community of people loudly 
singing and hearing each other is one of the greatest means of edification on this side of eternity. Come 
to think of it, it’s so good that, unlike the video clip, it keeps being used over on the other side as well! 

This is just a little taste of those things that I can and cannot live with as a pastor. Questions of Calvinism, 
open-air preaching, drama, dress, prophecy, politics, having an American flag on the platform, and 
myriads of other matters need prayerful and wise consideration by the pastor.  

Again, my goal here is not to convince you to adopt all of my conclusions (though I’m happy to push you 
to think about it). It’s to help you begin thinking about the matters which arise in your situation according 
to several criteria. What criteria? Here are three questions we as pastors should always ask. First, is the 
matter biblical? I can live with practices that are commanded or exampled in the New Testament church. 
I’ll start asking hard questions about practices that are not. You and I will give an account to God for how 
we led our church. Shouldn’t humility impel us simply to stick with his playbook? Congregational singing 
shows up in his playbook. Easy call to make. Things that hinder congregational singing. Hmmm. You 
might want to think twice.    

Second, does the matter deny or confuse the gospel? I cannot live with things that explicitly deny the 
gospel, things that threaten the gospel, or things that blur it. Admittedly, it's not always clear how big of a 
threat something is to the gospel. Most people don't think polity is something that's relevant to the gospel. 
I do. My point right now isn't to convince you on this particular matter, so much as to suggest what 
everyone's standard might be for what they can and cannot live with: draw your line in between things 
that bring shame on the name and message of Jesus Christ and things that do not. 

Third, is the congregation ready?  That is, are they mature enough to follow where you lead? If not, you 
may only do more damage by quickly “leading” in that direction. Truly leading an immature congregation 
might mean moving very, very slowly. How many young pastors, feeling convicted of conscience to “lead” 
immediately, do in fact fail to lead because they don’t first take the time to understand and love the ones 
they mean to lead!  
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Every answer in real life is more complicated than a few sentences an article can communicate. I pray 
God will use this article to help you begin some important conversations with some more experienced 
pastors who know you, your situation, and the Bible. 

Mark Dever is the pastor of Capitol Hill Baptist Church in Washington, DC and the author of Nine Marks of 
a Healthy Church (Crossway, 2001). 
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Love the Church More than its Health 
By Jonathan Leeman 
 

This one goes out to the doctrine guys. The guys with ecclesiological opinions. The 
pastors and elders who think the Bible addresses the practices and structures of the church.  

Wait a second, I'm talking about myself, and all of us at 9Marks, and maybe you. I thank God for you, 
and I rejoice to consider myself a co-participant with you in working for Christ's kingdom. 

Yet there's a temptation I have noticed that you and I are susceptible to: we can love our vision of what 
a church should be more than we love the people who comprise it. We can be like the unmarried man 
who loves the idea of a wife, but who marries a real woman and finds it harder to love her than the idea 
of her. Or like the mother who loves her dream of the perfect daughter more than the daughter herself.  

This is an implicit danger for all of us who have learned much from God-given books and conferences 
and ministries about “healthy churches.” We start loving the idea of a healthy church more than the 
church God has placed us in. 

I remember overhearing a church elder complain about a family who let their unbaptized children 
receive the Lord's Supper when the plate of communion crackers was passed down their pew. What 
struck me was the elder's tone. It was frustrated and slightly contemptuous, as in, “How could they?! 
The fools!” But these people were untaught sheep. Of course they don't know better. And God had 
given them this elder not to complain about them, but to love them toward a better understanding. At 
that moment, it felt like this elder loved his vision of the biblical church more than he loved those 
individuals. 

How easy it is to respond like this elder.  

WHAT I AM NOT SAYING 

I am not saying that we should love people and forget all about biblical health, as if the two things are 
separable. No, that would be to pit God's love and God's word against one another. To love someone is 
to desire his or her good, and only God defines “the good.” To love your church means, in part, to want 
it to grow toward everything that God defines as good. It's to want your church to grow in a biblical 
direction. 

More simply, if you love your children, you want them to be healthy.  

So what do I mean by saying we should love the church more than its health?   

BACK TO THE GOSPEL 

When Christ died for the church, he made it his own. He identified it with himself. He put his name on it. 
That's why persecuting the church is persecuting Christ (Acts 9:5), and why sinning against an 
individual Christian is sinning against Christ (1 Cor. 8:12; cf. 6:15). Individually and corporately, we 
represent him. 

Think about what that means. It means that Christ has put his name on immature Christians, and 
Christians who speak too much at members' meetings, and Christians who wrongly give their 
unbaptized children communion, and Christians who love shallow praise songs. Christ has identified 
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himself with Christians whose theology is underdeveloped and imperfect. Christ points to the Christians 
who wrongly oppose biblical leadership structures and the practice of church discipline and says, “They 
represent me. Sin against them and you sin against me!” 

How wide, long, high, and deep Christ's love is! It covers a multitude of sins and embraces the sinner. 
Actually, it doesn't just embrace the sinner. It places the whole weight of Christ's own identity and glory 
on the sinner—“my name will rest on them, and my glory will be theirs.”  

We should always come back to the gospel, shouldn't we? 

GIVE YOURSELF, PASTOR, NOT OF YOURSELF 

One theologian helped me understand an important aspect of gospel love by distinguishing between 
giving of yourself and giving yourself. When I give of myself to you, I give you something that I possess 
like my wisdom, my joy, my goods, or my strengths generally. Of course, I don't really risk losing 
anything in the process, because I gain praise for such giving. Indeed, I can give all that I have, even 
my body to the flames, and have not love. When I give myself, however, I don't just give something that 
I have, I give my whole self. I identify my self with your self. I start giving attention to your very name 
and reputation because I view them as united to my own. Any glory that I might have becomes yours, 
and all the glory that you have is the glory that I most enjoy. It's mine, too!  

This is how we should love one another within a church, because this is how Christ has loved us. We 
don't just embrace one another; we rest the weight of our identities upon one another. We share one 
another's glories and sorrows. “If one member suffers, all suffer together; if one member is honored, all 
rejoice together” (1 Cor. 12:26). We consider one another better than ourselves, in the same manner 
that Christ has done with us (Phil. 2:1-11). Indeed, we have taken on the same family name, and so we 
are now brothers and sisters (Matt. 12:50; Eph. 2:19; etc.). If you insult my brother, you insult me. If you 
defraud my sister, you defraud me. Nothing's business in the church. It's all personal, because the 
gospel is personal. He died for you, Christian. He died for me. So that we might represent and look like 
him. (Yes, he remains the final focus of our love for one another, just as his love for us was given so 
that we might love the Father—the final focus of his love.) If all Christians should love like this, we who 
are pastors and elders most certainly should.  

To say that we should love the church more than its health means this: we should love people because 
they belong to the gospel, not because they have kept the law of a healthy church, even though that law 
may be good and biblical. It means we should love them because of what Christ has done and declared, 
not because of what they do.   

If you love your children, you want them to be healthy. But if you love your children, you love them 
whether they are healthy or not. 

Certainly you can rejoice when a brother or sister grows in theological understanding. You rejoice in the 
greater unity of truth you now share (see 2 John 1). But your gospel love—your “Christ died for us while 
we were yet sinners” love—should extend no less to the brother who is theologically, ecclesiologically, 
even morally immature, because such love is based on Christ's perfection and truth, not the brother's.  

Pastor, if your church is filled with weak believers, you should still identify yourself with them as if they 
were strong. Maybe you feel more “like-minded” (a popular phrase among the Reformed) with the 
mature brother who shares your theology. Fine. But if that theologically-minded brother asks you to 
share his contempt for a less theological or mature brother, say to him, “My son, you are always with 
me, and everything I have is yours. But we had to celebrate and be glad, because this brother of yours 
was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found” (Luke 15:31-32). 
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Elder, love your flock like sons and daughters. Get into the bleachers of their lives and root for them on 
the days they make their free throws and on the days they trip running down the court. Own their 
laughter and their fears as if they belonged to you. Abide with their folly. Don't feel threatened when 
they speak disdainfully toward you. Return the curse with a blessing. Remember that extricating sin 
from the heart is a slow process, and they can't always help themselves. Be patient like the One who 
has been patient with you.  

Or to use a different biblical metaphor, your love for your church should be a “for better or for worse, for 
richer or for poorer, in sickness and in health” sort of love, even if it's not a “till death do us part” sort of 
love. Shouldn't it? Shouldn't you be committed to your church like you're committed to your own body, 
because that's how Christ loved you and me? 

THIS IS HOW PAUL LOVED 

This is how Paul loved the churches. He gave himself, not just of himself. He told the Philippians that 
they were his “joy and crown” (Phil. 4:1). He told the Thessalonians the same thing (1 Thess. 2:16).  

Pastor, do you regard the recalcitrant and theologically naïve Christians in your church as your joy and 
crown? Do you identify yourself with them that much? Paul refers to the churches as his “boast” (2 Cor. 
1:14; cf. 2 Thess. 1:4). Do you? 

Paul told the Corinthians that they were his “children” and that he was their “father through the gospel” 
(1 Cor. 4:14-15). He felt the same way about the Galatians and Timothy and Titus (Gal. 4:19; 1 Tim. 1:2; 
Titus 1:4).  

Elder, have you united your name and reputation to your church like a father does with his son?  

How often do we hear words of love and longing from Paul! He opens wide his heart, and yearns for the 
churches to do the same (2 Cor. 6:12-13). He longs to see them and be with them (Rom. 1:11; Phil. 4:1; 
1 Thes. 3:6; 2 Tim. 1:4). He “longs for them with the affection of Christ Jesus” (Phil. 1:8). And he knows 
that his own distress is for the churches' comfort and salvation, and his comfort is for their comfort (2 
Cor. 1:6). Paul didn't give of himself to the churches, holding just a little back for himself, like Ananias 
and Sapphira did. He gave himself.  

And Paul didn't love just the mature Christians this way. Read his letters, and you'll quickly remember 
how unhealthy many of these churches were! 

May God's Spirit increase our love so that we can imitate Paul, as Paul imitates Christ. 

Jonathan Leeman, director of communications for 9Marks, is an elder at Capitol Hill Baptist Church. 
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Should Pastors Change Anything in the First Year? 
By Phillip Jensen 
 

There is an old maxim that comes in two parts: 

i. if you do not change something in the first year you never will; and  
ii. whatever you change in the first year is bound to be a mistake. 

Maxims like this are not true in every situation, but experience teaches us how true they can be. So what 
truth do we find here, and what does it teach us for the first year of a pastorate? 

CHANGE—YES WE CAN 

The first issue to address is, “Should a pastor ever try to change anything?” The answer to this must be a 
qualified but resounding “Yes.”  
 
Yes, of course, pastors should try to change things. Our job is to lead the sheep forward in sanctification. 
We call people to repent. Both repentance and sanctification are about change. We should not leave the 
sheep where we found them. That would be a dereliction of duty. 

However, my answer is a qualified “Yes.” Different church traditions and cultures give the responsibility 
and authority to make changes to different bodies within the church. Some traditions give authority to the 
pastor to act unilaterally. Others significantly curtail pastoral authority, letting changes be made by the 
congregation or the elders. This is not to argue the merits or demerits of different forms of church 
government. It’s just to note that a pastor will need to lead change differently in different traditions and 
even in different churches within the same tradition.  

Furthermore, the areas for which a pastor has responsibility will differ from church to church. Many of the 
things people want to change are ministry structures or buildings or church services. Not all churches 
present the pastor with the same list of “rights or wrongs” for involving himself in these areas. 

Yet all these qualifications should not restrict the pastor from introducing important changes from day 
one. The really important ones are those which call people to repent and which challenge them to grow in 
Christ.  

WHAT KINDS OF CHANGES—IT DEPENDS 

If the first issue is whether or not a pastor can make changes, the second issue is “What kinds of changes 
can he expect to make?” The answer depends upon what the church is like when you arrive.  

New & Growing  

When entering a young, quickly growing church, the main changes it needs will be the addition of 
resources. There is no need to wait twelve months to garner more resources for the growing 
congregation.  

Changing the direction of such a church, however, is more dangerous in your first year. The church may 
need it, but you as a new pastor are unlikely to understand why and how this church is making progress. 
Your changes will likely kill the growth dynamic unintentionally. Remember that church has already 
changed its pastors—that’s you—which is enough of a jolt to the system without introducing a whole new 
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culture as well. 

Old & Declining  

When entering an old and declining church needing reinvention, it’s typically important to make changes 
in the first year. Otherwise, the forces of congregational death which led to its decline may overpower you 
too. In general, the more a church is in decline the more fiercely its mainstream membership will resist 
change—which of course is why it’s in decline. Not until bankruptcy will such people countenance the 
possibility of change.  

Indicate your intentions to make changes when you interview for such a position, and then start with the 
new broom immediately—knowing that you will make mistakes as you go. This kind of mindset is too 
difficult for most pastors. They plan to make reforms when what is needed is a wholesale reinvention.  So 
they wind up being domesticated and defeated by the dead weight of traditions.  

Static  

Yet most churches are neither in growth nor decline; they are static. They need reformation, but it 
requires the wisdom of Solomon to know which changes are needed. If you do not make changes in that 
first year, you too will be in need of reform because you will have joined the status quo. However, it takes 
more than a year to work out what the obstacles to growth are (spiritual and/or numerical) and how to 
reform them. So, in the very least, change the thing that everybody wants changed in order to 
demonstrate your leadership and gain credibility for less popular changes later. But even a popular 
change may be a mistake! 

CHANGE BEGINS AT HOME 

The maxim at the beginning of this article addresses a common mistake in thinking: that the pastor can 
gain everybody's confidence by changing nothing, which affords him permission later to change anything. 
Of course, twelve months is an arbitrary figure. It’s a “suburban” number. In rural areas the period is 
longer; in city areas, shorter.  

Leadership from the pulpit needs to be exemplified in action. Pastors need to lead the changes. Yet the 
first place to see change in any church is the pastor taking God’s Word seriously in his own life.  

Phillip Jensen is the Dean of Sydney and the author, most recently, of By God’s Word. Besides initiating a 
number of organizations including the Ministry Training Strategy and Matthias Media, Phillip is director of 
Ministry Training and Development, which provides ongoing training for ministers in the Sydney Diocese.  
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How to Change Your Church 
By Mark Dever 
 

Pastors often ask me, “How do we get our churches to change?” Too many ministers 
have alienated their churches trying to bring change. Some have even been fired.  

Still, as shepherds, we must lead our churches to change, even though such change will often be difficult. 
Here’s a few suggestions about how to bring change: teach, stay and love. 

Teach to change  

First, our ideas for our churches should come from Scripture. That makes the pulpit the most powerful tool 
for changing a church. Regular expositional preaching of Scripture is how God’s Spirit normally works in 
human hearts. 

Pray that through your preaching, God will teach your church how it needs to change. It is amazing how 
often we pastors want to fix problems before we’ve given time to explaining the problems!  

Too many pastors try to force change in their church—often defended as leadership—when they should 
try to inform the church. Brothers, we should feed the sheep entrusted to our care, not beat them. Teach 
them. 

Even if the change you envision is right, there is still the question of whether the time is right. Being right 
is not a license for immediate action, which brings me to my second point. 

Stay to change 

The idea of committing to one place is vanishing in the workplace and the home. The model for younger 
generations is not a pre-fabricated corporate ladder, with carefully limited pathways, but rather the mosaic 
of the world-wide web, with alternatives and options seeming to spread out infinitely. We’re being taught 
to value varying experiences, understanding each one as enriching the other. 

We pastors need to set a different model in our churches. We need to teach them that commitment is 
good, whether that’s to our marriages and families, our friends and our faith, or our church and our 
neighborhood. It is in the light of such longer-term commitments (thinking in terms not of months, but of 
decades) that we can help our churches find their right priorities.  

As a pastor, your greatest power to help your congregation change comes not through your forceful 
personality, but through years of faithful, patient teaching. Changes that don’t happen this year may come 
next year, or in ten. 

To that end, choose your battles wisely, carefully prioritizing one needed change over another. Which of 
the changes that are needed is most needed right now? Which can wait? Generally speaking, pastors 
need to learn how to think in a mature, long-range way. 

Long pastorates help the pastor, too. They keep him from coming with a bag of tricks, doing his thing for 
two or three years, and then moving on. Generally, the longer we stay, the more real we have to be—and 
that’s good for our own souls and for those we serve.  

The key to change is to stay in one church long enough to teach the congregation. If you don’t plan on 
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staying, then be careful before starting something that the next guy is going to have to finish. Don’t leave 
the congregation hardened against you or your successor, or even against the change itself.    

As a young seminarian, I took three Cambridge Anglican clergymen as my models. All had expositional 
ministries in key locations stretching over many years—Richard Sibbes (in Cambridge and London for 30 
years), Charles Simeon (in Cambridge for over 50 years), and John Stott (in London for over 50 years). 
By the grace of God, all three of these men built the church they served, and effected the rising ministerial 
generations by their long faithfulness. 
 
Love to change  

To desire the right changes, to teach about them, and to stay long enough, you must love. You must love 
the Lord, and you must love the people whom he has entrusted to you.  

Clement of Rome said, “Christ belongs to the lowly of heart, and not to those who would exalt themselves 
over his flock.” From love comes the patient care that again and again turns the congregation to the Word 
of God. 

Jonathan Edwards was no less faithful a pastor because his congregation dismissed him. Some of us 
have had short and faithful pastorates. But these are not my concern here. With this short piece, I have 
simply tried to raise in your mind some ideas of how you may—by teaching, staying, and loving—lead 
your congregation in biblical change. 

Mark Dever is the senior pastor of Capitol Hill Baptist Church in Washington, DC, and is the author of 
Nine Marks of a Healthy Church (Crossway, 2001). 

© 9Marks 

Permissions: You are permitted and encouraged to reproduce and distribute this material in any format, provided that you do not alter the wording in any way, you do not 
charge a fee beyond the cost of reproduction, and you do not make more than 1,000 physical copies. For web posting, a link to this document on our website is preferred. Any 
exceptions to the above must be explicitly approved by 9Marks.  

Please include the following statement on any distributed copy: © 9Marks. Website: www.9Marks.org. Email: info@9marks.org. Toll Free: (888) 543-1030. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 



31 

 

 

WWJD - What Would Jim Do?  
Or, What I Learned about Pastoral Ministry from James Montgomery Boice 
By Philip Graham Ryken 

It was the 1990's, and yet another craze was sweeping the evangelical nation. Christians 
all over the country were wearing bracelets with the letters "WWJD."  Though cryptic to 

some, these initials were readily identified by anyone who was born again: "What would Jesus do?"   

At the height of this phenomenon, I showed up for a church staff meeting with a note card on which I 
had scrawled the letters "WWJD."  When it was my turn to report, I pushed my note card to the middle 
of the table and told my colleagues at Philadelphia's Tenth Presbyterian Church that I had a new 
approach to ministry. Whenever I wasn't sure what to do—how to write a sermon, for example, or how 
to give someone good spiritual counsel—I simply looked at the card and asked myself, "What would Jim 
do?" 

No one laughed harder about my new ministry tool than our senior minister, Dr. James Montgomery 
Boice, who always enjoyed a good joke, even when the joke was on him. The others laughed too, partly 
because I was poking fun at the latest Christian fad, but also because they know how much truth there 
was in what I said.    

I was privileged to serve with Jim Boice for five years at Tenth Presbyterian until his sudden death from 
liver cancer in 2000. Here are some of the many lessons I learned from the example of his life and 
ministry. 
 
THE STRENGTH OF COMMITMENT  

Over the course of 180 years, Tenth Presbyterian has been blessed with long pastorates. Five of our 
twelve ministers served for 25 years or more, including Dr. Boice, who preached at Tenth for 32 years. 
Such consistency in the pulpit is crucial for the long-term health of an urban congregation, where 
turnover is constant. Early in his ministry Dr. Boice made a personal commitment not to leave the 
church except for some extraordinary providence. No one can ever know the future, of course, but I too 
have prayed for a long ministry in the same church. 

THE BLESSING OF TEAMWORK  

Dr. Boice was a strong leader who put his stamp on every aspect of Tenth's ministry. He had a keen 
interest in knowing what was happening in the life of the church, even when he was not directly 
involved. Yet he was not, by any stretch of the imagination, a micro-manager. On the contrary, he 
recognized and praised the gifts of his colleagues in ministry (women as well as men) and gave us all 
tremendous freedom to use those gifts according to the calling that God had given to each one of us. 
He also supported us through prayer. As a result, his ministry was not limited by his own gifts, but 
extended through the gifts that God had given many others to serve the kingdom through missionary 
work, urban outreach, mercy ministry, worship music, youth ministry, Christian education, and gospel 
discipleship.  

THE DISCIPLINE OF HARD WORK  

Anyone familiar with Dr. Boice's ministry will know that he was exceptionally productive. He wrote or 
edited nearly 60 books, including many Bible commentaries. He started a Christian school, sustained a 
radio ministry on over 400 stations around the country, served as one of the primary architects for the 
International Council on Biblical Inerrancy, co-founded the Alliance of Confessing Evangelicals, and did 
a good many other things besides. Needless to say, he was an extremely hard worker, as every pastor 
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must be. He did not waste time, which is a temptation that every wise pastor learns to avoid. He was 
well read, not just in theology, but also in history, literature, and contemporary culture. One of Dr. 
Boice's practices has been especially helpful for me to emulate: each week he revised the previous 
week's sermon for publication—a regular discipline that makes a huge difference over a span of years.   

THE SMILE OF ENCOURAGEMENT  

People often ask me to share what I learned from Dr. Boice about expository preaching. Most of what I 
learned was by way of example, since Dr. Boice rarely if ever offered a sermon critique, even when I 
asked for one. But he did give me this one precious gift: he listened attentively to my preaching, almost 
always with a broad smile on his face. If you heard me preach, especially in my early days of ministry, 
you would know that this says more about Dr. Boice than about me. There is a place in ministry for 
constructive critiques. But there is also a good deal to be said for letting people learn by doing, and for 
encouraging them along the way. 

THE POWER OF THE WORD  

I've saved the best for last. The most important thing I learned from Dr. Boice—by far—was the power 
of God's Word to shape the life of the church. Everything that Dr. Boice did was based on his absolute 
faith in the authority of the Bible and his prayerful confidence in the ability of the Holy Spirit to use the 
Bible to save and sanctify sinners. People often tell me that they look to Tenth Church as a model for 
ministry. Certainly God has blessed the church in many different aspects of ministry. But it has all begun 
with the week-in, week-out exposition of the Word of God. Teach the Bible faithfully, and God will do 
whatever work he desires to do in the church. If you want the proof, just look at what Jim did—or rather, 
look at what God did through his ministry. 

Philip G. Ryken is the senior minister of Tenth Presbyterian Church in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, and 
is the author, most recently, of What Is the Christian Worldview (P&R, 2006). 

March/April 2009 
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Shepherding and Trust 
By Robert Norris 
 

The demands of modern church life can consume a pastor, especially a young pastor.  

I was 31 years old when I was called to Fourth Presbyterian Church in Bethesda, Maryland, to succeed 
Dr. Richard Halverson. The church had grown from five hundred to two thousand during his twenty two 
year of ministry there, which meant I encountered a large and active congregation with large and active 
expectations.  In attempting to meet those expectations, I discovered, like many young pastors, what it is 
to be buried by the demands of the present.  

Yet now that I’ve pastored Fourth Church for over two decades, one piece of advice I would share with 
the new pastor is that the most effective ministries usually take time, since the most effective ministry 
usually occurs after earning the congregation’s trust.  
Congregations need to know that their pastors are committed to long term involvement with them. If they 
don’t, they will feel like mere stepping stones for advancing the preacher’s agenda and not like cherished 
members of the covenant community and co-laborers for the kingdom. 
   
CULTURAL BARRIERS TO TRUST 

Ironically, many of the cultural distinctives of American culture, distinctives which make America so 
dynamic, also work against this kind of congregational trust in its pastor. Since coming to the United 
States, I’ve observed this in a number of ways.  

American Christianity, like American culture generally, is full of energy and activity. I remember observing 
this when I first came to the United States. American Christians have great dreams and believe they can 
accomplish almost anything their minds can conceive. Yet there’s a downside to this “messianically 
pretentious energy,” as it’s been called. Americans can substitute their cyclonic activity for the work of 
God. A pastor, for instance, might be tempted to rely more on his busy schedule than his prayer; more on 
his new ideas than on long conversations with old members.  

The American church, like America generally, also has a remarkably creative capacity for communication. 
There is a good and necessary desire to “get the message across.” Yet again there’s a downside, what 
Eugene Peterson has spoken of as “embarrassingly banal prose.” This is not simply a poor use of 
language; it is the loss of vision as to what we should be doing as pastors, which Peterson sums up 
simply as “teaching our people to pray.”  D. Martyn Lloyd Jones would have talked about “introducing 
men and women to the living God.”    

A third distinguishing hallmark of American Christianity, which again draws from American culture 
generally, is its capacity for visionary thinking. Some American churches have taken to “vision 
statements.” They want to know where they are going, and they place great pressure on the pastor to 
take them there. (Is this just a fad, like spiritual gift searching and church growth seminars?) Again, 
there’s a downside. This type of thinking can lead to “impatiently hustling ambition,” a sickness that afflicts 
churches with the determination to grow at all costs or to achieve their goals whether they are good or 
bad. Pastors are expected to be entrepreneurs, as evidenced by the recent publication called 
“Pastoreneur.”  

Often pastors have an ambition to obtain the “tall steeple church,” something I had never heard of before 
coming to America. But if our vision instead is to shepherd the flock to which the Lord has appointed us, 
we should strive instead for daily faithfulnesses, knowing that this will prepare a foundation that bears fruit 
in the future.  
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EARNING A CONGREGATION’S TRUST 

In order to earn a congregation’s trust, the pastor must shepherd his flock, which means building 
relationships. This is the difference between the pastor as leader and the pastor as shepherd. One cannot 
shepherd without building relationships with the sheep. Mere leaders have no such mandate. If the pastor 
adopts a secular model of leadership, he will see people as a product, not as a priority. Such leaders are 
engineers, not encouragers, managers, not ministers.  

In our postmodern era, the shepherd “model” is no strategic ploy; it’s a poetic and biblical response to the 
searching of an aimless, straying culture. Postmodern people don't need another CEO or more gee-whiz 
gadgetry. They need shepherds who will provide care, concern, courage, and commitment to the flock. 
They need pastors who will shepherd them with the gospel, both by proclamation and “the care of souls.” 
             

LIVING AMONG YOUR PEOPLE 

I am the seventh pastor to serve Fourth Church in its 185 year history. It was and is daunting to know that 
the church has a corporate expectation for a lengthy ministry. But that is the traditional pattern of ministry: 
you, pastor, are to live among your people, serve your people, love your people, and so lead your people 
to grow in Christ. And it is this vision of shepherding—not mere entrepreneurship or clever vision 
casting—that should not only shape your preaching and teaching, it should shape your entire life and 
ministry. 

Dr. Robert Norris, originally from South Wales, has been the senior pastor of Fourth Presbyterian Church 
in Bethesda, Maryland since 1984. 
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A Pastor For Now 
By Mark Dever 
 

I love thinking about the temporariness of my pastoral ministry.  

Not because I don't like pastoral ministry. In fact, I love it.  

Not because I'm tiring of it. I preached my first sermon 31 years ago, yet I enter the pulpit today with a 
greater sense of the privilege than I did back then.  

Perhaps I love thinking about the temporary nature of ministry because I've been with this congregation 
for almost 15 years, which has taught be to be aware of my limitations. I remember that—unless the Lord 
comes back soon—I'm not the last senior pastor this congregation will have.  

One way I can measure how well I'm focusing on the right things is by asking the simple question, "Am I 
preparing this congregation for the next man? Am I building this place around me, or am I reminding them 
that this is Christ's church, and that his Spirit will continue here long after I am gone?" 

These are challenging questions. And they're humbling. They remind me that pastoral work is a privilege. 
They help me defeat temptations to wrong thinking. They help me remember that I'm here to do the same 
thing every other gospel-preaching pastor in Washington DC is here to do—bring God glory by bringing 
sinners to Christ and building up the body of Christ.  

You'd be surprised, brother pastor, how quickly I forget that God's the point. I start to think it's all about 
me. Someone leaves the congregation, and I regard it as a personal rejection. So I build in cautions to 
help me keep from thinking this way. I try to develop relationships with other evangelical pastors. I pray 
regularly on Sunday mornings for the prosperity of other evangelical churches—even of other 
denominations. I pray for their pastors by name. I pray they would flourish. 

The church—the true church—is God's church. It has been bought by his blood (Acts 20:28). It isdestined 
to bring him glory (Eph. 3:10-11).  

I love the way Charles Bridges put it in his classic book The Christian Ministry:  

The Church is the mirror that reflects the whole effulgence of the Divine character. It is the grand scene, 
in which the perfections of Jehovah are displayed to the universe. (p. 1)  

Wow! And that's what God has called me—me!—and you, too, if you're a pastor, to steward. We know 
that we will face a stricter judgment as teachers (James 3:1). But if I can be used in this way, why would I 
live for anything smaller? What a privileged way to give my days! 

But then, why mention how temporary it all is? If I love pastoring so much, why relish the fact that my 
pastoral ministry is temporary?  

As much as I love Christ's church, by God's grace, I love Christ even more. And I desire to be with him. I 
weary of sin in this world—especially my own.  

Recently, I was brought to tears—tears of anticipatory joy—as I listened to this haunting old Sacred Harp 
hymn "All is Well," in which a believer describes the coming of death. 
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What's this that steals, that steals upon my frame? Is it death, is it death?  
That soon will quench, will quench this mortal flame, is it death, is it death? 
If this be death, I soon shall be from ev'ry pain and sorrow free,  
I shall the King of glory see, All is well, all is well! 

Weep not, my friends, my friends weep not for me, All is well, all is well! 
My sins forgiv'n, forgiv'n and I am free, All is well, all is well! 
There's not a cloud that doth arise, to hide my Jesus from my eyes,  
I soon shall mount the upper skies, All is well, all is well! 

Hark! Hark! My Lord, my Lord and Master's voice, calls away, calls away! 
I soon shall see—enjoy my happy choice, Why delay, why delay? 
Farewell, my friends, adieu, adieu, I can no longer stay with you, 
My glitt'ring crown appears in view, All is well, all is well!  

If what we value most is our earthly status and position and success and reputation, we will never say "All 
is well" as death approaches. But if we really are about our Savior, and if everything we do is 
fundamentally out of love for him, then you and I can join with this hymn writer and exclaim, "All is well, all 
is well," because in having Christ, we have it all! 

Mark Dever is the senior pastor of Capitol Hill Baptist Church in Washington, DC, and is the author of 
Nine Marks of a Healthy Church (Crossway, 2001).  

© 9Marks 

Permissions: You are permitted and encouraged to reproduce and distribute this material in any format, provided that you do not alter the wording in any way, you do not 
charge a fee beyond the cost of reproduction, and you do not make more than 1,000 physical copies. For web posting, a link to this document on our website is preferred. Any 
exceptions to the above must be explicitly approved by 9Marks.  

Please include the following statement on any distributed copy: © 9Marks. Website: www.9Marks.org. Email: info@9marks.org. Toll Free: (888) 543-1030. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



37 

 

Book Review: Evangelism 
 
By Harvie M. Conn 
Reviewed by Greg Gilbert 
 

Harvie M. Conn, Evangelism:  Doing Justice and Preaching Grace 
Presbyterian and Reformed, 1982. 112 pages.  

There's a new interest, it seems, in trying to find the place of social ministry in the 
proclamation of the gospel. For all the excitement the conversation seems to be igniting, 
it's not exactly a new one. Actually, the church has had this conversation many times 
before. Most recently, it comes mainly in the writings of men who are identified with the 
New Perspective on Paul (such as N.T. Wright) and with the "emerging church" (Brian 
McLaren, Tony Jones, Rob Bell). The great question, which has been posed so many 
times before, comes down to this:  What is the gospel, and how are we as Christians 
supposed to proclaim it? Do we proclaim the message of Jesus through works of justice, 
compassion, and restoration, or do we do so through the proclamation of certain truths 
about him? 

On the whole, it's not very hard to answer that question. The answer is "both."  No Christian is going to 
argue for a proclamation that ignores the hungry, and no evangelical Christian, at least, is going to argue 
for feeding the hungry without preaching the gospel. The difficulty comes when we try to explain exactly 
how works of compassion relate to the task of evangelism. Are those works part of evangelism itself? 
Signs of it? Means to it? Does "evangelism" mean—at its heart—"telling" only, or is it ultimately some 
combination of "telling and doing?" 

CONN'S PROJECT 

More than twenty-five years ago Harvie Conn, professor of missions at Westminster Seminary, wrote this 
short book trying to answer some of those questions. As the title suggests, Conn argues that proclaiming 
the gospel involves both proclamation and social action. They are "two sides of the same coin," a coin he 
calls "holistic evangelism," or better "Lordship evangelism."  Conn is not talking about an "easy truce" or 
"even a partnership" between speaking the truth and doing righteousness. What he wants to articulate is 
"an interdependence" between the two "that guards the integrity of both components and sees them 
constantly interacting" (9). 

The book is in six chapters:  

1) "Can the Church Be All Things to All People?" Conn argues that the church is declining because it has 
lost its ability to speak meaningfully to the world and needs to be more "audience-oriented" and to recover 
"a theology of scratching where people itch."  

2) "If Jesus Is the Answer, What Are the Questions?" He defines several different groups of people and 
explains how the gospel can meet their felt needs, and also several ways the Bible itself talks about the 
gospel.  

3) "Evangelism and Justice: Setting Things Right." He argues that the "doing of justice" is and ought to be 
the distinguishing mark of the people of God.  

4) "Spirituality as a Barrier to Evangelism." Conn defines both world-centered spirituality and soul-
centered spirituality, and tries to plot a theological course between both. 
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5) "Prayer: Where Word and Deed Come Together." He uses prayer and its function to underline his main 
point about the church's task in this already-not yet age.  

6) "Models: How to Change What We've Got." Conn launches into a fairly technical discussion about the 
use and purpose of models in effecting change. 

My general impression of the book is that Conn at least begins to plot a correct course for accomplishing 
his goal of explaining the interdependence of proclamation (by which I mean verbal proclamation) and 
social action, though I think he also veers away from that correct course in several places. More on that 
later. 

THE THEOLOGICAL HEART OF THE BOOK 

The most important theological discussion in the book is Conn's explanation of how proclamation and 
works relate to each other. The best that modern Christians have managed to do with that question, he 
argues, is a "two-dimensional spirituality" which takes "the best of two worlds" and mixes them together in 
a somewhat uneasy tension. The first of those worlds is theological liberals' emphasis on social work, and 
the other is evangelicals' emphasis on proclamation. Most Christians, says Conn, have only gone so far 
as to recognize what is true in each of those worlds, mix them together, and acknowledge that they have 
two mandates to obey—the "cultural mandate" and the "evangelistic mandate."  

Conn appreciates the gain that represents. "Two-dimensional spirituality" is certainly better than "one-
dimensional spirituality."  Yet he's not satisfied with it because, as he puts it, "Two abstractions do not 
make a whole."  Despite the realization that both mandates still have their place, there is still an inherent 
tension between the two, with debates continuing about which mandate is to be "primary," and just how 
primary it is to be.  

The problem, Conn argues, is a fundamental misunderstanding of both the cultural mandate and the 
evangelistic mandate, at least as each is defined by its most ardent proponents. For liberals, the cultural 
mandate has been "retooled from a call to make the earth fruitful for God's glory to a welfare mandate and 
a call to make the earth man's kingdom by political means."  For many evangelicals, the evangelistic 
mandate has been reduced to "something less than Matthew 28:18-20, to a spiritual, non-material 
mission that cannot be ‘primarily concerned with the needs of the body'" (63). Neither of those definitions, 
Conn points out, speaks to the other. Both have ruled the other completely out of bounds, and so neither 
will ever be able to correct or complement the other. Nor will they ever be able to exist together stably in a 
coherent worldview. Those two understandings of the Christian mission, defined in that way, will always 
be at odds. 

I think Conn has his finger on an important problem here. Liberals have in fact defined the kingdom of 
God as a progressive movement of humanistic endeavor that is devoid of the need for spiritual 
regeneration. And evangelicals do have a tendency to preach the salvation of the soul and forget that 
God has determined to save us as embodied people. I remember preaching a sermon once about heaven 
in which I told my people that they would have their bodies in eternity. More than one person was blown 
away by the thought. Moreover, even when the divide is not so stark and Christians try to take both 
mandates into consideration, they do tend to hold them—and thus also the need for social activity and the 
need for proclamation—in an unhealthy tension, as if the two are at odds with one another or as if they're 
two chemicals which render each other highly unstable. And thus we can bring them together only with 
the greatest of care.  

Conn's solution to all this is to define the Christian mission—both the cultural and the evangelistic 
mandates—in terms of covenant. Conn argues that Genesis 1:28 is not merely a cultural mandate, but a 
covenant mandate, "the Creator's first proclamation of His mission for His image-bearer."  In other words, 
it is an expression of what God intended for Adam's life, a statement of his divine purpose for Adam, and 
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it encompassed all of his life—his relation to God, his relation to creation, and his relation to other people. 
"Adam's fellowship with God was to be shown in his earthly, material activity, his subduing rule over 
nature."  With the entrance of sin, however, all those relationships were disrupted. The covenant of life 
between God and his image-bearers was broken, and chasms were cut between man and God, man and 
creation, and man and man. Now here's where the covenant of redemption comes in, Conn says, not as a 
separate, unrelated mandate, but as the means of fulfilling the first. God's initial covenant demands on 
Adam and his posterity still stand, "only it is now grace that must meet its own demands" (63). Here's how 
Conn describes the relationship between the initial covenant and the covenant of grace: 

Cultural mandate, as an expression of the divine purpose for Adam and his seed in the covenant of life, 
must await the day of integration for an end to its fragmentation, the day of new beginnings for its 
fulfillment in Christ. The evangelical mandate, God's covenant-of-grace call to discipling the nations, the 
work of Christ's Spirit in creating the new life of the kingdom come (John 3:3, 5), is the means for that 
integration, that fulfillment. It is no more two mandates than it is two ways of salvation. It is simply a call to 
grace, God's response to man's sin that man may fulfill God's call to culture building. 

A GOOD START, BUT…  

I think that's a pretty good start for understanding the relationship between proclamation and social 
action. We proclaim the gospel so that people might have the new life of the kingdom and live as God 
intended from the first, even in this in-between age as we await the consummation. That life then itself 
becomes a sign to others of the coming kingdom. Not bad.  

Yet I think there are dangers here as well, or perhaps just areas that require further explanation. First, it 
seems to me that Conn would need to emphasize more that the grand goal of the work of redemption is 
the glory of God in Christ, not just a way-of-life (even a "kingdom" one) for human beings. We are saved 
"to the glory of God the Father," not just "to the living of righteous lives."  Nothing Conn says indicates 
that he would disagree with that, but it is something that needs to be emphasized more than he does.  

Also, I wonder if Conn has sufficiently identified sin and judgment as the great problems which are being 
addressed through the gospel, rather than mere fragmented relationships or the like. That concern, in 
fact, comes to the fore in Conn's discussion of how the gospel addresses various people in chapter 2. In a 
section entitled "Evangelism in Terms of What the World Needs," Conn expands on his idea of 
"scratching where the world itches" to identify several different kinds of people, their major felt needs, and 
the way the gospel addresses each of those. So for the "boxed-in," the gospel offers "genuine 
community."  For the "burned-out," it offers the "restoration of [genuine] humanity."  And to the 
"publicans," on which Conn spends by far the most time, it offers a call to social justice and 
righteousness. All those are fine, I suppose, as conversation-starters, but it's also easy when thinking in 
those terms to miss the fact that all those things—loneliness, the loss of "humanity," injustice, and the 
rest—are not the root problems. They all spring from a deeper root—sin, man's rebellion against God. 
Therefore, to present the gospel merely as a solution to those kinds of problems is really to sell it short, to 
present it superficially, and even to allow people to miss its greatest significance—that it saves not just 
from sin's effects (like loneliness and a sense of injustice), but from sin itself. 

This neglect of sin in favor of sin's effects seems to be a pretty common mistake in these conversations 
going on today. Broken relationships, dehumanization, and the loss of meaning all seem to have more 
cache among edgy Christians than does sin. And I have a bit of a hard time seeing why that should be 
the case. After all, the central event in the Christian story is the death of Christ on the cross, and while 
you can (with a little flexibility) connect the story of the cross to any of those en-vogue problems, the heart 
of the story is blood-guilt sacrifice. You just can't get around that. That, all by itself, ought to be enough to 
anchor Christians to the very basic fact that our very basic problem is guilt before God, and God's 
judgment of us. 

Something similar should be said about Conn's emphasis on preaching to people as "sinned-against," not 
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just as sinners. That's a fine thing to keep in mind, of course, but I have to insist again that the gospel 
does not come to us primarily as "the sinned against."  It comes to us primarily as sinners. Paul does not 
begin the book of Romans by sympathizing with those to whom he is preaching. He charges them—and 
declares them convicted. Yes, the whole story of the Bible ends with the eradication of injustice, and that 
is an unspeakably beautiful promise, especially when one puts details to the world's injustice as Conn 
does with his story of the Korean prostitutes (44-45). But if the gospel story ends with the eradication of 
injustice, it begins with the charge that "there is no one righteous, not even one" and continues with the 
fact that Christ died to save us not from somebody else's sin, but from our own. In our efforts to 
sympathize with those to whom we preach—however noble a goal that may be—we must be careful not 
to present Jesus to them as if he were some kind of white knight coming to save them, The Innocent 
Ones, from their evil oppressors. We are not just the victims of a fragmented world; we are the cause of it. 

By none of this do I mean to detract from what I think is the heart of Conn's plea—that the people of God 
are a people marked by the doing of justice, and that in our doing of justice we both struggle toward 
fulfilling what God intended for us from the beginning, and we perform the ambassadorial function of 
showing the world a glimpse of what life in the coming kingdom will be like. Works of justice are both the 
fruit and the sign of the kingdom. 

IN CONCLUSION 

Let me mention, too, that there are a few other places in the book where I believe Conn simply overstates 
himself, saying more than (I hope) he would finally affirm. For example, he says on page 15 that "God 
scratches where the world itches; He accommodates His revelation to the agenda set by the world." (15)  
Well, no he doesn't. Not really. It's one thing to say that God "lisps" in his revelation to finite, fallen men. 
It's quite another to say that the world gets to set the agenda for what God reveals about himself. 
Actually, the reverse is most often the case. Human beings think they need one thing, when what they 
really need is actually something very different. Israel thought it needed release from Babylonian exile; 
that was true, but even more deeply, they needed release from sin. The lame man in Mark 2 thought he 
needed to walk; Jesus forgave his sins first, made a theological point to the Pharisees standing around, 
and only then healed the man—and that to prove that he had authority to forgive. The same point, 
incidentally, could be made about Conn's statement that the gospel should be "audience-oriented."   

I should say, too, that the chapter on prayer is fantastic. Conn builds a strong biblical theology of prayer, 
showing that when we pray, we call on the Lord to make true now what will be true in the kingdom. Thus 
our prayers should be larger than they are. We should pray for justice, for the end of oppression, and for 
the reign of peace in the world. If you're teaching a class on prayer, read that chapter. 

All in all, Conn's book is an important contribution to the conversations going on right now about the 
gospel and social activity. It's probably not the best book to give a young Christian struggling with these 
issues. After all, while Conn's outline of how the cultural and evangelistic mandates fit together in terms of 
covenant is good and helpful, his treatment of it is too short and thus leaves several important issues 
unaddressed. Even so, for a mature Christian who is thinking through these issues, Conn's discussion will 
spark thoughts and will at least begin to chart a course in the right direction. 

Greg Gilbert serves as senior pastoral assistant at Capitol Hill Baptist Church in Washington, DC.  
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Book Review: Jesus the Evangelist 
 
By Richard D. Phillips 
Reviewed by Byron Straughn 
 

Jesus the Evangelist: Learning to share the gospel from the book of John 
Reformation Trust, 2007. 208 pages. $19.00 

I will admit I cringed slightly when I read the title of Phillips' book, Jesus the Evangelist: 
Learning to share the gospel from the book of John. Maybe you've read a book or article 
whose premise was something along these lines: Jesus wore sandals and didn't own a 
horse, therefore we should do a lot of walking or at least take public transportation. Or, 
Moses used very colorful language when leading Israel, therefore we too should use 
image-rich, "milk and honey" communication. Or, the whole Old Testament was about 
land, God wants you to own real estate…I'll stop.  

While Phillips offers much in the way of application and examples, he never flattens or 
reduces Jesus to merely an example. A constant refrain through the book is "the world's greatest need is 
for Christ," not politicians, physicians, economists, psychologists, or even role models. While Jesus led 
the ultimate exemplary life, he did so as our Savior.  

Jesus the Evangelist is worth reading and recommending to others. Let me tell you why.  

SENSIBLE  

The book is practical without being too tied to our specific time or setting. Yes, Phillips does quote Bono, 
but he also quotes Spurgeon. (In case you don't know: Bono is a rock star with a growing influence as an 
activist.) Phillips is not overly dependent on movie quotes or YouTube videos. His application more 
generally exhorts believers to be more faithful in sharing the good news. He does not have axes to grind 
about particular methods of evangelizing, and he believes different methods should be used in different 
situations. There is a place for preaching, random conversations, and discussions with neighbors and 
family (46). It all depends. And we see examples of each of these in the first few chapters of John. 

Early on Phillips admits his hesitancy about "giving your testimony," because Christianity's "usefulness 
does not prove that it is true" (14). Testimonies are not necessarily evangelism. Even so, Phillips does not 
deny the importance of testimonies. He only wants to emphasize that a "personal testimony does not 
replace a biblical proclamation about Jesus, but is an important complement" (50). In other words, the 
gospel isn't a means to getting off drugs or becoming a more likeable person. Those things are fruit of a 
deeper, more profound change.  

Because the book is a series of expositions, it doesn't lend itself well to being something like a model that 
can be sketched out or diagrammed, nor does Phillips offer a presentation that might be useful early on to 
memorize (e.g., "Two Ways to Live"). Nonetheless, its broad strokes and advice are still useful to almost 
anyone.  

AIMED AT THE HEART 

At first I wondered if this was a book about evangelism or a series of expositions from John. It's both. Isn't 
that forcing John to be some sort of evangelism handbook? Sort of, but John's stated purpose for his 
gospel is "that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ" (20:31). If John's gospel is evangelistic, then 
maybe we can learn from his presentation of Jesus' ministry.  
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At times I felt like Phillips was engaging me in conversation. He admits that the book is primarily intended 
for two audiences: 1) committed and biblically motivated Christians who do little in the way of evangelism 
and 2) zealous witnesses who would profit from strong biblical reflection on Jesus' own approach to 
evangelism. I have a feeling the first group describes more of us.  

The book has 3 sections. The first lays out biblical teaching about Christ himself, focusing on John 1. The 
second section is all about Jesus and Nicodemus and has a theological emphasis, which I'm sure targets 
the latter group above. The third section looks at Jesus and the Samaritan woman at the well, with an eye 
on Jesus' practical emphasis, which is probably for all us who need to be "doers of the word."  

Yet Phillips doesn't twist our puny evangelistic arms. He doesn't flex his evangelism muscle, looking down 
on us from the corner of his eye. Like a good pastor, he brings his reader to Christ, appealing to all that 
God is and what he has done for us.  

One way to motivate yourself to care for others is to realize how much Jesus sacrificed to care for your 
own soul…If you have heard the gospel and believed, it was not by chance! Jesus cared for your soul, so 
He died on the cross for your sins, He sent His witnesses to you, and he commissioned the Holy Spirit to 
open your heart to believe(111-112). 

Elsewhere Phillips suggests that our coldness in evangelism may be in part caused by our constant 
preoccupation with lesser things, which do not bring us joy. These preoccupations sap our desire to share 
the gospel with others. "Do you realize that the more self-centered we are, the more unhappy and 
unfulfilled we are?" (161). Our satisfaction in God will overflow into our evangelism. 

Phillips also often points out the needed affective component of evangelism. I remember being a young 
believer in college and reading some apologetic books, thinking now I was equipped to use my exegetical 
judo on all the heathen of my campus. Phillips would have encouraged me to pursue my fellow students 
differently. Evangelism isn't winning arguments, but presenting Jesus Christ. He put it like this:  

Jesus is altogether lovely in His person, and we need to present Him to others as such. Sometimes, when 
doctrinal explanations have failed to move a sinner's heart, a biblical portrait of Jesus' beautiful love will 
bring him or her to salvation. People are too proud to admit their sin. But seeing the person of Christ 
humbles them and draws them to His feet. Jesus is a kind Savior and tender minister of souls. So let us 
present Him in His purity, His humility, and His sympathy, and let us reveal how these virtues combine in 
Jesus' self-sacrifice on the cross, so that unbelieving hearts are drawn by God's Word to find their hope in 
Jesus. (41) 

Embracing Christ at a heart level is necessary because we need to be saved at a heart level. One of the 
evidences he offers for conversion is a changed life (148ff). A person's refusal to give up a particular 
lifestyle or sin may in fact be evidence that their heart has not yet been transformed. Part of how we 
present the gospel must include a real call to turn away from sin.  

BALANCED AND INFORMED 

Sprinkled throughout the book are exhortations. Other books do this, too, but what is refreshing about this 
one is the way those exhortations are tied to doctrine. So, for example, Phillips encourages us to 
evangelize because the doctrine of election means that some will respond to the gospel. (He has an 
appendix entitled, "The Sovereignty of God in Evangelism," which is very good for its length). Repeatedly, 
Phillips urges us to pray because God is sovereign and the human condition requires a supernatural work 
(65). He urges us to raise our children wisely because of the value God places on their souls (90). Even 
his encouragement to live holy lives stems from realizing that God is omniscient (134). 

One of the features of the book that surprised me was the emphasis Phillips placed on the Holy Spirit's 
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work (pp. 37-40, 53, 63ff, 73-74, 78-79, 103, 141, 147). I shouldn't have been surprised since John 
teaches quite a lot about the Spirit. The Spirit, like the gospel, is needed for both non-Christians and 
Christians. He is the one who regenerates our heart, leading us to repentance and faith; and he is also 
the one who empowers us to speak to others, leading us in opportunities to communicate the gospel. 
Once again, Phillips's solution to our lack of evangelism isn't self-effort but a greater understanding, 
appreciation, and experience of God's provision through his Spirit.  

Phillips wisely sprinkles in good theology throughout the book. You'll find small sections on assurance, 
sin, temptation, conversion, and various aspects of salvation including the intent of the atonement. He 
also includes thoughtful quotes or illustrations from an array of sources such as the Apostle's Creed, 
Bunyan, Calvin, and D. L. Moody. Phillips obviously has an opinion, but his book hardly feels like a 
polemic for such and such a group or such and such a denomination. He genuinely wants to see people 
take faithful steps in evangelism. 
 
RECOMMENDED USE 

Here are some ways you might use this book, pastor:  

• You could offer it to someone in your congregation that prefers to read only expositions of 
Scripture. The clear thrust of these expositions is about the gospel: what it is and how it is 
communicated.  

• You could use it to supplement an adult Sunday School class on evangelism.  
• You could use it in a small group or as a series of lunch discussions with a brother or sister. 

(Each chapter has several discussion questions.)  
• You could read it simply for your own edification, hoping to be more faithful in your own witness.  
• Similarly, you could read it for yourself, maybe to get better feel for doing an expositional series.  
• You could buy a copy and donate it to your church's library.  

If you've already read the book, I know there might be things here or there that you disagree with, but 
come on! If you quibbled too much with it, then you're probably like me—part of the first audience he 
wrote the book for, those committed and biblically motivated Christians who do little in the way of 
evangelism. You have to admit this is a useful book. 

Byron Straughn is the mid-Atlantic director of theological development for Campus Crusade for Christ. 
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Book Review: The Heart of Evangelism 
 
By Jerram Barrs 
Reviewed by Geoff Chang 
 

The Heart of Evangelism 
Crossway, 2005. 288 pages. $15.99 

Christians have often been slow to evangelize. After all, evangelism can be hard. It can 
be hard to know what to say, when to say it, and how to say it. It can be hard to 
understand people’s circumstances and to speak the gospel accurately into their lives. 
And so we are slow to share.  

More recently, Christians have invented new methods to help address this problem, 
namely, simple and direct gospel presentations that can easily be learned and shared with others. This 
method has become hugely popular and is widely used today.  

Yet in spite of its popularity, using a gospel presentation also raises significant questions: Does a 
recitation of the gospel really constitute “evangelism” if the hearer doesn’t comprehend it? How should we 
account for the infinite diversity of circumstances and personalities we encounter? How should we share 
gospel truths in an increasingly skeptical and pluralistic society?  

In a culture that is ever drifting from its Christians roots, such questions will be more and more pertinent 
for our evangelism. 

OVERVIEW 

Fully aware of such questions, Jerram Barrs reminds the readers of his book The Heart of Evangelism 
that evangelism is not a one-size-fits-all activity. Rather, the gospel is presented in many different ways in 
the New Testament and is always tailored to a particular audience. Therefore, Barrs concludes, we 
should lay aside memorized, mechanical methods of evangelism and begin to recognize and respond to 
our hearers’ diverse challenges and circumstances (261). 

The Heart of Evangelism is divided into four sections. In section one, Barrs walks through the New 
Testament to see how individual Christians have been called to evangelism, and what this means for our 
lives. Section two discusses God’s passion for evangelism in spite of our reluctance. Section three 
examines the barriers to evangelism, including personal barriers, barriers within the church, and barriers 
in our culture. Finally, section four lays out seven principles from the New Testament (particularly from 
Paul in Acts) that we should follow in our evangelism: 

• Show respect  
• Build bridges to the gospel  
• Understand what others believe  
• Speak the right language  
• Use reasoned persuasion  
• Clarify the good news  
• Challenge the heart and mind   

Barrs emphasizes that this is not meant to be “another ‘seven-step program’ of evangelism,” but “lessons 
for us all from examples of evangelism” (277) that we can apply in our own lives.  

STRENGTHS 

http://www.amazon.com/Heart-Evangelism-Jerram-Barrs/dp/1581347154/9marks-20
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Flexibility in Evangelism 

The main thrust of this book is that evangelism in the New Testament is always adapted to its hearers. 
Barrs writes, “Read the gospels to see how Jesus made the truth known. Every conversation Jesus had 
was different, for Jesus treated the people He met as individuals. To Jesus each person is unique” (177). 
Likewise, he contrasts Paul’s preaching in synagogues with his preaching in Athens. He concludes, “our 
communication is not merely to be a matter of stating the central truths of the gospel in some form that we 
can readily memorize… The focus in evangelism is not to be whatever is easy for us, but the particular 
person to whom we are speaking. Communicating the gospel is a personal endeavor, one person to 
another, and therefore we must be prepared to be flexible” (182).  

Barrs is not suggesting that Christians should alter the basic content of the gospel—“there are, of course, 
truths that people need to know to become Christians” (174). Specifically, someone must know who God 
is, what sin is, what Christ did, and how we should respond in faith and repentance (175-176). But Barrs’ 
point is that these truths must be “expressed in the particular way that [a person] can hear them” (177).  

I can appreciate Barrs’ exhortation. There might be times when Campus Crusade or Evangelism 
Explosion-type presentations are appropriate, and God can certainly use them as he wills. But Christians 
should always seek to understand their hearers and engage them with the gospel in an appropriately 
personal way. Barrs’ seven principles provide a helpful guideline for this. 

Overcoming Barriers to Evangelism 

Also helpful is Barrs’ discussion on barriers to evangelism. Throughout the book he highlights cultural 
trends and obstacles to evangelism such as pluralism, rejection of authority, and moral uncertainty. Yet 
he reminds us that “there will always be elements of truth in any unbelievers’ thinking because they have 
to live in God’s world” (206), and so our evangelism should seek out these points of contact. Rather than 
insulating ourselves from the world, we should seek to understand the people around us so that we may 
present the gospel to them in a comprehensible way. 

Yet barriers to evangelism exist not only in the world, but also within the church and ourselves. Barrs calls 
Christians to lay down their pride, hypocrisy, desire for comfort, and all other such barriers, and instead to 
pursue humility, sensitivity, and prayerful dependence on God in their evangelism. “More than anything 
else in our prayers for ourselves, we need to pray for a humble and grateful heart and clarity about the 
ease with which we become self-serving and full of pride” (165).His discussion of each of these barriers is 
brief, but they are thought provoking and useful starting points for discussion. 

God the Evangelist 

Finally, Barrs does a good job of demonstrating that God is the “eager evangelist” who has been bringing 
sinners to himself from the beginning (95). He walks through the Bible to show how God persistently 
pursues the salvation of his people, unlike Christians who are often reluctant to share the gospel.  

Yet God accomplishes his work through us, which leads to a number of implications for our evangelism:  

• It should humble us and drive us to prayer (46).  
• It should promote sensitivity to God’s work in others’ lives (124).  
• It should fill us with gratitude for God’s gracious work in anyone who responds to the gospel, 

including ourselves (101).  

 Again and again, Barrs rightly describes evangelism as an endeavor that is utterly dependent on God, 
and then he draws practical implications of this truth for our lives. 
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WEAKNESSES 

Though there is much to commend in this book, two shortcomings should be mentioned. 

What Exactly Is Evangelism? 

First, Barrs never clearly defines evangelism. More specifically, he does not distinguish preparatory 
activities from evangelism itself and lumps all these activities together as evangelism. Now, his 
preparatory activities such as “respectful listening,” “bridge-building,” and “apologetics” are helpful, but 
none of these things can save a person and they do not constitute evangelism. Rather, the heart of 
evangelism is a clear proclamation of the gospel that calls people to repentance and faith.  

This is an important question because there is pressure today for Christians to be involved in all kinds of 
social activism and outreach, but not to share the gospel. 

What Is the Role of the Church in Evangelism? 

Second, Barrs fails to address the particular role of the local church in God’s plan of evangelism for this 
world. In the New Testament, we see that the local church is to be a unique display of God’s glory in this 
world (Eph. 3:10). In the faithful proclamation of God’s Word, in the regular administration of the 
sacraments, in its membership and discipline, the local church displays the truths of the gospel to a 
watching world in a way that no other Christian individual or community can. Yet Barrs’ confused 
definition of “church” (he offers five different definitions on page 38!) waters down the role of the local 
church in evangelism. And so, he places the witness of the local church alongside the witness of the 
Christian home (65) and of “any community of Christians” (75). Though individuals and groups of 
Christians can effectively communicate the gospel, the local church remains the primary means through 
which the gospel will go to the ends of the earth. 

CONCLUSION 

The Heart of Evangelism is a challenge for Christians to thoughtfully, humbly, and graciously engage non-
Christians as they seek to share the gospel with them. I would gladly recommend this book to those who 
are seeking to grow in their evangelism, as well as anyone who is active in evangelism, but resort to 
memorized methods rather than patient and thoughtful evangelism.  

Geoff Chang is a pastoral assistant at Captiol Hill Baptist Church in Washington, DC. 
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Book Review: Vibrant Church 
 
By Thom S. Rainer & Daniel L. Akin 
Reviewed by Jonathan Leeman 
 

Vibrant Church: Becoming a Healthy Church in the 21st Century 
Lifeway, 2008, 160 pages, $7.95 

There is no shortage of books promoting a different model of church. Think of titles like 
Missional Church, Purpose-Driven Church, Organic Church, Total Church, Deliberate 
Church, Vintage Church, Equipping Church, Not Your Grandfather's Church, We're 
Cooler Than Our Parents Church, or, a recent favorite, We Want to Be Faithful to the 
Gospel AND Have the World Love Us Church.   

A relatively new title which joins these ever-swelling ranks is Thom Rainer and Danny 
Akin's Vibrant Church. By "Vibrant Church" they mean to refer to a church that is growing 
and thriving—or healthy. And their goal in writing the book is just about that humble—"to 
strengthen, energize, and equip God's people to be the church in the 21st century" (9).  

They don't try to revolutionize church as we know it. They don't talk about earthquake-sized 
epistemological shifts in our cultural tectonic plates, and then call for a whole new theology of ecclesial 
life and mission. No, they simply want to strengthen and to equip the church. That's it.  

Kind of boring, isn't it? We're a generation who wants revolutions, right? We want home runs and grand 
slams, even if it takes a little "juice." We're not looking for base hits. Rainer and Akin don't understand 
that. All they do is open the Bible and thumb through it, looking for what it teaches about the church.  

So they ask questions like, "What does Acts 2 say about the church?" Okay, fine, I'll give ‘em a base hit.  

Or, "What does Ephesians 4 say for the church?" Yes, it's another base hit. Yawn.   

Or, "How does the Bible use the term church?" A third base hit. Umm, is this book going anywhere?  

VERY USEFUL 

In fact, I'd say that Vibrant Church is one of the more useful resources for pastors and churches that I've 
seen in some time, in several ways. First, the authors don't start from scratch but look to the Bible and the 
theological categories that Christians have used for two thousand years to understand what the church is. 
They examine the biblical use of ekklesia and several of Scripture's main metaphors for the church. Then 
they consider how both the church fathers and the Reformers understood the church.  

These days, most practical proposals for the church start with an idea that the author likes. Rainer and 
Akin start instead with a biblical and theological foundation. Then they build their practical proposals. 
Twice they point to Millard Erickson's helpful observation that many authors today look for the connection 
between God's mission and the church's mission without first meditating on the connection between 
God's identity and the church's identity. Such authors miss the fact that mission flows from identity (even 
if the Barthians, panentheists, and Social Trinitarians conflate mission and identity). This becomes hugely 
significant when we get to the nuts and bolts matters of membership, discipline, the ordinances, and so 
on. When we focus on God's mission but not his identity, holiness gets lost or redefined, as do the 
practical boundaries which separate the church from the world. 

http://www.amazon.com/Vibrant-Church-Becoming-Healthy-Century/dp/1415865418/9marks-20
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Second, the Vibrant Church is written with lay people in mind. Several devices are used to this end. 
There's a running story about two characters named Jim and Mark who study the church together. There 
are definitions and other learning activities scattered throughout the text. And there is a leader's guide at 
the end of every chapter for small groups or Sunday Schools. Clearly, the book was written both to 
educate and to place a tool into the hands of church leaders.  

Third, Rainer and Akin emphasize some of the very things that relevance-driven ministries don't 
emphasize, but that are so very relevant for building healthy churches. Things like expositional preaching. 
Membership. Discipline. Evangelism. Biblical theology. Biblical church leadership. Even church structure! 
How many writers today point to polity, except to dissolve it? 

They also understand, quite rightly, that a church "cannot be an authentic Christian church if the gospel is 
not front and center in everything we do" (118). 

THREADING THE NEEDLE 

In a previous multiple-views book on church leadership, Akin represented the "single-pastor" model, as 
opposed to a plurality of elders. In this particular volume, Akin and Rainer carefully thread the needle by 
conceding that the Scriptures typically refer to elders in the plural; yet they contest that the Bible has 
enough flexibility to allow for a single-pastor model, which they seem to prefer. After all, they say, it's 
more important for a church to have spiritual qualified men (1 Tim. 3; Titus 1) than it is to have a particular 
number of men. And to this we say, okay, fine. 

I do wish they would have spent more time discussing the benefits of the plural elder model, as well as 
the fact that this seems to be the New Testament norm, even if this model is not absolutely mandated. 
Still, they do "borrow" some of those benefits—such as pastoral accountability—and look for ways to 
insert them into the single-pastor model.  

HAPPY TO COMMEND 

All in all, I happily commend Vibrant Church. The book, a Lifeway publication, is written mainly for SBC 
churches, but it would serve well in any independent, baptistic church. I would tell any leader using it to 
beef up the chapter on leadership with the benefits of plural elders. But even this chapter contains much 
that's useful, such as why it's important to follow leaders.  

In short, Vibrant Church provides a very useful tool for strengthening, energizing, and equipping God's 
people for the 21st century.  

Jonathan Leeman, director of communications for 9Marks, is an elder at the Capitol Hill Baptist Church. 
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Book Review: Simple Church 
 
By Thom S. Rainer and Eric Geiger 
Reviewed by Graham Shearer 
 

Simple Church: Returning to God's Process for Making Disciples 
B&H, 2006, 272 pp, $19.99 

"Simple is in. Simple works. People respond to simple."  

With those three summarizing catch phrases Thom Rainer and Eric Geiger begin one of 
the latest offerings to church growth literature, The Simple Church.   

Having done extensive research of churches across the U.S., these authors conclude that there is a 
strong correspondence between simplicity and growth. Vibrant churches, that is, churches that have 
increased their membership by at least 5 percent a year for the last three years, are more likely to be 
simple churches. On the flip side, stagnant churches, churches that have evidenced slow or no growth, 
are more likely to be complex churches.  

WHAT'S A SIMPLE CHURCH? 

What is a simple church? Here is Rainer and Geiger's definition: 

A simple church is designed around a straightforward and strategic process that moves people through 
the stages of spiritual growth. The leadership and the church are clear about the process (clarity) and are 
committed to executing it. The process flows logically (movement) and is implemented in each area of the 
church (alignment). The church abandons everything that is not in the process (focus). (pp. 67-68) 

Rainer and Geiger explain that churches that are full of different programs and activities are not often 
growing churches, even if the individual programs are successful. This is because they don't have a 
clearly defined process for discipling people. They don't move people from one stage of spiritual growth to 
another, and their programs suffer from mediocrity because their energies are dissipated across so many 
programs.  

Often these churches suffer because their staff, while good at running their particular program, doesn't 
share the same ministry philosophy. This causes disunity and unnecessary replication in the church 
calendar as things like evangelism training are repeated by different programs in different ways.  

Simple churches, meanwhile, have a clear process with a clear aim. The church and the leadership unite 
around one process and one aim as each member moves from one program to another, requiring a 
bigger commitment to discipleship at each stage. They remove the clutter of programs that don't fit into 
the church's strategy, even ones that may benefit the people involved.  

THE STATS TO BACK IT UP 

Rainer and Geiger don't simply make this claim from anecdotal observation, although they have plenty of 
this too. No, they've done extensive research that backs up their claims. They explain,  

The vibrant churches were much more simple than the comparison churches. The difference was so big 
that the probability of the results occurring with one church by chance is less than one in a thousand. 
Statistical people call this a relationship at the .001 level....Finding something at the .001 level does not 
happen often. It's a big deal. If you're a stats person, it's "highly significant." (13-14)  

http://www.amazon.com/Simple-Church-Returning-Process-Disciples/dp/0805443908/9marks-20
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So throughout the book the reader is offered statistics and graphs based on those statistics in order to 
support each of the points being made. 

CLARITY, MOVEMENT, ALIGNMENT, FOCUS 

The bulk of the book is an explanation of what a simple church is, under the four headings clarity, 
movement, alignment, and focus. The book hammers home those four points, and, for me at least, it did it 
so effectively that I didn't need to look at the book to type that list.  

Clarity involves having a clear statement of how discipleship should work in the church. Examples given 
include "Loving God, Loving Others and Serving the World" or "Connecting, Growing, Serving." The key is 
not the content of the statement; it's the fact that the statement should be clear. This process should be 
able to be visualized and explained clearly to the whole church, who should commit to the process.  

Movement means that the programs should be designed for each stage in the process and people should 
be able to move clearly from one program to another. For instance, the church whose statement was 
"Loving God, Loving Others and Serving the World" had weekend worship services for helping people 
love God, small groups for enabling people to love others, and ministry teams for serving others. And 
each stage challenges people to move to the next stage.  

Alignment means placing all the church's resources behind the process. This includes hiring staff who are 
behind the process and making sure that any new ministries fit into it.  

And focus means eliminating programs that don't fit into the process and limiting additional programs. 
Again, the ability to explain the process easily is emphasized. 

GOOD POINTS 

Simple Church makes a number of good points. Surely a clear and uniform process for discipleship is 
more likely to succeed than crowded and conflicting programs with no clear vision or strategy. Rainer and 
Geiger are exactly right to say that churches shouldn't just fill their calendars with programs that may or 
may not help the congregation grow spiritually. "Programs were made for man, not man made for 
programs," they say. "If the goal is to keep certain things going, the church is in trouble. The end result 
must always be about people. Programs should only be tools" (p. 43).  

Beyond this, the authors make a number of helpful comments about ministry, the need to move a church 
towards simplicity sensitively, the need to be ruthless about killing unnecessary programs, and more. I 
especially liked the commendation of new members interviews. The authors comment,  

It seems that the commitment to buy contact lenses is greater than the commitment to join many 
churches. Most churches only require new members to fill out a card or a triplicate form. It happens so 
fast. Expectations are minimal. Signing up for a department store credit care takes more time. Simple 
churches, however, tend to require new members classes...great dialogue occurs, and people walk away 
with a deeper connection to your church. (158-59)  

It's good to hear some kind of membership advocated, even if it is on pragmatic grounds. 

WORTH READING?  

Given, then, that the books main thesis seems persuasive and it has some useful practical insights into 
church life, would I recommend a friend or a pastor read Simple Church? Probably not. Here are three 
reasons why. 
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Does Simplicity Necessarily Lead to Success? 

First, is this book really worth reading given its premise? On the face of it, the book makes a simple and, 
quite frankly, obvious point. Having a clear plan and strategy is going to be advantageous for any activity, 
whether it be running a Fortune 500 company or going to the local grocery store. However, I wonder if the 
authors' premise is correct. Throughout the book, being simple is described as a route to ministry 
success. The books final paragraph reads, 

While becoming simple will be difficult, it is also worth it. The gates of hell will be pushed back, dented, 
and damaged. The upcoming generations will be exposed to the gospel and the goodness of our God. 
And the people in your church will be placed in the pathway of God's transforming power. (241) 

Stirring stuff, but are the writers sure that becoming a simple church will dent the gates of hell? Does 
being simple necessarily cause ministry "success"? Well, what do you mean by success? I suppose it 
may produce one kind of success, but does it ensure the kind of "success" the Bible is interested in? 

Confusingly, Rainer and Geiger deny this in an appendix to the book, 

Q: Are you suggesting that a simple church design will cause a church to be vibrant? 

No... We cannot claim that a simple church design causes anything. We are simply saying that there is a 
relationship between a simple church design and the vitality of a local church. And this relationship is 
highly significant. (249) 

Rainer and Geiger don't elaborate here on what that relationship is, but the whole premise of the book up 
to now is that simplicity causes vitality. If it doesn't, then why bother trying to make a church simple? 
Could it be that churches are simple because they grow, not growing because they are simple? Perhaps 
it is the case that churches stay simple while they grow because the few programs they run work, and 
when they stop growing they become complex as they seek after new growth by adding more. Perhaps, 
the research could be read either way, but if Rainer and Geiger's interpretation isn't the correct one, then 
there's not much point reading the book.  

Worrying Omissions 

Second, there are some worrying omissions in the book. In the discussion on clarity, the criteria for a 
good statement are not fidelity to the biblical process of discipleship but literary clarity. It may well be that 
the biblical process of discipleship can be defined simply, but so can unbiblical ones. Throughout the 
book simplicity is held up as the key rather than faithfulness.  

Now, to be fair to the authors, they do state that they believe in the "primacy of sound, biblical, and 
orthodox doctrine in growing churches" (14-15). The churches they use as examples are defined as 
"evangelical." And I don't want to criticize the book for failing to do what it never sets out to do. Still, I have 
to ask, is organization and strategy really to be prioritized over conformity to the Scriptures?  

The book is written almost entirely at the practitioner level, which is fine, but what the Bible teaches about 
church is never really addressed.  Therefore the reader is left to wonder what the Bible mandates for the 
church. Being, or becoming, a vibrant church, which is defined as a numerically growing church, is the 
goal that seems to fill the pages of this book. 

Methodology 
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Third, and finally, the whole methodology of the book is suspect for Christians who intend to rely on the 
sufficiency of Scripture for the church. The entire basis of the book is the research that Rainer and Geiger 
have conducted on church simplicity.  

Fine research it seems to be, too. Again and again, Rainer and Geiger point to the findings of their 
research and go to great lengths to explain its rigor and merit. The book is full of statements like, 
"According to our research..." or "Our research indicates that you should..." (p. 126) clearly making the 
research results the ground of the argument. But how far should we allow research to drive the life of our 
churches? Obviously, it may play a useful role in helping us to understand the world around us. But it 
should never control the way we approach church.  

If research tells us that doing something will make our church grow, should we do it?  

It seems to me that this approach is based on the underlying assumption that Scripture is insufficient to 
lead a church. But could it be that if we studied Scripture closely we would find that the Lord of Church 
has not left his undershepherds in the dark for knowing how to lead the flock? 

CONCLUSION 

Simple Churchis not a bad book. You won't be confronted with any heresies. It just strikes me as an 
unnecessary book. It points church leaders in the wrong direction—statistical research. Rainer and 
Geiger simply use their research to make a number of points that vary from helpful to banal, but what they 
don't point to as the foundation for the church is the faith once entrusted to the church, the eternal Word 
of God. Read a book that will.  
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