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Introduction 





Every year, thousands of Christians consider the appeal to enter full time ministry or missionary work. Hundreds pray, struggle make decisions, fill out cards at missions conferences or retreats, consult with pastor, boyfriend and girlfriend, ask more questions. 


	Many of them enter seminary. Others go on short term mission trips. A few are hired by Christian organizations. But hundreds of others continue to struggle -- especially those who are engaged or married, and especially women. Thousands live with a guilty conscience. Have I made a mistake? Did I betray my decision before God? Have I gone back into "the way of the world"? Did I hear God clearly -- did He really call me? Anyway, what is this thing called "full time ministry"? Isn't every Christian supposed to serve God full time? So... what's the difference? 


	God does not call us into frustration to serve Him with a guilty conscience. He calls us to serve Him freely with joy and power. If we know what and how His calling works out in our lives, and if we respond obediently, we can experience that free   conscience, that joy, that power. There is joy in serving Jesus; it does pay to serve Him. So, what is this thing called "being called into full time ministry"? 








I. How Does God Call?





We will address the question, "what's this thing called full time ministry?" later. For now, let's assume that "every Christian is called to serve God. It's just that we have different positions of service." So how does God call a Christian to a position of service? Has God called me? How can I be sure that He did call me? 


	First, we must recognize that it is God who calls. He takes the initiative (Romans 8:29, I Cor. 1:9). The world belongs to God; certainly everyone in full time service belongs to God (Exod. 19:5-6). God works in our hearts, and in our churches, in the   person of the Holy Spirit. And the wind of the Spirit blows where He wills (John 3:3-8, Rom. 8:21-28). 


	Among other things, this means that there is an inner dimension, if you will, a "subjective element" in the whole experience of discerning God's call. Someone once said that there is always an element of mysticism in true Christianity. Let's look at it another way: the Holy Spirit will put a conviction in your heart if He calls you -- and the conviction, over time, will grow rather than decrease. You know you want to serve God. And the desire to serve Him intensifies as months and years go by. You are not satisfied with what you are doing now. You want to do more for God. You want to give more of yourself to God (Amos 3:7, Jeremiah 20:9). The Spirit uses that prayerful attitude to call a   person -- He uses this desire in thousands of Christians to call them into full time service. (For a fuller treatment of the work of the Holy Spirit, see James M. Boice, Foundations of the Christian Faith, Part 4, Eerdmans, or Awakening to God, Inter Varsity Press.) 


	Second, having said that the Spirit calls in an inward way, we must at once add that the Spirit never calls a person apart from, or contrary to, the teaching of His Word. The Spirit is the author of Scripture. He will never go against the Book He has written by inspiration. And He has not made any mistake in the Word He has spoken and written. Also, His Word is meant to accomplish the intended purpose -- to convict us, change us and train us to work for God (Isaiah 55:8-11, II Tim. 3:16-17). 


That means that, as you consider God's call to full time ministry, you need to be responding to His Word. Study it, hear it preached. And whatever decision you made, or will consider making, measure it against Scripture. Did I respond to God's appeal in the Bible? Was my decision a response to Scripture -- or the teaching of Scripture properly expounded? Did I understand my decision in light of the Bible? Can I measure the motives of my decision against the Bible's standards? (For the biblical doctrine of God's call to the ministry, see Edmund P. Clowney, Called to the Ministry, P&R Publishing, P. O. Box 817, Phillipsburg, NJ 08865. 201/454-0505.) 


	Third, the Spirit is a gift Christ gives to the Church. He is also the giver of every spiritual gift (Ephesians 4:9-16). This means simply that: if God calls you into a particular field of service, He will give you the spiritual gift(s) needed for that ministry. But let's turn it around, and it's equally true: If God has given you a spiritual gift, He has already called you. You need not ask, has God called me? Now the question is simply, how should I use this gift? The Spirit's gifts are given to be used, not for self glorification, but for God's glory, so that men and women may grow in the saving knowledge of Jesus Christ, and that the church may grow in quality and quantity. 


	This point is so simple that we often miss it. It is so powerful that we often try to escape from under it. God does call when He gives gifts. Do we have the option to ask Him for an exemption from service? The question isn't whether He has given me a special calling to serve with my gifts. The question is: do I have a special exemption not to serve? 


Fourth, how do I know that this is God calling? The Spirit gives the gift and ministry of discernment to the church. The church as a Body discerns that the Spirit has given a particular gift (or a mix of gifts) to a person. So the church sets that person apart for a particular ministry (cf. Acts 11). It is the duty of the church to do this -- to discern what gifts a person has through his/her life and service in the Body. (A workbook on   how to "Discover Your Gifts" may be valuable for your group. $4 from: CRHM, 2850 Kalamazoo Ave., SE, Grand Rapids, MI 49560.) This means that we don't volunteer as a solo singer in God's kingdom. We always submit to the church's recognition and   affirmation of our gifts. This is one point in which the church today is particularly weak. This is why many young adults "volunteer" like a lone ranger, and end up lonely in seminary or the ministry. Is this why we still have the "one man show" (one foot kick) mentality in the church? Is this why pastors and deacons can't get along with each other ...? Let us submit to each other -- and be willing to lay all the cards on the table, put our lives on the line, and say, I will submit myself to the discernment and the authority of the church, and wait for her confirmation! 


	Now, these four factors -- the Spirit's inner conviction, obedience to God's Word, gifts endowed by the Spirit and recognized by the church -- are like four legs to a table. You can't do without any one. When these four come together, God's call is so strong, it's irresistible. It's like "fire in my bones," in Jeremiah's experience. You just can't wait to serve the Lord Jesus. It's the supreme joy in our lives, the highest good we can attain. 


	If we want to burn all on the altar for Jesus, we are ready for the next question... 








II. What Is This Thing Called "Full Time Ministry"? 





Traditionally, the appeal made at conferences was simple: you dedicate your life for the full time ministry, understood to be the pastoral ministry, a church staff position, or a career in overseas missions. Several factors make the call more complicated, and therefore more confusing today. 


	First, the rise of parachurch agencies has broadened the concept of full time ministry. If full time ministry is simply that -- giving up a so-called "secular" job and serving the Lord full time -- then we must recognize that all parachurch work --    literature, media, student work, accounting and computer work in a Christian organization, church musicians and youth work -- is full time ministry. And indeed it is! 


	Second, preachers began to use the term "tentmaking" when making appeals for decisions in conferences. This at once clouds up the picture: if a Christian can be in full time ministry while holding down a so-called "secular" job (such as teaching in a    university, practicing medicine--careers commanding much respect in the church, often more respect than the pastor gets!), then ... who isn't in full time ministry? Everyone is in the ministry! 


	And indeed it is true -- every Christian is (or should be) in God's work. But the question then becomes: Does God himself make a distinction between what we call full time ministry (perhaps "ministry of the Word" might be a better term), and serving the Lord as laypeople while pursuing a so-called "secular" career? Let us turn to this question now. 


The confusion and ambiguity partly arises from a failure to understand what the Christian life is all about. More basically, the problem is a deficient understanding of who Jesus Christ is. 


	Who is Jesus Christ? He is our Savior -- He purchased with His blood our eternal life and salvation. He is the author (source) and finisher (goal) of our faith. He is the Lord of the Great Commission (Matthew 28:19-20). All that we do -- our prayer, meditation, ministry, and witness -- is commissioned by Him, empowered with His Spirit, and intended for His glory (Rom. 11:36). 


	Jesus Christ is the Head and Lord of the church, which is His Body, the fullness of Him who fills all in all(Ephesians 1:22-23). This means that, while God is everywhere (He fills all in all), He is present in a special way in the church (the fullness of Him). While the whole world is mine, God says (Exod. 19:5-6), you, Israel, belong to me in a special way -- you are mine. You are a royal priesthood, a holy nation, my own possession chosen by me, says God (I Peter 2:9-10). That is who Jesus is -- the head    of this priesthood, this nation, this Body called the church. 


	But Jesus is more. Ephesians 1 teaches that Jesus is the head of the church. It also tells us that He is the Lord of the universe. This is especially so because of His resurrection. He is given the Name above every name, and Power above every power    (cf. Philippians 2:6-11). And Paul tells us in II Corinthians that: (1) If every man is in Christ, he is a new creation (or more accurately, there is a new creation, a new universe). (2) While the first Adam, mankind's head and representative while we were in sin, was a living soul, the second Adam is a life-giving spirit. Jesus Christ is that second Adam, the last Adam. 


	What does this mean? In Genesis 1:26-28, when God created Adam and Eve in His image, He gave them a twofold command (or mandate): (1) Be fruitful, multiply and fill the earth, and (2) Have dominion over all creatures, keep the garden and improve upon the already-perfect garden (Genesis 2:15). Not only Christians, but all mankind has the obligation to obey God in this mandate.  All mankind is called to rest, honor God and to have healthy family relationships and vocations (Genesis 2).   


	Jesus Christ is the Second Adam, the Last Adam. While Adam did not carry out the Mandate in obedience, Jesus Christ lived out his life in perfect obedience to His Father. Jesus is our example, our model of what being a human being should be like. He    is the perfect human who has fulfilled every condition God placed upon him. Therefore when Jesus came to Peter (Luke 5:1-11), He not only taught Peter something about who He (Jesus) is; He taught Peter something about fishing that day. Jesus came into Peter's    fishing boat (career). He wants to come into yours, too. And it is this Jesus who sends us into the world, as doves and serpents, as salt and light, as mustard seed and as city on the hill. 


	God called Adam to have a family, to work and to serve the world. By serving the world Adam ruled the world. This means that family, work, society, economics, business, government, education, the arts, and all of life should come under God's rule. Jesus came to the world to establish this rule --the Kingdom of God (Mark 1:14-15). We are to repent and believe because the Kingdom is at hand. The Kingdom is here because the King is here.  The King has arrived -- the King's disciples live and work to proclaim and pursue the King's Lordship and righteousness (Matt. 6:33). 


	This means that every Christian is called to both: to be a disciple in God's world, in obedience to Christ the King, and to live and serve in Christ's Body the church. We are in the world and in the church. Since there is only ONE Jesus Christ, there is only ONE command. The command to be fruitful, multiply, fill and rule the earth, is the same command as the command to make disciples of all nations, to baptize them and to teach all Christ has commanded (Gen. 1:26-28, Matt. 28:19-20). There is only ONE life to live -- the Christian's life! (For further study, see Harvie Conn, Bible Studies on World Evangelization and Simple Lifestyle, and his Evangelism: Doing Justice and Preaching Grace, from P&R Publishing Co., P. O. Box 817, Phillipsburg, NJ 08865.) 


	Our lives are not divided arbitrarily into levels or spheres (whether we call these "body, soul, spirit," or "intellectual, emotional, volitional," or "worldly and spiritual," "secular and holy," or "evangelism vs. social action"). These words are helpful only if they, together, point to the fact that I am ONE human being, and I am to live ALL of my life for God -- with all my hart, all my mind, all my soul, all my strength. 








III. Which Ministries Are "Full Time"?





    Now let us take the first of these two truths: Jesus is the Head of the Church. In fact, He established the church in order to accomplish God's purpose in the world (Matthew 16). The church is God's chosen instrument to evangelize and disciple the nations for His glory. And God has chosen the head for the church: Jesus.  Jesus rules over His church by His Spirit and His Word (John 14, 16). In the Bible we find that the church exists for    three goals: (1) for God, (2) for the church's own growth, and (3) for the world (I Peter 2:4-10). 


The church serves God through worship and praise. What is praise? It is speaking to God, about God (His attributes and acts), and for His glory. In fact we have a hymnbook of praise right in the Bible -- the Psalms guide us into worship and prayer. 


	The church encourages its own growth through teaching, fellowship, prayer, encouragement, and service.  The church serves the world by proclaiming and demonstrating God's grace and justice through word and deed.   


	In order to accomplish these three goals, Christ has given the church three ministries: the ministry of the Word, the ministry of mercy, and the ministry of order. This is for the good of the church, that she may grow in quantity as well as in quality    (Eph. 4:12-16). 


	The ministry of the Word is devoted to bringing God's written Word home to people's hearts. It includes the ministry of teaching, preaching, evangelistic proclamation, Bible study, and prayer. Today we would add the ministry of Christian writing and    theological education. 


	The ministry of mercy is devoted to meet the physical, emotional, social, and other kinds of human need, in the church as well as in the world. This gives credibility to who we are -- if we love one another (John 13:34). The early church obeyed this    command by setting aside a ministry (later we find "deacons" in the New Testament mentioned) to serve the widows (Acts 6). Paul himself engaged in the ministry of mercy (II Cor. 8, 9). 


	The ministry of order is the ministry of seeking fruit of the Word preached, encouraging spiritual growth, and governing the church for her purity and peace. In I and II Corinthians we find Paul exercising discipline over Christians who have sinned -- this    is the ministry of order. Jesus tells us in Matthew 18:15ff how to discipline wayward Christians. Paul has carried this out. It has been properly pointed out that, if we are to carry this out (if needed) to the point of excommunicating someone from the church, we can infer that the New Testament teaches that it is necessary and proper to have church membership. The whole matter of joining a church is part of the ministry of the church. The church is a body (organism), the church is also an organization.  Every Christian is called upon to do all of this -- to worship God, to grow in His Word, and to witness to God in the world. Every Christian needs to participate in the ministry of the Word, mercy, and order in some way. There is a "general office" for everyone. But not every Christian is called to a special office in these ministries (Acts 6, 11). So there is general office -- what many authors today call lay ministry, on the one hand, and on the other, special office -- the ordained ministry, or what we traditionally call "full time ministry." For    these special offices, Paul has given a set of requirements and qualifications, in I Timothy 3 and Titus 1. The Bible calls these special officers pastors, teachers, elders (overseers, bishops) and deacons. 


	By the way, the biblical justification for parachurch agencies is precisely here: in the doctrine of general office.  Every Christian should engage in ministry. We all contribute in some measure to Christ's Body. The church and the parachurch    organization both belong to Christ. But it is specifically the church that Jesus Christ came to build (Matthew 16). 


	Now, which ministries are full time ministries? If we look at the diagram, we find that the middle tier is called "special office." The church may not have always opened up opportunities for Christians to serve in all nine kinds of ministry -- whether general office or special office. But these "boxes" (not mutually exclusive by any means!) help us to see the richness and all comprehensiveness of the ministry of the church. 


	Ask yourself the following questions. Take time out, stop reading this article and write down your answers. 





    1. Have I been adequately exposed to a variety of ministries in the church (read Romans 12 and I Corinthians 12 for examples of gifts and ministries). In which ministries have I been involved? 





    2. Hasthe church affirmed me that God has used me in any one of these ministries? 





    3. For which particular ministry or ministries do I aspire?  Do I yearn to serve Christ in a particular office? 





    May I encourage every brother in Christ to consider this further question: 





    4. Has God called me to the pastoral, preaching ministry?  (For further study on the ministry of the church, get Edmund P. Clowney, Living in Christ's Church, from Great Commission Publications, 7401 Old York Road, Philadelphia, PA 19126.)   








IV. What About Tentmaking? -- Christian Professionals in the Marketplace 





It is my conviction that the Holy Spirit has called many into the full time ministry of prayer and preaching the Word. The Spirit DOES NOT leave the church impoverished without preachers and missionaries. If there is a shortage of pastors, is it because some of us are running away from God's call?  But it is also true that there is a shortage of Christians who feel CALLED to be a Christian professor, doctor, housewife, hardhat worker, seamstress, or waiter. The English word "vocation" is based on the Latin root "voca," which means to call, or calling. I heard a Christian scientist say that while Martin    Luther talked about this doctrine of vocation, he does not FEEL called in his profession. Perhaps we should question, he said, whether such a thing as "God's call to secular work" exists! 


When there is no vision, the people perish. When there is no calling, something equally disastrous happens. There are many reasons why many Christians do not feel called by God to their profession. First, many of us end up in our profession because    there is no other alternative. Perhaps it was parental pressure.  Or it was circumstances (so we think!). In other words, we are in our line of work because of pragmatic considerations rather than conviction. No wonder we don't feel called! 


Second, we often don't feel called because of the arbitrary division we have created (either as a doctrine, or just by our lifestyle) between the so called holy and the secular, the spirit and the soul, between the church and the world. In an effort to    promote holy living, we have cut ourselves off from the world. We think that anything this sinful world has to offer is by definition inferior and evil. So we earn our money in the world from 9 to 5 (for Chinese waiters, from noon to midnight) so we can retreat back to our homes for supper and sleep, and retreat further into our devotional times and our church services for battery re-charging, so we can dash out again to the Devil's world    to do our work. For more victorious Christians, we even witness to those with whom we work! 


Brothers and sisters, this is not the Christian life as it was designed for you and me. This is spiritual schizophrenia! We are called to serve God with all our heart, mind, soul, and strength. We are to live as doves and serpents, as salt and light in the world. Why? Because Jesus is the Second Adam! Because we have been recreated by Christ into His image (Rom. 8:29, Eph. 4:24, Col. 3:10). And because Jesus gave us the Great Commission!    So the command is issued to us again, to be fruitful, multiply, fill the earth and rule the earth--in other words, to make disciples and to teach all Jesus commanded! 


	Your family and work ARE callings from God, from which you cannot escape. For single adults, your family life may consist of an extended family (biological or spiritual) life. But we all are called to live and work for the Lord (Col. 3:17). Jesus is the    Lord of all of life! There is no sphere in our lives which is neutral to His rule (Rom. 12:1-2). Nothing is outside His Lordship. The question is, are we obedient to His Lordship? Do    we consciously seek to glorify Him in each area? (For a challenge to really live the Christian life, read Charles Colson, Loving God.) 


	But how do I glorify God through my profession? Let me suggest a few steps. Perhaps you can take time out and write down your answers to these questions. 





    1. EVANGELISM. Am I doing my best to live out the Christian life where I work, and to ask God for opportunities to witness to the people around me? Evangelism includes verbal witness, telling people about Christ, as well as life witness, living the life of Christ. (For a helpful training guide, order D. James Kennedy, Evangelism Explosion, Wheaton, Ill.: Tyndale House.) 





    2. DISCIPLSHIP AND FELLOWSHIP. Have I tried to seek out Christians in my line/field of work? Do we encourage one another to better serve Christ in our profession? Is there an organization of Christians in our profession, which we can join?  (Examples: Christian Medical Society, Christian Legal Society, History and Faith, Nurses Christian Fellowship, New York Christian Arts Group, etc.) 





    3. CONSISTENT PROFESSIONAL ETHICS. Am I being consistent with biblical ethical principles in my work? Do I pay my taxes?  Do I keep only one, honest, set of financial records? Do I doubletalk? How do I make deals with my clients? How do I spend my money? Does God get his share of the money He entrusted to me (10% as minimum)? 





    4. LIFE AND CAREER GOALS. Do I regularly check my motives for what I do? What are my goals? What are the most important priorities in life? How do these important goals (priorities) affect how I spend my time each week? (For a helpful exercise on managing your goals and time, get Ted Engstrom and Ed Dayton, Strategy for Living, G/L Publishers. For a deeper look at how God has shaped your life in the past up to the present, order Leadership Emergence Patterns by Robert Clinton from: Mo    Whitworth, Fuller School of World Mission, 135 N. Oakland, Pasadena, CA 91182.) 





    5. PROFESSIONAL RATIONALE. In what way does my profession reflect the image of God in man? For example -- art reflects the beauty of God; the health profession serves the health and welfare of human beings created in the image of God, and promotes physical well being so we can continue to live, work and serve God; engineering and chemistry tries to understand the order of the universe which God has created, and how man may take advantage of this orderliness for social good; counseling seeks the restoration of our emotional and personal well being, dignity, sense of purpose, etc. This is exploring the rationale of your profession.  Many evangelicals have written books and articles in recent years, seeking to explore this rationale for professional existence. You    need to begin to do this! (Examples of this kind of work in the field of medicine are: Medicine and the Christian Mind, and The Influence of Christians in Medicine, from Christian Medical Fellowship, 157 Waterloo Road, London SE1 8XN, England, or    Christian Medical Society, P.O. Box 830689, Richardson, TX 75083.  For historians, subscribe to Fides et Historia, Conference on Faith and History, Calvin College, Dept. of History, Grand Rapids, MI 49506 $15/year.) 





    6. PROFESSIONAL CRITIQUE. Do you know the history of your profession? What are the underlying assumptions about life and the universe? Are these consistent with Scripture? This is what some universities call "the history and philosophy of science." In    almost every graduate psychology department, a course is offered called "History and Systems." We Christians too often accept, uncritically, the non-Christian and anti-Scriptural assumptions our non-Christians colleagues in our profession make about man and the universe. (Cf. Richard Pratt, Every Thought Captive, P&R Publishing Company, P. O. Box 817, Phillipsburg, NJ 08865.)    Evolution in biology and other sciences is only one among many, many such anti-Christian assumptions. We need to study the history of our profession and uncover these "fortresses" that we may re-capture our profession for Christ (II Corinthians 10:4, 5).  For an example of what one Christian physicist did with the "encyclopedia of knowledge" (the model of the universe and the enterprise of science), see Vern Poythress, Philosophy, Science and the Sovereignty of God (order from: Campus Bookstores, Box 27009, Philadelphia, PA 19118). Also try Francis Schaeffer, How Should We Then Live? (Revell, 1976). 





    7. PROFESSIONAL RECONSTRUCTION. How can I transform my field or profession, so that Christ's Lordship may be more evident? This means more than just evangelizing more of my fellow engineers, accountants, programmers and professors. We are talking about transforming our field of work. Here is where a Christian society of professionals can exert the most influence.  What can Christian engineers do to improve upon the environment?  What about corporate responsibility? Arbitrary genetic    engineering? AIDS? How can we challenge the many trends in our society and government which threaten traditional Christian values and the very basis of civilization? How do we influence Congress and the courts? As God has placed us in a democratic society, your voice and my voice docount in the political process. Have we fulfilled our responsibility? (See Charles Colson, Kingdoms in Conflict, 1987.) 





    8. CONNECTING UP WITH MISSIONS. Many Christian professionals are needed in missions today -- computer programmers, aviation and radio engineers, nurses, teachers for missionary children, health professionals, etc. Many professionals are needed by countries (China, Muslim countries, etc.) which are otherwise closed to traditional missionaries. 


What should you do? What should your fellow Christians in your field of work do? The opportunities for short term missions are virtually limitless. Read Peter Wagner's On the Crest of the Wave (1981) and carry out the suggestions at the end of each chapter.    If you are serious, get the invaluable soup-to-nuts guide on short term missions, Stepping Out (from: Kn Moy, World Vision US, 919 W. Huntington Drive, Monrovia, CA 91016, 1987, $4.) 





    9. CONSIDER MINISTRY OF THE WORD. If God gives you a desire to seek the preaching ministry, pursue that calling.  These avenues of inquiry and service are only suggestions.  Every Christian faces tremendous challenges in his/her profession. Has God called you to your profession? He has, unless your profession is by its nature sinful or criminal, unless you are running away from God's call to the ministry of the Word in the    church. How are you going to reflect God's glory? 





   


Conclusion





Jesus is the Second Adam and the Head of the Church. You are created in God's image and born again the Holy Spirit. Live out all aspects of this new life! 


	What is the gospel? It is that the Kingdom of God has come, because the King has come. The gospel is that, being forgiven and justified, we can serve the King. I propose, in conclusion, that we stop talking about "tentmaking" as an alternative to "full time    ministry." Instead let us talk about the role each one of us should play in the Kingdom of Jesus Christ. The question is not, should I serve the King? The question is, how should I serve Him? 


Each of us is probably in one of the following three situations. 





    1. I am in the wrong profession. I am running away from what God has called me to do. 





    2. I am in a good line of work (whether as a "layperson" or in the "ministry"). But if I change careers I can do more for Jesus Christ. 





    3. I am where God wants me, and I know it. Praise God! 





In which category are you? May God move us all along -- by push or shove -- toward category 3! 





   


   For further information, write to the author at: 


   P. O. Box 89, Bayside, NY 11361. 
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