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The Calling Equation—Elements of the Call

I remember reading that the first computers used by NASA to put
men on the moon were about as powerful as today’s pocket
calculators. The idea of engineers standing around with slide rules
calculating re-entry trajectories, while three guys sitting in a tin
can equipped with booster rockets stared into the dark void of
space, is unnerving. But it worked! Such is the predictive power of
a good equation.

In guiding men through the exploration of a call, it can like-
wise be quite helpful to use an equation of sorts. The “Calling
Equation” presented here is neither mathematically rigorous nor
guaranteed to deliver unerringly accurate results; the glorious
mystery of a man’s call precludes any formulaic, litmus-test
process of decision-making.

Instead, the Calling Equation attempts to bring together the
explicit and implicit criteria for ministry call as revealed in
Scripture. It is meant to help objectively evaluate the subjective
impressions, comparative talents, and varieties of experience that
make each man’s journey of calling unique. Most importantly, as
previously discussed, the Calling Equation points to how the grace
of God is at work in a man to bring him into fruitful ministry. It is
a quantifier of grace.

The Calling Equation is set out as follows:
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The Grace of God will be seen in

CHARACTER
+
CAPABILITIES
+
CoNpDUcT IN THE HoME
+
CONFIRMATION IN THE CHURCH

This section is devoted to unpacking the Calling Equation.

Grace in Character

All Christians are called to live a holy life. This is an absolute and
universal call. We are called to flee sin, resist the devil, and love
God and others with all our hearts. If every believer is called to
holiness, why is it necessary to spell out character qualifications
for leaders? For several reasons.

+ Aleader specifically represents Christ before the world and
before the church. A leader sets the standard of maturity
and conduct in the church, a standard that must be “above
reproach.”

+ Paul called Timothy to guard his life and doctrine (1Ti 4:16),
so the credibility of both could be passed to others through
his ministry.

+ The presence of indwelling sin presents an ongoing chal-
lenge to leaders in the form of selfish ambition and pride.
No leader is exempt from the danger of these snares, or the
various other temptations and trials that come in the service
of God.

+ Scripture provides for a leader’s disqualification based on
character deficiencies. The potentially tragic impact of dis-
qualification on a man's life, family, and church, and on the
witness of that church to the world, demands that a leader’s
character be demonstrated in an ongoing way in the life of
the church.

+ Leadership is a taxing and often discouraging labor, and
should not be thrust upon a man of immature character. As
one writer has aptly put it,
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The Bible says much about a leader’s character. It is interesting
that it says more about what a leader is to be than it does about
what he is to do. This is a good clue as to what God thinks about
this important prerequisite. It does not matter how much edu-
cation or how much experience a person has. If he does not
meet qualifications of biblical morality, he is unfit to be a

leader in God’s church.?”

At pages 18—20 we highlighted the qualifications for eldership
setoutin 1 Timothy and Titus. Consider the priority God places on
character in these key passages.

1) Above reproach and blameless (1Ti 3:2; Titus 1:6)
) Sober-minded (1Ti 3:2)

) Self-controlled (1Ti 3:2)

) Respectable (1Ti 3:2)

) Hospitable (1Ti 3:2; Titus 1:8)

) Not given to drunkenness (1Ti 3:3, Titus 1:7)

) Not violent (1Ti 3:3; Titus 1:7)

) Gentle (1Ti 3:3)

) Not quarrelsome (1Ti 3:3)

10) Not a lover of money or greedy for gain (1Ti 3:3; Titus 1:7)
11} Good reputation with outsiders (1Ti 3:7)

12) Not arrogant (Titus 1:7)

13) Not quick-tempered (Titus 1:7)

14) A lover of good (Titus 1:8)

15) Upright (Titus 1:8)

16) Holy (Titus 1:8)

17) Disciplined (Titus 1:8)

18) Possessing an exemplary lifestyle (1Ti 4:12)

The list is daunting. It’s also non-negotiable. These passages
vividly illustrate the scope of God’s scrutiny for anyone aspiring to
leadership within the local church.

There is an inescapable implication to these qualifications: true
leadership models its message; biblical leadership is authenticated
through character. A leader proclaims with two voices: one
through lips, the other through life. (The epitome of this model is
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Jesus Christ, the incarnated Word of God.) Together, these messages
converge to create a solid platform of credibility and stature.

A second reason for character-driven leadership was summa-
rized by Christ: “A disciple is not above his teacher, but everyone
when he is fully trained will be like his teacher” (Lk 6:40). That is,
the leader typically represents the high-water mark for the maturi-
ty that can be expected among the people of the church. Moreover,
his strengths will become their strengths, his weaknesses their
weaknesses. As John MacArthur has observed, “Whatever the lead-
ers are, the people will become.”*

Gentlemen, if you were in ministry, what would a church of
people modeling your character look like? Would it look like the
church God is building?

Grace in Capabilities

God’s grace in capabilities is revealed in both the desire to oversee
God’s church and the demonstrated aptitude to tasks essential to
governing responsibly. Alexander Strauch writes, “Desire alone is
not enough; it must be matched by good character and spiritual
capability.”” At a minimum, the following two capabilities are
vital.

The Capability to Lead Through Teaching and Preaching
Sound Doctrine. This involves both the gift of teaching and the
grit of doctrinal study. The capacity to teach is the one clear
distinction between the office of deacon and elder. But teaching
isn’t simply about Bible knowledge or oratorical skill. To teach and
to preach is to bring the exposited Word of God and sound doctrine
to bear in compelling ways upon a congregation.

God's people are led in a primary way through public ministry.
It’s that simple. Many men love God’s Word, can lead effective
discussions, can articulate clear doctrine, or are compelling
speakers. But the grace of God to lead is expressed through the
power of preaching that convicts hearts and provokes the faith
of the congregation to unity in the mission of the church.
Regarding the necessity of public gifts, Charles Spurgeon didn’t
mince words: “Gentlemen, if you cannot preach, God did not
call you to preach.”®
Paul’s pastoral letters are written to churches battered and
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dizzied by the whirlwind of false teaching, faddish religion, and
divisive controversies—churches in many ways not unlike those
we all attend. So his essential instruction to church leaders is, “Do
your best to present yourself to God as one approved, a worker who
has no need to be ashamed, rightly handling the word of truth”
(2Ti 2:15). This is a great summary of the leader’s responsibility
toward teaching sound doctrine. It is hard work. It demands our
best. And there is precious little room for error.

All too often, the study of doctrine is treated as an “I did that in
seminary” credential for ministry rather than an essential ongoing
task. Churches typically drift into error not because leaders pursue
bad doctrine but because they neglect the regular pursuit of sound
doctrine. Martyn Lloyd-Jones has observed that “those who are
driven with every wind of doctrine are those who are too lazy to
study doctrine.”™

The Capability to Lead Through Applied Discernment. The
church must not be served pastorally, however, by theological con-
templators, lest an otherwise admirable love of God and of learn-
ing detract from a focus on the flock. The study of doctrine must
always flow through the leader into his care for the church.

This is the capability to lead through what might be called
applied discernment: the grace to apply the fruit of personal doc-
trinal study and discernment, resulting in wisdom and vision that
bring real maturity, first in a man’s own life and then in the life of
the church. Such discernment-in-action knows when to express
faith through bold initiatives, and when to express faith through
patience and perseverance. [t can distinguish between church
issues that are critical and those that are nuisances. It can keep
things simple without being simplistic. It knows how to be innova-
tive rather than merely novel. It knows how to administrate the
labors of the church without becoming bogged down in reactive
maintenance. It knows where the church should be pliable and
where it should stand strong.

Both of these capabilities must be present in the form of demon-
strated fruit over time for a calling to be confirmed. As a leader
matures, these capabilities will result in well-built and fruitful
churches. And the man of God will know the experience of being a
worker approved by God.
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Grace for Conduct in the Home

A few summers back, I met with a man with formal theological
training and experience who was attending our church. Interested
in pursuing leadership opportunities within our church, he had
called me to discover how to get involved. Over the course of our
lunch, he mentioned that his wife attended another church. This
was curious to me, in part because the church she attended taught
doctrines contradictory to some he was espousing. Toward the con-
clusion of our time, I casually mentioned that any evaluation of
his leadership suitability for our church would involve an inquiry
into his leadership at home, specifically what his wife’s choice of
churches may reveal about his own leadership.

I haven't seen him since.

One of the most striking things about the biblical qualifications
for leaders is how Scripture centers leadership validation in the
home. Paul highlights this emphasis with a question that doesn’t
offer multiple-choice answers. “For if someone does not know how
to manage his own household, how will he care for God’s church?”
(1Ti 3:5). As a unique window into the life and character of a man,
the home reveals, validates, and substantiates the evidence of a
grace for leadership, in both an initial and an ongoing way.

Marriage and the family are biblically fashioned crucibles of
sanctification for all men, whether they aspire to leadership or not.
These things are meant by God to shape and reveal character. Also,
the trappings and stature of ministry don’t typically carry weight
around the house. Teens don't care too much that you're a hero to
many if you are a heel to them. And home is, in a sense, a miniature
church, a laboratory where the values and ministry of a leader are
tested. If they don’t work at home, they won't work in the church.

Recently, [ was part of an ordination service where a wife of a
new pastor joyfully testified that her husband lives a consistent
life; he is the same at home as he appears at church. No double
standards, no duplicity. This spoke volumes to the church. It said
even more about the God this man was ordained to represent.
Perhaps this is why Paul is so specific about the leader’s home:

+ The husband of one wife (1Ti 3:2; Titus 1:6)
+ Not a lover of money or greedy for gain (1Ti 3:3; Titus 1:7)
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+ Manages his own household well (1Ti 3:4)

+ Keeps his children submissive (1Ti 3:4)

+ Is well thought of by outsiders (1Ti 3:7)

+ Isupright (Titus 1:8)

+ His children believe; are not open to charges of debauchery
or insubordination (Titus 1:6)

+ Is hospitable (1Ti 3:2; Titus 1:8)

Even a quick scan of this list reinforces the proposition that the
quickest way to determine whether a man is qualified to lead a
church is to assess how effectively he is leading his chief member
(his wife) and his principal congregation (his kids). If led well,
these voices will rise to confirm his selection and testify to his
credibility. If led poorly, they will shadow his candidacy with
gnawing questions and contradictory messages. In punctuating
this point, John MacArthur says,

If you want to know whether a man lives an exemplary life, whether
he is consistent, whether he can teach and model the truth, and
whether he can lead people to salvation, to holiness, and to serve God,
then look at the most intimate relationships in this life and see if he
can do it there. Look at his family and you will find the people who
know him best, who scrutinize him most closely. Ask them about the

kind of man he is.*°

Grace in Confirmation
In his unsurpassed book on church leadership, The Christian
Ministry, Charles Bridges offers this wise observation: “We may
sometimes trace ministerial failure to the very threshold of the
entrance into the work. Was the call to the sacred office clear in
the order of the church, and according to the will of God?”*

Confirmation is the process by which a man’s subjective
sense of call is objectively validated by biblically sanctioned
authority using biblically appropriate criteria. Confirmation is
not simply the personal conviction that one is called, but a
process of evaluation whereby God's call is revealed to the man and made
evident to those around him and over him

Bridges sees this dual aspect of confirmation as “a desire
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[subjective], and fitness [objective], for the office.”** John Piper has
termed it “compulsion and qualification.”* [ will continue to stand
on Charles Bridges’ broad shoulders and address confirmation as
both internal and external.* No matter how it's described, though,
the idea is the same: a personal sense is never enough to propel a
man into ministry. There must be confirmation by those who have
the responsibility and authority to render it.

So how should a man interpret an abiding desire for leadership
in the church? First, he should celebrate its presence, for the Caller
may indeed be speaking to his heart. Second, he should equally
value both the internal and external manifestations of the call as
expressions of God’s grace. Third, he should view the sense of call
as a mandate to prepare, not as an authoritative summons. We can
learn a lot from the example of George Whitefield.

From the time I first entered the University, especially from the time
I knew what was true and undefiled Christianity, I entertained high
thoughts of the importance of the ministerial office, and was not solici-
tous of what place should be prepared for me, but how I should be prepared for a
place (emphasis added).®

The life of Paul, of course, exemplifies this process of an
internal call, followed by preparation, followed by an external
confirmation. First, Paul encounters Christ in a spectacular way on
the road to Damascus, and God speaks to him about his call and
future (Ac 9:6, 15-16). Yet we don’t see Paul sent out until four chap-
ters later, when considerable time has passed (Ac 13:1-3). When Paul
is confirmed into ministry, it is by the Holy Spirit at work through
the local eldership to which Paul was submitted. “Set apart for me
Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called them” (Ac 13:2).

Note two things in this seminal example. First, neither Saul nor
Barnabas sent themselves. Their ministry was set apart, not per-
sonally launched. Second, both Saul and Barnabas positioned
themselves to be known, evaluated, and equipped under God-
ordained leadership. They weren't free-agent apostles looking for
sponsors or “ministry partners.” Their prior activity was largely in
preparation and in service to the church where they belonged.
When confirmed to ministry it was as “known men.” Their emer-
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