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“A Minister of the Gospel of Jesus Christ”

as presented by the Rev. Dr. James E. Bolin, Jr.


Pastor of Bethany Church - Waterford, Michigan


April 2, 2006


at the First Baptist Church of Battle Creek


on the occasion of the Ordination of Jason Crosby


to the Gospel Ministry

In his book The Purpose of the Church and Its Ministry
, H. Richard Niebuhr asserts that the call to ministry includes four elements:

1. 
First, he points to the call to be a Christian; the call to discipleship.  He means that one must hear Christ say “follow me” and respond with repentance and faith.  But Niebuhr also means something else when he speaks of discipleship.  Do you remember when Groucho said to Harpo “walk this way?”  And Groucho took off down the hall with long strides walking like an elephant?  Not content to just follow Groucho, Harpo patterned his own walk after Groucho’s and walked with long strides like an elephant.  Well that’s what Niebuhr means to say as well.  We must pattern our own walk after Christ.  It is not enough just to believe in him.  James says “the devil’s believe” (James 2:19).  One must hear Christ say “follow me” and mimic the attitudes and behavior of our dear Lord as he heals the broken, uplifts the fallen, encourages the weak, brings justice to the poor, and confronts the powers of darkness, even if, I say, even if, those powers are being mediated by religious leaders.  Are you a disciple of the Lord, Jesus Christ?  Jason, are you a disciple?  Church, does Jason’s life give evidence of a deep, abiding commitment to our Lord?  Does his life reflect the love and compassion of Jesus?

2. 
Secondly, Niebuhr asserts that there is a second call which he calls “the secret call.”  It is “that inner persuasion or experience whereby a person feels himself directly summoned or invited by God to take up the work of the ministry.”  God has to speak to your heart and invite you be a Minister of the Gospel of Jesus Christ for Ordination to Gospel Ministry to be legitimate.  It’s kind of like in that movie Close Encounters of the Third Kind.  You know, a group of individuals each felt an inner compulsion to go to Devil’s Tower in Wyoming.  They couldn’t explain it, they just knew that’s where they were supposed to be.  And each individual did everything in their power to make it happen.  Some made it to fulfill their destiny.  That’s what it’s like for someone who is called by God.  They may not know exactly where they are going at first, but they are confident that God is calling them and determined to get ready for whatever God has in store.  Well, Jason!  Has God spoken to your heart in some way that compels you to prepare your heart, your life, your family for service to the Lord?  What do you think church?  Does it seem to you like God’s got a hold of Jason’s heart and life?

3. 
The third element of the call to ministry Niebuhr names the “providential call.”  He means by this to ask: (1) are you gifted for the work of ministry? and, (2) have you responded to God’s call by preparing yourself for ministry?  I’ve known preachers who were good disciples and testified to having a “secret call.”  And yet, God didn’t seem to give them any gifts or talents that would serve them in the work of ministry.  Do you know what I mean?  I remember this Ministerial Intern I once had.  God bless him.  He couldn’t preach.  He couldn’t teach.  He made a mess out of church meetings.  Whenever he tried to counsel someone, he’d end up offending them.  And whenever he went to the hospital to visit someone, he’d sit on the bed.  We kept looking for God given gifts and talents that would serve him well in ministry and he just seemed to always come up short.  Some people are just not suited to ministry.  They just don’t have any God given gifts or talents for the job.  But Niebuhr also means to suggests that this third call is about preparing oneself for ministry.  It’s about taking the gifts and talents God has given and disciplining them and supplementing them with skills and competencies.  So, Jason went to seminary.  He went to Vanderbilt University Divinity School in Nashville.  Methodist School really!  And we don’t hold that against him.  It’s a good school.  And besides, I like to think of him there as a sort of missionary to the Methodists.  Does Jason give evidence of having some gifts for ministry?  Has Jason prepared himself for the work of ministry?  

4. 
Then finally, Niebuhr speaks of the “ecclesiastical call.”  It’s not enough that you are a disciple of Jesus.  It’s not enough to sense an inner call to ministry.  It’s not enough to marshall your talents and get yourself a good education.  The church must agree.  The church must agree.  That’s the “ecclesiastical call.”  Does the church agree that Jason is a disciple of our dear Lord Jesus Christ?  Does the church agree that Jason has adequately expressed his inner conviction that God has spoken to his heart; has called him to the work of ministry; has left him with no other choice but to stand with Luther and say “God help me, I can do no other!”?  Well, does the church agree?

I chose this scripture passage from II Corinthians (3:4-6) because it is personal.  II Corinthians is very personal.  It’s comprised of three or more of Paul’s letters that have been pieced together.  The real Paul, flaws and all, just ooze out of it’s pages.

This is personal.  Listen.  “Such is the confidence that we have through Christ toward God.  Not that we are competent of ourselves to claim anything as coming from us; our competence is from God.”

Is Jason competent to be a Minister of the Gospel of Jesus Christ?  Only in so much as God enables him.  We are ordaining him today.  But it is God who empowers him.  We are setting him aside for the work of Ministry.  But it is God who sends his Holy Spirit to enable Jason for effectiveness in the work of ministry.  He must rely on the Lord.  Is God competent to lead him and to guide him in the work of ministry?  Is God competent?  Yes, it’s going to be hard.  And yes, along the way, you’re going to want to quit being a Minister.  Every Monday morning in fact.  And yes, there will be challenges and uncertainty and even demonic forces that will oppose you.  But God is competent and you can rely on him.  In fact, it would do you well to memorize this scripture passage:  “I can do all things through Christ, which strengtheneth me” (Philippians 4:13)  Amen?

It’s personal when Paul says that “God has made us competent to be ministers of a new covenant.”

Paul wrote this before any of the Gospels had been written.  But he knew what Jesus said at the last supper.  Luke tells us that at the last supper, Jesus said “This cup that is poured out for you is the new covenant (sealed) in my blood” (Luke 22:20).  What did he mean by that?  New covenant?  Almost all scholars agree that Jesus was referencing the prophet Jeremiah who preached that “The days are surely coming, says the LORD, when I will make a new covenant.”  And this new covenant, Jeremiah says will not be written on tablets of stone but will be written on our hearts! (Jeremiah 31:31-33).

The old covenant was about keeping the rules, the laws of Moses.  The new covenant is about aligning our hearts with God’s heart.  And how do we know what God’s heart is?  Look at Jesus!  Listen to Jesus!  Pattern yourself after Jesus!

You’re going to be a minister of the new covenant?  Then you gotta preach the good news about the new covenant, the covenant of the heart.  What’s the good news?  “And Jesus went throughout Galilee, teaching in their synagogues and proclaiming the good news of the kingdom” (Matthew 4:23).  Here’s some good news:  we can tune in and turn on to the Kingdom of God.  We can make Jesus’ values, our values.  We can make Jesus’ concerns, our concerns.  We can make Jesus’ message, our message.  Come on into God’s Kingdom.  It’s easy.  Just follow Jesus and soon God’s Kingdom will get a hold of you.  And, it’s nothing, nothing like what you might expect:

“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted.

Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth.

Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled.

Blessed are the merciful, for they will receive mercy.

Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God.

Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God.

Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven”(Matthew 5:3-10).

In God’s Kingdom people love their enemies.

In God’s Kingdom people help the poor.

In God’s Kingdom people comfort the brokenhearted.

In God’s Kingdom the outcasts are welcomed.

In God’s Kingdom people work for justice.

In God’s Kingdom there is room for anybody who connects their heart with the heart of God.

If you are going to be a Minister of the New Covenant, you gotta preach the Kingdom, invite people into the Kingdom experience, and promote Kingdom living.

I use the old fashioned Baptist language when I call you a “Minister of the Gospel of Jesus Christ.”  That’s what we used to call Baptist ministers.

You’re a “Minister of the Gospel of Jesus Christ.”

You’re not called to be “God’s Enforcer” of Mosaic Law Code morality as was so ineloquently asserted at your Ordination Council by a misguided brother.  

You’re a Minister of the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  And while the Bible is our “guide in faith and practice” as most Baptist Confessions of Faith assert, the Bible is not your mission, your message, and certainly not your God.

It’s a guide, not a lawbook.  A theological wonder to be sure.  Inspired by God to be sure.  But misused by those who would diminish it’s stories and truths and precepts to enslave us once again to the yoke of the old covenant.  The Israelites couldn’t keep the old covenant, and neither can we.

The Bible must be read under the leadership and guidance of the Holy Spirit.  The Bible must be read in light of God’s revelation of Himself and His will through Jesus Christ.  The Bible is a tool for us to make and develop disciples of Jesus Christ.  It is not a rule book.  And it’s not a weapon to hit people with.  It’s God Word, in as much as it is approached in a spirit of prayer and under the guidance of the Holy Spirit working in our hearts.  Amen?

It is personal.  How did Paul end this passage in II Corinthians?  He said, “Not the letter, but the spirit; for the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life.”  He’s got a little fun going here.  There’s a twinkle in his eye.  Do you see it?  Do you feel it?  It’s not the old covenant rules that should guide you in ministry; but the new covenant connection with the heart of God.  Keeping the letter of the law only leads to self righteousness, God wants so much more!  God wants us to tap into and reflect God’s very heart.  What’s that look like?  Read the parable of the Prodigal Son (Luke 15:11-32).  Read the parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:25-37).  Keeping the letter of the Mosaic Law kills your sense of compassion and justice and truth.  But the spirit, ah, the spirit of what God’s after is Kingdom living.  It’s following Jesus where ever that road takes us.  Now, here’s the fun part.  Paul then says, it’s the Spirit that gives life.  And he means something different from the first time he uses the word spirit.  Now he means that it is God’s Spirit itself that enters into our hearts to help us discern God’s will.  And without God’s Spirit enlivening our hearts, and our Bibles, and our churches - we are not participating in the new covenant.

So Jason, we are ordaining you not as a Minister of the Bible, not even as a Minister of the church, but as a Minister of the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  Love your Bible.  Study your Bible.  Cherish it’s truths.  Love the church.  Serve the church.  Promote it’s ministry.  But always remember, that God has called you to proclaim the good news of Jesus Christ.  It’s not just good news about faith and getting a ticket to heaven.  It’s good news about God’s availability to us right now, in this life, in our hearts.  His Kingdom is real whenever someone submits their life and their heart to God’s reign and rule.  His Kingdom is real whenever we act according to Kingdom values.  His Kingdom is real because we have the faith and the hope and the love of Jesus written on our hearts.  Amen?

Follow, follow, I would follow Jesus.  Anywhere, everywhere, I would follow on.  Follow, follow, I would follow Jesus.  Everywhere he leads me, I would follow on.

Jason Crosby, go forth from this place, as a Minister of the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  Amen?  Amen.

James E. Bolin, Jr.

1375 Hiller Road

Waterford, MI 48327

248-681-2130 (office)

248-722-4516 (cell)

�The Purpose of the Church and Its Ministry by H. Richard Niebuhr (New York: Harper & Row, 1956), p. 64.


�This is the chorus to the hymn “Follow On” by W. O. Cushing and Robert Lowry taken from The Broadman Hymnal, (Nashville, Broadman Press), no. 118.










