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Introduction: 

 

  In recent weeks in our study of the local church we have emphasized the New Testament teaching of 

congregational polity, or congregational church government.  This understanding of church governance is 

based on the conviction of the independence and self-governing authority of the local church.  Every local 

church should be independent of all outside authority, for the Lord Jesus Himself is the only Head of His 

church.  But then last week we began to consider how the Lord Jesus would have each of His churches 

govern itself.  The New Testament reveals that elders and deacons led the local churches of the first century.  

We saw last week that elders are also called bishops (i.e. overseers) and pastors.  The elder, bishop, and 

pastor are the same office.  And yet, there is an important matter that must be recognized.  The Word of God 

teaches contrary to the teaching and practice of some today who claim that any faithful man who desires to 

be an elder in the church, who meets the external qualifications of the elder, may become an elder among the 

other elders, all being equal in authority and responsibility.  The problem with this position, as we pointed 

out toward the end of last Sunday’s sermon, is that it denies the need and importance of a divine, personal 

call to the ministry.  The Word of God teaches a personal, subjective, divine call to the public proclamation 

of the Word of God in the local church.  It is this subject that I want us to consider more fully and carefully 

this morning.  Some of this may be review for some of you, which is okay.  We need to be reminded and 

reinforced in these matters. 

  I do not address this subject out of a motivation to be self-serving.  Rather, I believe that the church 

will be better equipped to face the future with this conviction settled in the minds and hearts of our people.  

One day, unless the Lord returns first, He will remove me from this place.  I hope and pray that will be many 

years from now, but the Lord knows.  But I hope that when the time arrives that this church is seeking to 

identify the man of God who will pastor this church, that the church will know to seek to find a man called of 

God and equipped for this ministry. 

 

  Now we closed last week by reading two passages that suggest God’s call of men to the public 

ministry of the Word in the church.  Let us begin today by reading these once again.  Let us first read 

Ephesians 4:8-16.  Paul wrote of the risen Lord Jesus calling and gifting men to His (universal) church. 

 
8Therefore He says: “When He (Jesus) ascended on high, He led captivity captive, and gave gifts to 

men.”  9(Now this, “He ascended”-- what does it mean but that He also first descended into the lower 

parts of the earth?  10He who descended is also the One who ascended far above all the heavens, that He 

might fill all things.)  11And He Himself gave some to be apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, and 

some pastors and teachers, 12for the equipping of the saints for the work of ministry, for the edifying of 

the body of Christ, 13till we all come to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to 

a perfect man, to the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ; 14that we should no longer be 

children, tossed to and fro and carried about with every wind of doctrine, by the trickery of men, in the 

cunning craftiness of deceitful plotting, 15but, speaking the truth in love, may grow up in all things into 

Him who is the head-- Christ-- 16from whom the whole body, joined and knit together by what every 

joint supplies, according to the effective working by which every part does its share, causes growth of 

the body for the edifying of itself in love.  

 

  Just as the Lord Jesus had called certain men to be His apostles and those who served His people as 

prophets, and them only He called, so He calls and equips specific men to be evangelists and pastor-
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teachers.1  The risen, enthroned Lord Jesus gives “some” to fulfil these ministries to His people.  This 

passage clearly teaches that the Lord Jesus has gifted certain men to serve as the primary teachers of His 

Word to His church.  Jesus Christ gave each of these offices of the church--apostles, prophets, evangelists, 

and pastor-teachers—in order to proclaim His Word to His church.  Our Lord inspired His apostles to be 

witnesses of both what they saw and heard our Lord teach and do.  Our Lord had called and enabled prophets 

to understand and interpret unique and special circumstances and predict specific events in the early church 

as it was newly established in the world.  Apostles and prophets of Christ were unique to the early church 

and the Lord used these gifted men to establish His church in the world.2  As Paul wrote earlier in the epistle, 

 

So then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are fellow citizens with the saints and members 

of the household of God, built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus himself 

being the cornerstone, in whom the whole structure, being joined together, grows into a holy temple in 

the Lord. (Eph. 2:19-21) 

 

  But whereas the apostles and prophets served a temporary function in the church (yet abiding 

influence), the Lord continues the on-going expansion and maturing of His church through the gifts to His 

church of evangelists and pastor-teachers.  The Lord uses evangelists (chiefly) to enlarge His church; the 

Lord uses pastor-teachers (chiefly) to mature His church.   

 

  The other passage we wish to consider once again is Romans 10:13ff.  Here we see that if a man is to 

stand and proclaim the Word of God broadly and successfully, God must send him forth on His behalf. 

 

  13For everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.  14How then will they call on Him 

in whom they have not believed?  And how are they to believe in Him of whom they have never heard? 

And how are they to hear without someone preaching?  15And how are they to preach unless they are 

sent3?  As it is written, “How beautiful are the feet of those who preach the good news!” (Rom. 10:13-

15) 

 

  Yes, God can “send” any Christian to speak the Gospel to an unbeliever and the Lord may use that 

messenger to proclaim the message that He will bless to the conversion of that lost person.  But Paul was 

                                                           
1 Most of these positions were filled by men only.  The exception is the ministry of the “prophets.”  The Lord had called 

and equipped some women to serve as prophets.  Acts 2:17 reads, “And it shall come to pass in the last days, says God, 

that I will pour out of My Spirit on all flesh; your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, your young men shall see 

visions, your old men shall dream dreams.”  Acts 21:8 describes some women prophets: “On the next day we who were 

Paul's companions departed and came to Caesarea, and entered the house of Philip the evangelist, who was one of the 

seven, and stayed with him.  Now this man had four virgin daughters who prophesied.”  These women had a ministry of 

prophesy in the church.  They did not violate the command of the apostle Paul, however, in which he forbid women to 

teach men.  1 Timothy 2:12 reads, “And I do not permit a woman to teach or to have authority over a man, but to be in 

silence.”  The reason for this is that these women prophets were wholly passive, in that the Holy Spirit had spoken 

directly through them, an action in which they were totally passive.  I suspect they performed their ministry in the 

church as passive voices by which the Holy Spirit spoke directly to His church, even while their heads were properly 

covered.  Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 11:5, “But every woman who prays or prophesies with her head uncovered 

dishonors her head.”  It would have been proper and decent for her to pray or prophesy if her head was properly 

covered. 
2 The Lord also used women to whom He gave the gift of prophecy (cf. Acts 2:17; 21:8f).  This did not violate the 

principle that women should not teach men (cf. 1 Tim. 2:12), because women with the gift of prophecy were wholly 

passive in their proclamation; it was the Lord speaking His word directly through them. 
3 Here, we see the need for a man of God to be sent by the Lord.  The Greek word for “sent” is the verb form of the 

noun translated elsewhere as “apostle”, which describes one who is sent by the Lord to speak or represent Him.  In the 

Septuagint (LXX) of the Old Testament, the same verb is used negatively of false prophets, whom the Lord had not 

sent.  The preachers of the Word of God in the New Testament era are to be sent by God, i.e. called and equipped by 

God, in the same way that He had called and sent His prophets to speak His Word to Israel. 
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writing of a special calling of God on a man’s life.  That man is God’s messenger sent by God to His people 

to proclaim good news to them. 

  We are to pray that the Lord would call and send God-gifted, God-blessed men in order to further His 

work in the world.  We read of this direct instruction to pray toward this end in the words of our Lord Jesus.  

We read in Matthew 9:36ff these words, 

 

  But when He saw the multitudes, He was moved with compassion for them, because they were 

weary and scattered, like sheep having no shepherd.  Then He said to His disciples, “The harvest truly is 

plentiful, but the laborers are few.  Therefore pray the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers into His 

harvest.” (Matt. 9:36-38) 

 

  By setting forth the understanding of the passage we have just considered, we can make several 

assertions and posit several questions. 

 

 1. There is a personal, individual, and divine call to the public ministry of the Word in the church 

of Jesus Christ.   

 

  The Lord Himself calls and equips men to minister His Word to His people.  Indeed, all believers may 

serve the Lord in teaching one another the Word of God as the Lord enables them.  But the Lord calls some 

men specifically and uniquely to lead His churches through the proclamation and administration of the Word 

of God.  There is a divine call to the ministry of the Word of God that God extends to specific men whom He 

has chosen.  We might cite John Newton in this regard: 

 

  None but the He who made the world can make a Minister of the Gospel… If a young man has 

capacity, culture and application may make him a scholar, a philosopher, or an orator; but a true Minister 

must have certain principles, motives, feelings, and aims, which no industry or endeavors of men can 

either acquire or communicate.  They must be given from above, or they cannot be received.4 

 

  God “sending” a man forth to preach His Word publically in the church may be analogous to the Lord 

sending forth His prophets under the Old Testament economy.  The prophets that spoke for God to His 

people were men that God had chosen, called, and equipped for their task.  This was true for Moses (Exo. 3), 

Elijah and Elisha, Isaiah (Isaiah 6), Ezekiel (Ezek. 2:3ff), and all the others.  However there were some, even 

many, who claimed to speak for God, but God had not sent them.  We read of these false prophets in 

Jeremiah’s prophecy. 

 

And the LORD said to me: “The prophets are prophesying lies in my name.  I did not send them, nor did 

I command them or speak to them.  They are prophesying to you a lying vision, worthless divination, 

and the deceit of their own minds.” (Jer. 14:14) 

 

  When God determines to judge a nation, He will commonly withhold calling men into the ministry of 

His Word.  In the 8th century BC prophets were scarce in the northern kingdom of Israel.  God called a man, 

a man from the southern kingdom of Judah, a farmer who grew figs.  God sent him to the north to proclaim 

His Word.  This was a portion of God’s message through Amos:  

 

  I will turn your feasts into mourning and all your songs into lamentation; I will bring sackcloth on 

every waist and baldness on every head; I will make it like the mourning for an only son and the end of it 

like a bitter day.  11“Behold, the days are coming,” declares the Lord GOD, “when I will send a famine 

on the land-- not a famine of bread, nor a thirst for water, but of hearing the words of the LORD.  

                                                           
4 Quoted in Charles Bridges, The Christian Ministry (The Banner of Truth Trust, 1991, orig. 1830), p. 24. 
4 Ibid. p. 93. 
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12They shall wander from sea to sea, and from north to east; they shall run to and fro, to seek the word of 

the LORD, but they shall not find it.” (Amos 8:10-12)  

 

  I would suggest that one of the Lord’s greatest curses on this land today is the relatively few men that 

He has called and equipped to stand in pulpits across this land and proclaim His Word faithfully, clearly, 

without apology or compromise.  And please forgive me if I sound self-serving, but when you find a man of 

God whom God has called and sent, you are mightily blessed of God!  I have friends with whom we have 

remained in contact over the years.  They have commonly written me that they cannot find a church where 

there is a man of integrity who will minster the Word of God faithfully and who lives in a manner consistent 

with his message.  They have searched and searched, but are repeatedly disappointed and discouraged. 

  False ministers of Christ are the scourge of the land.  Whereas the Lord in His righteous judgment 

withholds true men from being called and sent, the devil is quick to fill pulpits.  Find a church with some 

good men looking for a good man to fill their pulpit and speak with them!  They have discovered what J. C. 

Philpot concluded in London 150 years ago.  In a sermon he described what a person learns as he matures in 

the faith, growing in grace: 

 

  Through the inward conflicts, secret workings, mysterious changes, and ever-varying exercises of 

his soul, he becomes established in a deep feeling of his own folly and God’s wisdom, of his own 

weakness and Christ’s strength, of his own sinfulness and the Lord’s goodness, of his own backslidings 

and the Spirit’s recoveries, of his own base ingratitude and Jehovah’s longsuffering, of the aboundings of 

sin and the super-aboundings of grace.  He thus becomes daily more and more confirmed in the vanity of 

the creature, the utter helplessness of man, the deceitfulness and hypocrisy of the human heart, the 

sovereignty of distinguishing grace, the fewness of heaven-taught ministers, the scanty number of living 

souls, and the great rareness of true religion.  Nor are these convictions borrowed ideas, floating 

opinions, crude, half-digested sentiments or articles of a creed, which may be right or may be wrong; but 

they are things known by him as certainly, and felt as evidently as any material object that his eye sees, 

or his hand touches. 

 

  The devil has his men ready to step forward and stand before the people of God.  Paul wrote of men in 

the church:  

 

For such men are false apostles, deceitful workmen, disguising themselves as apostles of Christ.  And no 

wonder, for even Satan disguises himself as an angel of light.  So it is no surprise if his servants, also, 

disguise themselves as servants of righteousness.  Their end will correspond to their deeds. (2 Co 11:13-

15) 

 

  The apostle Paul warned the elders in the church at Ephesus that false men would arise in the church 

who were self-serving and not true servants of the truth of God. 

 
27For I have not shunned to declare to you the whole counsel of God.  28Therefore take heed to 

yourselves and to all the flock, among which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to shepherd the 

church of God which He purchased with His own blood.  29For I know this, that after my departure 

savage wolves will come in among you, not sparing the flock.  30Also from among yourselves men will 

rise up, speaking perverse things, to draw away the disciples after themselves.  31Therefore watch, and 

remember that for three years I did not cease to warn everyone night and day with tears. (Acts 20:27-31) 

 

  These false men can stand in the pulpit, open their Bibles, proclaim God’s Word to the people, but the 

people are unaffected by the Word, for the Lord is not with them.  They do not teach the Word rightly or do 

they keep the truths of Holy Scripture in balance.  They fail to proclaim “the whole counsel of God” (cf. Acts 

20:27).  These uncalled preachers withhold some truths of the Bible from their people or they are highly 

selective of their texts, because they perceive that the people will not receive the message.  It was D. Martyn 

Lloyd-Jones that said something like this, “The longer I am in the ministry the more I assess a preacher not 
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by what he preaches, but by what he doesn’t preach.”  The Lord does not bless these men, so the people 

receive little spiritual benefit from the Word proclaimed by them.  We may again call upon the prophecy of 

Jeremiah in which God said, 

 

“Behold, I am against those who prophesy lying dreams,” declares the LORD, “and who tell them and 

lead my people astray by their lies and their recklessness, when I did not send them or charge them.  So 

they do not profit this people at all,” declares the LORD. (Jer. 23:32) 

 

  Others have spoken about the problem of uncalled men in the pulpit.  Matthew Henry wrote against 

this problem of uncalled men:  “We must not be forward to put ourselves in the exercise of spiritual gifts.  

Pride often appears in this, under the pretence of a desire to be useful.  If the motive be correct, it is good; 

but humility will wait for a call. ”5  Charles Bridges wrote of the Church of England: “The national Church 

groans and bleeds from the crown of its head to the sole of its feet from the daily intrusion of unworthy men 

into the Ministry…”6  Lloyd-Jones wrote of the common problem of men not called by the Lord who enter 

the ministry: 

 

  The more common occurrence is that men feel called who are not called; and it is the business of 

the Church to see to this and to handle the situation.  I could give many examples and illustrations of this.  

I have always felt when someone has come to me and told me that he has been called to be a preacher, 

that my main business is to put every conceivable obstacle that I can think of in his way…   

  This is a most subtle matter.  One’s nature, or one’s ambition, or one’s liking for particular offices, 

or particular tasks, may create in one a desire to be a preacher, and we persuade ourselves that this is the 

Spirit of God leading us.  I have known this happens many times; and one of the most painful tasks that 

ever confronts a minister is to discourage a man who comes to him in that way.7 

 

  The call of God to a man to the Gospel ministry is personal, subjective, and may vary in detail from 

one man to another.  One Baptist pastor, Isaac Backus (1734-1806), stands out in history as one who 

promoted the special call of God to the Gospel ministry.  He lived and ministered here in Massachusetts in 

the 18th century.8  He wrote this of his own call: 

                                                           
5 Quoted in a footnote in Charles Bridges, The Christian Ministry (The Banner of Truth Trust, 1991, orig. 1830), p. 96. 
6 Ibid. p. 93. 
7 D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones, Preaching and Preachers (Zondervan, 1971), pp. 108f. 
8 He was called in 1751 to become the pastor of the Middleborough Baptist Church, Middleborough, MA.  I found this 

church’s website and it had this to say about its founder:  

  “On January 16, 1756, several people met in the home of Isaac Backus and organized what was then called the 

Baptist Church of Christ in Middleborough, Bridgewater and Raynham.  Backus, who had previously been pastor of the 

separatist church in town (North Congregational Church  just down the road from our church building), left that post 

upon his conviction that Baptism should be reserved for those who have made a conscious decision to give their lives to 

Jesus Christ and thus profess that faith through Baptism by immersion.  On June 23rd of that same year, Backus was 

formerly ordained as pastor of the new congregation, and one year later, ground was broken for the first church edifice.  

Records indicate that there were 41 members by the end of 1760. 

  “First Baptist Church was the fourteenth Baptist church to have been established in the Massachusetts colony.  

The church is rich in history not only because of its being among the first ones planted in this state, but because of its 

founding Pastor, Rev. Isaac Backus.  Backus was a direct descendent of Edward Winslow of the Mayflower pilgrims.  

Winslow has been called one of the founders of the Plymouth Colony.  It was Winslow, sent by Governor Bradford, 

who first visited Chief Massasoit and developed a friendly relationship among the Native Americans of the area.  

Winslow would go on to serve three terms as Governor of the Colony. 

  “Isaac Backus would come to experience personal salvation in Christ at age 18 years old, while plowing alone in 

his home fields on August 24, 1741.  In his own diary, Backus recorded of his experience: “I was enabled by divine 

light to see the perfect righteousness of Christ and the freeness and richness of His grace with such clearness that my 

soul was drawn forth to trust in Him for salvation.  The Word of God and the promises of His grace appeared firmer 

than a rock, and I was astonished at my previous unbelief.” 



6 

 

 

  Hitherto a private life had been my choice and delight; but a new scene was before me, which I had 

no idea of, till I was led into it in the following manner.  Being at a certain house where a number of the 

saints were met, the command, ‘pray ye the Lord of the harvest that He will send forth laborers into His 

harvest,’ was read and spoken upon.  A conviction seized my mind that God had given me abilities 

which His church had a right to the use of, and which I could not withhold with a clear conscience.  Soon 

after, a spirit of prayer for divine teaching was given me in a remarkable manner, and eternal things were 

brought into a near view, with a clear sight of the truth and the harmony of the Holy Scriptures; also 

these words were impressed on my mind: “Son of man, eat this scroll.”  Never did I more sensibly eat 

natural food than did my soul feast upon the solid feast upon the solid truths of God’s Word.  Yet I did 

not then conclude that I should ever preach the Gospel in public. 

  “A few days after, our minister invited me to go with him to Colchester and Lyme, where there was 

a revival of religion.  I went accordingly, and on the journey two souls were hopefully converted.  I 

returned home with rejoicing, and much life in my soul.  The next day, September 27, 1746, new views 

were given me beyond those which I had before received.  My business led me out to work alone in the 

woods, where, with none to interrupt me, I had such converse with my God as I never had before.  His 

former teachings now came to this point, that He called me to preach His Gospel.  And I was led to 

count the cost of obedience to the will of God in this work, as distinctly as ever to cast up any particular 

sum.  Many and great enemies appeared in my way, reproaches, losses, imprisonment, and death; but 

God showed me that He could make them all fly from my path as chaff flies before the wind.  I thought 

of my own ignorance and weakness; but He gave me to see that He had knowledge and strength for me.  

I urged the plea that I was slow of speech and very bashful; but the answer came: cannot He who formed 

man’s mouth cause him to speak?  I said if I go and preach the Gospel with success, I might be lifted up 

with pride and fall as many others have done.  This difficulty seemed to me like a great mountain, rising 

far above all the rest; but God said, My grace is sufficient for thee; the mountain was taken away and 

every excuse gone, so that it appeared like trifling with Divine majesty to make another objection.  And 

though I looked upon the work as too great for an angel to go through with in his own strength, yet I saw 

it was very easy for God to carry such a poor worm through it, make him faithful unto death, and give 

him at last a crown of life.  So I was enabled then to give up my soul and body afresh to God, with all my 

interest, to serve Him in preaching His Gospel.  He them gave me a particular message from the fifty-

third Psalm, to lay open the universal corruption of mankind.  As our church allowed each brother free 

liberty to improve his gift in teaching, I delivered that message the next day (Lord’s day, September 28, 

1746) with special clearness, and with acceptance to the church.  And as I was then free from all worldly 

engagements, I devoted my whole time to that great work.” 

 

  Isaac Backus preached for over 61 years, having started and ministered in over 50 Baptist churches.  

He pastored in the days when the state would not permit him to preach because the state church would not 

authorize him.  In 1753 Backus published a book entitled, “Discourse on the Nature and Necessity of an 

Internal Call to Preach the Everlasting Gospel.”  He asserted in it that “all true ministers of the Gospel are 

                                                                                                                                                                                                 

  “Little did he realize then that he would not only come to serve as founder of one of the earliest Baptist churches 

in the colony, but as a pioneer for religious freedom in the new nation.  During his years, Backus served as a defender of 

religious liberty, arguing for the right of every man to worship God in the church of his own choice, without coercion 

from government or the oppressive taxation of citizens in order to support the state church in Massachusetts.  His 

brother and mother being imprisoned for refusal to pay such taxes, Backus pleaded his case before Continental 

Congress in 1774, the General Court in Watertown in 1775, and in Boston in 1780 and, finally, to George Washington 

in 1790.  Although Backus died before seeing the fruits of his own labor, his efforts paved the way for Separation of 

Church and State, providing a heritage of religious freedom for all people.  During his lifetime, Backus traveled over 

68,600 miles as a traveling evangelist, while also maintaining his faithful ministry as pastor of the new church, a post he 

held for 50 years, until his death in 1806.”  [see http://www.fbcnm.org/#!__about-us/history]  

http://www.fbcnm.org/#!__about-us/history
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called into that work by the special influences of the Holy Spirit.”9  He asserted that a true minster’s 

qualifications consist more in “divine enlightening than in human learning.”10  He wrote:  

 

…the Holy Spirit inwardly calls men to preach the Word, by giving them a specially clear view of the 

present state of the church and the world, by opening and committing to them the treasure of the Gospel, 

and by constraining them sweetly and powerfully to enter upon this great work at God’s command.11 

 

  Since, then, there is a personal, individual, and divine call to the public ministry of the Word, it 

leads us to ask the question…   

 

 2.  How does a man know that God has called him to the public ministry of the Word? 

 

  If God alone calls a man to the public ministry of the Word, how does a man know that God is calling 

him?  It is commonly agreed that the call of God may be confirmed by considering the call of God as both an 

internal call and an external call.  This is not to be confused with the call of God unto salvation.  When we 

speak of God’s calling a sinner to Christ that he may be saved from sin, we also speak of both an external 

and an internal call.  But in the case of God’s effectual call, the external call is the general call to all people 

everywhere, the call of the gospel that commands sinners to repent and believe the Gospel.  And when we 

speak of the internal call of God unto salvation, we are referring to the inward work of the Holy Spirit, 

informing the mind, inclining the heart, and enabling the will of the sinner to come to Christ.  But when we 

speak of God’s call of a man into the Gospel ministry, the internal call is God also informing the mind of the 

man of God’s will to call him to the ministry, inclining his heart to desire the work of the ministry, and 

giving the man faith and the opportunity to obey God’s call.  But when we speak of the external call of God 

to the Gospel ministry, we are referring to God confirming a man’s call to the ministry by the local church, 

who in turn ordains him to this work.  Let us consider each of these. 

 

  (1)  The internal call of God 

 

  By an internal call of God, we speak of what the man himself senses and experiences.  I believe D. 

Martyn Lloyd-Jones described it well: 

 

  “Am I called to be a preacher or not?  How do you know?”  I would suggest that there are certain 

tests.  A call generally starts in the form of a consciousness within one’s own spirit, an awareness of a 

kind of pressure being brought to bear upon one’s spirit, some disturbance in the realm of the spirit, then 

[sic] that your mind is being directed to the whole question of preaching.  You have not thought of it 

deliberately, you have not sat down in cold blood to consider possibilities, and then having looked at 

several have decided to take this up.  It is not that.  This is something that happens to you; it is God 

dealing with you by His Spirit; it is something you become aware of rather than by something you do.  It 

is thrust upon you.  It is presented to you and almost forced upon you constantly in this way. 

 

And so, this internal call is subjective in nature; it is in the realm of personal persuasion and conviction. 

  There was an occasion when a young man asked the pastor and hymn writer, John Newton, how he 

might know if God was calling him to the ministry.  Newton sent a letter in response: 

 

  “Your case reminds me of my own; my first desires towards the ministry were attended with great 

uncertainties and difficulties, and the perplexity of my own mind was heightened by the various and 

opposite judgments of my friends. The advice I have to offer is the result of painful experience and 

                                                           
9 Alvah Hovey, A Memoir of the Life and Times of Isaac Backus (Gano Books, 1991), p. 62.  
10 Ibid. p. 63. 
11 Ibid. 
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exercise, and for this reason, perhaps, may not be unacceptable to you.  I pray our gracious Lord to make 

it useful.  

  “I was long distressed, as you are, about what was or was not a proper call to the ministry.  It now 

seems to me an easy point to solve; but, perhaps, it will not be so to you, till the Lord shall make it clear 

to yourself in your own case.  I have not room to say so much as I could.  In brief, I think it principally 

includes three things:  

  “1.  A warm and earnest desire to be employed in this service.  I apprehend the man who is once 

moved by the Spirit of God to this work, will prefer it, if attainable, to thousands of gold and silver; so 

that, though he is at times intimidated by a sense of its importance and difficulty, compared with his own 

great insufficiency (for it is to be presumed a call of this sort, if indeed from God, will be accompanied 

with humility and self-abasement), yet he cannot give it up.  I hold it a good rule to enquire in this point, 

whether the desire to preach is most fervent in our most lively and spiritual frames, and when we are 

most laid in the dust before the Lord?  If so, it is a good sign.  But if, as is sometimes the case, a person is 

very earnest to be a preacher to others, when he finds but little hungerings and thirstings after grace in his 

own soul, it is then to be feared his zeal springs rather from a selfish principle than from the Spirit of 

God.  

  “2.  Besides this affectionate desire and readiness to preach, there must in due season appear some 

competent sufficiency as to gifts, knowledge, and utterance.  Surely, if the Lord sends a man to teach 

others, he will furnish him with the means.  I believe many have intended well in setting up for 

preachers, who yet went beyond or before their call in so doing.  The main difference between a minister 

and a private Christian, seems to consist in those ministerial gifts, which are imparted to him, not for his 

own sake, but for the edification of others.  But then I say these are to appear in due season; they are not 

to be expected instantaneously, but gradually, in the use of proper means.  They are necessary for the 

discharge of the ministry, but not necessary as pre-requisites to warrant our desires after it.  In your case, 

you are young, and have time before you; therefore, I think you need not as yet perplex yourself with 

enquiring if you have these gifts already.  It is sufficient if your desire is fixed, and you are willing, in the 

way of prayer and diligence, to wait upon the Lord for them; as yet you need them not.12   

  “3.  That which finally evidences a proper call, is a correspondent opening in providence, by a 

gradual train of circumstances pointing out the means, the time, the place, of actually entering upon the 

work.  And until this coincidence arrives, you must not expect to be always clear from hesitation in your 

own mind.  The principal caution on this head is, not to be too hasty in catching at first appearances.  If it 

be the Lord’s will to bring you into his ministry, he has already appointed your place and service, and 

though you know it not at present, you shall at a proper time.  If you had the talents of an angel, you 

could do no good with them till his hour is come, and till he leads you to the people whom he has 

determined to bless by your means.  It is very difficult to restrain ourselves within the bounds of 

prudence here, when our zeal is warm: a sense of the love of Christ upon our hearts, and a tender 

compassion for poor sinners, is ready to prompt us to break out too soon; but he that believeth shall not 

make haste.  I was about five years under this constraint; sometimes I thought I must preach, though it 

was in the streets.  I listened to everything that seemed plausible, and to many things which were not so.  

But the Lord graciously, and as it were insensibly, hedged up my way with thorns; otherwise, if I had 

been left to my own spirit, I should have put it quite out of my power to have been brought into such a 

sphere of usefulness, as he in his good time has been pleased to lead me to.  And I can now see clearly, 

that at the time I would first have gone out, though my intention was, I hope, good in the main, yet I 

overrated myself, and had not that spiritual judgment and experience which are requisite for so great a 

service.”  

 

  Newton conveys a character trait that is very important--that of humility.  In all of God’s works and 

through all of God’s workers, God works in a manner by which He alone gets the glory.  In all that He does, 

                                                           
12 Spurgeon, who provides this quote, interjects this comment at this point:  “We should hesitate to speak precisely in 

this manner.  The gifts must be somewhat apparent before the desire should be encouraged.  Still in the main we agree 

with Mr. Newton.”  In Charles H. Spurgeon, Lectures to My Students (Zondervan, 1977), pp. 38f. 
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He does it so that “No flesh may glory in His presence.”  Even the most immanent preacher in the pulpit, 

must be a humble man.  It was Charles Spurgeon who said of himself,  

 

A certain class of brethren have a great facility for discovering that they have been very wonderfully and 

divinely helped in their declamations; I should envy them their glorious liberty and self-complacency if 

there were any ground for it; for alas!  I very frequently have to bemoan and mourn over my non-

success and shortcomings as a speaker.13 

 

  In all of God’s workers there must be a genuine, heart-deep sense of humility.  To press this point 

home to his students, Spurgeon gave this illustration of what disqualified a young man who aspired to the 

ministry: 

 

  One young gentleman with whose presence I was once honored, has left on my mind the 

photograph of his exquisite self.  That same face of his looked like the title-page to a whole volume of 

conceit and deceit.  He sent word into my vestry one Sabbath morning that he must see me at once.  His 

audacity admitted him; and when he was before me he said, “Sir, I want to enter your College, and 

should like to enter it at once.”   

  “Well, Sir,” said I, “I fear we have no room for you at present, but your case shall be considered.”   

  “But mine is a very remarkable case, Sir; you have probably never received such an application as 

mine before.” 

  “Very good, we’ll see about it; the secretary will give you one of the application papers, and you 

can see me on Monday.”   

  He came on the Monday bringing with him the questions, answered in a most extraordinary 

manner.  As to books, he claimed to have read all ancient and modern literature, and after giving an 

immense list he added, “this is but a selection; I have read most extensively in all departments.”  As to 

his preaching, he could produce the highest testimonials, but hardly thought they would be needed, as a 

personal interview would convince me of his ability at once.  His surprise was great when I said, “Sir, I 

am obliged to tell you that I cannot receive you.”   

  “Why not, Sir?”   

  “I will tell you plainly.  You are so dreadfully clever that I could not insult you by receiving you 

into our College, where we have none but rather ordinary men; the president, tutors, and students, are all 

men of moderate attainments, and you would have to condescend too much in coming among us.”   

  He looked at me very severely, and said with dignity, “Do you mean to say, that because I have an 

unusual genius, and have produced in myself a gigantic mind such as is rarely seen, I am refused 

admittance into your College?” 

  “Yes,” I replied, as calmly as I could, considering the overpowering awe which his genius inspired, 

“for that very reason.”  

  “Then, Sir, you ought to allow me a trial of my preaching abilities; select me any text you like, or 

suggest any subject you please and here in this very room I will speak upon it, or preach upon it without 

deliberation, and you will be surprised.”  

  “No, thank you, I would rather not have the trouble of listening to you.” 

  “Trouble, Sir!  I assure you it would be the greatest possible pleasure you could have.”   

  I said it might be, but I felt myself unworthy of the privilege, and so bade him a long farewell.  The 

gentleman was unknown to me at the time, but he has since figured in the police court as too clever by 

half.14 

 

  Spurgeon gave one other example of humility and other accompanying graces that must be seen if a 

man is truly called of God: 

 

                                                           
13 Ibid. p. 29. 
14 Charles H. Spurgeon, Lectures to My Students (Zondervan, 1977), pp. 38f. 



10 

 

  From someone or other I heard in conversation of a plan adopted by Matthew Wilks, for 

examining a young man who wanted to be a missionary; the drift, if not the detail of the test, commends 

itself to my judgment though not to my taste.   

  The young man desired to go to India as a missionary in connection with the London Missionary 

Society.  Mr. Wilks was appointed to consider his fitness for such a post.  He wrote to the young man, 

and told him to call upon him at six o'clock the next morning.  The brother lived many miles off, but he 

was at the house at six o'clock punctually.  Mr. Wilks did not, however, enter the room till hours after.  

The brother waited wonderingly, but patiently. 

  At last, Mr. Wilks arrived, and addressed the candidate thus, in his usual nasal tones, “Well, young, 

man, so you want to be a missionary?” 

  “Yes, Sir.” 

  “Do you love the Lord Jesus Christ?” 

  “Yes, Sir, I hope I do.” 

  “And have you had any education?” 

  “Yes, Sir, a little.” 

  “Well, now, we’ll try you; can you spell ‘cat’? 

  “The young man looked confused, and hardly knew how to answer so preposterous a question.  His 

mind evidently halted between indignation and submission, but in a moment he replied steadily, “C, a, t, 

cat.” 

  “Very good,” said Mr. Wilks; “now, can you spell ‘dog’? 

  “Our young martyr hesitated, but Mr. Wilks said in his coolest manner, “Oh, never mind; don’t be 

bashful; you spelt the other word so well that I should think you will be able to spell this: high as the 

attainment is, it is not so elevated but what you might do it without blushing.”  

  The youthful Job replied, “D, o, g, dog.” 

  “Well, that is right; I see you will do in your spelling, and now for your arithmetic; how many are 

twice two?”  It is a wonder that Mr. Wilks did not receive “twice two” after the fashion of muscular 

Christianity, but the patient youth gave the right reply and was dismissed. 

  Matthew Wilks at the committee meeting said, “I cordially recommend that young man; his 

testimonials and character I have duly examined, and besides that, I have given him a rare personal trial 

such as few could bear.  I tried his self-denial, he was up in the morning early; I tried his temper, and I 

tried his humility; he can spell ‘cat’ and ‘dog,’ and can tell that ‘twice two make four,’ and he will do for 

a missionary exceedingly well.” 

  Now, what the old gentleman is thus said to have done with exceedingly bad taste, we may with 

much propriety do with ourselves. 

 

  (2)  The external call of God 

 

  As we said earlier, when we speak of the external call of God to the Gospel ministry, we are referring 

to God confirming a man’s call to the ministry by the recognition and acknowledgment of the local church, 

which in turn ordains him to this work.   

 

The external call is a commission received from and recognized by the Church, according to the sacred 

and primitive order; not indeed qualifying the Minister, but accrediting him, whom God had internally 

and suitably qualified.  This call communicates therefore only official authority.15 

 

  When a young man would come to Lloyd-Jones expressing his desire to serve in the ministry of the 

public proclamation of the word, he would try to convince the man of doing every other occupation possible.  

He wrote, “I have always felt when someone has come to me and told me that he has been called to be a 

preacher, that my main business is put every conceivable obstacle in his way.”16  A church should be very 

                                                           
15 Charles Bridges, The Christian Ministry (The Banner of Truth Trust, 1991, orig. 1830), p. 91. 
16 D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones, Preaching and Preachers (Zondervan, 1971), p. 108f. 
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careful and cautious of laying their hands upon a man, which authorizes him to stand before the people of 

God for a lifetime of preaching.  The blessing of ordaining a good man will be upon the church, but the 

responsibility and accountability of thrusting an unqualified man or an incompetent man into the Gospel 

ministry must be great. 

 

 3.  What criteria may be used by a church to identify a man called by God to proclaim His Word? 

 

  What criteria may a church use to assess a man as to his call?  I would suggest that by a proper 

examination, a church may determine if a man is capable, suitable, and qualified for the work.  And so, What 

are the scriptural means, the scriptural message, and the scriptural goals for the minister of the Word?  
Our passage of Ephesians 4:11-16, that we read at the beginning of this message may instruct us in these 

matters. 

 

  (1)  Is the man motivated and capable of assuming the responsibility “for the equipping of the 

saints for the work of the ministry” (Eph. 4:12)?  He must have a heart for ministry and has an ability to 

lead the people of God in the will of God.  This would necessitate examining the man’s character, 

experience, and maturity, using all of the biblical qualifications to assess his capability and suitability to the 

task.17 

 

  (2)  Is the man able and committed to build up the body in “the faith and the knowledge of the 

Son of God” (4:12b-14)?  Is he able to do so that they will be doctrinally sound and will he teach the people 

of God to distinguish truth from error, right from wrong, and good from evil?  Not only must he be 

knowledgeable of doctrine, but his preaching must be characterized as doctrinal in substance.  Sound 

doctrine is what he teaches the people.  It is the very basis from which they assess the world about them and 

make decisions to live before God in the world.  The nature and organization of the New Testament epistles 

is ample proof of this principle of pastoral ministry.  First, the apostle declared and described his doctrine, 

and then he provides application to life.  A preacher is to set forth the teaching (doctrine) of the Word of 

God, and then He is to instruct the people how to live in the light of that teaching.  This work of the ministry 

would necessitate the church examining a man who aspires to the ministry of not only of the soundness of 

his doctrine, but the soundness of his philosophy of ministry. 

 

  (3)  Does the man have a love for the truth of God as well as a love for the people of God?  For 

he is called to be “speaking the truth in love” (4:15).  He is to do so not only because he loves the truth, but 

he loves his people who hear the truth.  The truth is on his heart and in his mind.  The man of God has the 

same conviction as the apostle Paul, “For we cannot do anything against the truth, but only for the truth” (2 

Cor. 13:8).  And because the church is the “pillar and ground of the truth”, he teaches the truth fully and 

faithfully, without hesitation and without compromise, and with confidence and conviction, for he loves the 

truth and the people to whom he proclaims the truth. 

 

  (4)  Does he have a view of the future and where his people need to be taken?  He is to lead the 

church so that the people “may grow up in all things into Him who is the head-- Christ-- 16from whom the 

whole body, joined and knit together by what every joint supplies, according to the effective working by 

which every part does its share, causes growth of the body for the edifying of itself in love.”  And so, one 

characteristic of a shepherd of sheep is that he knows where he needs to take his sheep tomorrow so that they 

may have food and water and protection.  So the Lord gives the true shepherds of his people the proneness 

and ability of outlook not only to see the current problems of His people, but where they need to be taken and 

directed unto maturity. 

 

  (5)  Is the man motivated in his ministry of the Word before his people ultimately and chiefly for 

the glory of God?  Paul had expressed at the end of the previous chapter his overarching and primary desire 

                                                           
17 Of course the qualifications for elder would apply (1 Timothy 3:1ff; Titus 1:7ff). 
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and expectation for his ministry: “Now to Him who is able to do exceedingly abundantly above all that we 

ask or think, according to the power that works in us, to Him be glory in the church by Christ Jesus to all 

generations, forever and ever.  Amen” (Eph. 3:20f).   
 

 

***************** 

 

“May the God of all grace, who called us to His eternal glory by Christ Jesus, after you have suffered a 

while, perfect, establish, strengthen, and settle you.  To Him be the glory and the dominion forever and ever.  

Amen. (1 Pet. 5:10-11) 

 

***************** 


