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The Education of a Christian Minister
© William C. Suttles

Study to show yourself approved unto God,
 a workman that does not need to be ashamed, 
rightly dividing the word of truth.
2 Timothy 2:15


The calling of a man or woman into Christian ministry does not necessarily mean that God sees that individual, at the time that He calls them, as fully formed and ready to enter immediately into the ministry to which He has called them.  In fact, it is common that a period of preparation will follow His calling, so that the minister may be prepared for the “works that He (God) has ordained for him (or her) to walk in” (Ephesians 2:10).   It is usually the case that God calls, then prepares, then sends those whom he has called.  The calling is a means of engaging the individual and focusing them “in the way that they should go.” God has a plan for the preparation of each individual and their ministry.  

Miles Stanford in his book, The Green Letters, made a study of the average time between the calling of a person and their actual entering in to the fulfillment of that calling.  He looked not only at important individuals in the Bible, but also in the course of Church history.  He surmised that the average time for each person between receiving the call and entering in to the work has been 15 years!   Thus it is plain that the preparation of a minister is no small thing and that God will take whatever time it takes in order that his minister may be ready for the work.  For Moses, it was 40 years; for the Apostle Paul it may have been as many as 16 years between the time that Paul was called on the road to Damascus to the time when he was sent out from Antioch on the first missionary journey (Acts 13:1-3).  

Some might ask, “Why does it take so long?”  To this Stanford quotes A. H. Strong: “When God wants to make an oak, He takes a hundred years, but when he wants to make a squash, He takes six weeks.”  The question, then, to the student of the Lord is, “What do you want to be in the Kingdom of God, an oak or a squash?”  The point is, the Lord is obviously not in a hurry.  He takes whatever time is necessary to fully prepare his disciple.  It is not a matter of how “smart” one is or how fast one is able to learn; rather, it has to do with the actual ministry.  God alone knows what it is going to take for you to be ready for it.

But how does He do this?  Not just by teaching, but by training.  As a Christian minister you need to realize that what you need to know cannot be learned entirely out of a book or by listening to a lecture; it requires the application of what you are beginning to know in God to your actual life—not just a head knowledge, but a heart knowledge.  Paul tells us in I Corinthians 2:14: But the natural man receiveth not the things of the Spirit of God: for they are foolishness unto him: neither can he know them, because they are spiritually discerned.  

The real question then in the education of a Christian minister is how can  what the minister is learning be combined with the proper spiritual formation which will be a “container” for the teachings of God?  Jesus taught his disciples by word and experience.  Though he was a Teacher, he was even more, in their case, a Mentor.  And even then, there were matters He knew they were not able to receive while he was with them.  Therefore He directed them to look for another Teacher-Mentor like Himself who would pick up where He left off:  John 16:12-15 I have yet many things to say unto you, but ye cannot bear them now. Howbeit when he, the Spirit of truth, is come, he will guide you into all truth: for he shall not speak of himself; but whatsoever he shall hear, that shall he speak: and he will shew you things to come. He shall glorify me: for he shall receive of mine, and shall shew it unto you. All things that the Father hath are mine: therefore said I, that he shall take of mine, and shall shew it unto you.  

If you desire to be fully trained for the ministry to which God has called you, you need to realize that no earthly teacher can ever fully prepare you even if they teach you everything they know.  You must be attentive to the Holy Spirit who will bring to you what you need to know when you need to know it.  Only He can be in charge of your education.  No man can do that for you.  Jesus, Himself, through the indwelling Holy Spirit, wants to train you for the ministry to which he has called you.  This may, and most likely will, involve teaching, classes and courses developed by other ministers of God before you.  But always remember: there is one Master and He is your true Teacher.  
Be listening always for His Voice in the teachings of anyone to whom you go for instruction.   And even then there will be some things that you will have to “dig out on your own” because no other calling in the world is exactly like your unique calling.  Paul said: “. . . I have finished my course” (II Timothy 4:7), and you are called to finish your course.  No one else can run it for you.  And no one else can fully prepare you for it.  Be thankful for the instruction and example you receive from other men and women of God, both living and dead (through the books they have left behind), but be courageous to depend on the Lord Himself to take you through the “courses” you will need to learn in order to complete what He has called you to do.
For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus unto good works,
 which God hath before ordained that we should walk in them.
                                                 Ephesians 2:10
Studying for the Ministry

How you go about studying for the ministry depends upon where it is that you desire or expect your ministry to be.  Some churches require that the individual who wants to be a minister in their church or denomination must study at a specific seminary and/or earn a specific degree.  For instance in most mainline denominations the candidate for ministry would be expected to have a Bachelor’s degree from an accredited college or university and then to complete a Master of Divinity degree in one of their seminaries.  Some other churches or ministries would be accepting of less traditional schools or methods of study.  Some independent churches (not connected with any specific denomination or fellowship) may have an affiliation with a particular school or sometimes will even offer training within their own local church setting. 

Accreditation. Accreditation of an institution is one of the most misunderstood subjects in theological education.  Essentially, an accredited school is one which has requirements and standards which match other similarly accredited schools such that should a student transfer from one school to another the new school would presumably accept the work done by the student in the former school.  This, however, does not always work out in reality, because each school may still set its own requirements and may not accept everything done in the former school (even when they share the same accrediting agency).
Although accreditation is thought of as being essential to the quality of education there is a wide range of what may be called “quality education” even among accredited schools.  Also, because there is an accrediting agency involved,  it is possible that the conformity required of a school seeking accreditation would stymie the creativity and sometimes even the practicality of the education offered.  
This is an especially sensitive issue when it comes to theological education.  It has sometimes been the case that the secular agencies involved in accrediting a religious institution would make requirements which run at cross purposes to the Christian mission of the school.  The result has all too often led to the “dumbing down” of the spiritual aspects of the Christian education being offered and has generally led to the liberalization of many, if not most, accredited seminaries to such a degree that popularly most mainline seminaries are now referred to as “cemeteries” rather than seminaries because it is there that many a seminarian has had their true faith in Christ buried in the grave of secular-religious skepticism.  
This fact has led many Christian schools to abandon the traditional accreditation process.  In some cases Christian schools have established their own accrediting agencies in order to set their own standards; but one who is attending such an “accredited” school needs to realize that this accreditation will not be accepted by the larger educational establishment and therefore that credits earned in these schools may not transfer to any other schools except those schools which are a part of this special accrediting agency.  In other words, the accreditation has limited acceptance even in the wider Christian community.
For some schools it just makes more sense to simply abandon the “accrediting” process altogether; and, in some cases this may be the most honest thing to do.  It is possible that some non-accredited schools may, in fact, be able to offer the most effective and truly spiritual learning experience available since they are not bound to meet some kind of external standard acceptable to every other institution, some of which, or all of which, do not recognize the things which might be the most important in training for true Christian ministry.  
If one chooses to go the way of an unaccredited school, they should do so with their eyes wide open and it must not matter to them that this or that school or church does not recognize their schooling or degree as legitimate for ministry in that church or for transfer to another institution.  If your goal is to be a minister for the Lord in a situation that does not require that you have a degree from a school with a traditional accreditation, then you are free to choose the school which best fits your needs and which offers what you consider to be the best preparation from a biblical and spiritual standpoint.  
The thing to look at if considering such a school is the reputation and the experience and benefit of former and current students at that school.  It would also be most helpful to know the “mission statement” of the school, the basic orientation of the school as to its beliefs (i.e., Fundamentalist, Evangelical, Reformed, Pentecostal, Charismatic, etc.), and the quality of the instruction offered.  In some cases it may be possible for you to listen to a lecture by one of the instructors, or attend a class session, so that you can better gauge if this is the kind of instruction you are seeking.  

Studying with an Individual Instructor.  While it is advantageous  to receive instruction from more than one person so that you will be more broad in your viewpoint and experience the diversity and insights of various teachers in the body of Christ; nevertheless, there is at the same time great benefit to receiving comprehensive instruction from a teacher you know you can trust who can impart to you a designed and thorough training curriculum which they have developed.  The more experienced this instructor the better.  You should desire to train under the tutelage of this person as much as possible while also receiving the benefit of other shorter courses and educational experiences.


When choosing such an instructor to study with you should be looking for the following: someone who is obviously walking with the Lord and has demonstrated a solid walk with God over many years.  They should be someone who loves to learn and loves to pass along what they have learned.  That they love God first, and love you second.  That they have a proven track record in training others for ministry.  It is also important that they take a personal interest in you: that they care about who you are, what you are called to do, and that they therefore give much thought and prayer in helping you to ultimately fulfill your own ministry.
Subjects Which Need to be Studied
1. The Bible: 
There is no substitute for reading and studying the Word of God, the Holy Scriptures, on your own.  Have a Bible study plan.  Read through the Bible at least once every year.  It is vitally important that you familiarize yourself with every aspect of the entire Word of God.  You need to know what is in there and what is not in there.  You will find that the parts make a whole and that you are enabled to understand the parts of the Bible only in the light of whole of it.

Thus you need to study the Bible as a whole and study it in its parts.  Break down your study into specific books (and don’t leave out the Old Testament).  Study the Bible by subjects: go through the entire Bible (with the help of a concordance as you research every single verse that has something to do with a specific topic.  Read what others have to say about this topic using Bible Dictionaries and Bible Commentaries.  And finally, learn to do word studies, by going deeper into the meaning of the Hebrew and Greek words which are translated into English (or your native language)—there are many easy to use tools to help you with this process (such as Vines Expository Dictionary).  
2. The Ministry of the Word of God: 
It is important for a minister to learn how to handle the Word of God for the purpose of ministering it to others.  This involves learning about biblical interpretation (or hermeneutics).  The main principle to be observed is that the natural precedes the spiritual; that is, that one must first understand what the text in its natural context (historically and culturally) is saying before one may begin to accurately hear what God may be saying to you spiritually in the present moment.

In the ministry of God’s Word the preparation of the minister is as important as the preparation of the message.  One famous preacher in years past made the following observation: 



“There are two aspects of the minister’s work which we are constantly



  meeting in the New Testament.  They are embodied in the two words:



  one is ‘message,’ and the other is ‘witness.’” 
(Phillips Brooks, The Joy of Preaching)
By this he means that there must be a meeting of heart (experience) and head (the intellectual preparation of the message) in order for the true Word of God to come forth.  The message must “live” for the preacher if he (or she) is to minister it with life giving power.  Therefore the ongoing spiritual development of the minister is essential to the ministry of God’s Word.


When it comes to preparing the message itself there are certain Bible study tools which the minister must be taught to use effectively and efficiently.  I call these study aids, “The Tools of the Trade.”  They include such basic reference materials as Strong’s Exhaustive Concordance, Young’s Analytical Concordance, Vine’s Expository Dictionary, and other good Bible dictionaries and encyclopedias.

Today many of these tools can be found in Bible computer software programs such as Logos, as well as in book form.  When you are studying a passage of Scripture it is always beneficial to see what others have to say about this particular passage as well.  

After you have learned to “study out” the natural meaning of the text then God may begin to show you how what you are seeing applies to the particular situation or circumstance you are presently seeking to address in your message. This might be called a “revealed application.”  This is where the spiritual part of the ministry of the word comes in (the witness that you are able to give to what you are preaching or teaching).  This is where the true power comes forth in what you are ministering.  But remember, it never stands on its own; this “special” application must stand on the plain “studied out” meaning of the text itself.


Training in the ministry of God’s Word, then, should also address this spiritual aspect of ministry.  How is it that we come to hear God speaking presently and how do we then communicate this to our hearers?  This spiritual aspect of ministry is often not addressed at all in the education of some.  However, the more one can understand about this process the better off and more confident you as a minister will be when seeking to hear what God is saying to you and wants you to communicate and impart to others.

3. Discipleship Training: 
The Christian life does not end with “getting saved”; in fact, it is just beginning.  Teaching believers to “walk with the Lord” is an important part of ministry and therefore must be a substantial part of ministry preparation.  What does a new believer need to know?  How would you teach them the most basic vital aspects of living as a Christian such as forgiveness,

repentance, prayer, faith, temptations and trials, obedience, waiting on God, responsibility, guidance, etc.  

There needs to be a plan for discipleship in order that every Christian may grow and mature in their Christian life.  Therefore, as a part of ministerial education, the fundamentals of Christian discipleship should be taught—not just what believers need to know, but how to teach them in those areas.
4. Biblical Theology: 
Christian theology is a way of understanding the major doctrines of the Bible.  For instance, what do we mean by “salvation” or “being born-again” or “eternal life.”  The study of theology helps to “think through” these issues so that we do not misunderstand or misrepresent them.  In a normal Seminary course of study the student is required to take at least two semesters of what is called “Systematic Theology.”  In this course they are taught all the major doctrines of the Bible in a systematic way and hopefully shown how all the different parts fit together as a cohesive whole.  


In the training for Christian ministry it is important that the minister understand in as thorough a way as possible especially the doctrine of God, the biblical teaching concerning man, sin, salvation, repentance, forgiveness, justification, redemption, sanctification, the Holy Spirit, heaven and hell, eternal life, etc.  These are all matters that will be concerns of a student’s ministry for the rest of their lives and therefore it is important that a solid foundation of these matters be laid so that they may build upon it for the rest of their life and ministry.
5. Spiritual Formation & Christian Engagement with the World:

Finally, a ministerial education should not neglect to teach the parts and process of spirituality and also the way in which the Christian should engage the world around them with the Gospel.  Seminaries are notorious for neglecting the spiritual development of their students.  Unfortunately, the training in the normal seminary setting is heavy in academics and light in developing the formation of Christian spirituality.  Sometimes Bible Colleges are better at this because they take greater care to see that attention is given to spiritual formation.  It is an excellent school which is able to give solid academics along with spiritual sensitivity.  Probably the best way that this can occur, when it does, is that the professors or teachers are self-revealing, i.e., spiritually transparent, as they teach their material so that the student may learn from the spirit of the teacher as well as from the mind of the teacher.

A Christian minister needs to learn how to hear the voice of God, how to have spiritual discernment, do spiritual warfare, have a strong personal moral foundation, and experience a living faith.  Some might say these things are better “caught than taught” and while there is some truth to this saying, nevertheless, it would be beneficial to the student if their teacher at least would attempt to explain to them how God has worked in their own lives in teaching  them concerning these maters.  


Additionally, the education of a Christian minister should include training in the area of how to connect with the world in which we live.  Some would call this evangelism; however, another way of expressing it is “Christian Engagement with the World.” In this present day it involves more than simply preaching the Gospel to unsaved people.  The Christian minister needs to understand that even if his or her future ministry is limited to a single location they will still be engaging people “cross-culturally.” This means that the traditional evangelistic methods of reaching people may no longer work very well even in some contemporary “American” situations.

Therefore the minister needs to learn how to answer the real questions that people in our society are asking.  Many of these people are questioning traditional Christianity and many others really know very little about it.  Thus studying “how” people in our “secular progressive” society think is important to understand.  Part of your training needs to be an examination of “biblical psychology” as opposed to secular psychology—that is, how the body, soul and spirit of man function together according to the Bible.  What makes Christian ethics superior to the accepted societal norms now prevalent in America?  Since our society today places such a high value on science, what it is the relationship between Christianity and science, between faith and reason?  These are all matters which should be studied in any ministerial training for the purpose of being able to bridge the divide between believers and unbelievers today. Any supposed Christian ministerial education which neglects these things is setting up future ministries to live an “isolationist Christianity” because those ministers will not have the knowledge or skills necessary to engage the world where non-believers actually live.
Conclusion

There are many varied ministerial training programs, both formal and informal.  The student needs to seek out that form of training which he or she believes fits their goals and present circumstance.  Many cannot afford (in terms of time or money) to go away to attend a Seminary or Bible College.  Yet the training being offered in their present setting does not to them seem adequate or thorough enough.  One alternative may be an online school (which in some cases are associated with an active on-site campus).  Many of these program are less expensive and allow you to work at your own pace and at times that are convenient for you.

Look for a school that matches your basic Christian-spiritual orientation.  For instance, if you are Protestant and order materials from a Roman Catholic institution you may find these materials in some places to be at cross purposes to your understanding and goals.  Someone who is committed to the operation of the gifts of the Holy Spirit in the Church would not be happy with all the teaching they would receive from a school that does not believe in the operation of those gifts today.  Make sure that the educational emphasis is in sync with your own calling and goals for ministry.

The Education of a Christian Minister at this point in your life probably has more to do with laying a solid foundation for future growth in ministry.  Remember: you will be learning and growing in your understanding of ministry for the rest of your life.  This is the exciting part: your education as a Christian minister will never end.  What you are learning now is just the beginning of an extraordinary journey into the will and purposes of God for your life.

One final note: and, of course, this should be the first thing you do and not the last: you should pray and ask God to guide you in the way that you should go in order to be trained for the ministry that he has called you to fulfill.  If you have a sincere desire to learn what you need to know for ministry, God will make sure you get exactly what you need.  It may be in a book, it may be in a sermon you hear someone else preach; it may even come from a secular source (yet when it comes you are aware that it is the Lord who has brought it to you).  Remember He is your mentor; and He will be your Teacher and your Guide: 
            1 Thessalonians 5:24 Faithful is he that calleth you, who also will do it.
Now unto him that is able to keep you from falling and to present you faultless before the presence of his glory with exceeding joy, to the only wise God our Saviour, be glory and
majesty, dominion and power, both now and ever.  Amen.   (Jude 24-25) 
