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 As it turned out, my friend did serve as a pastor that day.  He shared a vision.  He 

explained a need.  He exposed those men to an opportunity and a challenge.  He started 

the process of equipping them for ministry. 

 

***** 

 

 Today we baptize a child who has been blessed with his own gifts for ministry but 

they will not become clear for a while, perhaps.  We – his church –will play a part in 

watching him and teaching him and loving him so that he might realize his purpose in 

this life one day.   

 

Like all of us, his purpose is to love and serve the LORD with all his heart, soul, 

mind, and strength.  And to love his neighbor as himself.  But God has prepared special 

ways for him to do this.  And he’ll never know how unless we teach him, give him the 

proper equipment. 

 

 This teaching continues throughout life.  We gain new tools, new equipment to 

serve in new ways all our lives.  This is very Good News. 

 

Thanks be to God who gives us guidance through scripture and gifts through 

grace to transform this world to the measure of the full stature of Christ. 
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This letter to the Ephesians was written to help them figure out how to do this, 

how to be The Church.  One of the most important organizational lessons was the 

reminder that – by grace – each follow of Christ is given a measure of gifts to serve.  And 

there are leaders whose role it is to equip others for service – by preaching and teaching 

and casting a vision for ministry.   

 

 I humbly submit that this is my role for ministry in your midst: to give you the 

equipment needed to serve God according to your gifts, according to your calling. 

 

***** 

A final story: 

One of my colleagues in ministry was chomping at the bit to serve in important ways 

shortly after his ordination.  He was the associate pastor of a large church and nobody 

seemed to need him really.  They always called the senior pastor or someone else on 

staff. 

 

He wanted to be wanted.  He longed to be needed.  He had former seminary 

friends who were telling stories of working 70 hour weeks and doing everything from 

hauling tables for potluck dinners to sitting with parishioners into the wee hours at their 

death beds.   

  

 So he was thrilled when early one morning while he was still in bed, his phone 

rang and it was a man from his church who immediately said, “Thank God I caught you.  

We really need you this morning.”  My friend jumped out of bed.   

 

This is it!   

My great moment in ministry!   

Somebody has called me at dawn to be The Minister! 

  

He made himself wake up and he cleared his throat and said, “I’m here for you!  

How can I help?” 

 

 “You are going to save us today, Pastor,” the man on the phone said. And my 

friend straightened up, ready to hear the life-shaking task before him. 

  

“We have reservations to play golf at 8 and we need a 4
th

 or we lose the 

reservation.  Can you come play golf with us this morning?” 

 

 My friend’s heart sank.  There was no medical crisis.  There was no flood, no fire.  

He begrudgingly went to play golf with those men from church, wondering if this was his 

real calling. 

 

But in the course of the day, they talked about what it means to be the Church.  

My friend shared some needs that the church had.  He mentioned – over a beer at the end 

of the course – what they could do to make some things happen.   
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***** 

 Every couple of months, there is an article in The Washington Post that tells the 

same sad story.  There was another one yesterday:   

 

PA. Church Breaks Away
12
 

 

“At a congregational meeting, 951 members of Memorial Park Presbyterian Church 

 in McCandless Township, Pa., voted to be affiliated with the Evangelical Presbyterian 

Church.  Memorial Park church officials said last month they were concerned about the 

national denomination's move away from traditional doctrines concerning the Holy 

Trinity and the authority of the Bible. . .” 

 

 I’ve found that almost every time a church or a group of churches leave their 

denomination over “concerns about the authority of the Bible” the issue is merely on 

certain parts of the Bible and Biblical interpretation.  All of us are guilty of picking and 

choosing which passages we like best, and it’s actually not that difficult to come up with 

verses to support almost anything you want to support in scripture. 

 

 But a solid interpretation of Scripture involves looking at the whole canon, 

examining what Jesus said and did, and how the community of faith through history dealt 

with the issue at hand. 

 

 If we look at how Biblical people were to live as a community, we find everything 

pointing – not to the way we in the modern church having been running the church – but 

the way this letter to the Ephesians teaches us. 

 

 In the Old Testament, Moses’ father-in-law reminded Moses that he was not the 

only leader of Israel.  His job was to teach others to lead.
13

 

 

 After Moses, Joshua taught the Israelites how to succeed as a team, often 

putting the lessons in terms of life-or-death seriousness.
14

 

 

 In the New Testament, Jesus commissioned 12 disciples to follow him and do 

what he did.
15

  And later, there were others commissioned to follow in Jesus’ ministry.
16

  

And later, still others.
17

 

 

 By the time the Early Church was really growing, there were some radical 

changes going on in their culture.  Their personal and social identities were being 

transformed.  They were not merely members of their blood families; they were brothers 

and sisters in Christ.  And there was some organization needed. 

                                                 
12

 “In Brief” article by the Associated Press in The Washington Post, June 9, 2007, page B9. 
13

 Exodus 18:13-27 
14

 Joshua 1:10-17 
15

 Matthew 4:18-19, 10:1-15 
16

 Luke 10:1-12 
17

 Acts 6:1-7 
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only one to be able to develop these bonds is selfish.  And more importantly –  it’s not 

Biblical.  You should get to experience this too.   

 

There are many pastors who are hesitant to give this part of ministry up.  I know 

pastors who keep certain congregational crises a secret so that they will be the only ones 

who know, the only ones who can be called.  But this is not about ministry; this is about 

power.  And it’s not about serving God according to our gifts for ministry. 

 

***** 

Imagine a spiritual community in which we feel safe enough to share our deepest 

wounds with each other.  This does not take seminary training.  It simply takes 

compassion and a listening ear and the ability to speak to God on behalf of someone who 

cannot speak himself or herself.   

 

There is certainly equipment that can be given for a person to do this well.  But it 

doesn’t take a seminary degree.  Yes, it takes training and practice.  But it doesn’t take 

two years of Greek and Hebrew. 

 

This is not to say that I won’t be making hospital visits anymore.  But my primary 

role as your pastor is to teach others how to sit with those in need of care and prayer so 

that there are many people equipped to do this. 

 

***** 

 Clergy in our denomination, after years of seminary and testing and finally, after 

ordination, are called Ministers of the Word and Sacrament.  We are not the Ministers of 

All Things.  We are not the only “ministers.”  We are merely the Ministers of Word 

(preaching) and Sacrament (officiating during communion and baptism).  

 

 The writer of this letter says that the responsibility to “equip the saints” falls not 

only to pastors and teachers but also to apostles (those who have been sent or 

commissioned for a special ministry), to prophets (those charged with being a prophetic 

voice to point to the future), and to evangelists (those called to share the Good News of 

Jesus Christ with people who do not yet know it).  In my opinion, these are the basic 

responsibilities of all Ministers of the Word and Sacrament:   

 

- to be set apart for service,  

- to cast a vision for the congregation,  

- to reach out to those who do not yet understand how Jesus Christ can alter our 

lives, and  

- to preach God’s Word and administer the sacraments of baptism and the 

Lord’s Supper. 

 

I am convinced that the church has suffered because we have forgotten that the 

pastor’s role is to give the people of God the equipment to do ministry.  If we truly want 

to follow Biblical teaching, this is crucial.   
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But seminaries trained us for a ministry that had evolved through the years.  In my 

opinion, the evolution has not been Biblical. 

 

Pastors today have shifted from a Biblical model  to a chaplain model who 

marries, buries, baptizes, and preaches.  The great exception is in those healthy, growing 

churches in the country that have perfected the priesthood of all believers, those who 

have learned how to spread the ministry to every member of the congregation. 

 

  It wasn’t always the responsibility of pastors to visit the sick and troubled.   In 

the Early Church, scripture tells us that the community of faith – as a body – took care of 

the sick and distressed.
 8

 

 

But as cultural norms have changed through the centuries, as families have 

become more individualized and private, we have become less willing to share our 

personal trials with our whole community of faith.  By the Early Modern Period of 

history, we started to share our personal trials only with those who were, by occupation, 

obliged to keep confidences: pastors, doctors, lawyers.
9
   

 

Slowly through the years, it came to the point when issues once shared prayerfully 

by the whole community – physical and mental illnesses, addictions, domestic abuse, 

marital problems, financial problems – were kept secret from even their brothers and 

sisters in Christ.   

 

But they would tell their pastor.  And maybe they would tell their doctor, and in 

later years their therapist.  Previously, those appointed to be elders and especially those 

called to be deacons were the primary caregivers who sat with the sick and distressed.   

 

Most parishioners expect the pastor to tend to such things (and sometimes – only 

the pastor.)  For example, we refer to “pastoral care” as if only the pastor is supposed to 

do it.  But actually caring for the sick, the weak, the poor is what Jesus charges all of us 

who follow him to do
10

 with some members taking leadership roles in this work.
11

  No 

one is exempt from caring for “the least of these.”   

 

This is not in any way to be the exclusive territory of the pastor.  In fact, 

according to scripture, this is not the role of the pastor at all. 

 

I stand here as a person who has been called in the night to sit by hospital beds 

and in emergency rooms and frankly, it’s been an enormous privilege.  There is perhaps 

no greater bond that two people can have than the bond of going through a crisis together.  

But for me to be the only one who gets to experience this is not fair.  For me to be the 

                                                 
8
 Acts 2:44-47, Acts 4:34-37 Acts 5:16, Acts 8:7 

9
 By the Early Modern Period, pastoral care was the domain of professional clergy according to G.R. Evans 

in A History of Pastoral Care, 2000. 
10

 See Matthew 25:34-40 
11

 Acts 6:1-7 
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 The first and only person to use this word referring to people, and specifically to 

people called to serve God’s people, was the author of this letter to the Ephesians.
6
 

 

 The work of pastors has evolved quite a bit over the past 2000 years. But scripture 

teaches that there is one basic responsibility that a pastor must uphold:  to equip the saints 

(the believers) for ministry to build the body of Christ. 

 

***** 

 By grace, all of us have gifts for ministry from the youngest to the oldest member 

of this flock.  But – as we celebrated last Sunday with the ordination and installation of 

officers – we all have different gifts.   

 

If you’ve spent any time at all in this church or in any church, you’ve surely also 

noticed that pastors have different gifts too.   

 

Some have excellent bedside manner as they visit the sick.  Some are excellent 

administrators.  Some are excellent fundraisers.  Some are excellent counselors.   

 

But none of those responsibilities are lifted up as the job of the pastor in scripture.  

They are all forms of ministry of course.  And there are many ministers who do this sort 

of thing, but this is not the ministry of the pastor, according to this letter to the Ephesians. 

 

This would be Big News to most of us who grew up in the church.  Frankly, 

this is Big News to most seminaries.  Most seminaries teach prospective pastors a little 

about hospital visitation, a little about church administration, a little about counseling, a 

little about fundraising. 

 

And rightly so, seminaries also teach students how to study scripture for 

preaching and teaching.  We are taught the theology behind preaching and the sacraments 

of the church. 

 

But, at least when I was in seminary, nobody said anything about giving other 

ministers – the saints of the church – the equipment they would need for ministry.  

According to this letter, that is my job. 

 

***** 

I remember being shocked to hear at a conference several years ago that the pastor 

should never do hospital visits.
7
  Frankly, that’s exactly what we were supposed to do, 

according to what we learned in seminary. 

 

                                                 
6
 Although Paul is commonly considered the author, most scholars believe that a student of Paul was the 

actual writer due to clear differences in style, word use, and perspective between this letter and the 7 

undisputable letters Paul wrote (Romans, 1&2 Corinthians, Galatians, Philippians, 1 Thessalonians, and 

Philemon). 
7
 It was an Easum and Bandy Conference in 2003 in Burtonsville, Maryland at Cedar Ridge Church.  Bill 

Easum and Tom Bandy are leaders in the United Methodist Church. 
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inside and proceeded to unlock all the doors.  As I walked in, I saw another usher folding 

bulletins.   

 

There was someone up front arranging the flowers.  There was someone else 

putting a glass of water in the pulpit.  And there was someone else ensuring that the Bible 

was open to the correct verses and that the hymnals were available for the worship 

leaders.  And there was someone else turning on the lights.  

 

I sat in my lonely pew about an hour early for worship, and immediately burst 

into tears.  (It was ugly.)  Obviously something needed to change in the way I did 

ministry and I had to stop doing everything myself.  Surely there was someone else in 

that little church who could vacuum the floors.  Surely there was someone else who could 

turn on the lights and prepare the bulletins.   

 

At first, when I returned home and invited others to share in this ministry, they 

said, “But our pastor has always prepared the bulletins and turned on the lights. Our 

pastor is supposed to unlock the doors.  Nobody but the pastor is supposed to teach all the 

classes or lead all the meetings.  We’ve never done it any other way before.” 

 

I told them that maybe this was why they had not been able to keep a pastor 

longer than 2 or 3 years, and that I would stay for at least 5 years if they would help do 

ministry with me in that place.   

 

And so they did.  And they helped not just because their pastor was going to have 

a nervous breakdown.  They helped because that’s what scripture calls them to do:  

participate in ministry as saints of God.  This is what scripture calls us to do. (More about 

that next Sunday.) 

 

Do you know that there is only one passage in all the Bible that refers to the job 

responsibilities of The Pastor?  We heard it just a moment ago: 

 

The gifts Jesus gave were that 

 some would be apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, 

 some pastors and teachers, 

 to equip the saints for the work of ministry. 

 

 

This is the only time the word “pastor” shows up in either the Hebrew or Greek 

scriptures, the Old and New Testaments.  It’s a Greek word here:  poimen
5
 which means 

“shepherd” when you are talking about one who tends to actual sheep or “pastor” when 

you are talking about one who tends to people. 

 

                                                 
5
 In Greek: ποιµενας 



“Equipping the Saints – The Role of the Pastor” 
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Note:  Ephesus was a town near the coast of the Aegean Sea, located in what is now 

western Turkey.
1
  And this letter was addressed “to the saints who are in Ephesus” -in 

other words, for those who believed in Jesus. 

 

Some believe that this letter wasn’t written only for Christians in Ephesus, but that it was 

a letter to be shared among many churches because of its general message
2
 about how to 

live as followers of Jesus in a community of faith.   

 

 Last Sunday, one of the finest preachers in the country, the Rev. Dr. James 

Alexander Forbes, Jr. preached his farewell sermon at The Riverside Church in New 

York City when he became their Senior Pastor Emeritus.
3
  He is not just a great preacher; 

he is also a wonderful teacher and pastor.   

 

My very first continuing education class after seminary was a course about 

Preaching on Stewardship with Jim Forbes.  (We had not covered that specific topic in 

seminary and I was sorely in need of some tips.)   I found Dr. Forbes so inspirational, that 

– during my first vacation – I decided to go to New York City to hear Jim Forbes preach 

at Riverside Church. He was slated to be the guest preacher in their pulpit that Sunday.
4
 

 

Again - I was fairly fresh out of seminary, serving a small church in a small town 

filled with salt-of-the-earth people who, frankly, didn’t have much confidence in 

themselves and what they could offer.  They assumed that the only “minister” was “the 

pastor” and so the pastor should teach every class, lead every meeting, do all the home 

and hospital visiting and – of course – type and print the bulletins, vacuum the sanctuary 

carpet, and turn on the heat and the lights every Sunday, unlock the doors.   

 

By the time I took my first vacation, I was exhausted and needed some serious 

spiritual renewal, so I went to New York City to hear Jim Forbes preach. From my 

friend’s apartment, I took the subway up to the very Upper East Side, and I arrived about 

an hour early for worship, not knowing how long it would take to get from her apartment 

to the church building so many blocks away.   

 

And as I was approaching the steps to walk up to the doors, something amazing 

happened.  An usher, wearing a carnation and a name tag, opened the door from the 

                                                 
1
 It’s called Efes in Turkish. 

2
 In the oldest versions of the scrolls of this book, the place name of Ephesus (1:1) is left out. 

3
 Dr. Forbes was voted “one of the 12 most effective preachers in the English-speaking world” in 1996.  
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4
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