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The question often arises with regard to vocational ministry about whether God calls men to ministry. Some view “the call” as a pseudonym for a prayerful but self-determined choice that one makes after proper counsel is sought and qualifications met, while others see a more mystical element where the determining factor is an explicit “call” to ministry. Others see some truth in both ideas.

Is there a biblical framework to understand God’s call? I believe God specifically calls men to ministry, and to offer an authoritative basis this paper will provide three reasons for this belief: First, that the Bible clearly teaches about a divine call (and what it teaches), second, that the Bible considers calling important (and why it does) and finally, that the Bible offers a blueprint on how a man is called. The issue of calling is broad, and we are limiting our discussion to the specific issue of the call to ministry.

I. ‘Calling’ is Conspicuously Biblical 

1. Scripture teaches that God predestined and shaped his appointed vessels for ministry.

It is certainly true that God ordains every day of any individual’s life [Psalm 139:16] and by extension every act that men perform conforms to God’s preordained plan [Eph 1:11]. However, specific to the realm of ministry we find scriptural accounts from which we can draw principles that apply to calling:

a. Jeremiah 1: Before Jeremiah presents God’s call to him [in vs. 6ff] we are given a marvelous glimpse into God’s calling [vs. 5]: God called the prophet not just when it was time to do ministry, but the Lord formed, created and set apart his vessel and orchestrated him for the task before he was born. God has a purposeful plan and specific ministry that he prepares his special man to fit exactly.

b. Paul in Galatians 1: While Paul explains his call to ministry he gives us a New Testament glimpse of the same truth that we have just seen [vs. 15]: That God specially set his servant apart for ministry before he was born. Even, prior to his call when Paul as Saul was persecuting the Church, the Lord had already chosen him to become an Apostle to the gentiles.

2. Scripture teaches that God specifically called his chosen vessels to ministry.

Not only do we see God fashioning his ministers for the task that He has ordained, Scripture also gives us specific examples of God calling men and sending them to accomplish His appointed work. From each of these examples we see specific insights related to God’s calling.

a. Isaiah 6: In this well-known passage, we are presented with Isaiah’s commissioning by the Lord. First, Isaiah is prepared for the task through cleansing of sin [vs. 6]. Then, we see a specific call – for the benefit of Isaiah, the Lord presents the call [vs. 8], and the prophet, now consecrated, takes up the call as the Lord has prepared him to do. The Lord only issues the call when the minister has been made ready, and the minister is only ready when the Lord has fit him for the task.

b. Amos 7:14,15: Amos specifically demonstrates his call as God taking him from what he was doing and assigning him to the Lord’s ministry. In effect, when the minister is made ready for his assignment, the Lord will provide both a clear definition of the ministry as well as the impetus to begin.

c. Paul in Acts 9:5,6: From the account of Paul’s conversion and call, we see that Paul did not choose his own ministry. In fact, the Lord appointed a time when Paul was taken from his chosen vocation, regenerated, changed, and charged with the exact opposite to what he had been doing all his life – from hating to preaching the very faith he had rejected previously. Calling includes a conscious change of duty at the Lord’s appointed time.

d. Paul and Barnabas in Acts 13:2: The Lord had prepared a work for the two to accomplish, and at the time of His choosing, he called them to fulfill that task. Both elements are God-ordained: The task is His and the vessels for the task are selected and prepared by Him.

II. ‘Calling’ has Important Biblical Implications

We now look at three perspectives that God’s calling gives a person in ministry, which have crucial implications for a life of fruitful service:

1. God initiates the call.


As we have seen, God prepares both the task as well as the ministry. At the level of commissioning, there is no human element involved. Matthew 9:37-38 shows us God sends out laborers into the harvest, which itself is categorized as His harvest. The laborers do not go out of their own accord. Ephesians 4:11-12 adds to this truth – the Lord gave men to the church to fulfill the work of ministry: it was his enterprise alone.

The implication – it is imperative that men verify their calling before they step into ministry.
The reason for this is an understanding that the wrath of God is upon those who minister without His specific leading and initiative [Jeremiah 23:21,22].

2. God predestines whom he will call.


Again, we reiterate what we have seen before [Gal. 1:15]: The call to ministry predates the existence of the minister. He specifically chose and appointed both the men as well as the office they would hold [1 Cor. 12:28]. The ministry has been given by God, not manufactured by a man’s own invention.

The implication – when a minister receives his call, he needs to see it as a stewardship.

Paul had this very perspective in his ministry [1 Cor. 9:17, Ephesians 3:2]: He saw his call as a stewardship of God’s high calling, and therefore he saw himself as a willing and joyful servant [1 Cor. 9:19] not affected by the tides of ministry or opinion.

3. God orchestrates specific men for specific tasks.


The Lord has appointed certain roles in the Church [Ephesians 4:11-12, 1 Cor. 12:28]. God appoints specific men to fill those roles [1 Cor. 7:17,24]. For this purpose he has provided each man with gifts specific to the task [1 Cor 12:29,30]. In essence, the Lord has tailor-made each task and knows whom exactly to call and equip to fulfill each task.

The implication – there is no room for jealousy or comparison.

A minister who understands God’s calling can rest content in God’s infinite wisdom, knowing that God has placed him in the right place at the right time for the right people [Phil 1:15-18]. Jealousy, doubt and fear can be put to rest.

III. ‘Calling’ is Biblically Blueprinted

Scripture does not just teach about calling to ministry, we can also discover from the lives of Paul and Timothy how a person can know he is called to ministry.

1. A called man will have the approval of Godly men.

Timothy’s life provides for us a good example to understand how a man of God can know he is called. While it is assumed that Timothy was called by God into the ministry, we see that he was commissioned by the laying on of hands both of Paul [2 Timothy 1:6] as well as by the council of elders [1 Tim 4:14]. The call to ministry does not normally come in isolation – the call will be evident to God’s people as well as to the individual.

2. A called man will have the gifts to fulfill his calling.


As we have seen previously, the Lord provides the abilities to the man he chooses. As we would expect, this holds true for Timothy as well. If we look back at the two passages we just cited [1 Tim 4:14, 2 Tim 4:14], we also learn that along with approval for ministry came gifts for that ministry. If a man is called, he will see in himself specific spiritual resources not of himself to meet a task that he would not be able to accomplish by himself.

3. A called man will burn with a desire to minister.


It is a marvel of God’s sovereignty that while He predetermines whom he calls to the task of ministry, the one chosen does not come unwillingly. In fact, a burden is laid upon the heart of the minister, and as Paul declared, ‘…necessity is laid upon me. Woe to me if I do not preach the gospel!’ [1 Cor. 9:16; also Jeremiah 29:9]

4. A called man will see God’s providential orchestration of events to confirm his calling.

We have seen from the lives of the Apostles as well as the Prophets of old that God brought about events in their lives at His appointed time to bring them to a point of realizing their call. It stands to reason then, that if God calls a man the events of his life will manifest a clear direction towards that specific ministry to which God has called him. This evidences God’s definite hand in calling him – as we have seen, God’s call is inescapable.

Conclusion


We have seen that the idea of God’s calling is not only biblically sound, but crucial to a right understanding of God’s role in ministry as well as essential for the right perspectives about ministry. The call of God to ministry can thus be summed up as the divine impelling of a man of God for a specifically preordained and designed ministry for the fulfillment of which God will provide the man with the resources, the fervor and the clear indication.

