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Welcome to BUILDING CHURCH LEADERS: Your Complete Guide to Leadership Training. You’ve purchased 
an innovative resource that will help you develop leaders who can think strategically and biblically about 
the church. Selected by the editors of Leadership Resources at Christianity Today, the material comes 
from respected thinkers and church leaders.  
 BUILDING CHURCH LEADERS is not just another program. Each theme contains materials on the topic you 
choose—no tedious program to follow. The materials work when you want, where you want and the way 
you want them to. They’re completely flexible and easy to use. 
 You probably already have regularly scheduled meetings with board members or with other committees 
or groups of leaders. BUILDING CHURCH LEADERS fits easily into what you’re already doing. Here’s how to 
use BUILDING CHURCH LEADERS at the beginning of a board meeting or committee meeting: 

1. Select a learning tool. In this theme of “Redefining Success,” you’ll find multiple types of handouts from 

which to choose:  

 ♦ Bible Study ♦ case study ♦ activities 

 ♦ interview ♦ devotionals ♦ resources 

 ♦ assessment tools ♦ how-to articles ♦ retreat plan 

 

2. Select a handout. Suppose, for example, you want to discuss how the Bible defines success. Select 

“Success in the Eyes of God,” (p. 3). Or perhaps you want a devotional on seeing success in perspective. 

Consult “Faith to Face ‘Failure,’” (p. 10). 

 

3. Photocopy the handout. Let’s say you selected “Faith to Face ‘Failure.’”  Photocopy as many copies as 

you need—you do not need to ask for permission to photocopy any material from BUILDING CHURCH 

LEADERS (as long as you are using the material in a church or educational setting and are not charging for it). 

 

4. Prepare for the discussion. We recommend you read the Scripture passages and identify key 

discussion questions. How will you apply the principles to specific decisions your church is making? 

 

5. Lead the discussion. Most handouts can be read within five minutes. After you have allowed time for 

reading, begin the discussion by asking one of the provided questions. Be ready to move the discussion to 

specific issues your church is facing. 

 Most BUILDING CHURCH LEADERS handouts can be discussed in 15 or 20 minutes (except the Bible study 

and activity, which may take longer). Your board, committee, or team will still have plenty of time to discuss 

its agenda. 

 

Need more material, or something on a specific topic? See our website at www.BuildingChurchLeaders.com. 

 To contact the editors: 

  E-mail BCL@christianitytoday.com 

  Mail BUILDING CHURCH LEADERS, Christianity Today 

   465 Gundersen Drive, Carol Stream, IL 60188  

Leader’s Guide 

How to use “Redefining Success” by BUILDING CHURCH LEADERS in your regularly scheduled 
meetings. 



REDEFINING SUCCESS 

 From BUILDING CHURCH LEADERS© 2015 Christianity Today page 4 

R
E

D
E

F
I
N

I
N

G
 
S

U
C

C
E

S
S

/B
ib

le
 S

tu
d

y
 

 

Context defines success. In Western culture, success means a fulfilling, well-paying job, loving relationships, 

and some kind of influence or impact on other people. It can be narrowed beyond that, however. Consider 

others who are in a similar life situation as you. What would your demographic consider “success”? Write a 

few characteristics in the space below. 

    

    

Now consider the Old Testament world, specifically during the time of the kings. In this era, the northern 

kingdom of Israel was constantly at odds with the southern kingdom of Judah. Local trade routes—some of the 

busiest in the ancient world—ran right past the two kingdoms, but other nations controlled the tolls and taxes 

on them; natural resources also were scarce, which meant that rival tribes and nations were constantly warring 

over fields, farms, and access to water. 

 What would success for one of Israel’s kingdoms look like in a context like this? 

    

 What would success look like for a leader of one of the kingdoms? 

    

Read 2 Chronicles 26:1–23 

Uzziah was a successful king. In fact, his name signifies his ability; it means “strength” or “valor.” Review 

some of his many accomplishments in verses 2–15 and list why the accomplishments were noteworthy in the 

Old Testament world. 

    

    

The king’s downfall was ushered in by his pride. In his strength, Uzziah assumed he was above the priests God 

appointed. He overstepped his bounds and sought a responsibility—and an honor—not given to him. 

 Read Exodus 30:1–10. What is the significance of burning incense before the Lord? 

    

 Have you ever desired an honor in ministry that you were not called or equipped to pursue? What is the 

danger of wanting to serve God on our terms and not his? 

    

Read again the confrontation between the high priest and Uzziah in 2 Chronicles 26:16–18. How do these 

verses serve as both a warning and an encouragement to people whom God has called into ministry? 

    

    

—CHRIS BLUMHOFER; Copyright © 2007 Christianity Today/BuildingChurchLeaders.com 

Discuss 
1. How does God’s definition of success run contrary to the ones used by today’s culture? 

2. Why is it so difficult to find satisfaction in the kinds of success God calls us to? 

3. How can we maintain positive attitudes toward our work, even if it isn’t a success in the world’s eyes? 

Success in the Eyes of God 

Success isn’t about accomplishments; it’s about faithfulness to God’s calling. 

2 Chronicles 26:1–23 
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“Too often, church 

leaders see 
professional  

growth as a cardinal 
virtue, an almost 
absolute goal.” 

 

Ben Patterson 

“I don’t even like to use the word success anymore,” commented one pastor friend. “It means so many 
different things to people, you never know what they’re hearing when you say it.” 
 Depending on who uses the word, success might mean a big salary, a private secretary, a huge 
organization, or faithfulness to an ideal. But what is success for church leaders? Does it mean a large 
church? A large budget? A church that’s growing in numbers?  
 LEADERSHIP asked John Huffman, pastor of St. Andrew’s Presbyterian Church in Newport Beach, 
California, to assemble some church leaders and talk about the question. John met with: Larry DeWitt, 
founding pastor of Calvary Community Church; Vernard Eller, former professor of religion at LaVerne 
College; Ben Patterson, campus pastor of Westmont College; and Peter Wagner, president of Global 
Harvest Ministries.  

John Huffman: Vernon Grounds once claimed that evangelicalism “is 

bowing before the goddess of success. We are sinfully concerned about size, 

salaries, sanctuaries, and Sunday schools. We are sinfully preoccupied with 

statistics about budgets and buildings and buses and baptisms.” Has 

evangelical Christianity adopted a secular view of success that is unbiblical? 

Peter Wagner: You’re right. The way you defined success is the way most 

people think of success. [But Grounds] uses “success” in a way that is foreign 

to my definition. In terms of churches, success is simply the accomplishment 

of goals. The pastor should ask himself, “How many people are tithing? 

Twenty percent? Well, let’s try to bring it up to forty percent in the next 

year.” If he does, God has given him success in leading his congregation into 

a biblical discipline. This is not “bigger is better.” It’s simply using the 

technique of quantification in carrying out a biblical calling for Christ’s church. 

Vernard Eller: You’re right that success should mean accomplishing biblically based goals. But that’s not 

how it’s commonly used. Grounds is right in saying that success is heard in terms of salary, sanctuary, Sunday 

school attendance, and memberships. 

 When you talk about success to the people of the world, they don’t hear you in terms of biblically based 

goals. They don’t understand that Jesus never promised institutional success would necessarily follow 

faithfulness. You can’t create a formula with the reliability of E=mc². We must make a distinction between the 

success of carrying out biblical mandates and institutional success. 

 Jesus says, “If you’re a faithful disciple of mine you’re going to meet persecution, rejection; you’re going to 

be pulled before synagogues and magistrates.” 

 You see, in one sense, in a deep sense, Jesus going to the cross was success. In the eyes of the world, though, 

crucifixion is exactly the opposite of what it would consider success. 

Ben Patterson: Too often, church leaders see professional growth as a cardinal virtue, an almost absolute 

goal. We tend to define professional growth in terms of Horatio Alger stories: the people who come out of 

seminary start with a small church and rapidly move on to bigger and bigger churches. Many feel their 

preaching gifts or pastoral gifts are wasted on the small church. Professionalism can be a deadly thing. 

 I know the pressures from personal experience. Even my family was prouder of me once I had my own 

church and my own assistant pastors. “Ben has done well,” they thought. “He’s not an assistant in somebody 

else’s operation, he has his own franchise.” It’s as if they were talking about fast-food restaurants. 

What Is Success? 

Five church leaders offer their thoughts on growth, success, and faithfulness. 

1 Corinthians 3:5–7 
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What Is Success? continued 
 

Eller: In response to that, I think we ought to bend over backwards to affirm pastors of small churches, and let 

them know their church and their ministry is just as valid in the eyes of God as the superstars with their 

colossal pastorates.

Huffman: A therapist friend of mine said something to me that troubled me deeply. He said growth-oriented 

pastors should reflect at the deepest level about their motivations. They need to know when they’re working 

for the kingdom and when they’re simply building up their own egos. 

Patterson: I’ve struggled with success and church growth; I really think, on the one hand, we ought to grow 

numerically. There are a lot of folks out there and not many churches, so we must reach out to the community. 

But half the time I don’t know what to do with the growth. I feel ill-equipped to handle it organizationally. 

Larry DeWitt: I feel, as you do, Ben. The important thing is not the rate of numerical growth; the important 

thing is growth that can be integrated into the total life of the church through support networks. If we don’t 

provide good soil for growth, we won’t have healthy harvest. 

Copyright © 1981 Christianity Today. Originally appeared in LEADERSHIP. 

Discuss 
1. How does our society influence the way our pastors and staff view success?  

2. Does our congregation have a biblical view of success? How do we know? 

3. Does this view of success require us to give up an emphasis on “excellence”? 
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In years past, pastors were expected to study, preach, and visit. Today, they’re supposed to administer dozens 

of programs, raise enormous funds, and counsel people with problems previous generations never heard of—

all the while becoming a better preacher. 

Pastors and other leaders genuinely want to succeed. But the myriad of expectation and demands of the 
workload can be crushing. Whatever your ministry is, use this assessment to make sure you have the 
work habits and structures in place to be a success in the eyes of your congregation and, more 
importantly, in the eyes of God.  
 Rate yourself on each habit on a scale of 1 (I have a lot of trouble in this area) to 5 (I do this very well). 

 Learn what the people expect. It’s never too early to begin the work of identifying 

and negotiating expectations. 
1 2 3 4 5 

 Know what the board expects. Various factions in the congregation will attempt to 

place different expectations on a person’s time and involvement, but what the 

board, or person to whom you report, expects from you is what really matters. 

1 2 3 4 5 

 Watch those promises. When it comes to people’s expectations of a person in 

ministry, it’s better to promise less and deliver more. 
1 2 3 4 5 

 Set up a regular review. Use this time to review the expectations surrounding your 

ministry and to set new priorities.  
1 2 3 4 5 

 Let people know you work hard. People have no idea how we spend our time, so 

we need to let them know that we put in more than a few hours on the weekend. 

1 2 3 4 5 

 Learn to delegate. Avoid burnout and help other people step into ministry by 

assigning them tasks you’re too busy to do. 

1 2 3 4 5 

 Be flexible. Men and women in ministry must be willing to serve in areas of 

weakness and strength. 
1 2 3 4 5 

 Be excellent. Put time and effort into the imperative aspects of your ministry. 1 2 3 4 5 

 Make yourself visible. Lend a hand in ministries and meetings outside your area of 

expertise. 

1 2 3 4 5 

 Say “No!” Unreasonable or unbiblical expectations need to be rejected.  1 2 3 4 5 

 Learn to submit. Whether to God or to the congregation, an attitude of love and a 

desire to serve should help create a submissive spirit.  

1 2 3 4 5 

—ED DOBSON; copyright © 1994 Christianity Today. Originally appeared in Standing Fast. 

Discuss 
1. Why is it important to have habits like the ones above in place in order to be a success? 

2. What is one other habit that you would add to this list? Why? 

3. What is one habit you would like to focus on improving in the next six months? How can you do that? 

 

Pushed to Be Omni-Competent 

Doing ministry well means monitoring expectations and building a strong team. 

1 Corinthians 3:10–11 
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It is too easy for church leaders to gauge their success by non-biblical measures. If you sense that your 
leadership role may actually be hindering your discipleship, perhaps it is time for some personal 
reflection. Answer each statement below with “this describes me well,” “this describes me somewhat,” or 
“this does not describe me.” 

Importance of Numbers 

Describes 
me well 

Describes 
me 

somewhat 

Does not 
describe 

me 

 I am content with the budget and the facilities of my current church.   

 I don’t compare the growth of our ministry to the growth of other 

ministries in the area. 
  

 I would be at peace sensing that my church’s numbers would have to 

decrease for the Lord to carry out his will. 
  

Love for the People    
 I pray frequently and purposefully for the people under my care.    

 I ask those I lead to pray for me.   

 When necessary, I can speak harsh words to the people I lead.   

 I am sensitive to the Holy Spirit calling me to lead in new directions.   

 My love for the people I serve is both patient and relentless.   

Relationship with Other Leaders    
 I regularly thank my staff members and volunteers for their behind-the-

scenes work. 
  

 I delegate tasks to volunteers who are gifted in particular areas.   

Peer Evaluation    
 I seek evaluation from a few godly people whom I can trust to provide 

me with objective feedback. 
  

 I am not afraid to receive criticism from people whose counsel I trust.   

 I am not afraid to receive criticism from the people I lead.   

The Proper Focus    
 I find myself relishing the praise I receive from my congregants.   

 My preaching and teaching style emphasizes the greatness of God, not 

the greatness of my ability. 
  

 I am content in the knowledge that all of my success comes from God.   

—BEN PATTERSON; copyright © 1991 Christianity Today. Adapted from Mastering the Pastoral Role.  

Discuss 
1. In which of the above areas do you need the most improvement? 

2. Name one or two people who could hold you accountable in that area. 

3. What are some practical steps for continuing to regularly reflect on faithfulness? 

An Attitude Check 

Evaluate your attitude toward success, failure, and faithfulness. 

1 Corinthians 4:1–4 
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Freedom from the Crowds 

Sunday morning attendance is a dangerous way to measure success. 

Micah 6:8 

The Case When I took over as pastor of a church in the Chicago suburbs, I was on the heels of 

learning several lessons about ministry—and success—in the context of a small 

church. But then, in my new church, which numbered about 30, we turned a corner. 

One Sunday in January our attendance nearly doubled—and most of those newcomers 

came back. As the spring progressed, we added more people, with attendances 

climbing into the 80s. This fed my appetite for growth, an appetite that had big 

downsides.  

 During this time, my emotions were linked to attendance rather than to individual 

growth. An “up” Sunday caused me to dream of greater things. A down day left me 

despairing that all was lost. Every visitor brought promise; every discontented member 

threatened my dream. I became manipulative and angry. The more driven I was for 

numbers, the more disappointed I became with those who were not performing the way 

I wanted them to. The temptation to try to manipulate God and others became 

overwhelming. 

 I found out firsthand that God and people control church growth; I do not. If God and 

others did not do what I wanted when I wanted it, my emotions were subject to 

meltdown. Too much of my energy was tied up in something I could influence but not 

control. With church attendance, too much was at stake for me personally: my very 

identity, my future, my hopes.  

What Would 
You Do? 

 Why is it especially important to monitor your view of success when things are going 

well? 

 What are the practical implications of understanding that you do not control church 

growth? 

  

What Happened After two years at that church, my bubble burst. A small group of people rose in 

opposition to my leadership and talked to others in the congregation about how they 

felt. Within a few months the church dropped in attendance by nearly half. We were 

back to square one; and those who left were the workers. 

 That revolt proved to be a gift from God, for it taught me how vulnerable the size of 

a church is. Basing my identity on numbers was like building my life on soap bubbles. 

 Abraham Lincoln once said: “It is foolish to take either praise or criticism too 

seriously.” 

 The same goes for church attendance. The numbers on Sunday are not who I am. My 

true identity is who I am in God. 

—CRAIG BRIAN LARSON; copyright © 1998 Christianity Today. Originally appeared in 

Pastoral Grit. 

Discuss 1. Why is it important to separate emotions from numbers and attendance? 

2. Without reference to attendance, what makes your church a success? 

3. How does this view of success make your church countercultural? 
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Success in Context 

We all carry expectations into ministry, and they can make or break our experience. 

Philippians 4:10–13 

The Case I was mad. And the more I thought about it, the madder I got. I had attended a seminar 

entitled "Ministry in the Small Church." I had pastored small churches, but this was my 

first study of the concept. Now, heading home from the conference, I was mad—at the 

denomination, at the seminary, at my superintendent, even at myself. 

 I was mad because I wasn't at all ready to hear what I heard. I wasn't prepared to see 

myself as a career small-church pastor, enduring low status among colleagues, and a 

lifetime of poverty. The financial pinch was the toughest. Until entering the ministry, 

my experience was in mid- to large-size churches, full of educated, professional 

people.  

 When I responded to God's call, it was one thing to leave behind the house, the car, 

and the vacations; I still figured that God would have me lead a church full of people 

like me. I was slapped in the face by the realization that many pastors, and just possibly 

I, would never get a call to the big leagues, the modest salaries, or the efficient church 

environment. 

What Would 
You Do? 

 Why is it dangerous to take too many expectations into an unfamiliar ministry 

situation? 

 Would you advise the pastor above to face the possibility of never being called to the 

“big leagues”? 
  

What Happened My anger soon became a challenge to find the answers. As the discovery process 

began, I was overcome with a sense of peace that I had some options. With money 

scarce, my wife and I prayed for God to help us survive. He did. Here's what God 

changed. 

 Our discernment. We sensed that God called us to our ministry; that gave us 

peace. 

 Our dependence. Because money was tight, we began to seek God’s leading on 

all of our purchases.  

 Our expectations. As we tried to see ourselves from God's perspective, our 

lifestyle changed. We invested our time and effort in different places than we had 

before.  

 God's provision. His care didn't change, but we understood it differently. We 

didn't replace things as often as we liked, but what we had didn't wear out. 

 Our friends. We were blessed as people reached out to our needs. 

 My colleagues. My distress forced me to turn to others for advice and 

encouragement. The emotional support of other leaders was invaluable. 

 The treasurer. As the church staff turned over, it became easier for our ministry to 

get the resources it needed. 

 The church. Not everyone cared that their pastor's wages were below the poverty 

level or that my family lived on food stamps. But some did. Through the years, the 

congregation did something about it. 
 

—JEFF SCHIRLE; Copyright © 1999 Christianity Today. Originally appeared in 

LEADERSHIP. 

Discuss 1. Describe a time when God changed your heart, not your circumstances. 

2. Why is it a particular risk for pastors to face discontent and “failure”? 

3. How can a congregation contribute to a pastor’s feelings of success or failure? 
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Faith to Face “Failure” 

God calls some people to ministries of tedious mediocrity.  

2 Corinthians 4:16–18 

Read “Therefore we do not lose heart. Though outwardly we are wasting away, yet 
inwardly we are being renewed day by day. For our light and momentary troubles 
are achieving for us an eternal glory that far outweighs them all. So we fix our eyes 
not on what is seen, but on what is unseen. For what is seen is temporary, but 
what is unseen is eternal (2 Corinthians 4:16–18). 

  

Comprehend The world judges a person from two perspectives: private enterprise and public 

impact. A person may be enviously successful in her private life. Yet, since she makes 

no public impact, she could be called a failure. Consider the reverse. A person may be 

famous but a failure. Fame has little to do with a person’s qualities as a human being. 

 In each of us is a desire for recognition, a desire to be important or influential. Paul 

calls it the pride of life. It’s a desire to be noticeably superior. And it explains our 

winner complex. As Vince Lombardi once put it, “Winning isn’t everything. It’s the 

only thing.”  

  

How the Bible 
Sets Us Straight 

God’s standards of success differ from the world’s. In Luke 16:15, Jesus affirms that 

“What is highly esteemed among men is an abomination with God.” The Bible also 

turns values topsy-turvy, puts first what men put last and last what men put first. It 

praises the failure that is success and denounces the success that is failure. When 

Hebrews 11 lists successful people, the overwhelming majority turns out to be worldly 

failures—people like Jesus, Stephen, Paul, and Peter, who died as criminals, not the 

sort of ecclesiastical big-wigs who get invited to influential meetings at the White 

House. 

 God has established certain standards of success. His criteria are not communication 

skills, penetrating insights, remarkable gifts, encyclopedic knowledge, or mountain-

moving faith. His criterion is Christ-like love, as in 1 Corinthians 13:1–3. Matthew 

20:25–27 tells us that service inspired by this kind of love is a mark of success. In 

Matthew 25, another criterion of spiritual success is the faithful use of the talents God 

has given us. Whether we have five talents, two, or one, we are to use and multiply 

them in God’s service. 

 Most of us will work without ever becoming well known. Do we have faith to face 

failure? Do we really believe that worldly success is wood, hay, and stubble? We need 

to remember how often the Christians will judge us the way the world does. Before 

people decide on ministry, for example, they must realize God may be calling him or 

her to a ministry of tedious mediocrity. Regardless, God’s approval is the important 

point. It is far more important to follow God’s blueprint for your life than to be 

influential or famous. Each of us needs the faith to cling to biblical principles of 

success despite possible worldly failure. In short, we need faith to face failure. 

 All of this can be summed up in an anecdote about the great conductor Arturo 

Toscanini: 

http://www.buildingchurchleaders.com/
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Faith to Face “Failure”  continued 
 

 

 

  One evening he brilliantly conducted Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony. The audience 

went mad; people clapped, whistled, and stomped their feet. Toscanini bowed and 

bowed and bowed. He signaled to the orchestra, and its members stood to 

acknowledge the wild applause. Eventually the applause began to subside. With the 

quieting applause in the background, Toscanini turned, looked intently at his 

musicians, and almost uncontrollably exclaimed, “Gentlemen! Gentlemen!” The 

gentlemen in the orchestra leaned forward to listen. Why was the maestro so 

disturbed? Was he angry? Had somebody missed a cue? Had the orchestra flawed the 

performance? No. Toscanini was not angry. Toscanini was stirred to the very depths of 

his being by the sheer magnificence of Beethoven’s music. Scarcely able to talk, he 

whispered fiercely, “Gentlemen, I am nothing.” That was an extraordinary admission 

since Toscanini was blessed with an enormous ego. “Gentlemen,” he added, “you are 

nothing.” That was hardly news. The members of the orchestra had often heard the 

same message in rehearsal. “But Beethoven,” said Toscanini in a tone of adoration, “is 

everything, everything, everything!”  

 That is the attitude we need toward ourselves and toward Jesus Christ. 

—VERNON C. GROUNDS; copyright ©1981 Christianity Today. Adapted from 

LEADERSHIP. 

  

Discuss 1. What does a “winner complex” look like in church life? 

2. Describe a person in ministry you have seen who models a proper attitude toward 

success. 

3. Describe a person who has been undone by his or her desire for fame or influence. 

  

Pray Ask God for a heart that finds satisfaction in the things that most satisfy him. 
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Judging your success against another person’s can be the first step in a destructive descent. Here are 
four reasons why, and a strategy for a healthy view of ministry: 

1. Dissatisfaction 
Comparisons lead to dissatisfaction because they are relative; no matter how well off we are, someone else 

always has more. Just as a greedy person can never have enough money, a leader who compares herself to 

other leaders can never have enough of whatever she is seeking. 

2. A Negative Focus 
Ahab, king of Samaria, had money, power, and land. But one day, he set his heart on the vineyard of his 

neighbor Naboth: “Let me have your vineyard to use for a vegetable garden,” said Ahab, “and in exchange, I 

will give you a better vineyard.” Sounds fair, right? But to Naboth, this was not merely property; this was his 

family’s inheritance from Yahweh. Thus with revulsion, Naboth replied, “The Lord forbid that I should give 

you the inheritance of my fathers.” Ahab went home feeling sorry for himself. Such is the pathetic sight of an 

advantaged person who has indulged in irrational comparison.  

3. Deception 
I fool myself when I compare myself with a few desirable aspects of someone else’s life, blissfully ignorant of 

the undesirable side. Perhaps I would pause to step into that person’s shoes if I knew what was really 

happening behind the scenes. 

4. Distraction from God’s Will 
One question I long to ask the Lord is whether I missed his best when I left my pastorate in inner-city Chicago 

for a suburban church. Raised in the suburbs, I never fully adjusted to inner-city life. Consequently, I 

complained to the Lord and envied suburban pastors. I assumed they had it good: money, nice buildings, 

receptive people. I am fairly certain my relentless comparing, not my concern for God’s will, had something to 

do with the move. 

Overcoming the Comparison Trap 
Wrongful comparisons are a spiritual battle. What I long for, and am learning, is a Christ-centered view of 

ministry based on five convictions: 

1. By the grace of God we have our ministries (1 Cor. 3:10). 

2. God gives me the gifts he wants me to have (1 Cor. 12:4-11). 

3. God opens and closes doors (Col. 4:3). 

4. When God gives great authority to someone, it does not mean that he approves more of that person or 

that they are more holy than I am (Dan. 4:17). 

5. What matters to God is our faithfulness (Matt. 25:14-30). 

These beliefs enable me to persevere with contentment in the places God has commissioned me to be. I cannot 

allow comparisons with others to distract me from the one thing that truly matters: following Jesus. 

—CRAIG BRIAN LARSON; copyright © 1998 Christianity Today. Adapted from Pastoral Grit. 

Discuss 
1. Where do you see comparisons breeding discontent in your ministry setting? 

2. Where do you see envy distracting you from God’s will for your ministry? 

3. How will you work to recognize comparison as sin and overcome it daily? 

 

Avoiding the Comparison Trap 

One-upmanship can seduce leaders and bring them down.  

Psalm 75:6–7 
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A preacher or teacher may have an incredible reputation as a spiritual leader, but if there isn’t a humble 

admission of weakness, he or she will never connect with an audience. The apostle Paul knew this. Remember 

his transparency when he wrote that he was “the worst of sinners”? That may be why he added in 1 

Corinthians 11:1: “Follow my example, as I follow the example of Christ.” 

 It’s reassuring for a church to know that everyone struggles—including leaders. Here are three methods I’ve 

learned for discussing weaknesses without sacrificing integrity: 

1. Make ’em laugh. I once began a message on purity by saying, “If you knew all the bad things I’ve done, 

you wouldn’t come in here to hear me preach.” I then paused and said, “But if we knew all the bad things 

you’ve ever done—we wouldn’t let you in here!” 

 In every sermon I preach there will be a reminder of some area of struggle. And often, my confession is 

funny. Humor gives the congregation some relief and increases their receptiveness to my teaching on a touchy 

topic. Someone compared humor in preaching with using a rubber sword. It should make a point but not draw 

blood. 

2. Don’t reveal too much. Intentionally mentioning personal shortcomings makes a teacher or preacher 

more approachable, but disclosure should be used selectively. The subject matter should be broad so that it is 

applicable to most people in the room. (Confession of specific sins has more appropriate settings than a 

worship service.) 

 The more personal the disclosure, the more risk that accompanies it. Most of the time, I take Paul’s 

confessions as my model. They were usually general, not specific.  

3. Know your audience. Years ago, while speaking at a men’s retreat, I confided that there was a time in 

my ministry when I chose not to turn on the television in the hotel rooms when I traveled out of town. I 

admitted, “The reason I didn’t flip on the TV wasn’t because I was so strong a Christian—but because I’m so 

weak.”  

 Such an admission isn’t easy to make. It implies a weakness and interest in that which is sinful. In a worship 

setting, it would be unwise to say. But in that gathering of men, I felt safe saying it and encouraging those men 

to stand firm. My admission motivated one man to get involved in a support group and another to start an 

accountability group. 

 The goal in confession is not simply to show weaknesses. People know that. The goal is to show our 

dependence on the Lord because of our weaknesses, and by our growth in some areas, to offer an example. 

—DAVE STONE; copyright © 2004 Christianity Today. Originally appeared in LEADERSHIP. 

Discuss 
1. Under what conditions can a leader publicly discuss a current struggle? 

2. Describe a time when you heard a leader admit fault in an appropriate way. What effect did that admission 

have on you? 

3. What are some weaknesses or sins that this leadership team has faced? How can we share them with our 

congregation to encourage them?  

 

Dropping the Mask 

Successful spiritual leaders can admit their faults, if they do it right.  

1 Corinthians 11:1 
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Over the years, I've set three levels of priorities that have helped me make decisions. The bottom level, which 

is the foundation for everything else, is my commitment to Jesus Christ. Knowing him and worshiping him—

these are first and most important. Second, I'm committed to the church, my brothers and sisters. My third 

priority is the work God has given me. It rises directly from my commitment to Christ and his church. 

Usually, if I appear to have a conflict, or if I find myself frustrated in driving toward a goal, I need to check 

and see if I have misplaced my priorities. Here are four red flags to keep us out of the ditch of misplaced 

priorities. 

1. Are my motives pure? Why do I want to accomplish this task or promote that program? Will it make me 

look good? Will it move me up a rung or give me a little more leverage? 

We may frown at the idea that we could be less than sincere, but motivations are complex. We all struggle 

daily against the desire for recognition and power. This is where our reasoning often fails us, and we need to 

ask the Spirit of God to search our hearts. 

2. Do the goals of the program fit my theology? I once read about a church that runs a bar in its parish 

hall. The pastor believes it brings people together in a good setting and contributes to the life of the church. 

While the issues are often more subtle, this is an example of how we must test all proposals through the grid of 

our theology. 

3. Will the program enhance the lives of the participants? We have to ask whether this or that 

program will put novice Christians in leadership roles, tempt the weak with celebrity status, or pull parents 

away from their children. These are tough questions, but they provide the checks we need to avoid putting 

level three (the work to which we are called) before level two (the people to whom we are called). 

4. Have we been seduced by our culture? Do we have a numbers orientation? Has society's worship of 

size, success, speed, promotion, and glamour crept into our evaluation of church programs? 

The pressure to succeed by secular standards, to measure success by visible accomplishments rather than by 

biblical guidelines, is subtle and often insidious. But in the light of eternity, our effectiveness is based on our 

being members of the mystical body called the church and the love we have for one another. 

—TED ENGSTROM; copyright © 1997 Christianity Today. Originally appeared in Renewing Your Church 
Through Vision and Planning. 

Discuss 
1. Why is it important to reflect on priorities, not just results? 

2. When your priorities fall out of line, what are the most common reasons? 

3. Describe a time when you have asked yourself one of the questions above and changed your actions based 

on what you learned about yourself. 

 

Priorities for Success 

The difference between success and failure can be a matter of motivation. 

Psalm 139:23–24 
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The church I served decided to mother a new church with me as the founding pastor. We had everything going 

for us. We had prime property in a fast-growing community. We had a superb nucleus of believers. And we 

had me, a young pastor entering his prime. 

But to our astonishment and resounding disappointment, we didn’t grow. In fact, by the middle of our second 

year, we typically counted fewer than half the regular attenders we had in the beginning. Our church was 

shrinking, and the prospects looked bad. This can’t be, I thought. I’m not living up to my expectations. I’m 
failing! 

After much study, my wife and I decided that success in numbers, the kind of success the world talks about, is 

only accountable to the sovereignty of God. And we were not to seek the high places for ourselves, because 

those places of esteem and “success” are dangerous. But we could seek to love and worship God with all our 

hearts and to be faithful servants, joyously and vigorously serving the Lord, not our egos. 

We studied the Bible for the real meaning of success. We realized that good results, the kind everyone lauds, 

don’t necessarily mean we’re all that successful in God’s eyes. We did find, however, four biblical criteria for 

success: 

1. To love and worship God. “Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God is one Lord; and you shall love the Lord your 

God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might” (Deut. 6:4–5). Now that’s the 

beginning of success! If we didn’t have that love in our lives, we realized, then whatever we might accomplish 

would be ashes. 

2. To be a faithful servant. “Let a man regard us in this manner, as servants of Christ, and stewards of the 

mysteries of God. In this case, moreover, it is required of stewards that one be found trustworthy” (1 Cor. 4:1-

2). Success, from God’s point of view, is found in the faithfulness of a servant, and obedience is the essential 

element of faithfulness. 

3. To be a hard worker. It is impossible to be a lazy faithful servant. I can’t excuse a lack of results that come 

only from sloth. Alexander Maclaren, a 19th century Baptist minister, went to his study every morning at 6:30 

and pulled on his work boots. “I want to be in my office before the men are out on the pavement,” he said, 

“and I put on these work boots to remind me that I’m there to work.” 

4. To maintain a proper attitude. In the parable of the Prodigal Son, the older brother was faithful to the father 

by staying home and working the farm, but when his brother came back, his true attitude burst through. He was 

bitter and resentful A faithful servant is one whose heart attitude is faithful and loving. 

—KENT AND BARBARA HUGHES; adapted from Liberating Ministry from the Success Syndrome. Used by 

permission. 

Discuss 
1. Describe a ministry that was successful and small. 

2. Why is it dangerous to desire positions of influence and power? 

3. How can a congregation help encourage the leaders of a church to embrace—and be satisfied with—a 

biblical view of success? 

 

Our Failure, God’s Success 

God may see an accomplishment where we see only frustration. 

1 Corinthians 3:12–13 
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Authenticity is instrumental to success. God calls leaders to be faithful to his standards as well as his 
unique calling and enabling of each person. Once we gain God’s perspective and commit to judging 
ourselves by his standards, we still must attend to the abilities and temperaments that he has given each 
of us. 
 Gather together in a group of four to six people and move through the activity below. Discuss the 
attributes that make you and your ministry distinctive, and help each other find ways to be more true to 
who you are as you serve the church.  
 Check how well each statement describes you, answer each question briefly, and then move through 
the activity as a group, allowing each person to share his or her answer. After each person shares, give 
the group a chance to affirm, challenge, or clarify each response.  

 Completely 
describes 

Somewhat 
describes 

Does not 
describe 

1. I minister in a manner that is true to my personality   

Explain your answer. What parts of your personality does your ministry draw upon? What parts of your 

personality go unused in your ministry? 

    

    

    

 Completely 
describes 

Somewhat 
describes 

Does not 
describe 

2. I have a great sense of freedom in my ministry   

Describe a situation in which you acted out of obligation or felt constrained in your ministry. What are some 

occasions in which you have felt “free” to minister?

    

    

    

 Completely 
describes 

Somewhat 
describes 

Does not 
describe 

3. I focus on how everything can serve my highest goals.   

What is one aspect of your ministry that you do not enjoy? How can you view that within the framework of 

something that you care deeply about? (For example, I dislike finances, but I care deeply about the corporate 

integrity of the church.) 

    

    

    
    

—CRAIG BRIAN LARSON; copyright © 1998 Christianity Today. Adapted from Pastoral Grit. 

Discuss 
1. Describe a time when you served outside of your strengths. What did God teach you through that experience?  

2. How is authenticity related to faithfulness? 

3. What is your “highest goal” in ministry? How does that open doors for you to serve in a variety of capacities? 

Ring-True Ministry 

Serving God well requires us to serve according to our gifts. 

Romans 12:3–5 
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BuildingChurchLeaders.com. Leadership training resources from Christianity Today. 

  -“Spiritual Growth” Assessment Pack 

  -“Vision & Strategy” Assessment Pack 

  -“Becoming a Missional Church” Survival Guide 

  -“How to Grow a Church” Survival Guide 

  -“Character of a Leader” Training Theme and PowerPoint 

  -“Setting Goals and Measuring Results” Training Theme and PowerPoint 

LeadershipJournal.net. This website offers practical advice and articles for church leaders. 

Brothers, We Are Not Professionals: A Plea to Pastors for Radical Ministry by John Piper. This 

book argues for pastors and leaders to refocus around their spiritual calling and to reject temptations to 

professionalize their ministries. (B & H Publishing Group, 2002; ISBN 978-0805426205) 

The Intentional Church: Moving From Church Success to Community Transformation by Randy 
Pope. This book is designed to help church leaders lay the groundwork for a church that is centered on 

transformation and discipleship, not growth for the sake of growth. (Moody Publishers, 2006; ISBN 978-

0802427403) 

Leading from the Second Chair: Serving Your Church, Fulfilling Your Role, and Realizing 
Your Dreams by Mike Bonem and Roger Patterson. This acclaimed book will help secondary leaders 

understand their callings and find success outside of the spotlight. (Jossey-Bass, 2005; ISBN 978-0787977399) 

Liberating Ministry from the Success Syndrome by Kent and Barbara Hughes. Based on real-life 

experiences that led to frustration and disillusionment with ministry, this book offers a biblical perspective for 

redefining success in God’s terms. (Tyndale, 1992; ISBN 978-0842328494) 

Simple Church: Returning to God’s Process for Making Disciples by Thom S. Rainer and Eric 

Geiger. This book focuses on practical strategies for discipleship. (B&H Publishing Group, 2006; ISBN 978-

0805443905) 

 

Further Exploration 

To go deeper on this topic, consider some of these resources. 
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BUILDING CHURCH LEADERS expands easily into a retreat format. Here is a sample retreat schedule you 
may follow for the “Redefining Success” theme. The purpose of this retreat is to help leaders focus on the 
Word of God and determine what it calls them to do in order to build up the church. 

Friday Evening 
 8–8:45 P.M. Opening Session: Hand out copies of “What Is Success,” the interview with five 

church leaders on pages 4–5, and allow time for each person to read it. Then form groups of three or 

four. Have each group discuss the questions at the end of the interview. Reconvene for the last 20 

minutes and have the groups share their comments and consider the importance of how church leaders 

define success. 

 9–9:45 P.M. Bible Study: Close the evening with “Success in the Eyes of God,” the Bible study on 

page 3. Photocopy and pass out the study, or use the handout as your notes.  

 

Saturday Morning 
 9–9:45 A.M. Devotional: Set the tone for the day by handing out “Faith to Face ‘Failure’” (p. 10–11). 

Discuss the questions at the bottom of the page, and have a time of prayer, asking that God would help 

your team members cultivate hearts that define success in a Godly way. 

 10–10:45 A.M. Assessment: Use the assessment “Pushed to Be Omni-Competent” on page 7 to 

evaluate the methods you have in place for being a success in the eyes of those you lead and, more 

importantly, in God’s eyes. 

 11 A.M.–12:15 P.M. Activity: Use the activity “Ring-True Ministry” on page 16. Have each person 

read the instructions on the handout, move through the activity individually, and evaluate the other 

team members, and then review each answer and the discussion questions in small groups.  

 NOON. Lunch 

 

Saturday Afternoon 
 1–2 P.M. Final Group Session: Close the retreat with the case study “Success in Context” on page 

9. After everyone has read the article, discuss how to best address individual weaknesses as a team. Go 

on to the how-to “Our Failure, God’s Success” on page 15. Then pray together, asking God to help 

each team member develop a heart that recognizes success as God does.  

 

You can create similar retreat plans for any of the other BUILDING CHURCH LEADERS themes. Simply 

determine what you want to accomplish and select the handouts that support your objectives 

Retreat Plan 

How to create a weekend retreat on the theme of “Redefining Success” 


