A PRIMER ON THE CALL TO THE GOSPEL MINISTRY

Basic Definition: Ordinary vocation to office in the Church is the calling of God by the Spirit, through the inward testimony of a good conscience, the manifest approbation of God(s people, and the concurring judgment of a lawful court of the Church. (BCO 16-1)

I.  The Parts of a Call: The PCA as part of the reformed tradition affirms that a call to the gospel ministry involves an inward and outward aspect.  As God has done in all generations in raising up spiritual leadership for his people, whether, apostle, prophet, evangelist, pastor-teacher, he continues to work in individual(s lives personally calling them to life-long ministry (Exodus 3; 1 Samuel 3; Isaiah 6; Jer. 1:4-10; Mark 3:13-19; Acts 26:12-23; Gal. 1:11-17; 1 Tim. 2:7; 2 Tim. 1:11; Eph. 4:11-13).  This inward call may be a particular experience or a growing awareness, normally involving Scripture and prayer, from which the person draws the inescapable conclusion that Christ wants him to be a gospel minister, one who serves Christ as a servant of the Word and a servant of the people of God.  

The outward aspect of the call, the testing and approbation that the man is indeed called to the ministry, is the ultimately the responsibility of the Church (1 Tim. 3:1-13; Titus 1:5-9).  As the candidate for the gospel ministry prepares and presents himself for ordination, the church tests his character, particularly his godliness and soundness of faith, looks for spiritual fruit from his ministry activity as evidence of God(s spiritual gifting of him, and determines his competence in knowledge and skill for the work of the ministry (BCO 16-3).  The (approbation of the people( is most fully manifest when they call him to a particular charge, a definite work (Acts 13:1-3; BCO 17-3).

A prospective candidate needs to make sure that he does not mistake what could be the outward aspect of the call(his interests and passion, natural talents and abilities, even spiritual gifting producing fruitful ministry(for the inward call, that personal experience of Christ(s summoning him to ministry.  Only an inward personal call, matched by the approbation of God(s people in duly ordaining him, will give him the (staying power( for a life-long ministry, which undoubtedly will have its reverses, as well as its successes.    

II.  The Stages of Preparation: At candidacy the person, who (believes himself to be called to preach the Gospel( applies to presbytery through the Candidates Committee to come under presbytery(s care and guidance in his course of study and practical training (BCO 18-1).  He gives evidence through personal testimony and the testimony of others concerning his (experiential religion,( i.e., his conversion, personal call, and current practices promoting spiritual growth, and (his motives for seeking the ministry( (BCO 18-3).  These (call( and (character( issues must also be matched by testimonials of his current engagement in ministry and the (promise of usefulness in the ministry( they show.

The time of preparation through seminary training and internship gives the candidate opportunity to grow in each of these areas: increasing certainty of his calling amidst the rigors of academic preparation; growth in godliness of character; exercise of spiritual gifts during ministry activity; and growth in competence in knowledge and insight according to the PCA Uniform Curriculum and ministry skills.

The final stage is the trials of ordination(examinations in experiential religion, Bible, Theology, Church History, Sacraments, Polity; exegesis paper and theological essay; sermon, written and preached (BCO 21-4).  By this summative examination of the candidate in all areas(experiential religion and doctrinal soundness, dealing with character; knowledge and ministry skill indicating competence; and the call to a particular work pointing to a promise of spiritual fruitfulness from the exercise of his spiritual gifts(the Church can then move to ordain the man and deploy him in ministry.  

