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ABSTRACT 

     In this project the researcher sought to increase the understanding and integration 

of corporate spirituality into the decision making processes of the deacon board of 

Whitepine Baptist Church (WBC). The researcher did this by creating, implementing, 

and evaluating a program designed to raise the deacons’ levels of understanding of 

leadership, spiritual disciplines, and decision-making, and integrating this knowledge 

into ministry practice by creating and observing a leadership covenant. 

     Following a  leadership retreat weekend, which involved study sessions in the areas 

listed above and the formation of a desired leadership covenant, the researcher and 

deacons sought to integrate the knowledge gleaned from the sessions into their 

ministry over a three year period. Following the implementation period, the deacons 

were interviewed to assess the results of the project. 

     Overall, the final evaluation of the project revealed several strengths, including a 

growing bond of unity and appreciation for the unique giftings of the participants. The 

reading program and increased emphasis on prayer were also beneficial. However, the 

failure to follow through with the commitment to an annual retreat and the lengthy 

period of time allowed for the project implementation proved to be weaknesses noted 

by all the participants. It was generally agreed that simply by being more faithful to the 

leadership covenant,  the deacons would continue to grow in their commitment and 

ability to faithfully seek, discern, and obey the voice of God in their ministry.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

THE NEED FOR CORPORATE DISCERNMENT 

     The problem addressed by this project is the need for an adequate understanding 

and integration of corporate spirituality into the decision making processes of the 

deacon board of Whitepine Baptist Church (WBC). The project will study the Bible and 

other writings on corporate spirituality, leadership, spiritual disciplines, and decision-

making, and will then create, implement, and evaluate a program designed to raise the 

levels of understanding and integration of corporate spirituality as a basis for decision-

making by the deacon board of WBC.   

 

Delimitations of the Problem 

     This study will only address issues related to individual spirituality or individual 

spiritual formation if and when they relate to the ability of a group to grow in the 

practice and experience of corporate spirituality and spiritual formation.  

     This study will not address the various debates concerning qualifications for deacon 

ministry such as marital history, gender, etc.  

     This study will not address the level of authority or decision-making power a deacon 

board should or should not have, or how a deacon board is to implement the decisions 

it makes. 
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     This study will only refer to secular leadership philosophies or decision-making 

processes when making general comments as to how they have had an influence on 

the understanding and practice of the deacon board of WBC when making decisions. 

 

Definition of Terms 

     Spiritual formation: the process of growing by grace in Christ-likeness through willful 

surrender to the Spirit and work of God and the practice of various spiritual disciplines. 

It is the process of growing in spiritual maturity and holiness which God initiates and 

invites all believers to participate in with Him, and which enables individuals to relate 

and respond to God, others, and themselves in love.1 

     Corporate spirituality: the ability of and means by which a group of individuals 

relates as a unit to God, others, and themselves. The whole of the group is greater 

than the sum of its parts in that the spirituality of the group is more than simply a 

compilation of each member nor is each part fully defined or described by the qualities 

of the group as a whole. 

     Spiritual disciplines: activities or practices engaged in on a regular basis for the 

purpose of better enabling one to respond to God, others, and oneself. These practices 

include: fasting, meditation, solitude, silence, simplicity, worship, journaling, etc. 

     Corporate discernment: the group activity of seeking to know and participate in the 

will of God.             
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     Decision-making: activities carried out in the process of evaluating, planning, and 

initiating the details of ministry projects, addressing crisis, conflict, or discipline issues 

in the fellowship. 

     Spiritual decision-making: the process of making decisions in response to the will of 

God as revealed in the Word and by the Holy Spirit. 

     Deacon board: a group of individuals chosen and set apart by the congregation to 

provide spiritual direction, vision, wisdom, and to lead in decision-making processes 

that affect the life and ministry of the congregation as well as to carry out various 

church rituals such as the Lord’s Supper and the welcoming of new members. 

     Baptist congregation: a Christian fellowship characterized in its polity by an 

emphasis on believer’s baptism, congregational government, and autonomy of the 

local church within a denominational organization. 

 

Assumptions 

     The first assumption is that spiritual formation, as revealed in the Word of God, is a 

process God intends for His people corporately as well as individually. 

     The second assumption is that a group of believers, whether it be a congregation or 

a group within that congregation, has a corporate spirituality unique from that of the 

individuals that form the congregation or group. 

     The third assumption is that corporate spirituality is fostered and strengthened 

through many of the same disciplines as individual spirituality. 

                                                                                                                                                      

 
1
     Ephesians 4:11-16; 5:25-27; Philippians 1:6. 
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     The fourth assumption is that God desires to make His will known in a corporate 

setting, and will do so as an act of grace to those seeking His direction. 

     The fifth assumption is that the decision-making process of the local church needs 

to be understood and practised in such a way that recognizes and affirms the activity of 

God within the process. 

     The sixth assumption is that the process of developing corporate spirituality has a 

direct impact upon a group’s understanding of and ability to discern the will of God 

when making decisions. 

    The seventh assumption is that there is a disparity between the understanding of 

how to seek the will of God and the integration of that knowledge in the decision-

making processes of those serving on the deacon board at WBC. 

     The eighth assumption is that the deacon board of WBC will be willing to participate 

in this project.   

 

The Subproblems and Their Treatment 

     In order to create and implement a program to raise the level of awareness of 

corporate spirituality and its role in making decisions in the deacon board of WBC, 

several subproblems will need to be addressed. The following explains these 

subproblems and the steps that will be required to address them. 

Subproblem One 

     The first subproblem is developing a biblical paradigm for individual and corporate 

spirituality and its integration with the decision-making process in Scripture and 
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theological tradition. The researcher will use various translations of the Bible and the 

interpretations, opinions, and information shared by writers of various biblical 

commentaries and other Bible study tools to develop this paradigm. Interpretations and 

opinions expressed by writers in Christian books, articles, and periodicals addressing 

various aspects of individual and corporate spirituality and decision-making will also be 

used. 

     Only those passages of Scripture which are understood to have a direct application 

to spiritual formation and which provide insight as to the nature of corporate spirituality 

and spiritual formation will be examined in depth. Only those Christian writings, articles, 

and periodicals on various aspects of spiritual formation that address or influence the 

development of a paradigm for corporate spirituality and its integration with the 

decision-making process will be used. 

     The data will be secured by studying various Scripture passages, commentaries, 

Bible study tools, and Christian literature on spiritual formation. Many of these 

resources are in the researcher’s possession, while others will be borrowed from the 

Bethel Seminary Library and the library of Atlantic Baptist University (ABU) in Moncton, 

New Brunswick or obtained by computer through inter-library loans elsewhere.  

     The researcher will approach the study of the Scripture passages with a firm belief 

in their authority and reliability. Information gleaned from all other materials will be used 

and interpreted in light of the authority of Scripture. The data collected will be evaluated 

and used based on its ability to positively contribute to the formation of a paradigm for 

the corporate spirituality and its integration with the decision-making process. 
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Subproblem Two 

     The second subproblem is developing an understanding of how contemporary 

Christian literature addresses the integration of corporate spirituality and the decision-

making process in the local church. The researcher will examine the interpretations, 

opinions, and information shared by writers of Christian books, articles, and periodicals 

addressing various aspects of church leadership and decision-making to develop this 

understanding. 

     Only Christian literature which is understood to have a direct application to church 

leadership or which addresses corporate spirituality as it relates to the decision-making 

process will be examined in depth. Literature related to decision-making in non-

religious voluntary organizations may also be reviewed to a limited extent. 

     The location, means of securing, and testing/interpretation of the data will be as 

described in subproblem one. 

Subproblem Three 

     The third subproblem is developing a program to (a) raise the levels of 

understanding and integration of corporate spirituality as a basis for making decisions, 

(b) initiate revisions in the decision-making process based upon input from the deacons 

of WBC. 

     The data needed are the findings from subproblems one and two, as well as data 

from the deacons of WBC. The criteria for the data are the same as for subproblems 

one and two. The data are in the researcher’s possession as a result of the work in 

subproblems one and two, and located in the deacon board of WBC. 
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      This data will be secured as described in subproblems one and two, and by 

meeting with and receiving input from the deacons of WBC. The data will then be 

synthesized to provide a model for the corporate nature of spiritual formation and the 

decision-making process in a leadership team. 

Subproblem Four 

     The fourth subproblem is implementing and evaluating the program designed in 

subproblem three. 

     The data needed are the data from subproblem three plus responses from personal 

interviews with the deacons of WBC. Only data obtained by interviewing those actively 

serving as deacons for the duration of this project will be used. The data will be in the 

possession of the researcher and located in the deacon board of WBC. 

     The data from the deacon board will be secured by personally interviewing each 

deacon following the implementation of the program. This questionnaire will be 

designed according to accepted standard research science theory patterns.  

     The data from the first interviews with the deacons for subproblem three will be 

compared to the data from the second interview with each deacon. 

  

The Setting of the Project 

     This project will take place among and with the members of a deacon board in a 

specific Baptist Church.2 The particular congregation is Whitepine Baptist Church, a 

                                                

 
2
     The information for this section of the report concerning the setting of the project 

was written in the summer of 2001 for the Project Proposal. The actual thesis report, however, 
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twenty-five year old fellowship, located in a growing and affluent white-collar suburb of  

17,000 residents in Riverview, New Brunswick, Canada, and a member of the 

Convention of Atlantic Baptist Church (CABC).  

     During the past six years, church attendance and membership at WBC has dropped 

significantly, with the average Sunday morning worship dropping from 160 to 115. In 

response to this decline, several attempts have been made to develop a new direction 

and vision for ministry in the church , but the impact has been negligible. 

     The present deacon board consists of four male individuals: two of whom will be 

serving as deacons until February 2003, one of whom will be serving until February 

2002, and a third individual will finish his term in February 2001. Vocationally, the 

board consists of a retired teacher, the chancellor of the CABC liberal arts university, a 

semi-retired technician, and a blue-collar worker for the city of Moncton. 

     In February 2001 the chancellor of the CABC liberal arts university will be leaving 

the deacon board, and a new member will replace him at that time. There is also a 

possibility that there will be additional deacons appointed, thus increasing the total 

number of deacons on the board. The project will be implemented with the deacons 

who are on the board as of February 2001.   

 

 

                                                                                                                                                      

was written in the fall of 2004. During that time interval, some aspects of the setting changed, 

including the composition of the deacon board. The retired teacher, the chancellor, and the 

semi-retired technician were no longer serving as deacons, while another blue-collar worker was 

added. Ultimately, only two deacons were able to participate in the project for the full term. 
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The Importance of the Project to the Context 

     The congregation of Whitepine Baptist Church is in the process of redefining itself, 

rediscovering who and what it is supposed to be. As a result, questions concerning 

church vision and mission, what ministry programs to operate or cut, and even the 

present structure of church government are being raised. It is imperative that as the 

fellowship goes through this process of evaluation, envisioning, and making decisions 

for the future, those in leadership positions--and the deacons in particular--both 

understand their roles and responsibilities in this process and carry out those roles and 

responsibilities in a manner that is faithful to the leading of the Holy Spirit and the Word 

of God.  

 

The Importance of the Project to the Researcher 

     As a pastor the researcher believes it to be his responsibility to set the tone and 

example for leadership and spiritual formation and to educate and encourage those in 

the congregation and in leadership roles to grow in and live out their faith in ways that 

are pleasing to God. The researcher believes that all Christians need to learn how to 

listen to God in order to know and do His will; yet he also believes that many 

individuals--and groups or congregations--struggle to integrate what they know with 

what they practice in this area of the Christian life. It is the desire of the researcher to 

grow in his understanding of how to discern the voice of God both as an individual and 

corporately with others, for the sake of his own spiritual health as well as that of those 

he ministers to and with.   
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The Importance of the Project to the Church at Large 

     The integration of corporate spirituality and the decision-making process of 

leadership boards in local churches is not a prominent subject in many of today’s 

church leadership books or seminars. The denomination in which the researcher 

ministers has not placed much attention or emphasis on the role of spiritual disciplines 

in such processes in it’s various publications and programs. Thus, the results of this 

project may prove helpful and insightful to pastors and deacon boards who are 

struggling to know God’s will for their specific ministry contexts and how they can seek 

that will together.  

     The project may also challenge and encourage other pastors and deacon boards to 

evaluate their present decision-making processes and possibly consider placing a 

greater emphasis on developing corporate spirituality as a basis for making decisions. 

 

DATA AND METHODOLOGY 

     The following primary and secondary data will be required for this project. 

 

Primary Data 

     The primary data will be the interviews with the deacons, the program to implement 

corporate spirituality into the decision-making process of the deacon board of WBC, 

and the evaluation results of the project. 
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Secondary Data 

     The secondary data will be the Bible, commentaries and other study aids used in 

the study of the Scriptures, and Christian writings on spiritual formation and on church 

leadership.      

 

Research Methodology 

     The first phase of the project will be to examine the corporate nature of leadership 

in the early church and how those leaders participated with God and each other in the 

decision-making process. The researcher will study the Scripture passages relevant to 

this area, using commentaries and other study tools. 

     The second phase of the project will be to examine the relationship between 

individual and corporate spirituality and the role of both in the decision-making 

processes of the church. The researcher will examine various writings on Christian 

spirituality and spiritual formation, especially those making reference to corporate 

spirituality.  

     The third phase of the project will be to examine contemporary perspectives on 

leadership and decision-making in the church. The researcher will read various 

contemporary Christian writings related to church leadership and the decision-making 

process. 

     The fourth phase of the project will be to educate the board concerning the 

corporate nature of biblical spirituality and its role in making decisions. 
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     The fifth phase of the project will be to revise the decision-making process of the 

deacon board based upon the integration of a biblical corporate spirituality and the 

reflections/insights of the deacons at WBC.  

     The sixth phase of the project will be to evaluate the effectiveness of the program at 

the end of the project. This will be accomplished by personally interviewing each 

deacon.     
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CHAPTER TWO 

THE IMPORTANCE OF HEARING THE VOICE OF GOD CORPORATELY 

     In this chapter, the researcher will explore the Biblical evidence that God speaks 

both to individuals and to corporate bodies in many and diverse ways for many and 

diverse purposes. The researcher will also examine the relationship between individual 

and corporate spirituality, the place of various spiritual disciplines in developing both, 

and the relationship between spirituality and the ability to discern the voice and will of 

God. Finally, the researcher will suggest implications for understanding the decision-

making processes of a leadership team that will arise from this research. 

 

God Speaks 

     Both the Old and New Testaments-- indeed, the fact of their very existence-- 

provide ample evidence to conclude that God is a relational Being who desires to 

reveal His nature and His will to humanity. Summing up the record of God’s activity of 

revealing Himself to His creation, the writer of Hebrews says, 

    In the past God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets at many times and in 
    various ways, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he 
    appointed heir of all things, and through whom he made the universe. (Hebrews 1:1-   
    2 NIV). 
  
In Acts, the writer repeats a prophecy of Joel which describes some of the exceptional 

and dramatic ways in which God would speak during the last days:  
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    “In the last days,” God says, “I will pour out my Spirit on all people. Your sons and      
    daughters will prophesy, your young men will see visions, your old men will dream      
    dreams. Even on my servants, both men and women, I will pour out my Spirit in 
    those days, and they will prophesy. I will show wonders in the heaven above and  
    signs on the earth below, blood and fire and billows of smoke. The sun will be turned 
    to darkness and the moon to blood before the coming of the great and glorious day 
    of the Lord.” (Acts 2:17-20 NIV). 
 
     This desire and willingness of God to reveal Himself to humanity reflects both God’s 

interest in the lives of His creation and humanity’s need for such revelation in order to 

enjoy fellowship with the Creator. Far from simply being a mere show of power, the 

revelation of God is absolutely essential for the establishment of relationship with Him, 

as true saving knowledge of God exists only in so far as there is a self-disclosure or a 

self-manifestation of God.3 This revelation is a supernatural act of self-communication, 

“pregnant with purpose and significance.”4 Neo-orthodox theology goes even further to 

declare that revelation from God is never the mere communication of knowledge, but a 

“life-giving and life-renewing communion.”5 

     The Christian faith has consistently understood the revelatory acts of God to be the 

expressions of a personal God to persons He has created.6 Throughout the history of 

God’s interactions with humanity, His manifestation of Himself to particular persons at  

                                                

 
3
     Emil Brunner, The Christian Doctrine of God- Dogmatics, Vol.1. Translated by 

Olive Wyon. The Westminister Press: Philadelphia, PA, 1949, p. 14. 

 
4
     Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology. William B. Eerdmans’ Publishing Company: 

Grand Rapids, MI, 1941, p. 34. 

 
5
     Brunner, p. 20. 

 
6
     Millard J. Erikson, Christian Theology. Baker Book House: Grand Rapids, MI, 

1985, p. 177. 
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definitive times and places has been the basis of the Church’s knowledge, 

understanding, and experience of Him.7     

 

God Speaks in Many Ways 

     Having established the truth that God desires to and does speak, the question 

naturally arises as to the nature of this speech or revelation. In other words: How does 

God reveal Himself and His will to humans? As previously noted in Hebrews 1:1-2, 

God has spoken and continues to speak in a wide variety of ways to humanity. In all of 

His communications, God reveals Himself in anthropic form, making use of human 

categories of thought including human language, action, and images.8 These 

revelations often came in forms and images that were a part of everyday, ordinary 

human experience.9    

Direct Speech, Visions, and Dreams 

     In the Old Testament God often spoke directly to individuals in order to bring a 

message to a larger group of people. God declared Himself to be the God of the 

patriarchs -- Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Moses -- because it was they who personally 

received the word of God.10 At times, this “word” came to them directly as an audible 

                                                

 
7
     Erikson, p. 175. 

 
8
     Ibid, p. 178. 

 
9
     Ibid, p. 179. 

 
10

     Walter C. Kaiser, Jr., Toward An Old Testament Theology. Academie Books: Grand 

Rapids, MI, 1978, p. 44. 
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speaking voice, as when God called Abram to leave his country and go to a land that 

He would show him.11 Later, In Genesis 15:1-17, God promises to make Abraham the 

father of many descendants. Whether through an audible voice or a silent, inner 

hearing of His message -- the placing of His thoughts in their mind -- God often chose 

the direct approach to make His plans known.12 

     Another method employed by God to speak in the Old Testament was the use of 

dreams and visions. When God spoke to Abraham concerning his descendants in 

Genesis 15, He did so through a vision. The use of dreams and visions was one of the 

most common methods of God’s communication in the Old Testament: the vision of 

Jacob who saw the stairway with ascending and descending angels;13 the vision of 

Moses who heard God speak from the burning bush;14 the vision of the Israelites when 

they saw the manifestation of the glory of God at Mount Sinai;15 the vision of Isaiah 

when he saw the Lord and His glory in the temple;16 the vision of Jeremiah when he 

saw the almond tree and the boiling pot as symbols of judgment against Judah;17 

Ezekiel’s vision of winged creatures and spinning wheels representing the glory of the 

                                                

 
11

     Genesis 12:1-3. See also Genesis 13:14; 21:12; 22:1. 

 
12

     Erikson, pp. 187-188. 

 
13

     Genesis 28:12-15. 

 
14

     Exodus 3:2- 4:17. 

 
15

     Exodus 24:10, 17. 

 
16

     Isaiah 6:1-13. 

 
17

     Jeremiah 1:11-16. 
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Lord,18 and his vision of the dry bones coming back to life;19 and the futuristic visions of 

Daniel concerning war and judgment.20  

     The vision was a distinct mode of communicating new knowledge to the patriarchs 

and other chosen leaders or spokespersons of God. Dreams, however, were more 

widely distributed to other persons.21 The dreams of Abimelech warning him that Sarah 

was another man’s wife,22 and of Pharaoh whose dream foretold of coming famine,23 

are but two examples of this. 

     In the New Testament, God continued to speak directly through audible voices, 

dreams, and visions. When Jesus was baptized by John the Baptist, a dove-like vision 

descended and a voice from heaven declared the Father’s pleasure.24 When Peter, 

James, and John accompanied Jesus up a high mountain, they witnessed the 

transfiguration of Christ and the appearance of Moses and Elijah.25 In Acts 2:2-3, the 

disciples were gathered in an upper room during Pentecost, and together witnessed a 

vision of tongues of fire descending upon those present. When Stephen, the first 

                                                

 
18

     Ezekiel 1:1-28. 

 
19

     Ezekiel 37:1-14. 

 
20

     Daniel 7:9-27; 8:1-27; 10:1- 12:13. 

 
21

     Kaiser, pp. 85-86. 

 
22

     Genesis 20:3. 

 
23

     Genesis 41. 

 
24

     Matthew 3:16. 

 
25

     Matthew 17:1-9. 
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Christian martyr, was being stoned, he saw a vision of Christ at the right hand of God.26 

Paul, the fiercest enemy of Christ and the early church, was converted as a result of 

his vision of the risen Christ on his way to persecute Christians in Damascus.27 

Perhaps the most dramatic series of visions was received by John on the Isle of 

Patmos where God used him to write the Book of Revelation. 

     As the gospel was spreading in the days of the early church, it’s travel was due in 

large part to visions declaring the need to share the Good News with the Gentiles: the 

vision of Ananias who was told to lay hands on Paul, the man who would become the 

great missionary of the gospel;28 Paul’s vision of a man of Macedonia, saying, “Come 

over into Macedonia, and help us”;29 and Peter’s vision of the sheet coming down from 

heaven, and God’s declaration that everything He made -- including the Gentiles -- was 

“clean.”30 

Prophets and Judges 

     Of the variety of forms of revelation in the Old Testament, the decisive and standard 

one is that of the prophetic word, given to one of God’s prophets or judges.31 The 

prophet – a person who spoke for God and who communicated God’s message 

                                                

 
26

     Acts 7:55, 56. 

 
27

     Acts 9:3-6; 1 Corinthians 9:1. 

 
28

     Acts 9:12. 

 
29

     Acts 16:9. 

 
30

     Acts 10:9-18. 

 
31

     Brunner, p. 16. 
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courageously to God’s Chosen People, the nation of Israel -- had the often unenviable 

position of speaking words of judgment from God. Their authority came from God alone 

whose message they bore.32  Judges were military heroes or deliverers who led the 

nation of Israel against their enemies during the period between the death of Joshua 

and the establishment of the kingship. As God’s agents for justice and deliverance, 

they would act decisively to free the nation from oppression.33 

     When God spoke to people through the prophets and judges, He used several of 

the mediums described thus far in this chapter; there is, however, a distinction made in 

the Old Testament between God’s speaking in dreams and prophecy, as only in 

chapter two of the book of Daniel is prophecy received through the medium of a 

dream.34 The unique prophetic gift of Moses is described by God Himself as being 

received by direct word of mouth revelation rather than dreams or visions:  

    “When a prophet of the LORD is among you, I reveal myself to him in visions, I   
    speak to him in dreams. But this is not true of my servant Moses; he is faithful in all 
    my house. With him I speak face to face, clearly and not in riddles; he sees the form 
    of the LORD.” (Numbers 12:6-8 NIV).35  
 

 The prophets had a consciousness that their message was not of their own creation, 
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but was in fact from God.36 Often their message is prefaced with the phrase “... the 

word of the Lord came to me saying...”37 At the same time, the prophet was more than 

just a mouthpiece or instrument that God used; he was a partner with God in that his 

heart was consumed by and filled with the passions of God.38 The prophet would hear 

God’s voice and feel His heart, and try to impart “the pathos of the message as well as 

the logos.”39 The prophets themselves asserted that many of their experiences were 

not moments of passive receptivity, but dialogues with God. By response, pleading, 

and counter speech, the prophet reacted to the word he received from God.40 

Visible Signs  

     In addition to direct and indirect speech, visions and dreams, prophets and judges, 

God also used historical events, visible signs and miracles to make His word and will 

known. When God wanted to guide the people of Israel out of Egyptian bondage, He 

did so with a visible pillar of smoke in the day and a pillar of fire by night.41 When 

Gideon was seeking confirmation of victory in battle from God, God used the visible 
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signs of the fleece to guide.42 When the people wanted to choose a new king, God 

made His choice known through the casting of lots;43 in the New Testament, God used 

a similar method in choosing Matthias to replace Judas as an apostle.44 The call of 

Abraham, the provision of Isaac, the Exodus from Egypt, numerous healings and 

resurrections -- especially in the New Testament -- all were events that revealed God’s 

will, power, and heart to those who witnessed them or heard the stories told.45     

Angels 

     One of the most fascinating methods God used in both the Old and New 

Testaments to speak was through His angels. The word “angel” -- both the Hebrew 

mal’ak and the Greek angelos – have the basic literal meaning of “messenger.”46 In the 

Old Testament, it was an angel who told Abraham and Sarah that they would have a 

son.47 It was also an angel who spoke to Jacob in a dream, telling him to leave and 

return to his homeland.48  

     The Angel of the Lord is a striking, recurring figure as a messenger of destruction in 
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both the Old Testament and the New Testament.49  

     In the New Testament, the activity of angels seems to increase in both frequency 

and importance.50 It is an angel who brings Zachariah the news that his wife Elizabeth 

will have a son in their old age, and he will prepare the way for the coming Messiah.51  

Both Mary and Joseph are blessed by the ministry of angelic messengers: Mary with 

the incredible news that she would conceive and give birth to the Messiah;52 and 

Joseph with the encouragement not to divorce Mary, as well as the warning to flee to 

Egypt from King Herod and then to later return after Herod’s death.53 

     Angels also played a critical role in revealing God’s direction to the apostles during 

the time of the early church. After the arrival of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost, it was an 

angel of the Lord who sent Philip out into the desert for his divine appointment with the 

Ethiopian eunuch.54 When God wanted Cornelius to visit the apostle Peter, He made 

His wishes known through an angel in a vision.55 Later, when Peter was in prison 

awaiting trial and the other apostles were praying for him, an angel appeared to him in 
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jail and freed him from his chains, escorting him to freedom.56 Even the apostle Paul 

received a message from God through an angel: while sailing for Italy to stand trial, the 

ship Paul was being transported in was caught in a storm and everyone thought they 

were doomed; yet Paul was given assurance by an angel that no lives would be lost.57   

     While angelic messengers play an important role in the Bible, some people believe 

that their revelatory ministry ceased when the full scriptures were given.58 In similar 

fashion, some believe that with the passing of the Old Testament prophets, the days of 

signs from the Lord also ceased.59 Some even refer to the apparent testimony of the 

Bible itself to support this belief.60 Yet these convictions are by no means universally 

held to be true by biblical theologians and scholars.   

The Incarnate Jesus 

     The most profound and significant revelation from God came to humanity in the 

person of Jesus of Nazareth. The author of Hebrews writes:  

    In the past God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets at many times and in               
    various ways, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he 
    appointed heir of all things, and through whom he made the universe. The Son is 
    the radiance of God's glory and the exact representation of his being, sustaining all 
    things by his powerful word. (Hebrews 1:1-3a NIV). 
 
 
In the person of Jesus, His life and ministry as recorded in the gospels, humanity has 
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the most complete revelation of the character and nature of God,61 and everything 

needed to know God can be found in Christ.62 Through Jesus Christ, God revealed His 

design for salvation and proclaimed His justness as well as His love for humanity. For 

all who longed to see God, Jesus Himself declared that if anyone saw Him, they saw 

the Father.63 In the miracle of the Incarnation, the Word of God -- the logos -- became 

visible and tangible, revealing the heart and desire of God for His creation.64 Through 

His teaching ministry, Jesus further revealed the truths of God by fulfilling and 

explaining them, even though most people did not recognize Him.65   

The Holy Spirit 

     When Jesus Christ completed His earthly ministry, God continued to speak to 

humanity through the activity of His Holy Spirit. Jesus said that the Spirit would come 

and continue to teach the believers and remind them of what they had learned during 

Christ’s time with them.66 It was this revelatory ministry of the Holy Spirit -- a  

continuation of Christ’s ministry and function -- that guided the apostles through the 
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early years of the Church as recorded in the New Testament.67 

     In the New Testament, the continuing witness of God to humanity is described in 

part as His Spirit “bearing witness” to the spirit of believers.68 It is the Spirit of God who 

fully comprehends the depths of the knowledge of God, that lies inside the Christian in 

such a way that it may be said that they have “the mind of Christ” (1 Corinthians 2:9-16 

NIV).69 

     In both the Old Testament and the New Testament -- with the exception of the 

qualitative difference between the Incarnation and all other forms of revelation -- there 

is no distinction made between the spiritual value of direct and indirect guidance from 

God. Throughout the biblical witness, both forms of revelation -- to a group or individual 

directly, or through a person or group to others -- serve to confirm the truth that God is 

a personal God who desires to reveal Himself and His will to His creation, and that He 

does so in a variety of ways.70 

 

God Speaks for Various Reasons 

     Having examined the primary means by which God communicates with humanity, 

the next logical question concerns the purpose of these communications. Why would 
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God want to reveal Himself to His creation? What reasons could He have for 

communicating with finite human beings? Just as God’s methods of speaking are 

varied and numerous in the Bible, so, too, are His reasons for doing so. While the 

specific details of every message and revelation are too numerous to list in this project, 

most fall into a few general categories. These categories reveal not only the general 

nature of the revelations, but the heart of the One who shares Himself through them. 

The Call to Repentance 

     As humanity in general, and the people of Israel more specifically, repeatedly 

rejected God and His ways, a frequent theme of His revelation to them was the call to 

repent of their sins and return to Him. This message was part of a cyclical pattern: The 

people would turn to sinful ways, God would send a message calling for repentance, 

the people would eventually repent and follow Him for a time, only to gradually 

compromise their relationship with Him and slide into sin, and the cycle would start 

again.71  

     When God chose to call His people to repentance, He usually did so by sending a 

prophet to them with His words.72 These prophets spoke at a “stricken hour,” where 

mounting tension existed between God and humanity.73      
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Words of Warning 

     God also spoke to humanity with words of warning in the Bible. At times, this was 

part of His message of repentance through His prophet, who would bring a call to 

repentance followed by a warning of impending judgement if the people chose to 

ignore him and their God. At other times, the warning was to protect the faithful from 

God’s judgment of others. When God decided to destroy Sodom and Gomorrah, He 

first warned Lot to flee the area with his family.74 In like manner, God’s interactions with 

Noah prior to the flood could be considered warnings that had to be heeded if he and 

his family were to survive the flood.75   

     In the New Testament, God said that He would warn of the coming end of the age 

by revealing specific signs to humanity.76 Jesus spoke such warnings to His followers 

concerning the last days:  

    At that time the sign of the Son of Man will appear in the sky, and all the nations of 
    the earth will mourn. They will see the Son of Man coming on the clouds of the sky, 
    with power and great glory. And he will send his angels with a loud trumpet call, and 
    they will gather his elect from the four winds, from one end of the heavens to the 
    other. (Matthew 24:30-31 NIV); Nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against 
    kingdom. There will be great earthquakes, famines and pestilences in various 
    places, and fearful events and great signs from heaven... There will be signs in the 
    sun, moon and stars. On the earth, nations will be in anguish and perplexity at the 
    roaring and tossing of the sea. Men will faint from terror, apprehensive of what is 
    coming on the world, for the heavenly bodies will be shaken. (Luke 21:11, 25-26 
    NIV).  
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Guidance and Protection 

     The communicative activities of God often served to offer guidance and protection 

to His people. At times, God spoke in order to reveal practical details for certain 

assignments He had given.77 An example of this type of direction is in God’s detailed 

revelation concerning the design specifications of the Tabernacle and the role of the 

priests in it.78 

     At other times, God’s guidance was geographical as well as directive. The story of 

how Israel originally failed and then finally succeeded in entering the promised “rest” of 

God is found in her prophetic history. The word of God through His messengers led the 

way, and the people followed in obedience or repentance, or in failure.79 For parts of 

this journey, God even sent an angel ahead of the people to guide as well as protect 

them.80 This protective ministry of angels sent from God was also active in the life of 

Daniel when he was saved from death in the lion’s den.81   

Words of Encouragement 

     God often spoke words to encourage His listeners. In both the Old and New 

Testaments, hearing from God proved to be an event that brought courage and hope. 
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In the words of H. Richard Niebuhr concerning the word of God both in biblical and 

modern times, “a revelatory moment makes our past intelligible- we understand what 

we remember, and remember what we have forgotten.”82 At other times, this word of 

encouragement was to reveal God’s desire to be united with and love His people in 

relationship, thus revealing their value and worth in His eyes. With His salvation 

decrees God had repeatedly surprised and blessed Israel as He guided them with His 

visitations.83  

     In the first chapter of the book of Joshua, God’s appearance to His servant was 

primarily to affirm his calling and to encourage him at a point of decision.84 God’s 

revelatory activity in the New Testament also included elements of encouragement. 

The angelic messenger sent to deliver the news of the coming Messiah to Mary also 

shared words of comfort and courage to accompany the news of her unique and 

blessed place in history.85 Decades later, while arriving at a tomb to continue mourning 

the death of her son, an angel brings the astounding news that Jesus is alive; and as if  

 

 

                                                                                                                                                      

 
81

     Daniel 6:22. 

 
82

     Peter C. Hodgson and Robert H. King, ed., Readings in Christian Theology. 

Fortress Press: Philadelphia, PA, 1985, p. 113. 

 
83

     Gerhard von Rad, Wisdom In Israel. Abingdon Press: Nashville, TN, 1986, pp. 289-

290.  

 
84

     Harrison, p. 156. 

 
85

     Luke 2:30. 



 

 

30

 

that were not amazing enough, moments later she actually sees Him and hears His 

voice.86  

The Establishment of Covenant 

     A central function and purpose of God’s revelatory activity in the Bible was to 

establish terms of covenant relationship between Himself, His chosen people, and 

humanity. In the Old Testament, it was the revelation of God to Moses that established 

the covenant between Israel and Yahweh. Subsequent covenants with David and other 

leaders formed the basis of the agreement of the relationship between the true King of 

Israel and His people.87 Throughout their history, God repeatedly spoke to remind 

Israel of the terms of this covenant relationship with Him. Angels were a common 

method of bringing these messages, often mediating these special revelations of God, 

communicating blessings to His people, and executing judgment upon His enemies. 

They appeared most active during key points of salvation history: the days of the 

Patriarchs, the time of law-giving, and the period of exile and restoration.88 

     In the New Testament, God clearly spoke with the intent of establishing the new 

covenant with His creation. Through miraculous signs, angelic messengers, and other 

miracles, God was declaring to the world that a new time had come and a new life and 

relationship was now available. Through the earthly life and ministry of Jesus Christ -- 
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His miraculous birth, literal resurrection from the dead, and glorious ascension -- God 

made possible and clearly established His new covenant.89 After Christ’s ascension, 

God continued to reveal how the terms of this new covenant were to be understood by 

sending His Holy Spirit, the written word, and even using angelic mediators of the 

law.90 Through these mediums, God actively pursues covenant relationship with people 

by seeking to draw them to faith in Him.91 The establishment and maintenance of 

covenant relationship with humanity is the common thread of God’s revelatory activity 

in both the Old and the New Testaments. As the apostle John said of the miraculous 

signs of Jesus recorded in the gospels, “... these are written that you may believe that 

Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his 

name.” (John 20:31 NIV). Throughout the whole of the biblical witness, this appears to 

be the ultimate purpose of God’s revelation to humanity.  

 

Relationship Between Individual and Corporate Spirituality 

     When examining the various forms of God’s revelation and their purpose, a critical 

biblical truth emerges concerning the nature of the relationship between revelation and 

spirituality, both individual and corporate. It becomes apparent that God’s interactions 

and activities with individuals usually have an impact on and are in fact for the ultimate 

purpose of speaking to and affecting the lives of a corporate body. From Abraham, 
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through the times of the Patriarchs to Moses, continuing through the prophets and 

finally through the Church in the New Testament, there is a growth of understanding of 

the people of God as nation, family, and community.92 

     After the sin of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden, God reveals that the 

punishment and promise of a coming redeemer was not only for Adam and Eve, but for 

all those who would be descendants of them.93 These two people served as 

representatives of the entire human race, and the promised Redeemer would become 

the representative person for the redeemed.94 

     When Abraham comes on the scene, his personal relationship with God serves 

ultimately as the basis for blessing the peoples of the earth.95 After telling Abraham to 

leave his dwelling and go to a land not even specified yet, God makes this remarkable 

promise: “I will make you into a great nation and I will bless you; I will make your name 

great, and you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and whoever curses 

you I will curse; and all peoples on earth will be blessed through you.” (Genesis 12:2-3 

NIV). Here the first covenant is presented -- the establishment of a particular 

 

relationship and the commitment to a particular cause of action, which is sanctioned by 
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an oath.96  

     The relationship between individual and corporate spirituality and God’s revelatory 

activity continued in the time of Moses. In the twelfth chapter of Exodus, God refers to 

Israel as a congregation -- edah -- for the first time as preparations began for the 

Passover meal in each family.97 As a result of the subsequent Exodus of the people 

from Egypt, led by Moses who received direction from God, the people of Israel had 

the event by which they became the people of God and the primary example of His 

redemptive purposes for them.98 Later, in Exodus 19:3-8, Israel as a nation is 

summoned to a spiritual relationship with God: a special possession among all 

peoples; a kingdom of priests; a holy nation.99  

     Yet another example of God’s revelation of blessing and covenant to a people being 

expressed through an individual is found in King David.100 God’s covenant with David 

had a corporate focus in that the prophet Nathan promised David a great name, 

stability for his people in the land, and an everlasting dynasty.101 

     The connection between individual and corporate spirituality in the Bible was not 
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always concerning positive matters. In the Old Testament, while the word of God to an 

individual often brought blessing to a group or nation, it could also bring judgment. In 

the nation of Israel God repeatedly emphasized a strong sense of corporate 

responsibility in regard to sin.102  In Daniel 9:1-21 , for example, the prophet prays a 

prayer of confession that apologizes for the past sins of his people, with the hope that 

God will hear his prayer and begin the process of forgiveness and restoration.103 The 

prophet Daniel is brutally honest in his acknowledgement of the responsibility of God’s 

people for their own suffering.104 In hearing God’s word through the prophets and 

scriptures, the people were constantly forced to see the general in the particular. This 

is evident in their view of corporate personality, in which the entire nation may be 

treated as a singular personality, and a single person -- a king, Patriarch, or prophet --  

may symbolize the nation.105  

     In the New Testament, the connection between individual and corporate spirituality 

continues. Jesus looked upon His disciples as the nucleus of Israel who accepted His 

proclamation of the kingdom of God; thus they formed the true people of God, the 

spiritual Israel.106 In Matthew 23:37-39, Jesus declared that Jerusalem had rejected 
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and killed the prophets and rejected Christ’s efforts to save them; as a city -- and the 

nation represented by this city -- they would suffer the consequences of that 

rejection.107 Jerusalem symbolized the nation whose capitol it is, while the “house” 

seems to refer to the temple, which is where God’s presence is symbolized for them as 

a people.108  

     In the book of Revelation, Jesus continues His reference to individual churches as 

representatives of the Church universal. In the first three chapters, the letters from the 

glorified Christ are written to specific congregations; yet each message ends with the 

universal application, “He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the 

churches."109 Each letter is a prophetic word from Jesus through the Spirit who is 

inspiring John, and applied to God’s people dispersed in different cities and, ultimately, 

different generations.110  

 

     The life and ministry of the early church in Acts reveals a developed understanding 

of the corporate nature of spirituality. In Acts 2:44, 47, statements referring to the early 

church as being “together” reveal their consciousness of being bound to one another 
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because they were together bound to Christ.111 To be a believer meant to share with 

other believers the life of the coming age, to be a believer in fellowship, to be in the 

ekklesia.112 Beginning with baptism -- the outward sign of admission to the Christian 

fellowship -- believers perceived themselves to be inextricably bound to, responsible 

for, and accountable to one another.113 They were, as Peter wrote: 

    ... a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, 
    that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his 
    wonderful light. Once you were not a people, but now you are the people of God.  
   (1 Peter 2:9-10a NIV).  
 

 

Role of Various Spiritual Disciplines In Developing Both Individual and Corporate 

Spirituality 

     It is evident in the biblical witness that God spoke in a variety of ways for various 

purposes. His interactions with and revelations to individuals was usually meant to be 

dispersed to a larger body, and the corporate responsibility of earthly life was a major 

emphasis of His activities. God would choose and use individuals to strengthen the 

corporate body, which then enabled both individuals and corporate entities to grow in 

maturity. In examining these themes, are there any ways in which individuals and 

corporate entities prepared themselves to hear from God? Did they simply go through 

the same daily routine as the rest of the people on the planet? Or did those God spoke 
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to make themselves available in any way to receive a message from the Lord? 

     An examination of both the Old and New Testaments reveals that those who 

received messages from the Lord often exercised various spiritual disciplines in their 

effort to remain open and available for such communications. The prophets and judges 

often spent time fasting and praying for various reasons. For example, when Daniel 

was seeking a word of forgiveness for his people, he did so with prayer and fasting.114 

At other times, God would prepare individuals for encounters with Him by bringing 

them to places of solitude, as He did with Moses at Mount Sinai.115 The New 

Testament also records examples of individuals engaged in spiritual disciplines as they 

seek a word from God, including the fasting of Paul while he awaited the restoration of 

his sight,116 and the times of retreat and solitude practised by Jesus during His earthly 

ministry.117 While the exercise of these disciplines does not appear to be an effort to 

force God to speak, they reflect an apparent understanding of the need to prepare 

oneself to be receptive when God chooses to speak. 

     Of even greater importance to the purpose of this project, however, are the times 

when groups of people participated in spiritual activities and disciplines together as 

preparation for receiving a message from God. One example of this from the Old 

Testament is the Day of Atonement, which was the only Divinely-ordained public 
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fast.118 Another was the practice of sin sacrifices including the scapegoat which were 

corporate confessions of sin.119 At other times when great national calamities overtook 

Israel, great national needs arose, or great national sins were to be confessed, a day of 

public fasting and repentance was proclaimed.120 Examples of this include: Israel’s 

journey to Bethel with fasting and sacrifices, seeking God’s word as to whether or not 

they should go to war with Benjamin;121 the prophet Samuel gathering the people 

together at Mizpah to confess their sin to God with fasting;122 Jehoshophat declaring a 

day of fasting as he sought the Lord’s direction concerning the advancing Edomites.123 

Whether it was a fast or sacrifice for confession of sin or direction, a call to feast and 

celebrate and worship, the spirituality of individuals was closely tied to the spirituality of 

the corporate body, Israel.  

     In the New Testament, just as individuals and spiritual leaders practised spiritual 

disciplines such as prayer, fasting, solitude, worship, service, etc., so, too, did 

corporate bodies participate in these activities. At times, the church was seeking the 

protection or release of a fellow believer, such as the group prayers offered on behalf 
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of Peter when he was in prison.124 At other times, churches were given direction from 

the Lord to appoint missionaries as leadership after times of prayer and fasting, such 

as the commissioning of Paul and Barnabas by the believers in Antioch125 and the 

appointment of elders in the churches at Lystra, Iconium, and Antioch by Paul and 

Barnabas.126 The discipline of service and giving was practised by churches when they 

gave financial gifts to help poverty-stricken fellowships.127 As in the Old Testament, the 

New Testament believers understood their common lives and faith not to be options, 

but central to Christianity itself. As Luke wrote in his record of the early church:  

    They devoted themselves to the apostles' teaching and to the fellowship, to the 
    breaking of bread and to prayer. Everyone was filled with awe, and many wonders 
    and miraculous signs were done by the apostles. All the believers were together and 
    had everything in common. Selling their possessions and goods, they gave to 
    anyone as he had need. Every day they continued to meet together in the temple 
    courts. They broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad and sincere 
    hearts, praising God and enjoying the favor of all the people. (Acts 2:42-47a NIV). 
 

Implications for Understanding the Decision Making Processes of a Leadership 

Team in the Church Today 

     What useful information does this study thus far have for the contemporary church, 

if in fact it is relevant at all? Why should a leadership team in a local church be 

concerned with what the Bible says about the nature of revelation, spiritual disciplines, 

and corporate spirituality? What are the implications of this research on the decision-
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making processes of the leadership team?  

     Firstly, this research affirms the Christian belief that God does indeed desire to and 

actively communicate with His people. For a leadership team, this is encouraging as 

part of their ministry is seeking to understand God’s will when making decisions that 

affect the life and ministry of the local church. God makes the promise through James 

that whenever wisdom is needed, He will provide it if His people will but ask.128 

     Secondly, this research affirms the truth that God must take the initiative in 

revelation. In one sense, receiving knowledge of God and His will is more passive than 

active; that is, more a matter of being known than knowing. The church’s primary 

activity is to permit God to do His work through the local fellowship.129 God Himself 

must sense the desire or need to “speak.” Thus, a leadership team cannot in any way 

plan or hope to force God’s hand, or conjure some mystical direction from Him. Rather, 

they must trust that God would move and speak when the need is present and the time 

is appropriate. In other words, the leadership team is forced to concede that God is in 

control. 

     Thirdly, while it is true that God must take the initiative in revelation, He repeatedly 

invites participation by His people in His activity. While He could make His will known 

whenever and to whomever He desires, God has prescribed activities-- spiritual 

disciplines -- throughout history that better prepare individuals and corporate groups to 
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hear His message. A leadership team cannot simply sit back, go through the daily 

routines of life that everyone else does, and expect that they will automatically sense 

God’s voice and leading. Spiritual leaders must be practitioners of habits and 

disciplines that help foster spiritual sensitivity, openness, and availability. The renewed 

mind Paul writes of in Romans 12:1-2 is the disciplined, discerning mind that is able to 

approve what is “good, pleasing, and perfect.”130 This is absolutely critical in the 

ministry of a leadership team. It is also clear in this passage that there is a necessary 

assent and cooperation of the human free will with the work of grace; an exercise of 

our will in order to live in the truth and the mind of Christ.131  

     Fourthly, while many of these disciplines can be practised by individuals, all of them 

have greater impact and significance in the life and spiritual health of the corporate 

body. In fact, some disciplines cannot be practised alone, such as confession and 

service; they require interaction with and dependance upon others. As these spiritual 

disciplines are practised by individuals and groups together-- such as a leadership 

team in a local church-- the group becomes healthier and better prepared to hear and 

obey the voice of the Lord.  This in turn strengthens the individual, which strengthens 

the group, creating a mutual cycle of encouragement in spiritual formation.   

     In his letter to the church in Philippi, Paul writes these words:  

    And this is my prayer: that your love may abound more and more in knowledge and 
    depth of insight, so that you may be able to discern what is best and may be pure 
    and blameless until the day of Christ, filled with the fruit of righteousness that comes 
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    through Jesus Christ-- to the glory and praise of God. (Philippians 1:9-11 NIV).  
 
The phrase “depth of insight”-- aisthesis-- can also be understood as “perception,” 

“discrimination,” or even “tact,” and is the employment of the faculty which makes a 

person able to make a moral decision.132 The word “discern”-- dokimazo-- means to 

“put to the test” and then, as a result of such examination, “to accept as tested, to 

approve.”133 This growth in discernment is the need for growing insight into the 

character and will of God.134 Not only is it needful in the process of decision-making by 

a leadership team in a local church, but a better knowledge of God and His ways will 

promote greater harmony within the fellowship.135 So while this is a prayer for 

discernment in the fellowship, it is also an affirmation that what helps make that 

discernment possible is a true love and shared life in the Christian community, which 

then is more likely to lead to greater spiritual perception.136 The fulfillment of the 

apostle’s prayer will be that his friends will have a common love and shared experience 

of spiritual formation that will result in the ability to discern, and then to practice in 
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Christian living, the truly important issues of Christian community.137 For the leadership 

team in a local church, this is the ultimate goal. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

SEEKING AN UNDERSTANDING OF THE CORPORATE NATURE OF THE 

CHURCH, SPIRITUAL FORMATION, CHURCH LEADERSHIP, AND DECISION-

MAKING 

 

     In this chapter, the researcher will examine historic and contemporary perspectives 

on the corporate nature of the Church, as well as the role of spiritual disciplines in 

corporate spiritual formation. The researcher will then briefly examine various 

leadership models practised in contemporary church settings. Finally, the researcher 

will examine the decision-making activities recorded in the New Testament with 

emphasis on the Book of Acts, as well as contemporary models for decision-making in 

the local church.. 

 

The Nature of the Church 

     Both historical and contemporary theologians have affirmed the corporate nature of 

the Christian faith. Hippolytus, an early Church Father, wrote: “It is not a place that is 

called church, not a house made of stones and earth.... It is the holy assembly of those 

who live in righteousness.”138 Referring to the unity of the Church, Cyprian wrote:  
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    He can no longer have God for his Father, who does not have the Church for his 
    mother.... He who does not hold this unity does not hold God’s law, does not hold 
    the faith of the Father and the Son, does not hold life and salvation.139 
  
In the words of John Owen, “To be a Christian is, by definition, to be within the  

Church.”140 For a more contemporary expression of this important truth, one can turn to 

the eloquent words of Bruce Milne:  

    Scripture knows nothing of solitary religion. The salvation it witnesses to is 
    emphatically one which has corporate dimensions. No man can be reconciled to  
    God without being reconciled to the people of God within whom his experience of 
    God’s grace immediately sets him. The doctrine of salvation is indissolubly bound up 
    with ecclesiology, the doctrine of the Church. The theme of fellowship... is therefore 
    a matter of supreme importance and takes us close to the very heart of biblical 
    religion.141 
  
Whether it be a classical or contemporary perspective, it is almost universally 

understood within the Christian Church that to be a Christian means being gathered 

out of isolation into the corporate life of the body of Christ. For this reason, the quality 

of a Christian’s relationship with other believers -- particularly in a local church -- is one 

of the primary indicators of the quality of his or her relationship with God.142 

     It is worth noting that this doctrinal perspective can be traced all the way back to the 

biblical writers. For example, references to the “saints” in the New Testament are never 
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made concerning an individual, but a local church fellowship or fellowships.143 While 

individuals were sometimes pointed out for commendation or correction, the writers of 

the New Testament understood their primary audience to be corporate bodies of 

believers. In making reference to these bodies of believers, several key words and 

images were used that emphasized the corporate nature of the faith.  

The Church as “Ekklesia” 

     One of the most significant words used in the New Testament when referring to the 

Church is the word ekklesia. In the secular sense of the word, it refers simply to a 

gathering or assembly of persons.144 The choice of ekklesia as the designation of the 

Christian community, however, suggests that the New Testament believers viewed the 

Church as neither an “edifice nor an organization” but as a people -- a people brought 

together by the Holy Spirit and bound to each other through Christ.145 Thus, whether 

ekklesia is used to designate a local church, a house church, or a group of churches in 

the New Testament, the corporate nature of the Church is always emphasized.146 

     Strictly speaking, the Christian ekklesia was born at Pentecost. Consisting of more 

than just human fellowship bound together by a common religious belief and 

experience, it was and is the creation of God through the Holy Spirit.147 Central to the 
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New Testament doctrine of the Church is the understanding that each local 

congregation is not simply regarded as a part of the Church, but is fully the Church in 

it’s local expression.148 This view is supported throughout the New Testament as the 

individual congregation, or group of believers in a specific place, is never regarded as 

merely a part or component of the whole Church. In other words, the Church is not a 

sum or composite of the individual local groups; rather, the whole is found in each 

place.149 

     A final note of worth relating to the term ekklesia and the New Testament’s use of it 

to designate the Church is the important link it provides connecting the Church of 

Jesus Christ and the Old Testament nation of Israel. The Jewish scholars who 

translated the Hebrew Scriptures into the Greek Septuagint chose ekklesia to render 

the Hebrew word qahal – translated as “assembly” -- which the historical writers used 

to refer to Israel as “the congregation” or “assembly of the Lord.”150 This parallel 

between the corporate nature of the nation Israel and the corporate nature of the New 

Testament Church affirms the continuing design of God’s calling of individuals into a 

corporate body for His ultimate purposes and glory.  

The Church as “Soma” 

     In Paul’s letters to the Romans, Corinthians, Ephesians, and the Colossians, he 

uses the word soma -- translated as “body” -- more than thirty times to illustrate a 
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functioning local church. In about half of these references, he applied the term to the 

Church calling it “the body of Christ.”151 In using this metaphor of the body, Paul 

expresses the oneness of the relationship of the Church to her Lord; the Church it is 

not a body or society of believers, but the body of Christ.152 This image also helps to 

emphasize that the Church is the focal point of Christ’s activity now, just as was His 

physical body during His earthly ministry, and is used both of the Church universal and 

individual local congregations.153 154 

     A key passage in understanding Paul’s doctrine of the Church is found in his letter 

to the Corinthian church: “Now you are the body of Christ, and each one of you is a 

part of it.” (1 Corinthians 12:27 NIV). Here Paul speaks of the interconnectedness 

between all persons who make up the Church. The Christian faith is not to be defined 

merely in terms of an individual relationship to the Lord;155 like the human body, the 

Church is also a unit made up of many unique, diverse, but complementary parts.156 

Not all members have the same function, but all have the same goal; all are to be  
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concerned for the other parts of the body, and to use their gifts in service to the greater 

whole.157 

The Church as the “Laos” of God  

     The Church is constituted of God’s people: they belong to Him and He belongs to 

them, and the Church enters into this relationship because God has chosen her.158 

This understanding of the church as God’s people or “laos” is significant not least of all 

because it is a title used of Israel in the Old Testament. Paul makes this connection in 

his letter to the Romans:  

    ... even us, whom He also called, not only from the Jews but also from the Gentiles?           
    As He says in Hosea: “I will call them ‘my people’ who are not my people; and I will         
    call her ‘my loved one’ who is not my loved one,” and, “It will happen that in the very        
    place where it was said to them, ‘You are not my people,’ they will be called ‘sons of         
    the living God.’” (Romans 9:24-26 NIV). 159   
  
In his second letter to the Corinthians, Paul again uses this image:  
 
    “What agreement is there between the temple of God and idols? For we are the 
    temple of the living God. As God has said: ‘I will live with them and walk among 
    them, and I will be their God, and they will be my people.’” (2 Corinthians 6:16 NIV).  
 
In these and other instances, reference to the Church as the people of God is an 

extension of the use of the term from Old Testament references.160 
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From the Old Testament to the New Testament 

     Why is the use of Old Testament terms to describe the New Testament Church so 

significant? In the Old Testament, Israel was originally depicted as the elect people of 

God called to be “... a kingdom of priests.. and a holy nation.” (Exodus 19:6 NIV).161 In 

calling Israel, God voluntarily entered into a binding obligation toward them and called 

upon them to accept the reciprocal obligation. Thus they became a “chosen” or “elect” 

people.162 Both the Hebrew words qahal – a general term meaning “to call a gathering 

or meeting” -- and ’edhah – meaning “to appoint” -- were used to refer to both Israel 

and the Church as the called people of God.163 The Shema of the Old Testament is a 

call to a people,164 and implicit in the New Testament word ekklesia is the claim that 

the Church stands in direct continuity with the Old Testament people of God.165      

The Church as the Temple of the Holy Spirit 

     Yet another image of the church can be found in Paul’s letter to the Corinthian 

believers: “Don't you know that you yourselves are God's temple and that God's Spirit 

lives in you? If anyone destroys God's temple, God will destroy him; for God's temple is 

sacred, and you are that temple.” (1 Corinthians 3:16-17 NIV). In the New Testament, 
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the Christian community takes the place of the temple as the eschatological temple of 

God, as the place where God dwells and is worshipped. This is because the Holy Spirit 

now indwells the corporate fellowship.166 In the New Testament, each and every 

believer becomes a priest -- a “brethren among other priests” -- by being united by faith 

in Christ. By His Spirit all believers are able to intercede, sacrifice, and counsel on 

behalf of others, as Christians share in the kingly rule of Christ as well as His priestly 

intercession, as a “holy nation and royal priesthood.”167 As Peter writes of the Church 

in his letter: “... you also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house to be a 

holy priesthood, offering spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.” (1 

Peter 2:5 NIV). 

     What does all of this mean as believers seek to understand their place in the 

Church of Jesus Christ? It affirms the truth that all believers are one, not merely in 

sentiment, not merely in aspiration, but sacramentally, for all believers have been 

made partakers of the one body of Christ.168 The early Christians were conscious of 

being bound together because they were “together bound to Christ. To be a believer 

meant... to be a believer in fellowship, to be in the ekklesia.”169 Stanley Grenz puts it 

this way: 
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    ... the Church is formed through the coming together of those who have entered into      

    covenant with God in Christ and thus with each other.... in fact, because we all 

confess Jesus’ lordship, the bond between us is greater than all other human bonds.170      

As the believer’s union with Christ is at the heart of the covenant and fellowship is 

based on union, the divine and human covenants belong together so that the one is the 

foundation of the other.171 As the fellowship of believers, Christians enter into 

relationship with God and with one another. This covenantal relationship is in many 

ways a foretaste of the future community which all believers will share in the new 

creation, and a sign of the eternal community of the triune God Himself.172 The Holy 

Trinity is the mysterious community of God, and God invites the Church to be 

transformed into such a community.173 The covenant which inheres in the Church, 

therefore, is the agreement to walk together, to be a people in relationship with one 

another and with God.174 

 

Understanding the Corporate Spirituality of a Congregation 

     Beyond the reality of the connection in Christ between individual believers, is there 
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a unique corporate spirituality within local groups of believers? Some writers believe 

so, and point out that this spirituality or character may be positive or negative, formed 

by the moving or dysfunction of the church’s “spirit.” In other words, a group spirituality 

may be organized around shame, religious nostalgia, or the experience of the living 

God.175 When Paul writes to Colossae, he explains that their “new nature” is a 

corporate experience in which the whole Christian community at Colossae had come to 

share; that God is reproducing the quality of togetherness, integration, and abundant 

living that is seen in Jesus Christ.176 This unity was not something expressed in 

ideological terms, either, but in very practical visible ways. Economically, for example, 

the early Church was essentially a commonwealth in which members were not being 

pulled apart from one another by the pursuit of individual goals of success; rather, they 

were devoting everything they were and owned to the strengthening of one another 

and the cause of Christ.177  

     All this is to say that the early church saw themselves as a special people, a people 

united together because they had been called out of the world by the gospel to belong 

to God. The New Testament writers referred to the Church as a new nation, a body, a 

people, a temple. And although this people transcends spatial and temporal 

                                                                                                                                                      

 
174

     Grenz, p. 481. 

 
175

     Ackerman, p. 77. 

 
176

     David Prior, Creating Community: An Every Member Approach to Ministry in the 

Local Church. Navpress Publishing Group: Colorado Springs, CO, 1992, p. 10. 

 
177

     Richard Lovelace, Dynamics of Spiritual Life: An Evangelical Theology of 



 

 54 

boundaries, according to the Scriptures it is chiefly manifested in a visible, local group 

of believers who covenant to be the local expression of the Church. All these things 

point to the same fundamental idea: the Church is a community.178 To quote Stanley 

Grenz: “Humans are beings-in-fellowship.... the  focal point of community can only be 

the community of Christ expressed in His church.”179 

 

The Role of Spiritual Disciplines in Corporate Spiritual Formation 

     In many contemporary writings on spiritual disciplines, great emphasis is placed on 

instructing individuals in the understanding and practice of spiritual exercises. This 

makes sense, in that individuals must practice the disciplines for themselves if they are 

to receive any benefit from them. But is there a connection between the spiritual 

disciplines of individuals and the spiritual formation of the corporate body? What in fact 

is corporate spiritual formation, and what role if any does the practice of spiritual 

disciplines have in its growth and health? If the Church is primarily a corporate entity, 

how are individuals within it to understand the ultimate goal of practising spiritual 

disciplines? 

     Poetically describing the process of spiritual formation, Susanne Johnson writes: 

“Christian spiritual formation is a matter of becoming the song that we sing, the story 

we tell. The task is to let the story so live through us that we are transformed to be as 
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the story is.”180 In more concrete terms, Maxie Dunnam is quoted in Frank Stanger’s 

book Spiritual Formation in the Local Church: 

    Spiritual formation is the dynamic process of receiving by faith and appropriating by     
    commitment, discipline, and action, the living Christ into our lives to the end that     
    our lives will conform to and manifest the living Christ in the world.181     

Spiritual formation involves a gradual change in the believer’s character, the most 

basic determination of who they are as persons. This change involves the whole 

created person, including his or her intentions in the world, the shape of his or her 

attitudes and affections, and his or her understanding of the gift of community.  

     This process of spiritual formation is a lifelong one, sometimes described using the 

term “sanctification,” and requires continual education and growth in matters of faith 

and Christian living.182 For this reason, spiritual formation must be intentional, 

structured, and disciplined.183 This often involves the making of a “rule,” which is a 

medieval word for “a specific daily pattern for maintaining spiritual awareness,” and can 

include work, study, and other creative disciplines.184 For the sake of both mutual 

support and benefit, the Church has been and continues to be the decisive context for 
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Christian spiritual formation, as the Church is involved in what it does to us, for us, and 

with us.185 Many of the classic spiritual disciplines thus take on a new depth of meaning 

when appreciated and experienced in their corporate context, and only produce the 

true depth of fruit possible when exercised corporately. The researcher will now 

examine some of these disciplines in their corporate context. 

The Discipline of Corporate Worship 

     When defining worship in part as celebration, and the act of honoring the goodness 

and character of God, it clearly becomes something naturally practised in a corporate 

setting.186 To worship is to know, to feel, to experience the resurrected Christ in the 

midst of the gathered community. It is “breaking into the Shekinah of God; better, being 

involved by the Shekinah of God.”187 As early believers gathered, they realized they 

were entering into “the Holy of Holies. They were coming into the awful, glorious, 

gracious presence of the living God.”188 They gathered with a sense anticipation and 

expectation, knowing that Christ was present among them and that He would teach 

and touch them with His loving power. 

     In the early Church, believers were gathered for worship physically and in a unity of 

Spirit that took them beyond their individual contributions and activities to become, as 
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Paul describes, “like-minded, having the same love, being one in spirit and purpose.” 

(Philippians 2:2 NIV).189 When more than one or two enter into worship with a sense of 

holy expectancy, it can, as Foster puts it, “change the atmosphere of a room. People 

who enter harried and distracted are drawn quickly into a sense of the silent Presence. 

Hearts and minds are lifted upwards, and the air becomes charged with 

expectancy.”190 Thus, when believers are truly gathered together in worship, things 

occur that could never occur when they participate in solitary worship. What the biblical 

writers refer to as koinonia becomes a reality, and a deep inward fellowship in the 

power of the Holy Spirit is experienced.191  

The Discipline of Corporate Prayer 

     The discipline of prayer is also a spiritual exercise that takes on new dimensions 

when practised corporately. Central to the purpose of prayer in its various forms is the 

goal and desire that all believers come to know and reflect the divine will of God. 

Following the New Testament pattern of the corporate ministry of prayer, believers are 

to pray for one another, requesting that the Spirit might be at work in each other’s lives, 

causing them to grow and be built up in the faith and in the knowledge of Christ. The 

corporate ministry of prayer includes interceding on behalf of other believers so that  
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they may hold fast to correct doctrine, and that personal character may increasingly 

conform to that of Jesus.192  

     It is worth noting that when Jesus taught the disciples to pray, He started with the 

words “Our Father” and not “My Father.” This suggests that there is an essential 

corporate dimension to prayer, which lifts the believer out of the narrow, limited 

perspective of his or her own individual needs and desires, as valid as these may 

be.193 Whether the prayer be formal or conversational, making the use of imagery and 

sacred symbols, or any other forms, all types of prayer can be practised corporately 

and release the potential for unique spiritual insights and experiences typically 

undiscovered when praying without the support and participation of community.194 As 

John Ackerman writes: “Our prayers, our loves, our relationships- oriented toward God- 

will have this pattern of unity. They will be interdependent.”195 

The Discipline of Corporate Guidance/Listening 

    The spiritual discipline of guidance or “listening” is one that has obvious corporate 

dimensions. The task of spiritual “listening” as a corporate discipline is to “pay 
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attention, to listen, and to be prayed through.”196 Also referred to as group spiritual 

direction, the practice of meeting together prayerfully to enter into God’s presence on 

behalf of others for a wide variety of needs is really about being present to God for 

others within the spiritual community of faith.197 Jesus promised that “... where two or 

three come together in my name, there am I with them.” (Matthew 18:20 NIV). The 

premise of spiritual guidance or listening as a corporate practice is that His presence is 

an active one, to guide, love, encourage, etc. In other words, when people are 

gathered in His name for His purposes, His will can be discerned.198  

     The prerequisite to the success of this discipline is the need to have discerning 

persons within the spiritual community who have made it a practice to regularly and 

faithfully enter into God’s presence on behalf of others, as individuals but most 

certainly in small groups.199 Just as the role of a spiritual director is to simply and 

clearly lead another to the real Director, the practice of corporate listening on behalf of 

another or others can offer an even greater sense of dependance, objectivity, and 

consensus.200 
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The Discipline of Corporate Confession 

     The command of James to corporately deal with the confession of sin strikes an odd 

chord to many within various Protestant traditions: “Therefore confess your sins to 

each other and pray for each other so that you may be healed.” (James 5:16a NIV). 

While most if not all Protestant denominations and groups rightly believe that sins must 

be confessed to God in order to receive forgiveness with no mediator required between 

an individual and God to accomplish this, historically there has been a helpful element 

of mutual confession that brings an added and beneficial component to the process of 

forgiveness, healing, and restoration. In mutual confession, rather than seeking 

someone to be an intermediator between an individual and God, believers encourage 

individuals to give voice to their confessions to God and to others for the purpose of 

releasing the power of grace that heals and restores, both the one injured and the one 

who has committed the sin. That believers have been given the authority to encourage 

and receive the confession of sin and to forgive it in Jesus’ name seems to be implied 

in the words of Jesus Himself: “if you forgive anyone his sins, they are forgiven; if you 

do not forgive them, they are not forgiven.” (John 20:23 NIV).201 Quite clearly this the 

act of confession to another is corporate in nature as it requires the presence and 

participation of more than one person. The wise and prudent practice of this discipline, 

apart from encouraging forgiveness, healing and restoration within the fellowship, also  
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helps bring an end to pretense; honesty leads to confession, and genuine confession 

can then lead to genuine change.202 

The Discipline of Corporate Fasting 

     While individuals certainly receive benefits from participating in spiritual fasts and 

are encouraged to do so scripturally and traditionally, evidence is also found in the 

Bible that supports the practice of corporate fasts.203 Two examples of these are the 

fasts declared during the annual Day of Atonement, as well as those pronounced 

during times of national emergency for God’s chosen people.204 

     The benefit of support and solidarity in a group fast can be a wonderful and 

powerful experience, provided there is a “prepared people who are of one mind.”205 

The potential to allow God’s Spirit to work through earnest hearts and minds through 

fasting can also manifest itself by relieving serious relationship problems in churches or 

other groups as the members together seek His presence and power. 

The Discipline of Corporate Study 

     Believers are repeatedly encouraged to immerse themselves in the Word of God for 

wisdom, guidance, and spiritual nurture. The liturgy of study provides believers with a 
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means of offering themselves to God, willing for God to do with them as He chooses.206 

A new dimension is added, however, when believers meet together to study the Word, 

as they open themselves up to the wisdom and truth of God revealed through each 

other through mutual reflection and discourse. This discipline practised corporately 

helps limit the hindrances of overt subjectivity, as well as limited perspective and 

knowledge. By studying together in a group, each person within the group is exposed 

to various perspectives and insights, and is also in some measure more accountable to 

respond appropriately to the truth discerned.  

The Discipline of Corporate Service 

     Acts of service can be carried out as spiritual disciplines, as they require the 

sacrifice of self-centredness and pride. By their very nature, they are corporate in that 

they also require the involvement of another person or persons to be at the very least 

the recipients of the service rendered.  

     The discipline of service must be carried out with a corporate spirit in a corporate 

setting if it is truly to be considered a spiritual discipline; if it is not done for the sake 

and benefit of others, it is no longer a spiritual exercise.207 While this does not mean 

that recipients of the service must know who has offered the gift to them in the name of 

Christ, the one serving must see his or her act as one carried out in Jesus’ name, for 

those He loves, and ultimately for Him. The benefits of this discipline are only multiplied  
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when groups of individuals together participate in acts of service, as they are united in 

bonds of unity and a common desire to help others. 

The Need to Re-emphasize the Corporate Nature of Spiritual Disciplines 

     Speaking of the role of corporate spiritual practices in the overall growth and health 

of spiritual formation on the local congregation, Stanley Grenz writes: 

    The community focus indicative of the New Testament images is sharpened by the       
    reciprocal relationship between the individual believer and the corporate fellowship 
    indicative of the Church as a covenant people.... the corporate fellowship fosters the 
    faith of those who come to participate in it.208 

Grenz is simply reiterating the truth that once an individual enters into a covenant 

relationship with God as believer, his or her ability to maintain a healthy growing 

relationship with Him requires an intentional acknowledgment of and participation with 

others in the Christian community. The “normal Christian life” is not simply a function of 

an individual believer’s relationship to God. If a believer is isolated from Christians 

around him or her who are designed and called to be part of the fellowship through 

which he or she receives grace, he or she simply cannot be as strong and as filled with 

the Holy Spirit as he or she otherwise would and should be. “Individual spiritual 

dynamics and corporate spiritual dynamics are interdependent, just as the health of the 

body and the health of its cells are correlative.”209  

     The community of faith is the living reality within which the classical spiritual 
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disciplines nurture and provide the support structure for personal disciplines. When an 

individual doesn’t feel like worshipping, the ministry of the community is to encourage 

and carry that individual along in its worship. When a believer is having difficulty with 

his or her prayer life, the prayer support of the community should lift that believer 

before God, seeking his or her spiritual refreshment and encouragement. When the 

Word of God seems to be offering little hope, direction, or meaning to someone in 

need, the community needs to continue reading, studying, affirming, and incarnating 

the Word around that person until it becomes fresh and alive once more.210 The 

relationship between individual spiritual disciplines and corporate spiritual disciplines 

and their contribution to the spiritual formation of both is indispensable: “Our growth 

toward wholeness in Christ is for the sake of others within the body of Christ, that we 

might nurture one another into the wholeness of Christ.”211   

 

Church Leadership 

     Within such a unified and mutually interdependent organism as the Church, there 

arises the need to understand the unique roles and challenges of leadership. In the 

corporate body of Christ, how is leadership to be exercised? What is a leader and what 

role does he or she play in the life of the fellowship? What should leadership look like 

in light of the examination thus far in this study of spiritual disciplines and spiritual 

formation? 
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Contemporary Church Leadership Models 

     There seems to be a never-ending production of leadership books and publications 

in the Church today. While recent years have seen some changes toward a more 

holistic and character-based approach, much of what has been used in creating and 

implementing contemporary models of Church leadership are simply the models used 

in the secular business world. Within many of these books leadership is generally 

defined as an action-oriented, interpersonal influencing process. In essence, it involves 

vision and initiative.212 John Maxwell defines leadership this way: “After more than four 

decades of observing leadership within my family and many years of developing my 

own leadership potential, I have come to this conclusion: Leadership is influence. 

That’s it. Nothing More; nothing less.”213 In Myron Rush’s book The New Leader, he 

describes a leader as “one who recruits people to follow his example and guides them 

along the way while he is training them to do what he does.”214 

     While this researcher is certainly not claiming that there is no value in such writings 

and models, it does seem as if there is something missing in the overall impression 

given in many contemporary models of Church leadership. Writers like John Maxwell 

have much helpful insight into the pragmatic and even Scriptural concepts related to 
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effective leadership, yet many of his models and those of other authors seem 

incomplete; little mention is made of how to faithfully nurture the inner self and the 

spiritual character of the community of leaders and the fellowship as a whole. The 

assumption seems to be that these issues are either irrelevant to the topic of church 

leadership, or they are already understood and incorporated into the practice of the 

reader.215  

     It may be argued that these topics are not the primary issues being addressed in 

most Church leadership books; but it seems that both the pragmatic issues of Church 

leadership and the spiritual health and dynamics of individuals and groups are 

intertwined. While rules of order for business meetings have a valid place in Church 

leadership or business meetings, the preparation for such gatherings must surely 

involve the spiritual formation issues examined thus far in this project. When moments 

of decision arise for leadership groups, more is involved in the process than that 

outlined by Robert Dale: 

    Decision-making sessions deserve careful planning, a competent chairperson, an 
    appropriate occasion or need, an agenda, and broadly selected participants. 
    Effective leaders of meetings apply a meeting management model to the issues their 
    group is exploring. Then their group can proceed confidently and productively.216           
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The Leadership Model of Jesus in the New Testament 

     In examining the teachings of the New Testament, it becomes apparent that the 

Church is to function with radically different methods than the secular world. Jesus 

Himself points this out when He says: “You know that those who are regarded as rulers 

of the Gentiles lord it over them. Not so with you. Instead, whoever wants to become 

great among you must be your servant, and whoever wants to be first must be slave to 

all.” (Mark 10:42-44 NIV). Usually people measure status and prestige by the power to 

demand service from others. However, power in the kingdom of God is discovered in 

submission and service to others.217 

     This servant leadership model is best exemplified by Jesus Christ during His earthly 

ministry. Not only did Jesus outline the model of leadership His followers were to 

pursue, but He lived it before them.218 Paul describes this focus of Christ’s ministry as 

our example in his letter to the Philippian church:  

    (Jesus) being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be 
    grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made 
    in human likeness. And being found in appearance as a man, He humbled himself 
    and became obedient to death- even death on a cross! (Philippians 2:6-8 NIV).  
 

Summing up this message, Bill Hybels writes: 
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    If you want to be truly great, then the direction you must go is down. You must                   
    descend into greatness. At the heart of this paradox is still another paradox: 
    Greatness is not a measure of self-will, but rather self-abandonment. The more you 
    lose, the more you gain.219 
 
As modelled by Jesus, the attitude of humility or meekness in Church leadership does 

not reflect low self-esteem or a lack of initiative and strength. On the contrary, it reveals 

a disciplined gentleness which grows out of an inner confidence in God, the giftedness 

of the leader, and the ability of the Holy Spirit to move in and through all those involved 

and affected by the ministry of leadership in a local fellowship.220  

The Ministry of Deacons as Leaders in the Contemporary Church 

     It is valid at this point to specifically address the ministry of deacons in the 

contemporary Church, as it is this particular ministry team in a local church that was 

involved in this research project. In many churches, deacons have been assigned 

primarily business management responsibilities.221 While there may need to be some 

elements of such roles in the structure of the Church today, it is probably not wise to 

exclusively make it the domain of the deacons, as it encourages some members of the 

congregation to see deacons as the leaders of the Church.  

     Fortunately, more and more churches are moving away from that approach and are 

asking their deacons to be members of a broader leadership team in which the 
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members share their influence and abilities in a spirit of cooperation.222 In such a team 

ministry setting, deacons can then exercise their enabling leadership by helping 

members discover opportunities to develop and use the talents, skills, and abilities God 

has given.223 To a degree, roles are then free enough to shift back and forth between 

leading and following in congregations, as the relationship between leaders and 

followers remains constantly fluid, dynamic, and vital.224 

     In summary, concerning leadership in both the biblical and contemporary setting, 

the benefits of servant and team leadership ministry are apparent. To quote Robert 

Dale: 

    Religious leaders have to use a wide range of resources and materials to deepen 
    their spiritual lives. Their sense of the holy in their spiritual lives keeps them from 
    callously treating their vision of the kingdom of God as a possession and a 
    leadership lever instead of spiritual empowerment.225  

 

 

Corporate Discernment in the Bible 

     At various times in the ministry of a leadership team, decisions and choices have to 

be made that affect either individuals within the fellowship, or the fellowship as a whole. 

In light of this truth, what processes should be involved in this part of the leadership’s 

ministry? How have leaders and leadership teams faced situations requiring decisions 
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in the New Testament Church? What are helpful models for leadership teams today? 

The Apostle Paul’s Letters 

     While this project deals primarily with the decision-making processes of ministry 

teams, from a biblical perspective it is helpful to first examine the teachings of Paul on 

decision-making, as he was such an influential figure in the early church with his 

writings comprising a good portion of the New Testament.  

     That Paul felt it important for leaders in local churches to exercise discernment is 

apparent in his commands for them to do so. One example of this is found in 1 

Thessalonians 5:19-22: “Do not put out the Spirit's fire; do not treat prophecies with 

contempt. Test everything. Hold on to the good. Avoid every kind of evil.” (NIV). In this 

admonition, the command to “test” is plural; it is required of the church as a group.226 

Similar commands are given to churches to exercise discernment and judgment in 

Corinth and Colossae, as well as to Titus and Timothy.227  

     In truth, Paul’s writings reveal little about the actual decision-making process, 

probably because such procedures were sufficiently practised and understood as to 

require little underscoring.228 However, one recorded occasion from his ministry 

experience may give some insight as to how discernment was practised by those who 
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ministered with him. In Galatians 2:1-10, Paul describes the events leading to his 

commissioning at the hands of James, Peter, and John to take the message of the 

gospel to the Gentiles. How Paul received the “revelation” he speaks of is unclear: it 

may have been a direct voice from God or through a prophet, or perhaps even through 

the guidance of a local church.229 What is clear is that in reaching their decision as to 

whether or not they should send Paul and Barnabas on this mission, the other apostles 

based their decision on Paul’s vision and the witness of God’s activity and blessing in 

his work. In sharing how God had spoken to him and blessed his ministry, the other 

leaders were able to discern that this was in fact the will of God.230          

The Book of Acts 

     The most significant New Testament passages concerning group decision-making 

by a leadership team are found in the Book of Acts. As a history of the early Church’s 

growth in ministry and structure, the Book of Acts records situations in which the 

leaders of the Church and individual churches were called upon to make critical 

decisions that affected the larger corporate body of believers.  

     The challenge of referring to the record of Acts, however, is this: How does one 

determine what-- if anything-- is normative, as opposed to simply narrative?231 As Fee 

and Stuart state, “Our assumption is that unless Scripture explicitly tells us we must do 
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something, what is merely narrated or described can never function in a normative 

way.”232 In no way does this mean that the narrative accounts of Acts or other portions 

of the Bible are less inspired or of little value: 

    This does not negate what is incidental or imply that it has no word for us. What it              

does argue is that what is incidental must not become primary, although it may always        

serve as additional support to what is unequivocally taught elsewhere.233 Fee and 

Stuart do acknowledge, however, that “... in matters of Christian experience... biblical 

precedents may sometimes be regarded as repeatable patterns- even if they are not to 

be regarded as normative. This is especially true when the practice itself is mandatory 

but the mode is not.”234 

     There is also the reality that most of the passages about decision-making are only 

fragmentary, in the sense that they come at the issue only partially or indirectly.235 The 

reader is therefore left to determine how much importance can be given to these 

fragments, and how these narrative passages can be freed to become vehicles for 

theological reflection.236  
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     For the purposes of this project, the researcher recognizes these challenges and 

will present the events of the Acts narrative as patterns and guidelines which serve as 

useful models that-- when combined with didactic material from other sections of 

Scripture-- support the use of various spiritual disciplines that are presented as 

commands elsewhere. Again, quoting Fee and Stuart, “Luke has certain intents and 

concerns in writing Luke-Acts. Yet behind it all, we believe, was the superintending 

work of the Holy Spirit.”237  

     For the purpose of this study, the researcher will restrict the focus of examination to 

three particular incidents recorded in the Book of Acts: The selection of Matthias as a 

replacement for Judas in Acts 1:15-26; the choosing of the seven in Acts 6:1-6; and the 

Gentile question presented to the Jerusalem Council in Acts 15:1-35. 

Acts 1:15-26 

     Following the death, burial, resurrection and ascension of Jesus, the floundering 

disciples were seeking direction and purpose. While spending time in prayer together, 

a practical issue was apparently raised: After losing Judas by suicide, was there a 

need to replace him? If so, with whom? After Peter shared his insights and reflections 

from Scripture, the rest of the gathering took part by nominating two individuals, 

praying for direction, and casting lots. As a result of this activity, Matthias was selected 
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and enlisted as the twelfth apostle.238 

     Several factors contribute to the discovery of God’s will in this situation. First of all, 

there is a general leading from Scripture that a replacement for Judas was in fact 

needed. Secondly, common sense played a part in that it was felt that the replacement 

should have the same qualifications as his predecessor. After these considerations 

were taken into account, the group then participated in prayer and the casting of lots.239  

     Two of these activities do not seem unusual, namely the reference to Scripture and 

prayer. Scripture was and still is the gift of God’s revelation to humanity, and was 

valued as such; therefore, to use it as a basis for decision-making by God-fearing 

individuals seems logical. In Psalm 119:98-100, the psalmist declares, “Your 

commands make me wiser than my enemies, for they are ever with me. I have more 

insight than all my teachers, for I meditate on your statutes. I have more understanding 

than the elders, for I obey your precepts.” In the New Testament, James warns his 

readers to not only hear the word of God, but to obey it as well.240  In Ephesians 6:17, 

in an effort to prepare the believers to be strong and able to fend off the attacks of the 

enemy, Paul tells them to take up the “sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God.” 

(NIV) The Bible contains numerous instances where God’s people are commanded to 

observe the written laws of God, and Jesus Himself declared in John 14:15 that “if 

anyone loves me, he will obey my teaching.” (NIV)  
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     In like manner, prayer was a significant part of the corporate activity of the early 

Church. This reference to the group being gathered together for prayer was consistent 

with their practice modelled after the example of Jesus, and is at least in part, an 

expression of their unity.241 In Ephesians 6:18, Paul commands believers to “... pray in 

the Spirit on all occasions with all kinds of prayers and requests.” (NIV) In 1 

Thessalonians 5:17 he simply commands “pray continually.” (NIV) In James 1:5, the 

author makes a simple declaration that still speaks to church leaders today: “If any of 

you lacks wisdom, he should ask God, who gives generously to all without finding fault, 

and it will be given to him.” Such an emphasis on prayer is still at least voiced as being 

critical in the life and ministry of the Church today.           

     It is the drawing or casting of lots that seems a more unusual activity in the New 

Testament. In the Old Testament, this was a fairly common practice, and was 

prescribed by God Himself.242 Lots were cast in the selection of a goat to be the 

scapegoat offering on the Day of Atonement, as well as in the distribution of land 

among the tribes of Israel.243 It is referred to as a common practice in the Wisdom 

sections of Scripture describing the process of decision-making, and this practice 
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continued to be employed by the temple priests in the New Testament.244  

     In this situation, the casting of “the lot” was probably the shaking of two stones 

together in a container, with a name written on each, until one tumbled out. The name 

on that stone would then be perceived as God’s choice.245 But what significance, if any, 

is there in its use here? It may be helpful to first remember that this casting of the lot 

was done prior to the coming of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost.246 Following this incident 

and the receiving of the gift of the Holy Spirit, there is no record of the early church 

using this method to determine God’s direction. While this does not prove conclusively 

that the practice is no longer valid, there appears ample reason to suggest that there 

are other means more valid and useful. Ultimately, it must be noted that there is no 

case in the New Testament where believers are commanded to seek the Lord’s 

guidance by casting lots. 

     The key to understanding this incident lies in recognizing that although the 

community nominated two individuals for the position, it was God who discerned their 

hearts and made the choice. The community had been involved in the process 

throughout: they listened to Peter’s story and proposal, nominated two individuals, 

prayed, cast lots, and affirmed God’s choice-- but it was still ultimately God’s choice.247 
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Rather than uttering some form of preliminary prayer at their meeting and then arguing 

through this decision, the believers were asking God to make His will known, and they 

fully believed He would do so.248  

Acts 6:1-6 

     As the church continued to grow in size, the logistical details involved in ministering 

to the physical and spiritual needs of the believers grew. In the opinion of the Grecian 

Jews, enough care was not being provided to their widows, and the complaint reached 

the ears and attention of the apostles. The initial challenge was clear: relieve the 

mounting tension between the Grecian and Hebraic Jews; at a deeper level, there was 

the need to address issues of spiritual authority and its transmission to others.249 

     In seeking to discern how to best deal with this issue, the apostles first gathered the 

assembly together, and shared what they believed to be their primary tasks in the 

ministry of the Church. As they did so, it is interesting to note that at this time the 

Twelve added prayer to preaching in specifying the essence of their apostolic 

activities.250 While they undoubtedly had realized its importance before, prior to this 

event there is no explicit reference to prayer as a primary ministry of those in church 

leadership. 

     In offering a solution to the need before them-- namely, the selection of seven 
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individuals who would look after food distribution to those in need-- the leadership gave 

the authority of choice over to those who would be most affected by the decision. 

There was an intentional relinquishment of power for the purpose of empowering 

others. While the leadership did give guidelines as to what characteristics these seven 

individuals should have, the choice was made by the church, not by the apostles 

themselves. However, recognition of apostolic authority was not diminished in any way, 

because after the seven were chosen, the people recognized the role of the leadership 

by having them lay hands on those chosen.251 

     A valuable insight during this decision-making process emerges in the involvement 

of those who would have to live with the results of the decision. Rather than simply 

impose a solution, the leadership gathered the corporate body together to share the 

problem, then make a proposal to the people. In Proverbs 15:22, the writer declares 

that, “Plans fail for lack of counsel, but with many advisers they succeed.” (NIV) The 

wisdom of such a truth became evident in this particular situation, for after the proposal 

was brought forth, made sense to and pleased the group, it was implemented with 

prayer and thanksgiving.252 It is also worth noting that the believers still sought the 

affirmation and leadership authority of the leadership, submitting themselves to 

individuals God had chosen to lead. In Hebrews 13:17, the author gives the command 

that still needs to be affirmed today: “Obey your leaders and submit to their authority. 
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They keep watch over you as men who must give an account. Obey them so that their 

work will be a joy, not a burden, for that would be of no advantage to you.” (NIV)  

Acts 15:1-35 

     Of special significance to this project is the record of events found in Acts 15. This 

chapter witnesses to the Church concerning the way it reaches decisions, not so much 

by prescription, but by way of a paradigmatic story.253 Having said this, the lessons and 

principles it presents are no less relevant and applicable today, and are supported by 

other portions of Scripture. 

     Up to this point in the growth and development of the Church, no official statements 

had come from Jerusalem concerning the requirements made of Gentile believers to 

be officially recognized as part of the Christian fellowship. The spread of the gospel 

began among the Jews, but Gentiles were also responding and being converted in 

remarkable numbers. Many Jewish Christians, still somewhat connected to their past, 

felt that Gentile believers essentially needed to become Jewish converts to Christianity; 

Paul and Barnabas, however, saw things differently. In an effort to come to some sort 

of conclusion and possible compromise, the issue was brought to the leadership of the 

church at the Jerusalem Council. 

     The seriousness of the situation in Acts 15 cannot be overstated. The future unity of 

the Church-- the relationship between Jewish and Gentile Christians-- was at stake. A 
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split at this time would be catastrophic.254 How the leadership handled this sensitive 

issue would have repercussions well beyond Jerusalem.  

     In approaching this issue, the church leaders spent a good deal of time discussing 

the facts, implications, and possible solutions. After Paul and Barnabas shared their 

testimonies, and the believing Pharisees gave their opinion concerning the matter, the 

apostles and elders were left to debate the question in the presence of the others -- 

and the debate was considerable.255 There was no rush to quickly give an answer or 

ultimatum; they are not going to make any decision until they have spent an 

appropriate amount of time working it through together. It is only after this intense and 

prolonged discussion that Paul and Barnabas speak again, along with Peter and finally 

James.256 During these discussions, it can be assumed that differing opinions 

continued to be expressed. Peter’s experience from Acts chapter 11 when he was at 

first challenged and then affirmed in his desire to fellowship with Gentiles, shows that 

opposition-- openly expressed-- was a part of the decision-making process, allowing a 

presentation of all the facts and a partial fulfilment of the command to test the spirits.257 

     The reports of the Spirit’s activity in Antioch, as well as the apostolic speeches, 

provides insight as to the thought processes of those faced with this situation. It was 
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important to know the facts about what was actually taking place in Antioch, and how 

God was working among the people there.258 Peter’s speech in verses seven through 

nine then reminded the assembly of what God had done in the past, and in them 

already.259 The power of God is evidenced in Peter’s narratives by recalling the signs 

and wonders that had occurred-- a validation of this as being the work of God.260 From 

these accounts, the past and present evidence of God’s activity and blessing being 

presented, it becomes evident that in the decision-making process, there was a place 

for examining the fruit and experiential evidences relevant to the needed decision.261 

     After these accounts are presented, James then addresses the gathering and 

evaluates the evidence in light of the testimony of Scripture. His ultimate decision-- 

made on behalf of and in consultation with the other leaders-- was based upon the 

correspondence between scriptural revelation and actual experience; between the 

witness of the prophets and the apostles.262 This consultation with Scripture by the 

leadership reflects not only the conscious need to do so, but also the discipline of 

faithful, persistent study.263  

     When the decision was reached and presented, the leadership were considerate to 
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a degree of all parties involved. The conditions of the letter were cultural concessions, 

given for the purpose of not causing division and harm unnecessarily.264 There was no 

sense of having “winners” or “losers” in a debate.  

     How was this accomplished? How was this potentially explosive issue resolved in 

such a way that unity was preserved and a beneficial decision made? That the whole 

assembly accepted the decision is key, as it included those who were bringing the 

charges against the Gentile believers. Because of how this situation was handled, and 

the commitment of everyone to honor God in the process, even the extremist Jews 

who had lost the debate agreed to follow a more liberal policy.265 The Acts 15 decision 

is the result of a process in which people were committed to understanding and 

obeying the will of God.266 Luke appears to go to great lengths to show how recognized 

leaders spoke first, how Scripture and experience coincided, and how the apostles, 

elders, and the whole Church then reached a unanimous decision.267 In the end, when 

sharing their conclusions in a letter to the Gentile believers in Antioch, the Jerusalem 

Council could say with confidence and integrity, “It seemed good to the Holy Spirit and 

to us...” (Acts 15:28 NIV). 

     In reflecting upon these three events in the Book of Acts, in which the leadership of 

the Church was faced with important decisions to make, a few common elements can 
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be noted. The first common element is the fact that in each case, open public speech 

and discussion took place. There were no “closed-door” sessions that excluded anyone 

who was going to be affected by the decisions made. In fact, there was a good deal of 

discussion and debate presenting various viewpoints. The leadership was willing to 

listen, reflecting the truth expressed in Proverbs 13:10: “Pride only breeds quarrels, but 

wisdom is found in those who take advice.” (NIV)  

     Secondly, prayer played a significant part in the process, either preceding, during, 

or following the discussion. This prayer was not only done by the leaders, but the entire 

assembly was encouraged to participate. In Deuteronomy 4:29, God makes a promise 

to the people that He would respond to them if they sought Him together with repentant 

hearts: “... if from there you seek the LORD your God, you will find him if you look for 

him with all your heart and with all your soul.” (NIV) In Mark 11:24, Jesus said to the 

disciples, “whatever you ask for in prayer, believe that you have received it, and it will 

be yours.” (NIV) In Romans 12:12, when Paul was leaving instructions for the believers 

in the city, he commanded them to be faithful in prayer.         

     Thirdly, in the discussions and debates, people felt free to share their experience 

and why they had the perspective they held. The issue was not solved by addressing 

theories and concepts alone; the human experience was also taken into consideration.  

     Finally, in each case, debate, discussion, and the sharing of personal experience, 

was all interpreted in the light of the truths of Scripture. The Word of God was 
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consulted to interpret and shed light and meaning on the facts that were presented.268 

This principle of abiding in the Word as a standard is reflected in Paul’s command in 

Colossians 3:16: “Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish 

one another with all wisdom, and as you sing psalms, hymns and spiritual songs with 

gratitude in your hearts to God.” (NIV) 

     Can any conclusions be drawn concerning the nature of the decision-making 

processes of church leadership in the early Church? This researcher believes that 

based upon the common elements listed from the events recorded in the Book of Acts, 

the following can be interpreted as necessary ingredients for decision-making as the 

early church leaders understood and practised their ministry. First, decision-making is 

not always exclusively the role and responsibility of the church leadership, but often 

could and should include the entire assembly; secondly, the importance of prayer for 

discernment to take place cannot be overstated; thirdly, the participation in open and 

honest debate, allowing for disagreement and opposing viewpoints, must not only be 

permitted but encouraged; fourthly, the necessity of personal, communication of the 

decision by the leadership to those affected and involved.269 

 

Corporate Discernment in the Contemporary Church 

     It is now the task of this researcher to further examine and reflect upon the 

implications of the research thus far on the life and ministry of the contemporary 
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Church, especially as it relates to corporate spiritual formation and the decision-making 

processes of a leadership team in a faith community. 

Understanding the Nature and Importance of Discernment in the Church 

     As the contemporary Church seeks to use models for group discernment on a 

leadership team, it must first come to terms with what discernment is. The actual word 

“discernment” comes from a Greek word meaning “to sift through.” Very early, it was 

seen as a sifting of “the wheat from the chaff, of sifting through our own interior 

experiences, ideas, thoughts, and feelings, all of which are brought about by the 

circumstances we are in.”270 Rose Mary Dougherty says that to discern “is to see 

through the illusory; to come to discover what is real.”271 In a general sense, to discern 

is to engage in exercises and activities that create the capacity to distinguish the real 

from the phony, the true from the false.272 In a spiritual sense, discernment 

distinguishes the good from the evil and the path toward God from the path away from 

God. In other words, the purpose of spiritual discernment is to know and do the will of 

God.273 
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     Why is this important to the leadership team of a local congregation? People of faith 

--  believing that God is active in the world of human experience and desiring to 

participate in His activity -- must look for God’s guidance and listen for His voice. At the 

same time, many other voices from the surrounding culture beckon, holding the 

promise of meaning, fulfilment, and satisfaction-- voices that speak from both the 

outside world and from within the sinful nature that still lies in every human heart.274 

God created humanity with a free will, and people have always had the option of either 

rejecting God or accepting His invitation to join Him in His work. Concerning the nature 

of this invitation and God’s way of expressing it, Oswald and Friedrich write:  

    Hence we will rarely experience God speaking to us in such a clear, loud voice that      
    there is no mistaking that this is God’s voice and that God wants us to do such and      
    such. From time to time, we will feel a gentle nudge moving us in a certain direction,          
    or we may feel God wooing us to consider coming home. Occasionally we will feel a      
    presence that is almost palpable, yet when reflecting on it later, we might wonder      
    whether it was merely our imaginations. Sometimes we might feel God within us, 
    coaching us to yearn for God.275  

What is needed in all cases is the gift of discernment so the Church-- especially church 

leadership faced with the task of decision-making-- is able to distinguish between 

messages from God and messages that stem from human willfulness and ego.276 In 

Psalm 81:11-12, God declared His verdict against those who refuse to do this: “... my 

people would not listen to me; Israel would not submit to me. So I gave them over to 

their stubborn hearts to follow their own devices.” (NIV) 
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Foundational Assumptions Essential to the Group Discernment Process 

     Having established what spiritual discernment is and why it is important, it becomes 

necessary to state two important assumptions held by this researcher and many other 

believers to be true: God is good; and communication with God is possible.277 To 

engage in the process of seeking discernment, one must first believe that God is 

present and desires to speak. Individuals and groups must have the same sense of 

expectancy that young Samuel did when he cried in response to God, “Speak, for your 

servant is listening.”278 Too often, Christians vacillate between a trust in the sure 

guidance of love that is God’s will, and the feverish pursuit of God’s will as though it 

were something outside personal experience that individuals and groups are left alone 

to discover.279   

     In truth, Christians are in a relationship with a God who is ever more ready to 

communicate to His followers than they are to listen; a God who is ever more ready to 

bestow grace than the intended recipients are to receive it. This God is also willing to 

offer direction and perspective if and when His people are ready to surrender their 

willfulness and be open to receiving such direction.280 It is true that the voice of God 
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does not always come when and in the fashion that many people would desire, but the 

truth remains and must be affirmed that He does indeed speak. The Church’s 

responsibility in part is to be patient, and to affirm the wisdom and freedom of God -- an 

especially challenging thing to do in times of difficulty or suffering, and in times of 

silence from God.281  

     Gordon T. Smith states that the key to understanding how and why God speaks is 

in the principle of “friendship with God.” By this he means that because of the potential 

for personal intimacy with God, the Church is not left to her own wisdom; rather, when 

believers seek God’s will, “(they) are participating with Him, because (they) matter to 

God.”282 In asserting this idea of “friendship with God” in relation to spiritual 

discernment, Smith goes on to say that “discernment relates to the whole of our 

Christian experience, not just to isolated times of decision.”283 That is to say, the 

believer’s approach to God in prayer should be more the hunger for a deeper 

relationship with Him than solely the pragmatic purpose of getting an answer to a query 

or a solution to a problem. In any case, when decisions are to be made, there ought to 

be an openness and expectancy in decision-making; a true belief that God will be 

involved and active in the process.284 
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     How will God be involved in this process? How will He actually speak to those 

seeking His voice? The methods God may use are many and varied, as the study in 

the previous chapter revealed, and many of the methods described in the biblical texts 

have some degree of transference to the contemporary setting. It may be helpful at this 

point, however, to simply assert that when God speaks, the Church should not be so 

concerned to look for a specific method of communication, but rather to be open to any 

means God may choose. When Jesus promised that He would be with those who 

gather together in His name, He did not mean that He would just be there watching;285 

rather, He would be calling, forming, challenging, speaking, and listening. His Spirit 

would be at work in those gathered to seek, honor and praise Him.286  

     It is also important not to ignore the need for those individuals gathered together for 

the purpose of seeking God’s direction to be in a growing relationship with Him. 

Discernment is in part the function of a personal relationship: it is where prayer meets 

action. The more deeply an individual knows the Lord, the easier it will be to “read His 

face” and sense His desire and will. Thus it is dangerous to speak of communal 

discernment if the members of the community in question are not individually praying 

and discerning persons.287 Having said that, there are certainly situations that require 
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not only the involvement of several individuals working independently, but also those 

that benefit from working together in a group setting. Corrine Ware refers to the 

following benefits of group discernment:  

    (In practising discernment together) we are made to consider several other points of 
    view. We push the boundaries of our spiritual knowledge and experience, and 
    commands such as Paul’s in Philippians 2:12-13 to ‘work out our salvation’ becomes 
    a group process. There is also a greater sense of safety in numbers; trust, support, 
    corrective discipline and accountability. Finally, we have an enriched resource base 
    of information.288  
 
     When believers gather in His name and the Holy Spirit is at work in those 

individuals, each person has a “piece” of His wisdom. In the group decision-making 

process, this reminds each individual that no one has all the wisdom, everyone has a 

unique perspective to bring, and everyone has some measure of wisdom from God to 

share with the group.289 No one person can discern God’s will for a group of people, 

but each individual can glimpse an understanding of what God desires. By sharing 

these understandings in the community of faith, members of the local church can 

enable the wisdom and the way of God to emerge in the group setting. Through 

prayerful reflection and empathetic sharing, the Spirit is permitted to move within and 

among the members of the group to develop a clearer picture about what is the will of 

God.290  
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     In summary, in order to realize the benefits of group discernment, it becomes 

necessary for the individual members of the group to believe and act upon the belief 

that each member is able to discern or hear from God.291 It is also necessary to seek to 

nurture an environment of honesty with God, one another, and oneself, so that this 

mutual sharing and openness can more easily reveal God’s activity.292  

Practical Keys for Group Decision-Making in the Church Today 

     The question now arises as to how the group is to work together in the decision-

making process. What activities or disciplines do they engage in? How should they 

prepare themselves? What will healthy decision-making look like? 

Helpful Spiritual Disciplines for Decision-Making 

     Issues requiring group discernment are usually raised and dealt with at board, 

council, or congregational business meetings. For the group and individuals to be 

aligned with God’s purposes, the group together needs to listen to God and to compare 

it’s “spirit” to the Holy Spirit’s character and voice.293 One of the most helpful ways to 

accomplish this is to transform the way a business meeting is conducted. For example, 

it may be helpful to view and lead a business meeting as a worship service where 

available facts can be presented and discussed, all in view to listening to the voice of 
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God and offering the process to Him as an act of worship and surrender.294 That 

worship is presented as a corporate activity necessary to spiritual health and formation 

is reflected in the words of Hebrews 10:25: “Let us not give up meeting together, as 

some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another...” (NIV) As God is 

said to inhabit the praises of His people, and corporate decision-making is an act of 

seeking God’s presence and voice, it seems logical to assume that one of the primary 

ways of inviting Him in to the process is to worship Him. 

     It is also helpful during and even prior to such meetings to encourage individuals to 

privately and corporately participate in some of the spiritual disciplines already 

examined in this research project. The first discipline that should be part of the process 

is prayer. Again, believers are commanded in both the Old and New Testaments to be 

disciplined in the activity of prayer, to “... pray in the Spirit on all occasions with all 

kinds of prayers and requests” (Ephesians 6:18, NIV). In Matthew 7:7-8, Jesus said, 

“"Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be 

opened to you. For everyone who asks receives; he who seeks finds; and to him who 

knocks, the door will be opened.”(NIV)  

     While most if not all Christian leaders and believers would agree with this 

affirmation, an important clarification must be made concerning the role of prayer in 

decision-making: discernment is not simply having the pastor or leader offer a prayer 

and then freeing the group to begin the business of working out a solution using the 

best of their rational skills. Neither does discernment mean that the members of the 
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group simply go along with the prayer of a leader because they feel that is what they 

are supposed to do, and then get down to the “real work” of making a decision based 

on rational discourse. Discernment means just the opposite: the real work of the group 

is the praying prior to and during the meeting, with the rest of the work flowing out of 

that.  

     What follows prayer is not so much a reasoned approach to things as a genuine 

listening to God through one another.295 Prayers are not to be done for prayer’s sake, 

and prayer vitality is not measured simply by the number of prayer programs and 

activities promoted in the local church or the ministry team. Prayer is “about God and 

our link with God. Prayer is dialogue. It is speaking and listening, always believing that 

the voice of God will be louder than our own.”296 If the members of the group and the 

group together do not have a solid prayer life, they will not have the relationship 

necessary with the Lord for the discernment of spirits and for discernment-based 

decision-making.297 In understanding the role of prayer in corporate decision-making, 

Mel Lawrenz makes the following points: “Prayer as position reminds us that we are 

under God... prayer as presence reminds us that we are with God... prayer as power 
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reminds us that we are in God... prayer as purpose reminds us we are for God.”298 

     Another helpful discipline in the group decision-making process is fasting. In the Old 

Testament, references to various fasts and their observance are so numerous, 

references to them seem to assume the reader has a knowledge of them and their 

purposes (see Jeremiah 36:6, 9). Jesus Himself implied that fasting would continue to 

be a part of the disciples activities in Matthew 6:16-18: "When you fast, do not look 

somber as the hypocrites do, for they disfigure their faces to show men they are 

fasting. I tell you the truth, they have received their reward in full. But when you fast, 

put oil on your head and wash your face, so that it will not be obvious to men that you 

are fasting, but only to your Father, who is unseen; and your Father, who sees what is 

done in secret, will reward you.” (NIV)  

     When fasting together, the group must remember that they fast not that God would 

hear them, but that they would be able to hear God.299 By engaging in this discipline 

together, a kind of clarity is present. Oswald and Friedrich explain it this way:  

    When we fast, every time we feel a hunger pang we are directed to ask, ‘What am I      
    really hungry for?’ Our hunger also reminds us that we as a congregation are 
    entering a dangerous opportunity and that we need to be more diligent in our 
    prayers at this time. Those burdened with making decisions on behalf of the 
    congregation are also reminded by their hunger that members of the congregation 
    have entered a period of intense reflection for the sake of the future health of the 
    congregation. This thought encourages them to be more diligent in their own 
    prayers, so that they will make decisions congruent with the will of God for their 
    congregation.300 
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     While engaging in such disciplines, how should a community of faith expect God to 

respond to their searching? Some espouse the practice of following “open doors,” or 

taking advantage of opportunities that seem to either open themselves up or close 

themselves off, limiting or guiding one’s steps in a fairly binding way. While God may 

indeed use such a method to accomplish His purposes, there are problems when it is 

used consistently to the exclusion of other methods. For example, what if more than 

one “door of opportunity” opens at the same time? If a “door of opportunity” appears to 

open or close, how does one know if this is the activity of God or Satan?301  

     The same can be said of Gideon’s use of the fleece to discern the truth of God’s 

revelation to him.302 While God may at times give some form of assurance or 

confirmation through such an act, it is important to remember some of the differences 

between Gideon’s circumstances and those of believers in the Church today. Some 

events and activities described in the Bible are more descriptive than prescriptive, and 

the activities of Gideon have been described by some as being similar to divination and 

forcing God’s hand, which is forbidden in the Word. Of even more significance, 

however, is the reality that Gideon did not have the access to the Holy Spirit that every 

New Testament believer has as a result of their faith in Jesus Christ as Saviour and 

Lord.303 
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     In regard to both practises, the use of “open doors” or setting out fleeces, it is 

important to note that neither is given by God as a command in the Scriptures when 

seeking to know His will. In Decision-Making and the Will of God, author Gary Friesen 

criticizes the “blueprint” approach to discerning God’s will. He affirms that, “People are 

not expected by God to look at signs and open doors, or even listen to little voices in 

their heads. Rather, through Scriptures, the Christian’s mind is renewed, and we are 

able to make good choices.”304 

     The quote from Friesen also raises the prominent role the Word of God should play 

in guiding the decision-making process of a faith community, as it is the objective 

standard by which the subjective witness of the spirit is tested.305 In 2 Timothy 3:16-17, 

Paul says that “All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, 

correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly 

equipped for every good work.” (NIV) Even then, however, care must be taken to study 

passages carefully and with integrity, as some promises in the Word of God are to 

specific people for specific purposes, and not necessarily to every believer.306 It is 

important, therefore, to go to Scripture not primarily or solely for wise, ethical  
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instruction, but to encounter God in the living person of Jesus Christ and to have Him 

speak.307  

     The discipline of study should also be carried out in such a way as to not only 

involve the Scriptures, but to more broadly include the process of gathering all the 

necessary information required to make an informed decision. Proverbs 13:20 says 

“He who walks with the wise grows wise, but a companion of fools suffers harm,” (NIV) 

thus revealing the benefit of surrounding oneself with others who exhibit wisdom and 

learning from their example and experience. Proverbs 18:15 presents the wisdom of a 

mind that seeks information to make a right decision: “The heart of the discerning 

acquires knowledge; the ears of the wise seek it out.” (NIV) Similarly, Paul commands 

growth through study in Romans 12:2, by saying, “Do not conform any longer to the 

pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be 

able to test and approve what God's will is- his good, pleasing and perfect will.” (NIV)  

     There are, naturally, some basic fact gathering exercises that must be carried out in 

decision-making in the local church. Time must be spent in rational consideration of the 

circumstances, opportunities, problems, obstacles, resources, and abilities related to 

the decision in question, as well as spending ample time in prayer, reflection, and other 

disciplines.308 In the “shared wisdom” approach, the careful and comprehensive 

gathering of data must be faithfully carried out before the leadership team can reflect 
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prayerfully upon it, and share insights based on that reflection.309  

     When gathering and processing the necessary information, it is helpful to follow 

some of the steps outlined by Lyle Schaller: come to an agreement on the question; 

analyze the facts; list alternative courses of action; review; examine the facts in more 

detail; review possible consequences of each alternative; eliminate some of the 

alternatives; analyze all possible consequences of the remaining alternatives.310 Such 

activities do not exclude God, nor do they allow for laziness in the decision-making 

process; rather, they recognize the need for the group to be involved in the process 

with God by acknowledging how He may be speaking through natural and obvious 

means and circumstances. 

The Heart and Attitude of Those Involved in the Process 

     During these activities, it is necessary to have a spirit of mutual openness with and 

dependence among the members of the group, as well as openness with and 

dependence upon God. Individuals must not only be willing but actively desire to hear 

what God may be saying through other members of the group. In discernment, 

experiential story is a means of working together for a common end, namely to 

discover what God has done and is doing.311 In the sharing of story to aid in 
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discernment, rather than using the opportunity as a means of manipulating others or 

self-righteously denouncing a differing perspective, the way that story is shared should 

reveal an attitude of service and humility.312  

     This spirit of humility is one of the key ingredients or conditions for discernment, as 

it enables individuals to truly “hear” what is going on in the process.313 It is also critical 

because it forces everyone to listen both to God and to others.314 One of the greatest 

dangers in seeking to exercise discernment is that pride and selfish motives will lead 

participants away from the commitment to seek righteousness and the glory of God in 

the decision-making process.315 In Philippians 2:3, Paul says, “Do nothing out of selfish 

ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves.” (NIV) 

Thus, in order for the sharing of story to aid in discernment, the members of the group 

must pay careful attention with open minds and hearts. They need to observe and 

listen, noting what is happening around them and within them, attending to what others 

are saying and how they respond.316 

Discernment Takes Time and Hard Work 

     Discernment and working toward an understanding of God’s will and direction is a 
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process that often takes an extended period of time. When it is hurried, it is likely 

because those in leadership roles have already made up their minds about a solution 

and want a quick process to sanctify their position.317 Rather than try to rush to an 

acceptable decision, church leadership teams and congregations would be well 

advised to encourage individuals and groups to fast, pray, and worship together until 

they have discerned the mind of the Lord in a particular matter.318 As the psalmist 

writes in Psalm 37:7, “Be still before the LORD and wait patiently for him.” (NIV) 

     At the heart of discernment is the issue of peace. When writing to the church in 

Philippi about bringing requests and petitions to the Lord in prayer, Paul says: “And the 

peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your 

minds in Christ Jesus.” (Philippians 4:7 NIV). In the seeking and experience of this kind 

of peace, the role of the Holy Spirit is emphasized in the decision-making process, and 

believers are cautioned against making rash decisions under pressure. Ignatius 

provided the insight that decisions should never be made in times of desolation -- 

anger, discouragement, etc. -- but only in times of inner peace.319 Helpful in this regard 

is the commitment to focus not simply on doing the rational, prudent thing, but rather in 

doing the faithful thing.320  
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Majority Rule or Consensus? 

     How does a group or leadership team know when they have accomplished their 

task? What sort of support or agreement should be deemed significant enough to hold 

fast to a particular point of view as being the direction of God for a particular group of 

believers? While many local churches and other Christian groups have adopted the 

model of majority rule in making decisions, there are those who believe that in some 

instances -- and perhaps in all cases for a community of faith -- the only acceptable 

goal of the decision-making process is that of consensus.321 Proponents of this view 

argue that only by reaching consensus can there be perfect unity in community, 

preserving the oneness of mind Christ commands us to pursue, and guarding the 

doctrines entrusted to the Church.322  

     While it is true that consensus may seem like an impossible goal to achieve, 

requiring much time and mutual vulnerability, it is a worthy goal as it can help avoid the 

polarization of people and hurt feelings.323 Paul’s command in Ephesians 4:3 clearly 

states the need for a commitment to unity in the fellowship: “Make every effort to keep 

the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace.” (NIV) The Quakers, or Society of 

Friends, practice business decisions through “Spirit rule.” Issues are approached with 
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an assurance that the mind of the Holy Spirit can and will be known if ample time and 

commitment are made to the process.324  

     To a great extent, the key to discernment by consensus in decision-making is the 

spiritual quality and maturity of those in leadership. Thus, leaders ought to be chosen 

or nominated not only on the basis of pragmatic and organizational skills, but spiritual 

cooperation and their ability to lead others in this way.325 Ultimately, Spirit-given unity 

and consensus goes beyond mere agreement; it is the conviction that a group of 

individuals have together heard the voice of God speak into their circumstances.326 

Concluding Comments 

     The decision-making process is one that requires effort and commitment on the part 

of the community of faith, and the firm conviction that God desires to reveal Himself 

through the process. The challenges and energies required are numerous. Among 

those already mentioned, leaders and other participants need to be aware of the truth 

that in opposition to their efforts to discern the voice and will of God, the Enemy has his 

own strategies to keep them from hearing and discerning God’s voice. He will seek to 

thwart every attempt to be faithful to God’s directives.327  

     There are also times when leadership teams, groups, and congregations are invited 
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into a simple faith as they make decisions, trusting God to transform the ambivalence 

of their hearts and to be with them through periods of uncertainty.328 Believers are 

called to seek the will of Jesus because He is “the Lord of our lives, and we want to 

bring our decision to Him, to make our decision under His Lordship.”329  

     Ultimately, discernment is a lifelong art and discipline. If a leadership team or 

fellowship seeks to practice discernment only at times of critical decision, they will 

stumble through the process at best.330 Because it is an art, discernment is something 

that cannot be learned or acquired simply by reading books or going to seminars on 
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the subject. As Gordon Smith writes, discernment is learned “only by experience, by 

doing discernment itself. It is an experiential process.”331 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

PROJECT DESCRIPTION 

Research of the Subject Material 

     Initial research for the theological reflection and related research chapters of this 

project began in the summer of 2000 at the campus libraries of both Bethel Theological 

Seminary and Bethel College in St. Paul, MN, during a two week stay while 

participating on Doctor of Ministry classes. Most evenings and weekends during this 

time were spent obtaining data relating to spiritual formation, corporate discernment, 

and church leadership.  

     After returning to Canada from classes in St. Paul, the remainder of the research for 

this project was conducted at the library of Atlantic Baptist University in Moncton, New 

Brunswick, from the summer of 2000 to late winter of 2001. Supplemental data was 

also obtained at this time using material and resources from the personal library of the 

researcher. 

     Finally, further research was conducted during the spring and summer of 2004 to 

supplement the data already obtained in the primary research for the project. This data 

was used to further enhance the data previously secured, and was researched in the 

library of Atlantic Baptist University, as well as the researcher’s personal library. 
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Developing the Retreat Training Material 

     Following the primary research phase of the project, and based on the research 

completed up to that point, the researcher began the process of creating study material 

to be used at a deacon retreat in May 2001. The study material was based on the data 

secured in the research, as well as personal reflections of the researcher, and was 

designed between March and April 2001.  

     The retreat sessions focussed on three primary subject areas: the heart of a leader; 

spiritual disciplines; and seeking God’s direction in decision-making (see APPENDIX 

A). The weekend was planned with the intent of having a fourth and final session 

during which the deacons and the researcher would design a leadership covenant 

based on the information gleaned from the previous three sessions of the retreat. 

 
The Retreat Weekend 

     In May 2001, the researcher and three deacons left on a Friday afternoon and 

travelled to a summer cottage located about one hour’s drive from Riverview, to return 

the following Saturday afternoon. The physical travelling together, relaxed and peaceful 

setting, and extended period of time set aside for the retreat, all helped to create a 

sense of detachment from the normal routines and obligations of all the participants, 

allowing them to focus on the goals of the retreat, as well as encouraging times of 

mutual sharing and bonding as a group. 

     After unpacking, settling in, and taking a walk around the lake together, the 

participants enjoyed a snack and worked through “Session One- Finding the Heart of a 

Leader.” “Session Two- Spiritual Disciplines” was conducted that evening, while 
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“Session Three- Seeking God’s Guidance” was conducted after breakfast the next 

morning. Each session of interactive instruction led by the researcher was followed by 

a time of sharing, mutual encouragement, and prayer by all of the participants.  

     A fourth and final session was conducted after lunch that Saturday, where the 

participants were encouraged to share what they had learned from the previous three 

sessions. Following this sharing time, participants were then asked to reflect on how 

their ministry together might be enhanced by incorporating what they had learned 

together. As a result of the thoughts from this reflection time, a rough draft of a 

leadership covenant was written and affirmed by all present as a new model of ministry 

for the pastor and board of deacons (see APPENDIX B). Before leaving the retreat, 

commitment was made by all present to seek to be faithful to the covenant, and to 

periodically evaluate their ministry together.     

Implementing the Leadership Covenant 

     In the week following the retreat, the researcher created copies of the leadership 

covenant for all of the participants in both business card and poster formats. These 

were then distributed to the participants at the next meeting of the board of deacons. At 

this meeting, time was spent sharing what impact the retreat had had upon the 

participants, and their hopes and aspirations for future ministry together. 

     Over the next several months, a reading program was developed and the 

researcher and deacons participated by sharing books and occasionally sharing 

reflections on them at deacon meetings (see APPENDIX C).  
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     Participants were also regularly encouraged to fast at some time during the week 

prior to deacon meetings. Many of these meetings were held at a local restaurant for 

breakfast, encouraging a sense of fellowship and sharing to strengthen the experience 

of community on the deacon board, and praying for each other became a regular part 

of the meetings.  

     In addition to the time spent encouraging and ministering to each other during 

meetings, seeking to understand how God was active in individual, family, and 

corporate church life, it was also regularly affirmed that decisions concerning the 

ministry of the church would not be rushed; rather, time would be spent praying for God 

to reveal His will to the group. 

     During the implementation phase of the leadership covenant, the participants were 

encouraged annually to take part in a leadership development opportunity. These 

events took place at large churches in the Greater Moncton area in New Brunswick, 

and provided opportunity to grow spiritually and personally.  

Follow-up Interview With Deacons 

     In March 2002, the researcher began the process of creating an interview to be 

used with the project participants to evaluate their perception of the project and its 

effects on their team ministry. The researcher met with Dr. Sam Reimer, a sociology 

professor at Atlantic Baptist University, to seek some guidance in the design of this 

interview. 

     In April 2004, a rough draft of the interview was sent to Dr. Rick Funk who served 

as the project mentor and supervisor for the researcher. Based upon the suggested 



 

 

106

revisions received from Dr. Funk, a final interview was created in November 2004 (see 

APPENDIX D). In December 2004, the two remaining deacons in the project were 

interviewed together at a meeting which took place at WBC. The interview was 

recorded so that notes could be taken later and the data written in point form. The data 

from this interview, combined with the reflections of the researcher, served as the 

primary data in evaluating the results of the project.   

Evaluation of Project Results Compared with Goals 

     Following Christmas of 2004, and into early January, the results of the deacon 

interview were compared with the stated goals of the project in the Proposal Report. 

This data was combined with the reflections of the researcher, and were then used to 

evaluate the effectiveness of the project in achieving the overall goals of the 

researcher.  

Writing of Thesis Project Report 

     Chapters One and Two, and part of Chapter Three of the project report were written 

in April 2004. Rough drafts of Chapters One and Two were submitted in September 

2004, while a rough draft of Chapter Three was completed and submitted in November 

2004. The rough drafts of Chapters Four, Five, Six, and Seven were completed and 

submitted in January 2005.      

Description of and Reasoning Behind Changes Made in the Project 

     During the implementation of this project, four primary changes from the original 

project proposal occurred. 
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     The first notable change in the project was the length of time for its completion. In 

the original project proposal, the project was to be evaluated and the report written one 

year after the implementation of the leadership covenant began. Several factors led to 

the extension of this time period, including various ministry and family obligations. 

Overall, however, the single greatest factor in this change was the inability of the 

researcher to maintain focus on the project, and exercise the personal disciplines 

needed to meet the deadlines set in the project proposal. While more will be said in 

Chapter Six about the effects of this extended period of time on the overall results of 

the project, suffice it to say at this point that there were both positive and negative 

implications, none of which in the opinion of the researcher serve to take away from the 

validity of the project.  

     A second major change in the project concerns the actual number of participants. In 

the original Project Proposal, the project was to involve the researcher and three 

deacons. During the implementation of the leadership covenant, however, one of the 

deacons completed his ministry as a deacon sooner than anticipated so he could move 

on to serve in a new ministry of the church. This transition took place just before the 

original completion date of the project, with the result that there were only three 

individuals involved in the evaluation process: the researcher and two deacons. While 

a new deacon did join the board, and did embrace the leadership covenant and the 

commitments stated therein, he was not involved in the evaluation process as he was 

not a member of the board during the initial formation of the covenant, and had no real 

point of reference from which to do the evaluation. 
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     The third change in the project relates to the implementation of the leadership 

covenant. Part of the covenant states that the pastor and members of the deacon 

board would participate in an annual retreat. In reality, this became much harder to 

coordinate than anticipated. A wide variety of factors and events simply made the 

scheduling of an overnight retreat at an isolated location when all project participants 

could be present, too difficult. This was compensated for in part by encouraging 

participation in leadership training events and exercises both at WBC and at other 

churches. All of the project participants were able to be involved in at least one such 

event per year, and reflections on these events were shared at the next meeting of the 

deacon board. 

     The fourth and final change in the program relates to both the initial retreat weekend 

at the beginning of the project, and the method of evaluation at the end of the project. 

A survey was to be used with the deacons at both the retreat weekend and the 

evaluation interview at the completion of the project. While the survey was carried out 

during the retreat weekend, it was carried out in an informal way which served more to 

make the participants feel at ease with the material to follow in the sessions than to 

actually obtain useful data. At the end of the project, the researcher chose a more 

relaxed style of interview with the deacons for the evaluation process, which served to 

better provide the type of data needed for a helpful evaluation. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

SHARING THE PROJECT RESULTS 

     On 23 December 2005, the researcher met with the two deacons who had 

participated in the full duration of the project. Stephen G. is a blue collar worker in the 

city of Moncton, and Stephen S. works in the food processing industry as well as 

operating his own cleaning company. Stephen G. has served as a deacon for a total of 

seven years, while Stephen S. has been a deacon for eight years. The purpose of this 

meeting was to interview the participants using the survey created to evaluate the 

effectiveness of the project.  

Interview With Project Participants 

     The following are expressions of the responses recorded during the meeting with 

the deacons. Please refer to APPENDIX D for the actual wording of the questions. 

Section One- Questions Related to Church Leadership 

     When asked the first question in Section One, Stephen S. shared his conviction that 

in addition to the regular duties described in the job description of a deacon for WBC, 

some of the primary responsibilities/activities of a spiritual leader are: to live a life of 

example to others; making the effort to know the people in the fellowship to better 

serve them; and the ability to recognize and acknowledge one’s own limitations. 

Stephen G. affirmed these statements, emphasizing the need to be with and among 

the people of the  
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congregation developing healthy relationships with them, as well as the need to be an 

active prayer warrior in the fellowship. 

     In response to the second question, Stephen G. said that open-mindedness, 

approachability, being actively engaged in spiritual disciplines, and the desire to put 

God first in his or her life are some of the personal qualities important for a spiritual 

leader in a local church. He also stressed the need for humility. Stephen S. concurred 

with and elaborated on these qualities, adding the need to be disciplined in one’s 

personal walk with God so that people are able to recognize the leader as one who is 

truly a friend of God. 

     In response to the third question, Stephen S. stated that members of a successful 

leadership team in a local church would be people who are open to helpful criticism 

and guidance, and who have developed a strong sense of unity and fellowship within 

the team. Stephen G. added to this by expressing the need for everyone on the team 

to appreciate the strengths and unique contributions of the other team members. 

     In response to the last question in this section, Stephen G. shared that his 

understanding of leadership in the local church changed as a result of participating in 

the ministry project by causing him to better appreciate the value of working as a team 

and developing team health. Stephen S. stated that while his basic understanding of 

leadership had not changed, the depth of his conviction concerning those beliefs had 

increased. This was especially true of his belief that God is more concerned with a 

person’s willingness to serve and heart for Him than his or her gifts and abilities. 

Stephen S. also shared how much he had benefitted from and appreciated the prayer 
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support and encouragement he experiences in the leadership team. 

Questions Related to Spiritual Disciplines 

     In response to question one, Stephen S. stated that the primary purpose of 

practicing spiritual disciplines is to better enable one to hear and recognize the voice of 

God. Stephen G. shared that they were useful in that they served as reminders people 

need to be constantly seeking to strengthen their relationship with God.  

     In response to the second question of this section, Stephen S. shared that he 

nurtures his relationship with God by spending time with Him each morning in Bible 

reading and prayer, and practicing conversational prayer with God throughout the day. 

Reading other devotional material, and purposefully spending time listening to music 

that encourages him were also mentioned among his spiritual disciplines. Stephen G. 

mentioned his efforts to have a daily time of reading and prayer as well, and his 

appreciation for the ministry that music has in his life, but also added his need to 

frequently seek times of solitude. Stephen G. has also been reading more actively in 

the areas of spiritual growth and church leadership, and has enjoyed a renewed 

commitment to study.  

     In response to the third question, Stephen S. stated that practicing some of these 

disciplines together on a leadership team would be beneficial in that it would allow the 

members to hear what God is doing and how He is guiding in the lives of the other 

members. In times of decision, hearing what God is saying through others who are 

committed to the same life of discipline helps to test what one thinks he or she may be 

hearing from God. Stephen G. agreed, adding that God often gives different pieces of a 
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vision or a direction to different individuals, and only by putting those pieces together 

can the team have an accurate picture of God’s will. Stephen G. also added the benefit 

of accountability in the area of study, prayer, and other disciplines, that encourages 

him. When the team engage in a reading schedule together, he felt he was able to 

learn more in the discussions about the books than he would have learned on his own. 

Finally, both participants expressed the support, encouragement, and accountability 

factor of practicing these disciplines together on a team. 

     Reflecting on question four concerning the effect of the leadership covenant on the 

ministry of the team, Stephen S. shared that it has had a positive change in that the 

team had something concrete to refer to as a guideline and encouragement as they 

carried on the ministry of the deacon board. Stephen G. affirmed this observation.  

     Stephen G. also responded to question five by stating that it has helped remind him 

what a privilege and responsibility he has to be able to serve a church family as their 

deacon. Both participants shared that their understanding of their roles as husband and 

father grew as they recognized their need to be a leader by example not just for the 

church congregation, but for those who know them best. 

     In response to the final question, both participants stated that their understanding of 

spiritual disciplines had not changed significantly as a result of participating in this 

ministry project, but their appreciation of the need to engage in them grew, as did their 

growth in actually participating in them on a more regular basis.  Stephen G. especially 

expressed his growth in the area of reading and study as a positive result of 

participating in the project. Spiritual disciplines were things they were both aware of, 
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but neither had much experience practicing them, nor had they previously regarded the 

practices they did engage in as being spiritual disciplines.   

Questions Related to Seeking God’s Guidance 

     In response to the first question, both participants strongly agreed that God does 

speak today and that it is important to listen to Him. Stephen S. shared that listening is 

important because people tend to believe they have all the answers, and to live life in 

such a way is to miss out on God’s wisdom and they suffer the consequences. He 

described periods in his own life where he tried to live by his own rules and knowledge, 

and always found himself crying out for God to rescue him from some situation or mess 

that he had created. Stephen G. shared that living according to one’s own wisdom is to 

live with only some of the truth and some of the facts; listening to God will provide all 

the guidance needed based on reality from a divine perspective. He also shared the 

belief that God is always trying to speak to people, therefore He has things of benefit 

and value to say if people will listen. 

     In response to the second question, Stephen S. stated that leaders should try to 

listen to God by practicing spiritual disciplines both corporately and individually. 

Stephen G. also mentioned the need to wait patiently over an extended period of time if 

need be, and to listen with an open mind and heart and be willing to hear whatever He 

might want to say. Stephen S. affirmed the value of trying to hear what God may be 

saying through other members of the team, and how he had grown in his perception of 

and appreciation for this awareness during the course of the project.   
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     When asked the third question in this section, Stephen S. stated that the leadership 

team needs to follow some of the established guidelines set out in the leadership 

covenant concerning the decision-making process when faced with an important 

decision. Both participants expressed the belief that there needs to be unity on the 

leadership team and a shared commitment to doing whatever it takes and however 

long it takes to discover God’s will in that decision, and then follow through on that 

direction. Stephen G. also mentioned the value in gathering helpful information, 

including seeking out wisdom from others in the congregation, as well as making the 

time to meet together regularly to pray and study together. Finally, both participants 

stated that God is active in all these activities, and desires to share His will even more 

than the team longs to hear it.    

     Responding to the last question in this section, both participants stated that their  

perception/understanding of decision-making in a local church had not really changed 

as a result of participating in the ministry project, but the principles and convictions they 

held before had been reinforced and strengthened.  

Summary Questions 

     As a result of participating in the initial leadership retreat and seeking to observe the 

leadership covenant over three years, both participants felt that it had been a  positive 

experience for them and the leadership team. Stephen G. expressed the 

encouragement of getting to know the other members of the team at a deeper level. He 

also shared that he was more comfortable in his ability to seek help and 

encouragement from a group of men with whom he felt a stronger sense of unity and 
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fellowship as a result of working through the retreat and following experiences 

together. Stephen S. concurred with this sentiment, expressing his appreciation for 

each member of the group and how much their support, encouragement, and 

friendship have meant in his own spiritual growth through the project. 

     In response to the second question, Stephen G. said that the most significant 

change he experienced as a result of participating in this project was his growth in the 

discipline of reading and study, and his appreciation for it. He expressed how difficult it 

was simply to stay focussed on reading his Bible, and how the reading program helped 

him not only to see the value of reading other Christian material, but to actually enjoy 

and look forward to doing so. He also expressed a new sense of humility and 

thankfulness for the call God has placed upon him to be a leader in a local church, and 

a growing sense of dependance upon Him to equip him to be the person God wants 

him to be. 

     In response to this question, Stephen S. expressed the sense of encouragement he 

felt in realizing that everyone else on the leadership team had struggles and needed to 

grow just as he did. This made him feel less an outsider, and more willing to draw 

strength from the support and encouragement of others. Both participants grew in their 

understanding of the unique strengths of people in the leadership team (and in the 

congregation), and their ability to be blessed by those ministry strengths of others. 

     In response to the third question of this section, Stephen S. stated that the more 

time the leadership team could spend together both in official meetings and socially, 

the stronger they would be as a unified group. Stephen G. shared a desire to have a 
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more regular prayer time as a group for both personal needs and ministry needs of the 

church fellowship. They also both expressed the firm belief that a more consistent 

focus on the principles stated in the leadership covenant would result in an even 

stronger team ministry.  

     This last sentiment and thought carried over into the last question of the survey, 

namely: In retrospect, what changes would you suggest to make the project more 

effective or meaningful? The strongest response from both participants was the need 

to faithfully participate in an annual retreat, and to more regularly review the leadership 

covenant together. Any perceived weaknesses in the project by the participants 

involved extended periods of time when the leadership covenant was not mentioned or 

reviewed, and the lack of the retreat weekend. Both participants believed that 

addressing these two issues would greatly strengthen the results of the project, and a 

renewed commitment to follow these recommendations was made by the participants 

and the researcher.  

Implications for Paradigms of Corporate Spirituality on a Deacon’s Board 

     This project attempted to develop a better understanding of how Scripture and 

theological tradition inform the ways God empowers individuals and groups for 

spiritually led decision making. Through the training sessions of the retreat weekend, 

and at some of the monthly meetings that followed during the course of the project, the 

researcher sought to address questions concerning how and why God spoke to people 

in the Bible and how Christians have traditionally understood this divine activity. As a 

result of sharing and studying these topics together, the project participants were 
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affirmed their conviction that the living God as One who reveals Himself freely by 

choice, provides the means of such revelation, and can be counted upon to do so for 

those who truly seek Him. Thus, they valued the opportunity to establish a leadership 

covenant that reflected these convictions, and sought to have the ministry practise of 

the leadership team reflect them.  

     The project also raised questions concerning the relationships between individual 

and corporate spirituality and how they influence decision making in the local church. It 

was revealed in the evaluation interview following the completion of the project, that the 

participants believed they had benefited from practising various disciplines together, 

and that in doing so they had available the means to better discern the will of God. 

Observing spiritual disciplines corporately seemed to have a positive effect on both the 

individual spiritual health and growth of those involved, as well as the overall ministry of 

the leadership team. 

     Throughout the interview, the participants repeatedly made reference to the value 

they placed on their experience of community within the leadership team and their 

need to help foster such community in the church fellowship. This supports the 

research of Chapter Three concerning the corporate nature of the Church, and the 

need to understand and appreciate this aspect of spirituality in order to grow in spiritual 

maturity. As the leadership team continues to serve the congregation of WBC, they will 

continue to seek ways to strengthen their own sense of unity and fellowship, and have 

committed to striving for the same growth in the fellowship as a whole. 
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     The interview process also revealed the need to regularly emphasize the 

commitments, convictions, and ministry practices of the leadership team. Most of the 

weaknesses in the project could be attributed to a failure to follow through on such 

activities as the annual retreat, regular prayer times at monthly meetings, and making 

the commitments of the leadership covenant prominent in ministry activities. Looking 

into the future, the leadership team has committed to following through more faithfully 

on the covenants they have made, and to more regularly seeking to encourage each 

other in the area of spiritual formation. 

     The positive experience of the training sessions at the leadership retreat served to 

remind the researcher and project participants of their need to continue to be 

challenged and grow in their knowledge of spiritual truth and their integration of such 

knowledge into practice. The reading schedule will continue to have a significant role in 

the ministry of the leadership team, as it provides opportunity for all members to reflect, 

challenge, and be challenged both by each other and gifted writers of the past and 

present.   

Implications for Ministry Theory 

     This study was based on the ministry theory that while the intentions of many who 

serve as leaders in the local church--deacons in particular--are noble and godly, the 

manner in which those responsibilities and roles are carried out tends to reflect more of 

a secular business model and mind-set than that of a people governed by the Spirit of 

Christ. This was proven to be true to a limited degree by the evaluation interviews with 

the deacons following the completion of the project. The participants expressed a 
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realization that while some concepts of spirituality and leadership were familiar to them, 

their depth of knowledge and the application of it was fairly limited. Even though prayer 

was regarded as important, the team had previously tended to follow fairly traditional, 

business-like models when approaching ministry activities like decision-making. The 

increased awareness brought about through the study, reflection, and sharing at the 

retreat weekend provided a means of expressing and dealing with some of the 

discomfort and lack of satisfaction their previous activities and methods had left with 

them. At a deeper level, there was a hunger to be more aware of God’s presence, 

strength, and encouragement in their ministry, but time had never been taken to 

address this hunger and offer opportunity to grow in their understanding of leadership 

and spiritual formation. The conviction that leadership involves more than just dealing 

with problems and doing church business was brought out into the open, and was 

affirmed by encouraging spiritual growth and health through the observance of spiritual 

disciplines that require engaging in times of stillness, quiet, and waiting to hear from 

the Holy Spirit. 

     The researcher continues to believe that there needs to be a firm biblical basis for 

all ministry and leadership activities and that those in leadership positions must be 

encouraged to see the development of such a basis as a priority. Leaders need to 

understand their roles biblically and corporately and be willing to rethink their basic 

assumptions about how God wants to use them, especially in the decision-making 

process. This goal continues to be important not only for the sake of the congregations 

served by leaders but also for the leadership boards as corporate entities. 
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     It continues to be the desire of the researcher that in the corporate process of study, 

examination, and the application of various spiritual disciplines, the board as a whole 

and its individual members will grow spiritually and become excited about what God is 

doing through and to them as a group, especially as the church heads into the future. 

This project has served to strengthen this desire, and affirm the validity of the 

directions being taken to address spiritual health on the leadership team.  

     Both of the participants expressed a recognition of the need to faithfully discern and 

obey God’s will for them and for WBC, and were excited by the growing realization that 

God was actively seeking to reveal His will to them. To simply react from the point of 

human logic, to lay plans according to what makes sense to the rational human mind, 

and to base decisions on emotions is to doom the church to failure and ineffectiveness. 

In light of the numerous and formidable challenges of ministry in the present and 

future, the participants are clearly impressed with the need to hear what God has to 

say to the Church in order to face those challenges in a way that honors Him.  
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CHAPTER SIX 

ASSESSING THE PROJECT 

     After completing the survey evaluation process with the project participants, several 

points became evident concerning the overall effectiveness of this project in achieving 

the goals stated in the initial project proposal. 

Strengths 

     The most beneficial aspect of the project according to both the researcher and the 

project participants was the weekend retreat that took place at the beginning, and the 

resulting commitments made as a result of sharing the  experience together as a 

group.   

     First, the material covered in the training sessions was both encouraging and 

challenging in that much of it was new to the deacons. Most certainly the approach of 

integrating spiritual disciplines into the role of leadership was new, and the discussions 

prompted by the material was lively and provoking. The sessions were designed to be 

interactive, and the participants enjoyed and benefited from the encouragement to 

share and question their former perceptions about leadership, spirituality, and 

disciplines. After sharing the training material with other pastors, the researcher has 

also been encouraged by the positive feedback received and the encouragement to 

continue sharing it with churches and leadership groups. 

 



 

 151 

     Secondly, the retreat was positive in that the leadership team left with something 

concrete and tangible that would immediately have an impact on their ministry: a 

leadership covenant. The covenant provided the participants with a means of 

incorporating what they had learned through the sessions into practical guidelines for 

their activities as leaders. The business cards and certificates, visual reminders of what 

they had experienced, learned, and committed to also served to strengthen their 

resolve and sense of purpose. The leadership covenant was also beneficial in that it 

came from God through the participants themselves; the group worked together 

prayerfully and thoughtfully, taking into consideration the personalities, situations, and 

understanding of all involved, to create a covenant that they truly owned.  

     Thirdly, the retreat provided a marvellous opportunity to strengthen the sense of 

fellowship and unity in the leadership team. By joining together for an extended period 

of time in a setting removed from the familiar activities and obligations of daily life, the 

project participants were able to relax and spend extended amounts of time talking 

about their own spiritual journeys, families, vocational challenges, as well as needs and 

opportunities in the life of the church. Through this experience, the participants grew in 

their knowledge of each other, their unique gifts, abilities and struggles, and in 

appreciation of God’s design in bringing them together to serve as a team. 

     While the weekend retreat was the most positive part of the project, other activities 

that were initiated as a result of the retreat also proved helpful. A couple of days after 

returning from the retreat, a reading list was developed by the researcher, and the 

project participants were encouraged to read and study the books for their own 
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personal growth and further training in their ministry as leaders at WBC. At times, some 

of the books initiated healthy discussions during regular monthly meetings, and both of 

the deacons expressed their strong desire to continue with the reading program.    

     Following the retreat, the deacons also started the practice of meeting together for 

breakfast at a local diner before their monthly meeting. Although these breakfast 

gatherings were sporadic, they helped develop a stronger sense of fellowship within 

the group, and a commitment to support and encourage each other. Fellowship truly 

began to emerge in the thoughts of the deacons as a necessary priority in developing a 

healthy team ministry that would benefit the congregation of WBC and its ministry in 

the community.     

     A final positive strength of the project was the extended period of time allowed for 

the participants to experience the changes in their ministry focus and activities born out 

of the leadership covenant. By having a weekend retreat rather than simply a rushed 

meeting at the beginning of the project, and then committing to work together to 

implement the commitments of the covenant into their ministry for at least a year, the 

participants were able to experience the benefits of doing so over an extended period 

of time. Both the strengths and weaknesses of the project were given time to emerge 

and be addressed, and the leadership team grew to accept that the project was more 

than just a experiment on the part of the researcher; rather, it was an opportunity to 

allow God to permanently change the way they understood ministry and His 

involvement with them in it. 
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Weaknesses 

     The greatest weakness of the project had more to do with its implementation and 

evaluation than its initial activities. More specifically, the failure on the part of the 

researcher to faithfully and consistently follow-up on and encourage the commitments 

and activities that came as a result of the retreat weekend.  

     First, while all of the participants thoroughly enjoyed and appreciated the retreat 

weekend, and included a commitment in the leadership covenant to participate in a 

retreat annually, no retreat took place for the next three years. Several factors 

contributed to this, including the inability to find a time when individuals would commit 

to set aside the time, and procrastination on the part of the researcher in regard to 

taking initiative in planning. A compromise activity of sorts was practised as team 

members were encouraged to take part in leadership training opportunities that took 

place annually in the Greater Moncton Area. In a couple of instances, the researcher 

was able to participate with at least one of the deacons in such a training event, and 

the experience was positive. Yet, the lack of extended periods of time to simply share 

and pray together was truly felt by the leadership team, and was mentioned at a few 

regular monthly meetings. 

     Secondly, there were a few periods of time over the course of the project where the 

breakfast meetings were inconsistent. In the rush of everyday life, including some 

critical events that happened in the lives of the project participants, there were periods 

of several months where deacon meetings were simply held in the researcher’s office 

with little time spent in prayer and sharing. While all of the team were aware of this 
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problem-- as they shared with the researcher following the project evaluation-- no one 

articulated it at the time, as they simply felt it would be taken care of for the next 

meeting. 

     Thirdly, a significant weakness in the project arose as a result of changes in the 

membership of the deacon board itself. Initially, there were three deacons participating 

with the researcher in the project. A few months after the weekend retreat, however, 

one of the deacons left the board to serve on a newly formed ministry team in the 

church.  While the rest of the deacon board felt this was an important and necessary 

change in order to kick-start the new ministry team, it reduced the number of project 

participants to a total of three, including the researcher.  

     A new deacon was soon appointed and became involved in activities such as the 

reading program and leadership training as required by the leadership covenant; but 

because he was not involved in the initial training sessions and the formation of the 

leadership covenant at the retreat, he could not be used to evaluate the effectiveness 

of the project. In addition to this challenge, the new deacon was not able to receive in 

depth training concerning the reasons behind the various elements of the leadership 

covenant because of the lack of an annual retreat meant, and his commitment to 

participate in some parts of the covenant were questionable. The inability of the new 

deacon to fully ‘get on board’ with the rest of the group, in combination with the unique 

personality traits of this individual, seemed to divide the group to some extent and limit 

the openness and sense of unity within it. These difficulties were not the fault of the 

new deacon nor a reflection of a poor character on his part, but simply the reality of the 
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circumstances and personalities within the group as a whole. 

     A further weakness in the project was also mentioned briefly as a possible strength 

in the previous section of this chapter, namely the length of time used to implement the 

project. While the extended period of time did allow for the guidelines of the leadership 

covenant to become fully integrated into the ministry of the deacon board, it also posed 

some unique difficulties. For example, because there was such a large span of time 

between the retreat weekend and the initialization of the leadership covenant, and the 

evaluation process which began almost three years later, it was difficult for the 

participants to reflect on and evaluate some of the effects of the project on their 

ministry. 

     Overall, the greatest weakness in the program was the lack of consistent leadership 

and follow-up initiative on the part of the researcher. Ultimately, while the assumptions 

of the project proposal proved to be correct to varying degrees, focus on the goals of 

the project waned and the effort expended on emphasizing the principles of the 

leadership covenant decreased with the passing of the months and years following the 

initial retreat weekend. During those times when the leadership team was less 

intentional about following the leadership covenant, the ability to sense God’s direction 

and presence was also diminished to a degree. Ultimately, group unity and 

cohesiveness, as well as a sense of intimacy with God, were more limited when the 

leadership covenant was ignored for an extended period of time.    
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Recommendations for Improvement 

     During the evaluation process, it became apparent that the deacons still placed a lot 

of value on the leadership covenant they had developed and adopted during the 

weekend retreat. However, the researcher believes that a deeper impact could be 

made by emphasizing the covenant more consistently. Even the simple exercise of 

reading it together at each monthly meeting would help serve to make it more 

prominent in the thoughts and activities of the team, especially during times of 

decision-making. Reminding deacons to pray and fast for at least one meal during the 

week prior to the regular monthly meeting and sharing reflections on those experiences 

with one another on the team would help strengthen the commitment to remember 

such disciplines.  

     It would also be helpful to focus on the leadership covenant during the annual 

retreat weekend, and review its various commitments. There may be times when the 

group feels that items should be added or slightly modified to reflect the spiritual needs 

and the personalities in the group at that time, and the foundational reasons behind the 

development of a leadership covenant could be reenforced.   

     Another recommendation would be to expand the education process to include 

other boards and ministries in the church. While the deacon board is a vital branch of 

ministry within the congregation, it is by no means the only one that would benefit from 

receiving direction and encouragement as they faithfully seek the voice of God in their 

ministry. While every group may not be able to organize a weekend retreat, the 

researcher believes that the other boards and committees would benefit by working 
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through the material or some modified version of it, and creating a ministry covenant 

for that group.   

     The researcher would also suggest involving the other members of the team in the 

creation of the reading and study program. Initially, the reading list was developed by 

the researcher and materials were simply distributed to the members of the team. 

There were times, however, when other members of the group would share reflections 

on other books they were reading or even movies they had seen, that challenged them 

spiritually. It would be helpful, therefore, to provide opportunities for team members to 

bring favourite books and study materials that were a challenge or blessing to their own 

spiritual growth and leadership development, and have the rest of the group work 

through that material. 

     Finally, the researcher now recognizes the need for more frequent evaluations of 

the ministry and spiritual formation of the leadership team during the project. The 

evaluation of the team’s ability to benefit from the disciplines listed in the leadership 

covenant and to use them to better equip the group to faithfully serve the congregation 

of WBC, should be examined on more than just an annual basis.   
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

REFLECTIONS ON THE DISCIPLINE OF CORPORATE DISCERNMENT 

Areas of Personal Growth 

     The process of researching various books, scripture passages, and other materials 

for information to use in this project has produced a clearer understanding of the topics 

and issues for the researcher. It was extremely rewarding and challenging to reflect on 

the thoughts and convictions of other writers in the historical and contemporary Church 

concerning spiritual disciplines and decision-making, and their perspectives 

broadened, affirmed, and challenged his own. While this was most certainly true in the 

development of the leadership training sessions for the retreat with the deacons, it was 

also true of the material researched for chapters three and four of the project report.     

     With the benefit of increased academic knowledge, however, there also emerged 

the added challenge of transferring the information from the domain of intellectual 

assent to personal practice and experience. The process of gathering information for 

the sake of writing a project did not always  translate easily into practical growth on a 

personal level for the researcher. In fact, when called upon by other churches or 

leadership groups over the past couple of years to lead workshops on the subjects of 

leadership and spiritual formation, the researcher often felt the need to more personally 

and faithfully incorporate the information he was sharing into his own life and practice.  
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     These convictions were both humbling and grounding, as they forced the 

researcher to affirm his belief in the life-long pursuit of growth in practising spiritual 

disciplines together with God’s people. While the achievement of a professional degree 

does indeed mark a significant accomplishment in an individual’s life, that degree 

simply marks one of many stages in the ongoing journey toward spiritual growth and 

maturity.       

     This project also helped the researcher realize the difficulty of maintaining focus on 

a ministry direction over an extended period of time. While two one-year extensions 

were ultimately required to complete the project, the researcher did out of necessity 

grow somewhat in his ability to better schedule his time to accomplish specific tasks. 

Even more important was the realization of what types of sacrifices and commitments 

are necessary to maintain focus and enthusiasm for specific tasks. 

     There were several times over the course of implementing and reporting the project 

that the researcher was aware of the need to seek help in balancing family, ministry, 

and educational life. Only in the last year and a half did the researcher realize the 

degree to which he had been ignoring the first tenets of the leadership covenant, 

namely to seek to honor God by loving his family and being a role model and support 

to them. Since that time, the project participants have renewed their commitment to 

encourage each other in this area, and together are drawing strength to follow through 

on that commitment. 

     A further area of growth for the researcher relates to the ultimate purpose of 

practicing spiritual disciplines. It is easy for one to fall into the trap of practicing spiritual 
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disciplines in an attempt to either earn favor with God or somehow manipulate Him into 

providing a desired objective. While the potential for this error was known by the 

researcher before and during the project, there were still times when he had to refocus 

on the true purpose of the disciplines, namely to open himself up to be more receptive 

to God’s voice and the leading of His Spirit.  

     The experience of participating in this project also helped the researcher grow in his 

appreciation and respect for the men chosen to serve as deacons at WBC. Through 

mutual encouragement, sharing, and the facing of difficult situations together, this 

particular leadership team was drawn closer together, and the researcher was able to 

grow through and thoroughly enjoy his interactions with each individual deacon. These 

men are all very unique from each other, yet the qualities of integrity and a true hunger 

for intimacy with God is apparent in each of them. In addition to the ministerial activities 

shared, there were also several occasions to spend time together either as a group or 

one on one socially, thus encouraging the relationships in the team to move beyond 

that of mere colleagues on a ministry board to close friendships. 

     Finally, the researcher grew in his willingness to share more openly with his own 

personal struggles and areas requiring further growth and development. Throughout 

the duration of the project, the deacons provided such an atmosphere of support, 

honesty, and encouragement, that the researcher felt increasingly more comfortable 

sharing prayer requests and struggles. Some of these requests included the 

challenges of completing academic studies and the demands of pastoral leadership; 

but they also included requests for prayer in the area of family life and personal 
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holiness. Some issues and struggles had never been shared with other individuals 

before, and while some may fear the thought of appearing weak or not having all the 

answers, the researcher found it liberating and comforting to share in confidence with a 

small group of men common struggles and challenges. 

Areas of Disappointment 

     The greatest disappointment during the project was the failure to follow through on 

the annual retreat with the deacon board. This failure was expressed by the project 

participants during the evaluation process as their greatest disappointment as well. For 

the researcher, this failure was felt at several levels, both personally and ministerially.  

     On a ministerial level, the researcher believes that the effectiveness of the overall 

project was limited by the lack of concentrated, extended times of prayer and study 

together as a ministry team. While efforts were made to provide other opportunities for 

training and growth, the level of sharing and openness experienced at a retreat was 

missing. Meetings were held fairly regularly, but were sometimes rushed due to other 

commitments various individuals had, and extended discussions concerning ministry 

direction and focus were cut short. There were times when the majority of the 

discussions were focussed on dealing with pressing issues rather than seeking long 

term goals and vision for the church. While this was not always the case, it was a 

challenge to try to plan and minister pro-actively as opposed to reactively.  

     On a personal level, the researcher believes that his own spiritual and pastoral 

growth could have benefitted from participation in the annual retreats. While the regular 

monthly meetings did provide opportunity for growth and encouragement, the hunger 



 

 162 

for extended time away with the leadership team was also felt. The researcher was 

encouraged and blessed through the initial retreat experience, and believes that more 

annual retreats would only have strengthened this growth in community and 

commitment to ministry.  

     A second disappointment for the researcher was the inability of one of the original 

three deacons to complete the project with the rest of the group. While the reason for 

his leaving the deacon board was positive and necessary, the researcher believes his 

input and involvement in the project and the evaluation of it would have been 

invaluable. His analytical personality, and perspective as a senior adult (whereas the 

other deacons are in their mid-forties) would have provided useful insight. In addition to 

these attributes, the original three deacons seemed to work well as a unit, and truly 

bonded at a spiritual level. As a note of encouragement, this individual will be joining 

the deacon board again at the next business meeting, and both the researcher and the 

rest of the board are truly looking forward to having him as a part of the group again.  

Impact on Project Participants 

     While some of the specific areas of growth perceived by the project participants 

themselves have been examined in Chapter Five, the researcher was also encouraged 

to observe the their growth through the duration of the project. As has been mentioned 

in a variety of ways and contexts already, there has most certainly been growth in the 

sense of community. The participants appreciation for each other, and true 

commitment to encourage and support one another has been evident. This is truly a 

group united by more than a job description for a church board: they are friends and 
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fellow pilgrims. While this was true before their participation in the project, the strength 

of their relationship has only increased through their experience of it.   

     It was also encouraging for the researcher to observe an increased willingness to 

participate in spiritual disciplines that were perhaps foreign in practice to the members 

of the board. While participation may have been sporadic at times, the deacons clearly 

grew in their understanding of the various disciplines, and the valuable contribution 

they could have both in ministry and individual spiritual growth and health. The long 

term effects of this growth have yet to be discerned, but the researcher truly believes 

that the experience had beneficial for the participants. 

     Finally, the researcher has perceived a greater awareness of God’s activity in the 

ministry team by the project participants. There has been an evident shift in moving 

from a simple business model for meetings, to spending more time in prayer and 

sharing to discern God’s activity in both personal lives and the life of the church. The 

researcher also observed a growth in the experience of liberty and freedom for the 

members of the leadership team. As they became more aware of and sensitive to 

God’s activity among and through them, they also realized to a greater extent His 

sovereignty in the church. The pressure to make things happen or fix all of the 

problems was reduced as they were better able to surrender these things to God and 

commit themselves to following His leading. WBC is God’s church, and in surrendering 

it to Him more fully, the deacons were more free to trust Him to do His work. 
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Is the Subject of Corporate Discernment Relevant Today? 

     While the implementation of this project has had its share of challenges and even 

failures, the researcher is even more convinced of the need to pursue this area of 

study and ministry direction. The needs expressed in the original project proposal are 

still pressing, and the reality of the difficulties and dangers of ministry in a fallen world 

have become even more evident. The busy lifestyle of both clergy and volunteer 

leaders increases the pressure to adopt leadership styles and methods that emphasize 

productivity and visible results. The questions raised at meetings often relate to end 

results, rather than the appropriateness or even godliness of the activities used to 

achieve them. With time constraints and busyness also comes the potential lack of 

commitment to spend time in activities aimed at developing spiritual health in leaders 

and actively pursuing the voice of God during times of crisis and decision making.  

     It has also been evident to the researcher that the temptation remains for leaders 

and churches to model a ministry after another church or leader without seeking to 

understand and discover the unique calling God may have for them. While there is 

certainly much that can be learned by observing God’s activities in other places and 

ministries, attempts to duplicate the results of specific individuals or churches fails to 

recognize the unique calling God places upon each setting. Only as churches and 

leaders commit themselves to discovering God’s unique design and purposes for them 

will they experience the fulfillment and reward of walking in His blessing. 

     Ultimately, the need to discern God’s voice and direction for a congregation, 

especially through a leadership team, is still pressing because the Church in both its 



 

 165 

universal and local expressions is God’s Church. Jesus Christ is still the head of the 

Church, and He is still the Lord of each local congregation. Therefore, it is still His 

desire and will that must be sought and fulfilled through the ministry of each fellowship 

and leadership team. To face the challenges of ministry in today’s culture by engaging 

in frenetic activity birthed through the limited insight and creativity of human beings 

alone will only doom local churches to an existence marked by irrelevance, scandal, 

meaningless activity. While images of success may emerge, the fruit of their activity 

may  be temporary and shallow; only God through His Spirit, anointing and working 

through surrendered hearts committed to serving His plans, can accomplish kingdom 

goals.  

Questions For Future Study 

     Until recently, the only ministry program made available to churches in the CABC 

was the Experiencing God series by Dr. Henry Blackaby. In discussions with church 

leaders of other denominational backgrounds in the Greater Moncton area, the 

researcher was not made aware of any other ministry program that sought to introduce 

church leaders and congregations to the classic spiritual disciplines of their 

contemporary expressions. In similar fashion, leadership training opportunities and 

programs focussed on leadership styles, principles, and models, with little or no 

reference to spiritual formation as examined in this project.  

    Over the past four years, however, the researcher has noticed a growing interest 

within his own convention leadership in the area of spiritual renewal, disciplines, 

formation, etc. The Executive Minister of the Convention of Atlantic Baptist Churches 
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(CABC), as well as the Director of Evangelism, have been pursuing studies at Fuller 

Theological Seminary in this area, and a number of directives have come from these 

two individuals to the member churches and CABC leadership to pursue education and 

ministry in these areas. The researcher has had two opportunities thus far to 

participate in leading training exercises on spiritual disciplines and spiritual formation 

for other pastors as well as offering workshops at local church association levels and 

even a youth rally weekend. This increased awareness of the need to address spiritual 

health in both church leadership and church members has been encouraging. 

     As the need grows to provide helpful guides and programs for clergy and lay-people 

at a Convention level, the challenge emerges as to how to create such ministry tools 

that are both accessible and useful. As much of this material is relatively new in nature 

to those raised in the Baptist traditions of Atlantic Canada, it needs to be expressed in 

terminology that is culturally sensitive to the biases and predispositions of many who 

will be exposed to it. At the same time, it needs to challenge those biases and truly 

lead the participants forward in their journey of discovery and growth spiritually. For the 

researcher, this is an exciting challenge and opportunity, and one that will be embraced 

as future opportunities arise both at a local and convention level. It is his desire to 

address these opportunities with the Executive Minister of the CABC, and offer any 

help or assistance as may be needed to pursue the development of such resources in 

this area. 

     A second issue related to the need to develop useful tools at the local church level, 

is the challenge of maintaining focus and emphasis on spiritual formation for the long 
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term. While there has been a noticeable increase in the number of books and articles 

concerning spiritual health and formation in recent years, the potential danger is that it 

will simply be a Christian fad, until something new comes along to displace it. How can 

local churches, church associations, and conventions like the CABC, make issues 

related to spiritual formation more than just a new program, but instead incorporate 

practices and ministry programs/resources that encourage commitment to a long-term 

emphasis? Within a convention that upholds the principle of local church autonomy, 

how can the leadership of CABC present these resources in such a way as to truly 

challenge pastors and local churches to pursue this area of growth and make use of 

the provided resources? 

     While this project involved disciplines and topics that are not the exclusive domain 

of any particular Christian denomination, it was implemented in a Baptist church 

involving participants with strong Baptist roots. The researcher hopes to investigate if 

and how other Christian denominations in his area are addressing issues related to 

spiritual formation. How can these different denominational entities, which have at 

times have appeared to exist more as opponents than colleagues, learn from and 

encourage each other? Can ministry opportunities be created to offer encouragement 

and resources useful to several groups within the Greater Moncton Area? What are 

these other churches and denominations doing to raise the awareness of spiritual 

health among their pastors and leaders, and what have they learned in their attempts 

to do so? 
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     Lastly, the researcher would like to investigate the relationship between various 

spiritual disciplines and practices, and the different personality types described in 

models such as the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator. Oswald and Kroeger explore this 

relationship at the level of spiritual leadership, and the researcher would like to develop 

resources to help leadership in his own and other churches better understand what 

kinds of activities and practices help them grow spiritually.332 The most helpful resource 

the researcher has examined thus far in this area is written by Sandra Krebs Hirsh and 

Jane A. G. Kise, entitled Soul Types.333 The researcher hopes to examine this material 

more thoroughly and incorporate it into the next leadership retreat with the deacons. 

Following that exercise, the researcher also wants to seek a way to make this area of 

study more inviting to his general congregation, and provide the resources to do so.  
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SESSION ONE: FINDING THE HEART AND SOUL OF LEADERSHIP 

 

 PART 1- THE HEART OF A LEADER 

 

QUESTION- How do you feel about being called as a deacon? 

 

I- To Be Called is a Privilege (Read 1 Thessalonians 1:7-8)   

     One of the greatest compliments people can pay Christians is to view them as 

examples for other Christians to follow.  Paul gives us a good example of this when he 

writes to the Thessalonian church and commends them on their witness to those 

around them and to the other churches. 

     Of course, our role model- not only for deacons, but for all believers- is the example 

of Christ: "To this you were called, because Christ suffered for you, leaving you 

an example, that you should follow in his steps." (1 Peter 2:21). 

 

II- Am I Worthy? (Read Acts 6:3; 1 Timothy 3:8-13) 

     "But I just don't feel qualified!"  This is often the response and feeling of many who 

are approached to consider being a deacon... and it is a very appropriate response for 

those who realize the responsibility of the call and the imperfections of humanity.  In 

fact, no one can completely meet the requirements for any office in the church; it just 

isn't humanly possible.  The qualifications most often used in selecting deacons are 

found in 1 Timothy 3:8-13, and Acts 6:3, and while several things are mentioned, they 
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can all be divided into the following four general qualifications.  The goal in trying to 

select and appoint people is not to find perfect Christians, but rather to find individuals 

who reflect a spiritual maturity and exhibit growth and a desire for growth in the 

following areas: A- Demonstrate growth toward mature faith; B- Demonstrate a 

Christian home-life; C- Demonstrate personal and public morality; and D- Demonstrate 

a life accepted by God and the Church.  While no one can meet every qualification 

completely, deacons should give evidence of progress toward the ideal. 

A- Growth Toward a Mature Faith 

1- Growth in experiencing God's presence (Acts 6:3- "... full of the Spirit")- 

Deacons need to be people who are experiencing God in their own lives, and who are 

learning how to allow the Holy Spirit to take control of their lives.  This growth should 

be visible and noticeable by those around them and in the church.  The best way this 

type of growth is nurtured is through prayer- one's spiritual maturity and desire is in 

direct proportion to the value they place on personal prayer and their desire to 

commune with God. 

2- Growth in seeing life from God's perspective (James 1:5; Rom. 12:2; Phil. 2:5)-  

Deacons need to be individuals who are growing in the wisdom of the Lord.  This 

means knowing their own limitations and abilities, as well as knowing and trusting in 

the abilities of God.  This means having and developing the ability to discern the will of 

God and to discern between right and wrong, as part of the deacon's role is in making 

important decisions in the life of the church on behalf of the congregation.  This growth 

is the direct result of time and energy spent in the study of God's Word.  As the Word 
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saturates the individual, they become more Christ-like in their actions and thoughts.  

This desire to be more like the Master, and the desire to know His Word, are the marks 

of spiritual maturity and sincerity. 

3- Growth in integrating faith into life (Matthew 6:33)-  A deacon needs to be a 

person who has learned that faith is not something theoretical- it is practical.  A spiritual 

leader must be someone who demonstrates a simple faith in God to handle everyday 

situations as well as personal or family crises.  They need to be learning how to trust 

themselves, their families, their entire lives, to the care of God. 

4- Growth in demonstrating maturity (Heb. 6:1; Eph. 4:13)- Those who lead in the 

church should be striving to live lives in communion with God.  While no one is perfect 

in this sense, deacons ought to be people who have demonstrated the lordship of 

Christ in their lives.  Just as Moses' face shone because he had been in the presence 

of God, so too should the church be aware of a level of godliness in those who serve 

as deacons.  A deacon should be one who desires to walk with God, and wants to help 

others do the same. 

B-  A Christian Home-life (Read 1 Timothy 3:11-12)   

As leaders in the church, and as models for the rest of the body, deacons should have 

godly homes.  Several points are mentioned here, but we need to take care that we 

don't misunderstand the meaning of the text.  For example, the text says that a deacon 

must be a husband of one wife: Does this mean that single men cannot be deacons?  If 

a deacon must be able to control their own children, does this mean that single people, 

or couples without children cannot be deacons?  No.  In regard to deacon's being the 
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"husband of but one wife," Paul's main point may simply be a rejection of the practice 

of polygamy in his culture, which was widespread.  As for the belief by some religious 

groups that divorced people could not be deacons, it is hard to support with biblical 

reference.  While divorce was not God's ideal, He did make allowances for it in some 

circumstances.  We must also remember that when Christ forgives sin, it is forgiven 

and forgotten.   

     Different groups have translated verse 11 in different ways.  Some believe that it is 

describing the wife of a deacon (thus only men can be deacons) while others believe it 

is talking about female deacons.  In either case (and the latter interpretation is easier to 

defend biblically), there is an emphasis on both men and women in the home of a 

deacon, being servants of Christ and the Church.  The spouse of a deacon should be 

someone who will support their partner in their work, and even share some aspects of 

it.   

     Finally, the Bible teaches us that deacons should be good managers of their own 

home and children.  In Ephesians 6:1-4 Paul gives us some guidelines concerning the 

way we ought to raise our children.  It should be noted that not every child in a 

Christian home will be a little angel!  This passage is not telling us that Christians' or 

even Christian leaders' children have to be perfect- it is saying that the parents need to 

be good, Godly people, trying to raise their children in the ways of the Lord. 

C- Growth in Personal and Public Morality (Read 1 Timothy 3:8)   

1- Deacons need to be respected- Deacons should be people who are respected by 

their peers and community.  This does not mean that everyone likes them!  It means 
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that their life needs to be lived consistently with what they say they believe.  Titus 2:7-

8 and 1 Peter 2:12 tell us that deacons should know when to be serious and when to 

be lighthearted.  They should be able to instill confidence in the rest of the church (note 

the example of Cornelius in Acts 10:2 of a godly man). 

2- Deacons should have a controlled tongue- This means that deacons should not 

be gossipers or slanderers.  They should be people who can keep things confidential 

and be trusted with private affairs.  While they don't have to be gifted orators 

(remember the protest of Moses when the Lord commissioned him to speak the Word 

of God?), they should be able to share their thoughts clearly.  (See also 1 Corinthians 

14:8-9; Exodus 4:10-12; James 3:9-11). 

3- Deacons should have Godly priorities-  In 1 Timothy 3:8, Paul warns the church 

that leaders should not be given to excesses.  Although he mentions only wine here, 

we may be same in assuming that he means excesses of any kind.  A deacon should 

know the value of things that money cannot buy, and not be consumed with a desire to 

own things and possessions.  Rather, they will know that family, personal relationships, 

and most importantly their relationship with the Lord, are to be priorities in their lives.  

D-  A Model of Life Accepted by God and the Church (1 Timothy 3:10)   

1- Accepted by God-  A deacon should be someone who is visibly concerned about 

serving their Lord.  They should be a person who- while they do not intentionally try to 

offend people- should nonetheless be focused primarily on what God is calling them to 

do.  They should be concerned- as Psalm 119:1, 23-24 says- with how they stand 

before God, and their lives should reflect the values that God reveals in His Word. 
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2- Accepted by the Church-  As mentioned before, the church should recognize the  

qualities they desire in a deacon,  and the life this person leads in their midst should be 

a respected and Godly example to others. 

3- Sound doctrine- (Read 2 Timothy 2:15)  This means that a deacon should have a 

good biblical understanding of their faith.  They should have a grasp of the basic 

essentials of Christianity, and should be people devoted to growing in their knowledge.  

It is at this point that maturity of faith is considered; a new believer should not be given 

such an important and demanding leadership role in the Church. 

4- Confidence for ministry- (Read 1 Timothy 3:13)  This means that- while they are 

not to be overconfident in their own abilities- they are confident in the knowledge that 

because Christ has called them to serve as deacons, he will equip them to do the task.  

The confidence is in Christ- not in themselves. 

 

* In our next session tomorrow, we will look at those things (habits, exercises, 

lifestyle choices) that open us up to the Spirit of God to grow these fruit in our 

hearts and lives. 

 

PART 2- MODELS OF LEADERSHIP IN MINISTRY 

     The primary role of the deacon is to be a servant of God, faithful in attending to the 

needs of those in the Church and in the community.  Historically, many of the 

responsibilities of deacons were very practical: (a)- visitation of the sick; (b)- 

administering benevolent funds; (c)- provide pastoral care; (d)- preventive church 
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discipline; (e)- assisting at the Lord's Table and in worship; (f)- helping to train new 

converts.  Additional duties were added in more recent decades (most of them after the 

1800's) including: (a)- business roles and administration; (b)- screening programs and 

ideas for the congregation 

     While these were to varying degrees emphasized at different times in the history of 

the Church, the primary role of the deacon was still one of service, providing spiritual 

counsel and care to the congregation.  In this way, the deacons were and are still to be 

co-workers with the pastor.  When the business and administrative demands limit the 

deacon's ability to minister and provide care for the Church, then those other roles 

need to be delegated elsewhere.  The deacon needs to be freed to serve as a deacon.  

Historically, deacons have assisted the pastor in his/her efforts to minister to the 

Church in three specific ways: (a)- providing care to families; (b)- proclaiming the Word;  

(c)- roviding leadership in the Church.  

A- Providing Care for Families 

One of the responsibilities of the deacon is to provide care and counsel to the families 

in the church.  Many churches do this by dividing the number of families/people in the 

church, among the deacons, and assigning each deacon to a group of people.  While 

this role may sound overwhelming to some, it need not be.  The deacon is not 

expected to have a degree in counselling or theology; the concept is that each 

family/person has someone other than just the pastor there to help them.   

1- Care as Jesus cared- (Read John 13:34-35)  The most effective way to learn to 

love your people is to start praying for them and getting to know them as individuals.  
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Taking their cares before the throne of grace is a sure way of learning to care for and 

love them. 

2- Minister in times of crisis-  An important part of deacon ministry is being available 

to help the pastor in crisis counselling.  This prospect, again, seems to make many 

deacons feel hesitant, but it need not do so.  Many worry about "What will I say?" when 

the better question is really "How can I listen?"  At most times, those suffering or 

grieving just want someone to listen to fond memories, unfocused anger, and to cry 

with them; they usually don't want someone who has all of the answers. 

B- Proclaiming and Sharing the Gospel 

Another important aspect of deacon ministry is that of sharing the gospel and teaching 

the Word.  No, this doesn't mean that all deacons have to preach from the pulpit and 

teach a Sunday School class!  But it does mean that in some capacity, they need to be 

willing to take advantage of opportunities to share the Word- either in speech or action- 

and to teach by their example, the truths of the Word of God. 

1- Proclaim as Jesus did-  (read 1 Corinthians 9:22)  When Jesus taught and 

ministered, he did it equally with all people.  He treated everyone with equal love and 

respect.  He was willing to cross the traditional barriers of religion and leave the 

"comfort zones" in order to reach those who were usually ignored.  That is how 

deacons are to live their lives as well.   

2- Sharing with unbelievers- (Matthew 10:32-33)  Deacons are called- just as all 

believers are called- to share their faith with those around them.  By living lives that 

reflect the truths of God's Word, and by taking advantage of opportunities to share the 
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gospel, the deacon is fulfilling their part of the Great Commission.  Being sensitive to 

the Holy Spirit is an essential, and living a consistent life of love and humility, tempered 

with boldness, will make the deacon an effective witness. 

3- Teaching the Way to believers-  (1 Thess. 4:18; 5:11)- Part of the deacon's 

involvement in proclamation is the instruction of God's people in the Word, both by the 

way they lead their lives and by the words they speak.  Deacons may at times be 

called upon by members of the Church for counsel and advice, and this counsel needs 

to be based firmly on the Word of God.  There are times when the problem is beyond 

the deacon's ability to deal with, and it needs to referred to the pastor or another 

leader- that's okay.  But at many times, the deacon has the joyful privilege of 

encouraging a fellow believer in their faith.  This is the positive aspect of teaching.  The 

negative aspect of teaching involves discipline.  When a member of the Church is living 

in visible sin and is causing the ministry and witness of Christ to suffer in the Church or 

in the community, the pastor with the support and help of the deacons has the 

scriptural mandate to address the problem with the individual (see Matthew 18:15-18).  

While this is not always a pleasant experience, it is a necessary task for the sake of the 

rest of the body and for the integrity of Christ's Church.  The purpose of church 

discipline is always to provide the individual with opportunity to repent and be restored 

to right fellowship. 

C- The Deacon as a Leader in the Church 

Every deacon is aware of the fact that their lives are under the scrutiny of people both 

inside and outside of the Church.  As long as they remember that they are first and 
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foremost responsible to God, this fact should not trouble them too much.  It should, 

however, remind the deacon that they are a role-model in the Church.  Along with the 

pastor, the deacons are responsible to help provide vision and leadership in the work 

and direction of the Church.  They should feel free to take initiative and try to motivate 

others with both their words and deeds. 

1- Example of Jesus 

     a- Jesus led by example (read John 13:12-16).  Effective leaders have realized 

that they can never motivate people to do something that they are not willing to do 

themselves.   

     b- Jesus led with authority.  He did not lord it over his followers, and commanded 

them to do the same (Matthew 20:25-26); but he also did not back down when the will 

of God was being opposed.  He spoke and acted with the authority of God, and leaders 

in the Church need to do this also, as they submit to the will of Christ.   

     c- Jesus shared leadership (read Matthew 10:5-8). 

     d- Jesus led with humility as a servant (read Matthew 10:25-28) Philippians 

2:5-11 describes the ministry of Christ, and should describe the ministry of the deacon 

as well. 

     e- Jesus led prayerfully (read Matthew 14:22-23; Luke 6:12; Luke 9:27-28). 

2- Example of Early Church 

     a- Leaders led by example (read 1 Cor. 11:1; Philippians 3:17; 2 Thess. 3:7; 

Titus 2:6-7) 

     b- Leaders led with authority.  As we read of Jesus earlier, He did not lord his 
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authority over his followers, and commanded them to do the same (Matthew 20:25-

26).  (Read 2 Cor. 10:7-11; Titus 2:15; Hebrews 13:17).   Leaders need to speak and 

act with the authority of God as they submit to the will of Christ.   

     c- Leaders shared leadership.  Deacons need to encourage others in the 

ministries they are involved in.  If a deacon notices a gift in someone that is not being 

exercised, they should encourage that individual to use their gift.  Deacons may also 

enlist the help of others (selectively) to carry out some responsibilities, and help teach 

them how to serve in the Church. 

     d- Leaders led with humility as servants of Christ.  (Read Acts 6:1-7; 

Philippians 2:3-4; Colossians 3:12; James 3:13)  

     e- Leaders led prayerfully (read Acts 1:24; 4:24-31; 13:1-3; 1 Timothy 2:8) 

3- Connecting With Contemporary Models 

There are several models of church leadership being espoused today in the West. All 

of them have some level of validity, but all can be unhealthy if taken to extremes or 

consistently used without the balance of the other aspects of leadership.  For example, 

what are the pros and cons of the following models: 

     a- teacher (example and informational) 

     b- counsellor 

     c- C.E.O. 

     d- shepherd 

     e- servant 
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SESSION TWO: SPIRITUAL DISCIPLINES 

Question- When you hear the term “spiritual disciplines” what thoughts come to 

your mind? 

I- Introduction to the Spiritual Disciplines 

     Spiritual disciplines and spirituality in general have become an increasingly popular 

topic of interest in our culture, while religion had appeared to be drifting to the wayside.  

People are genuinely hungry for a spiritual “experience” and many of the spiritual 

disciplines provide such an experience for them.  Spiritual disciplines are practised in 

most of the major religions and cults groups in the world, so they are not limited to the 

Christian faith; however, this does not mean that there is no place for them in 

Christianity, either. 

     The classical Disciplines of the spiritual life are a call to move beyond surface living 

into the depths.  They invite us to explore the inner caverns of the spiritual realm.  They 

urge us to be the answer to a hollow world.   

The desperate need today is not for a greater number of intelligent people, 

or gifted people, but for deep people. 

A- Disciplines are not: 

1- just for “super-spiritual” giants 

2- dull and disheartening, or hard (in that they require a lot of study beforehand)  

3- primarily external.  The inner attitude of the heart is far more crucial than the 

mechanics 

4- legalistic 
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B- Disciplines are... 

     The Spiritual Disciplines are an open door, providing access for God by His Holy 

Spirit to enter in and shape us.  They are God’s way of getting us into the ground like 

seeds; they put us where He can work within and transform us.  By themselves, the 

spiritual disciplines can do nothing- they can only get us to the place where something 

can be done.  They are God’s means of grace. 

     Our world is hungry for genuinely changed people.  Leo Tolstoy said, “Everybody 

thinks of changing humanity and nobody thinks of changing himself.”  Let us be among 

those who believe that the inner transformation of our lives is a goal worthy of our best 

effort. 

 

II- The Traditional Spiritual Disciplines  

A- Inward Disciplines 

1- Fasting (Matt. 6:16-18)  

- Defined: Abstaining from food and/or liquid for a specific period of time for a spiritual 

purpose   

- Purpose:  Fasting shows us how strong the call of our flesh really is.  Fasting reminds 

us that we need God even more than food (Matt. 4:4).  When we fast, we ask God to 

feed our souls with Him.   

- Freedom from: Preoccupation with physical desires. 

Question- Why do we not talk much about fasting? 

2- Meditation (or Contemplative prayer) (Joshua 1:8) 
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- Defined: Withdrawing to a place of quiet and solitude to reflect upon a portion of 

scripture, an event of the day, or one’s surroundings with the intent to focus and listen 

to hear God’s voice. 

- Purpose: To allow God to create that inner space within us where He can commune 

and fellowship with us; where we can be aware of His presence.  God often gives 

guidance, confirmation, etc. as we meditate upon him.  

- Freedom from: emptiness, confusion, self-reliance 

Question- What are some of the negative connotations associated with 

meditation? 

3- Prayer 

- Defined: It is communication and communion with God. 

- Purpose: To pray is to change.   

- Freedom from: isolation, self-direction (the list is endless!) 

Question- How many different ways can we pray? 

4- Study (Matt. 4:4; 2 Timothy 2:15)  

- Defined: The careful and prayerful reading of scripture, devotional material, and other 

writings for   the purpose of feeding one’s own soul and growth as a disciple.  It also 

includes studying and examining the creation around us, our situations, etc.  It involved 

four steps: repetition, concentration, comprehension, and reflection.   

- Purpose: To shape our minds, which shape our thoughts and habits. 

- Freedom from: ignorance, bad habits, influence of sinful culture 

Question- Why do many people not pursue study & reflection? 
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5- Journal-keeping (2 Corinthians 10:11) 

- Defined: The practice of pausing daily or a few times a week to jot down God’s  

movements and our thoughts as a way of quieting and un-cluttering our overactive 

routines. 

- Purpose: Allows us to more objectively see our lives as they are; show us the hand of 

God moving. 

- Freedom from: ignorance, lack of focus 

Question- What other benefits can you think of for this discipline? 

B- Outward Disciplines 

1- Simplicity (Matt. 6:19-21) 

- Defined: Simplicity is freedom.  The conscious effort to remove the clutter and 

bondage brought about by having too many “things” in our lives (possessions, 

commitments, etc).  The commitment to buying and using based on genuine need- not 

want or desire.  The commitment to eliminating “busyness” and to not be controlled by 

anything other than God. 

- Purpose: Open our lives to the true blessings of God and to be able to respond to the 

call of God. 

- Freedom from: Bondage or addiction to material things, limitations of debt 

Question- How else are we “free” when we practice simplicity? 

2- Solitude & Silence (Psalm 46:10a; Mark 1:35) 

- Defined: Regularly making time to be still and quiet before God in prayer; simply 

being with Him in a quiet place and listening to the prompting of His Spirit, as opposed 



 

 

156

to asking or telling Him anything.  Regularly setting aside time to be alone, in a place 

free from all distractions, to be still before God.  It also includes speaking less and 

listening more (to God and to others). 

- Purpose: It allows us to feel comfortable with being alone in the presence of God.  It 

allows us to draw our life from God, rather than busyness and activity. 

- Freedom from: Loneliness, busyness, lack of self-worth 

Question- Why is this a difficult discipline to pursue? 

3- Submission (Mark 8:34 ; Philippians 2:3-8) 

- Defined: The freedom to give way to others.  It is not self-hatred or self-contempt.   

- Purpose: To acknowledge our pride & selfishness, and to serve others and Christ 

without reserve. 

- Freedom from: The need to always get our way, and now we are free to value other 

people 

Question- How has this discipline been misused? 

4- Service (John 13:14-15) 

- Defined: Caring for the needs of those around us without seeking reward, honor, or 

recognition. Often these are the menial or “lowly” tasks that others do not want to do. 

- Purpose: To follow the example and command of Christ; to help those in need and to 

contribute to our society. 

- Freedom from: pride, self-centered living, always seeking the approval of others  

Question- How can we claim to be involved in service, yet not be practicing the 

discipline? 



 

 

157

5- Hospitality (1 Peter 4:9) 

- Defined: Providing a meal, shelter, or companionship to those we might not “normally” 

be around. Providing a place of rest for those who are weary or who have no where 

else to turn. 

- Purpose: To provide a practical and much-needed service to those in need, be it 

physical, emotional, or spiritual. 

- Freedom from: selfishness, greed, idolatry 

C- Corporate Disciplines 

1- Confession (James 5:16; John 20:23) 

- Defined: Sharing with a trusted mentor/guide/friend our innermost secrets and 

struggles, allowing that person to pray with us for strength to resist temptation in these 

areas. 

- Purpose: In mutual acts of confession, we release the power that heals. 

- Freedom from: an unforgiving spirit, pride and self-deceit 

Question- How (why) has our Baptist (Protestant) tradition neglected this 

discipline? 

2- Worship (John 4:23; Hebrews 13:15) 

- Defined: Our response to the gifts of love from God; the offering of praise from a heart 

that has been touched by God. 

- Purpose: To acknowledge God as God, and our place in relationship to Him; to affirm 

the need for a response of obedience to God.  

- Freedom from: Idolatry 
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Question- How can worship be extended beyond the Sunday church service? 

3- Spiritual guidance (Pr. 12:15; 13:20) 

- Defined: Meeting regularly with a trusted mentor/guide (or small group) who seek to 

help us discern how God may be speaking to or directing us on our spiritual journey. 

- Purpose: To give a clearer picture as to how God may be leading and directing  

- Freedom from: subjectivity, ignorance, self-reliance 

Question- What are the primary hindrances to this discipline? 

 

III- The Corporate Nature of All Disciplines 

“Spiritual formation is the process of being conformed to the image of Christ 

for the sake of others.” 

 - Robert Mulholland Jr. 

     That there is a corporate element to all of the spiritual disciplines is undeniable for 

one very good reason- biblical Christianity is corporate spirituality.  We are part of a 

Body (Rom. 12:4-5).  Some of the disciplines actually require the participation of others 

in order to exercise them; others are corporate in that the long-term benefit of 

practising them benefits those around us.  In much the same way that spiritual gifts are 

given to us by God for the sake of others in the Body of Christ (Eph. 4:11-13), spiritual 

disciplines enable us to grow to be more effective and useful in the kingdom of God. 

There is no aspect of running away from the world, or ignoring it so we can suppose 

our faith to be a “private affair.”  We must always come back to the world, hopefully 

better equipped to minister to it. 
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A- The Positive Aspects of Corporateness 

The following truths are foundational to understanding the corporate nature of the 

disciplines.  

1- Provide accountability an safeguards 

2- Offer a setting in which to practice the disciplines 

3- Offer support when we do not or cannot participate 

4- Offer nurture as God uses the disciplines to cause us to grow 

B- The Challenges of Corporate Reality 

The corporate nature of the disciplines also points out the costs of exercising them: 

1- investment of time 

2- openness and accountability 

3- openness to other ideas/opinions 

4- relinquishing control and surrendering to mystery 
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SESSION THREE: SEEKING GOD’S GUIDANCE 

I- Does God Speak? 

     This may sound an odd question, but it is critically important for us to honestly ask 

ourselves together: 

Question- Do we really believe that God will speak to us today? 

Question- Why is the answer to this important?  It affects our understanding of 

God, what it means to have a relationship with Him, God’s involvement in His creation, 

the way we approach life and ministry, etc. 

Revelation 3:20- Jesus is knocking 

Matthew 7:7-8- ask, knock, seek... 

James 1:5-7- when asking for wisdom, we must believe God will give it 

 

II- God’s Reasons for Speaking  

A- General Truths 

1- Love- He loves us as much as He loved those in the Old & New Testaments (John 

17:20-23; Hebrews 8:10-11) 

2- Guidance- We need His definite and deliberate direction for our lives. (Ephesians 

5:15-17) 

3- Assurance- We need His comfort and assurance today as they did (2 Corinthians 

1:3-4) 

4- Relationship- The primary purpose in God revealing Himself is not to increase 

knowledge of facts but to establish or strengthen relationship with Him.  Revelation is  
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personal.  A personal God presents Himself to persons.  What God reveals is primarily 

Himself. 

B- Specific Goals: Revelation & Truth 

1- That we would comprehend the truth (1 Cor 2:12) 

    a- About Him 

    b- About ourselves 

    c- About other people 

2- That we would be conformed to the truth (2 Timothy 3:14-15) 

3- That we may communicate His truth (Acts 1:8; 2 Timothy 2:2) 

 

III- Why We Need to Listen 

Question- Why is it important to hear God’s voice? 

1- Awareness of sin (Psalm 139:23-24; letters to the 7 churches in Revelation) 

2- It is God’s work we are to do- not ours (John 6:38) 

3- If we follow our ways, we: 

   a- die (Proverbs 14:12) 

   b- are not guaranteed God’s blessing or protection (Psalm 81:8-14) 

   c- waste our time and His resources (Psalm 127:1) 

   d- respond according to the flesh (Garden of Eden) 

   e- express pride and independence from God (same as above) 

4- To avoid discipline (Amos 8:11f) 

5- The presence of deceptive spirits (1 John 4:1) 
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6- He has plans to reveal- (Jeremiah 29:11; Ephesians 2:10) 

These reasons apply whether we are talking about individuals, church leaders, or 

congregations. 

 

IV- How Does God Speak? 

A- Old & New Testaments 

1- Historical events (retelling of Abraham’s story to the Jews) 

2- Divine speech (example of the prophets “The word of the Lord came to me 

saying...”) 

3- dreams (book of Daniel) 

4- Scripture (2 Timothy 3:16-17) 

5- circumstances 

6- angels 

7- Holy Spirit (Acts 16:6-7) 

B- Today 

1- Scripture (Joshua 1:7-8; Hebrews 1:2) 

2- Holy Spirit (John 14:25-26) 

3- Other people (Acts 21:10-11) 

4- Circumstances       

   a- restless spirit (Esther 6:1) 

   b- a word from others (2 Samuel 12:1f) 

   c- blessings (Romans 2:4) 
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   d- unanswered prayer (1 Peter 3:7) 

   e- unusual circumstances (Exodus 3:1-4) 

   f- Failure (Joshua 7:5f) 

   g- tragedy (Numbers 21:4-7) 

   h- sickness (2 Chronicles 32:22-25) 

 

V- How Can We Listen? 

A- What Affects Our Ability to Listen 

1- Our relationship with Him (John 10:27) 

2- Our perception of Him 

   a- loving or demanding Father 

   b- intimate or distant friend 

   c- patient or tolerant teacher 

   d- gentle or angry guide 

   e- understanding or insensitive counsellor 

   f- generous or reluctant provider 

   g- faithful or inconsistent sustainer 

3- Our attitude toward Him 

   a- submissive 

   b- trusting 

   c- thankful 
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B- Practical Helps 

1- expectantly (Jeremiah 33:3; Elijah at Shechem)  

2- quietly (Psalm 40:6; 62:5)   

3- patiently (Psalm 37:7) 

4- actively (Colossians 3:16) 

5- confidently (Matthew 7:11) 

6- dependently (1 Corinthians 2:7-11) 

7- openly (James 1:22) 

8- attentively & carefully (Exodus 15:26) 

9- submissively (James 4:10) 

10- gratefully (Philippians 4:6-7) 

C- When Faced With Decisions 

1- review the past (2 Samuel 7:18) 

2- reflect upon God & His promises (2 Samuel 7:19-21; 28) 

3- ask God (James 4:2b) 

D- Examples From Acts 

1- Election of Matthias (Acts 1:15-26) 

2- Decision to continue preaching (Acts 4:23-31) 

3- Choosing of the 7 (Acts 6:1-6) 

4- Accepting Paul as a disciple (Acts 9:26-30) 

5- Sending Paul & Barnabas (Acts 13:1-3) 
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6- Foundations for church unity 

   a- The Conversion: The first decision (Acts 10:1-48) 

   b- The decision defended in Jerusalem (Acts 11:1-18) 

   c- The Jerusalem Council (Acts 14:26- 15:35) 

* To close this session, ask deacons to review section on spiritual disciplines, and 

brainstorm how some of them may be useful for us individually and as a leadership 

team.  Record these suggestions, and commit to implementing them. 
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APPENDIX B 

 

THE LEADERSHIP COVENANT 
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LEADERSHIP COVENANT 

As a Deacon and member of Whitepine Baptist Church, I join with my fellow deacons 

and Pastor in committing to observe the following ministry guidelines as we serve the 

Lord together:  

 

1- To honor God by loving my family and being a godly role model and support to 

them; 

2- To honor God in my church, work, and community relationships; 

3- To spend time alone with God on a regular basis to pray and be formed by Him; 

4- To openly and honestly spend time in our meetings encouraging, sharing with, &            

praying for each other; 

5- To acknowledge the need for and seek prayer support from my church family; 

6- To participate in a reading program;  

7- To fast & pray one day a month, in the week prior to and in preparation for our 

Deacon      meeting; 

8- To participate in an Annual Retreat; 

9- To allow at least one week to pray, discuss, and seek the will of the Lord as a group           

prior to all major leadership decisions. 

 

 

Date: ___________   Signature: ___________________ 
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APPENDIX C 

 

 

DEACON READING LIST 
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Deacon Reading List 

 

Anderson, Leith. A Church for the 21st Century. Minneapolis, MN: Bethany House                  
Publishers, 1992. 
 
Cymbala, Jim. Fresh Power. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing House, 2001. 
 
________. Fresh Faith. Grand Rapids, MI. Zondervan Publishing House, 1999. 
 
________. Fresh Wind, Fresh Fire. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing House,              
1997. 
 
Eldredge, John. Wild At Heart: Discovering the Secret of a Man’s Soul. Nashville, TN:           
Thomas Nelson Publishers, 2001. 
 
Johnson, Luke T. Decision Making in the Church: A Biblical Model. Philadelphia, PA:            
Fortress Press, 1983. 
 
Ortberg, John. The Life You’ve Always Wanted. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan 
Publishing       House, 1997. 
 
Tozer, A.W. The Pursuit of God. Camp Hill, PA: Christian Publications, Inc., 1982. 
 
Webb, Henry. Deacons: Servant Models in the Church. Nashville, TN: Convention 
Press, 
     1980. 
 
Wilkinson, Bruce. The Prayer of Jabez. Sisters, OR: Multnomah Publishers, Inc., 2000. 
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APPENDIX D 

 

THE DEACON INTERVIEW 
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DEACON INTERVIEW 

* (Concerning the last question in each section, the phrase ‘as a result of participating in this ministry 

project’ will be clearly defined as having participated in the retreat weekend, the formation of a 

leadership covenant, and the practice of seeking to follow the guidelines of that covenant up to the time 

of the interview, three years later).  

SECTION 1- CHURCH LEADERSHIP 

1- What do you believe are the primary responsibilities/activities of a spiritual leader? 

2- What personal qualities do you believe are important for a spiritual leader in a local 

church? 

3- What qualities do you believe are needed for a successful leadership team in a local 

church? 

4- Has your perception/understanding of leadership in the local church changed as a 

result of participating in this ministry project?  If so, how? 

SECTION 2- SPIRITUAL DISCIPLINES 

1- What do you believe to be the primary purpose(s) of spiritual disciplines? 

2- How do you nurture your relationship with God? 

3- Would there be any value in practicing any of these disciplines with a leadership 

team? If yes, why, and how might they be incorporated into the leadership team’s 

ministry? 

4- After a weekend retreat a few years ago, you participated in the formation of a 

leadership covenant. Has that covenant affected the groups’ ministry since that time?  

5- Has it affected your ministry as a deacon? As a husband/father? Explain. 
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6- Has your perception/understanding of spiritual disciplines changed as a result of 

participating in this ministry project?  If so, how? 

SECTION 3- SEEKING GOD’S GUIDANCE 

1- If you believe God does speak today, do you believe it is important to listen? Why? 

2- If you believe God does speak today, how should leaders try to listen? 

3- What steps do you believe are important for a leadership team to follow as they are 

faced with making a decision?  Is God active in any of these steps? How? 

4- Has your perception/understanding of decision-making in a local church changed as 

a result of participating in this ministry project?  If so, how? 

SECTION 4- OVERALL SUMMARY 

As a result of the leadership retreat and seeking to observe the leadership covenant 

over the past three years: 

1- Has the experience been  

    - positive/helpful 

    - negative/confusing 

2- What has been the most significant change/ learning you experienced as a result of 

participating in this project? 

3- How can the ministry of the leadership team be strengthened even more based on 

what you have learned from your participation in this ministry project?  

4- In retrospect, what changes would you suggest to make the project more effective or 

meaningful? 
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