Encouragement for Pastors of Small Churches and Church Plants

     Though the building of a Church of Jesus Christ is a blessed and rewarding adventure, the experience is commonly accompanied by obstacles, struggles, and disappointments. The apostle Paul speaks of the great labor he put into the building of the church in Colosse. He speaks of “labor” and “striving” on their behalf. Often this was a labor and striving unknown to those for which it was done. And even after he tells them of it, they remain ignorant of the intensity of his labors for them. This kind of work (the work of the pastor) can be very difficult in any size church, and discouragements can be a companion in the work. The purpose of this article is to encourage pastors of small churches and church plants. This is a glorious work, but not one without discouragement. May the following ten points encourage some whose shoulders are slouching and feet shuffling slowly along as they labor in the work of the kingdom.

     First, learn to value the days of small things. They really are special. There are many things to value while the body is small. For one, the fellowships can be all-inclusive. Everyone in the body can know, love, and fellowship with everyone else. This is indeed special. It is a thing commonly lost as bodies grow. Another is the ability of the pastor to spend more time with each member of his flock. This must not be taken lightly. The day may come when the shepherd longs to have more time to spend with particular sheep. Other things could be named, but let these suffice to teach us to value the days of smallness.

     Don’t be caught in the trap of thinking bigger is better. We do long for the kingdom to expand and all the churches to be full. But big for big’s sake is not necessarily good. It is far better to build and progress with care, always making sure the nucleus is strongly knit together. Longing for bigness can be a great discouragement.

     Rejoice in what the Lord is doing in your flock now. We must not look at growth as simply more people. Look at the families that have made changes. Look at the individuals who are growing in the Lord. Look at yourself and see what God is doing in you. After you take that look, you are in the Holy Spirit’s ministry in your body.

     Don’t beat yourself up or have a pity party because you can’t do what pastors in large churches can do. If you can’t read twenty books a month because you’re working forty hours a week to support your family, it’s okay. If you can’t put thirty hours into every, or even one sermon, it is okay. In either case you are not disqualified from the eldership. What do you do? Know yourself and be realistic. Learn to use time wisely and apply it where needed. Don’t put expectations on yourself that cannot possibly be met in a pastor who works full-time and serves a church.

     Strengthen the few folks that you have now. This is to say, labor with what the Lord has given. Build a unity of doctrine and love in the existing body. Teach them well and be an example to them. Train them so they may train others as Christ adds to the body.

     Do the work of the pastor. I’ll make this one brief. Look at what the Scriptures say a pastor should do and do it. This will build the church.

     Pray! We are constantly directed to this in Scripture, and we must do it. Be a praying man yourself and teach your congregation to pray. Put effort into training the men to pray. Make prayer a big part of all worship services and don’t use it only to make transitions. Set up times to pray with the men.

     Be realistic about church life; it is not all wine and roses. You are going to have problems on a continuum, and why not, considering churches are collections of sinners. Expect these things in church life and don’t be blown away by them. Rejoice in and enjoy those times when peace pervades church life. Keep pressing on in conscious dependence upon the Holy Spirit.

     Take time to relax, and in a sanctified way, enjoy life. I admire the godly men who worked themselves to an early death, but they most likely cheated the Church of years of ministry because they didn’t exercise common sense in caring for their bodies. You are not Superman; you need times of rest. The Church won’t dissolve if you take a day off. So take a day off.

     Finally, fellowship with Jesus Christ. He has redeemed you, not just to labor in the kingdom, but to know and enjoy Him. Make sure you are doing that.

     “God is faithful, by whom you were called into the fellowship of His Son, Jesus Christ our Lord.” I Corinthians 1:9
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