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Let me begin by asking a question — a vitally important question for those engaged in the work 
of ministry. 
 
As a minister of the gospel of Jesus Christ, what does it mean to be ultimately successful?  How 
should success in ministry be measured? 
 
Since the 2nd great awakening, that question has tended to be answered by numbers — numbers 
of people, conversion, and money in the offering plate.  Cf. the book, What Every Preacher 
Should Know…  Is that how the Word of God defines true success in ministry?  Obviously not, 
since it’s possible to own Lear jets and still be a major ministry failure. 
 
We need to define what we mean by success.  Success is not an inherently bad term:  cf. Josh. 
1:7-8.  What is the desired goal and outcome?  What are we aiming at?  How should pastors and 
ministers measure success?  Cf. Hughes, Liberating Ministry from the Success Syndrome — 
success is faithfulness. 
 
Let’s consider what the Word of God says about being successful?   
 
Turn to Hebrews 11. 
 
This chapter provides an example of faithfulness to follow.  Consider the description of the men 
in vv. 35-39.  From the world’s perspective they can’t be considered successful in any sense.  If 
success is measured in terms of power and prestige, then these men were not very successful, but 
if success is measured by God in terms of faith in Christ and faithfulness to Christ, then the 
heroes of Hebrews 11 understood what success was and they applied it to everything they did. 
 
Many of our greatest heroes were dismissed by the world as failures — ye they endured hostility 
from the world because faithfulness to Christ mattered more to them than any temporal pleasures 
and “success” that the world could offer.  Consider the ministry of Jeremiah, the man who know 
almost no ministry fruit and was knowing as the weeping prophet and was ridiculed by the men 
who he was sent to serve; contrast him with Jonah.  In terms of numeric results, Jonah’s ministry 
far surpassed Jereemiah’s but in terms of faithfulness Jeremiah far surpassed Jonah.   
 
Or consider the two Hebrew princes, Moses, who was considered a fool and a failure, but Heb. 
11:26 defines him as faithful and a success.  Contrast him to another Hebrew prince, Solomon, 
under whose leadership the nation of Israel reached its pinnacle, but from God’s perspective he 
was a disappointing failure. 
 
We are likewise called to be faithful and we leave the results to Christ.  That means we won’t be 



popular with the world (cf. Jn. 15:20; 1 Cor. 1:18ff).  Being faithful means we may well be 
persecuted.  Yet viewing success from God’s perspective, we quickly realize that any suffering 
we endure pales compared to the riches received from Christ in glory. 
 
Consider another example — the life and ministry of the apostle Paul in the last passage he ever 
wrote, 2 Tim. 4. 
 
Paul’s time on earth was short and was writing to exhort his young disciple Timothy to remain 
and stand faithful.  Timothy needed to be reminded of what ministerial success looked like.  We 
need the same reminders of the same truths.  Whether we are at the end of ministry looking back 
like Paul or at the beginning of ministry looking forward like Timothy, these principles are for 
us. 
 
Three contrasts that distinguish a faithful ministry: 
 
1. A Contrast in the Motivation for Service (vv. 1-5) 
 
A faithful minister is motivated to serve his Master. 
 
There is a clear contrast here between self-serving ministries and the ministry of the faithful 
pastors.  False teachers will give popular messages, but not ones that are faithful to the truth.  
These are lovers of self and money and ministry is for personal gain (3:1ff).  They leverage 
ministry for what they want — to become rich and manipulate a crowd.  They are fools (3:9).   
 
What a contrast to what Paul says is to motivate Timothy.  Don’t let the familiarity of this text 
minimize the charge given.  Those who would treat ministry flippantly, Paul gives a sober 
rebuke (vv. 1-2).  The motivation to preach is given in these verses.  The omnipresent and 
omniscient King has given this ministry and we will one day stand before Him to give an 
account.  Cf. John Knox, who heard these words at his commissioning and burst into tears and 
fled to his room because he was so overwhelmed by the responsibility. 
 
These words echo James 3:1.   
 
This instruction reflects his earlier instruction in 2:15.  Be faithful so that you will not be 
ashamed — before God, the One who called you to be His workman.   
 
Timothy’s motivation was to be faithful to the One to whom he would one day give an account.  
For Paul there was no greater motivation than to please the Master and that should be our 
motivation as well.  All of us will one day stand before Christ; and on that day the true definition 
of success will be clear.   
 
 
2. A Contrast in the Measure of Success (vv. 6-8) 
 
The world defines success in personal accolades, but the faithful minister measures his success in 
terms of heavenly approval.   



In verse 6 Paul pictures the end of his life as a sacrifice being poured out to God.  In verse 7 he 
looks back on his years of faithful ministry, using three phrases to define it.  He never 
disqualified himself from the race and had kept the faith when so many were abandoning the 
truth.  Paul guarded the purity of the gospel and never wavered away from it. 
 
In verse 8, he looks forward to is home-going.  He was looking forward to Christ’s evaluation of 
him.  Paul’s assessment of his ministry in these verses recognizes that the true measure of his 
success is measured in terms of faithfulness to the Lord Jesus Christ. 
 
The measure of success for any servant is the measure of His Master.  Note C. T. Studd’s hymn 
“Only one life, twill soon be past, only what’s done for Christ will last…”  That’s how ministry 
is measured. 
 
Adoniram Judson anticipates this in his letter to the father of his bride-to-be, Anne.  “Can you 
consent to this for the sake of Him who gave up His heavenly home…?”   
 
That’s compelling.  That’s the kind of perspective we want to have in our ministry — one that 
isn’t easy or comfortable or worldly, but brings pleasure to Christ.   
 
 
3. A Contrast in Our Mindset About Suffering (vv. 9-18) 
 
Our world tells us that suffering is the result of failure and those who suffer are unsuccessful, but 
the faithful minister is willing to endure suffering f that is what is involved in serving Christ. 
 
How often do we consider Paul’s circumstances as he wrote this chapter when we examine and 
proclaim his exhortation in vv. 1-5?  He has been abandoned and falsely accused and with 
difficulties to numerous to count, now he is physically impoverished, abandoned in a dungeon.  
This is not how the world portrays success.  If my ministry were to end in isolation and false 
imprisonment, would I be willing to consider it a success?   
 
The way we answer that depends on our mindset.  Look at what Paul says in vv. 17-18.  This is 
no defeatist attitude.  They resound of triumph and courage.  Is that my mindset towards ministry 
— that it doesn’t matter what happens to me as long as I am faithful to Christ?   
 
There are many faithful ministers today who find themselves in the midst of trying and difficult 
circumstances.  They are in good company with those who have endured that in church history.  
Cf. John Calvin (fired), and Jonathan Edwards (fired), and Charles Spurgeon (downgrade 
controversy), and the apostle Paul (maligned and abandoned — is this how his ministry will 
end?).  Notice Paul’s mindset in vv. 17-18 —  

! Paul relied on the power and presence of the Lord — he looked to Christ who stood with 
and defended him.  Paul could endure because the Lord was with him. 

! Paul rested in the sovereign care of God — the Lord will rescue me…  He is confident in 
the Lord’s ability to deliver him in this life and in the next.  His focus is on the sovereign 
care of God.  He knew he was about die, but he could rest (Rom. 14:8).  He put into 
action his theology of the sovereignty of God. 



! Paul remembered the hope of his heavenly home.  Paul’s circumstances were nothing 
compared to what lie on the other side of the heavenly door.  The hope of heaven helped 
him to endure to the end. 

! Paul rejoiced in the knowledge that Christ was being glorified.  He could find joy in any 
circumstance, knowing that Christ was being honored and glorified.  Long before soli deo 
gloria was a motto of the reformation, Paul was living it well. 

 
Rather than being discouraged, Paul looked to the Lord and relied on Him and His power and 
sovereignty and eternity and glorification. 
 
If I am suffering, these same attitudes and focus are the way to understand faithfulness.  Just 
because I am suffering doesn’t mean failure.  Be faithful.   
 
Success must be viewed through a heavenly mindset.  These are Paul’s famous last words.  They 
articulate principles Timothy needed to take to heart.   
 
Not long after Paul penned these words he was taken to a place of execution; he was not 
crucified, but beheaded, tradition tells us.  In that moment, he was ushered immediately into the 
presence of his Savior, and he was undoubtedly greeted with a smile and “well done, good and 
faithful servant…” 


