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I. Introduction

The working of the Holy Spirit upon the heart of man is an unfathomable reality. Apart 

from the call of God, men would continue to lie dumb in their sinfulness. Apart from the 

indwelling Spirit's guidance, empowerment, and prayerful intercession, the believer would walk 

an impossible earthly journey. The Scriptures refer to one manner through which the Spirit 

intervenes with men as a kalevw, translated 'call' in the English. Of the ten uses of this term 

within the New Testament, the apostle Paul authors seven of them.1 Speaking from his personal 

experience and under divine revelation Paul provides keen insight into how the Spirit manifested 

Himself in his life. Paul also has much to say regarding the qualifications and appointment of 

men to leadership positions in the church. However, despite the Scriptural revelation, quite some 

debate rages regarding the nature of  God's calling. 

One position contends that the Scriptures identify multiple differing calls: one for 

salvation, another for discipleship, and yet another for ministerial service. God extends the first 

of these, the call to salvation, to all the elect. All to whom the call is extended come to saving 

knowledge of Christ. The second, that to discipleship, God extends to all saved as the 

“reasonable service.” The third call, that to ministerial service, is extended directly by God to a 

subset of the redeemed, uniquely gifted men. 

An alternative understanding of God's call suggests that there are not multiple specific 

calls, but rather a single general call. This position understands the Scriptures to teach that God 

does, in fact, extend an efficacious call to salvation. They also believe that all those who are 

called in this way are to live a life of discipleship, though no independent call is necessary. 

Finally, and most distinctively, this position rejects the special call of God to the pastoral 

ministry. Instead of a specific-direct call, they believe the Scriptures reveal an indirect  

mechanism for such appointments.

In assessing the debate, Dr. Stephen Hankins states that if someone “looks for clarity 

from printed sources on this subject, he will stand at the spiritual crossroads with signs pointing 

in every direction on the compass of spiritual experience.”2 For the man inclined to full-time 

1Leon Morris, PNTC, Romans (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988), 38.
2Stephen Hankins, "The Call to the Christian Ministry," Biblical Viewpoint (Greenville), 

80. Hankins notes that the article is “an abstract of a doctoral dissertation recently written for the 
graduate school of Bob Jones University.” Quotation taken from a copy distributed by the author.
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ministry it is necessary to understand the direction the Scriptures point on this issue. A man 

serving in spiritual leadership outside of God's leading brings spiritual impoverishment.3 It is 

necessary, therefore, to determine the call's exact nature--Is the call of God a direct act of God 

upon an individual, or is it an indirect selection made through others sovereignly directed by the 

Holy Spirit? 

II. Direct Call

In writing to the Roman believers, those “beloved of God,” Paul addresses the recipients 

as  those “called to be saints” (Rom 1:7 KJV). Hendriksen succinctly explains:

By this inner or effective call is meant that operation of the Holy Spirit whereby he so 
applies the gospel to the minds and hearts of sinners that they become aware of their 
guilt, begin to understand their need of Jesus Christ, and embrace him as their Lord and 
Savior. Thus these people become saints, that is, people who have been 'set apart' in order 
to live lives to the glory of the Triune God as revealed in Christ Jesus.4 

The call to salvation is fundamental to every other call. Paul makes it clear in Romans 8:28 that 

between God's determination to elect and prior to declaring a believer righteous on the basis of 

faith in the shed blood, He “calls.” All whom He calls He justified and these whom He justified 

he also glorified. Paul uses the term 'call' in a similar manner in Romans 9:24, “even us, whom 

He also called, not from among Jews only, but also from among Gentiles” (NASB).

The second call is the call to discipleship. This call is found most clearly in the words of 

Christ. Implicitly it's found in His command to “follow me” and explicitly in the great 

commission, “Go ye into all the world and preach the gospel.”5 This is a call to dedicated service 

to the Lord. Nowhere does Scripture refer to discipleship as a kalevw. George Peters contends 

for this position, arguing: “The call to discipleship sounds like a clarion call through the Gospels 

and came repeatedly from the lips of our Lord as He walked the paths of Palestine.”6

All positions agree that the third call, that to ministerial service, differs from the first two 

3Victor Gordon, "The Calling of the Preacher," Reformation and Revival 9, 1 (Winter 
2000), 60.

4William Hendriksen, Romans, New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids: Baker Book 
House, 2002), 47.

5George W. Peters. Bibliotheca Sacra Volume 120, Dallas Theological Seminary, 1963; 
2002. 324.

6Ibid. 325.
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in its scope. It seems clear that God does not intend for everyone to be in a position of pastoral 

ministry. This very fact begs the question, “How then is such a call identified?” Those holding 

the direct-special call position believe that it begins with a “an intense, all absorbing desire for 

the work .”7 In noting this aspect of the call, its proponents sagely warn the man to carefully 

review his motives to ensure selfishness does not enter in. From this desire grows a “virtually 

irresistible constraint” or “spiritual compulsion.”8  This compulsion is synonymous with Paul's 

statement in 1 Cor 9:16: “For I am under compulsion; for woe is me if I do not preach the 

gospel” (NAS). The individual then arrives to the point that “unless he devote himself to the this 

service, he can in  towards God.”9  This compulsion enters into the very heart of the man and 

“eventually he comes to understand intuitively that he must enter the ministry if he is going to 

continue to be an obedient follower of Christ.”10 This design, whereby God directs through man's 

desires, is supported by Philippians 2:13. In this passage, Paul explains that God works in the 

believer both the willingness as well as the ability to accomplish God's “good pleasure.” C.H. 

Spurgeon warned the students in his preacher college,  

If you do not feel the consecrated glow, I beseech you return to your homes and serve 
God in our proper spheres; but if assuredly the coals of juniper blaze within, do not stifle 
them, unless, indeed, other considerations of great moment should prove to you that the 
desire is not a fire of heavenly origin.11

Scriptural support for this position comes primarily from the four usages: Paul's calling to 

apostleship (Rom 1:1; 1 Cor 1:1), Paul and Barnabas' call to missionary service (Acts 13:2), and 

Paul's Macedonia call (Acts 16:9-10). Secondary support comes from other occasions in the NT 

where God clearly placed men into the ministry, such as John the Baptist and the twelve apostles. 

Acknowledging the unique nature of these callings one may sustain the position by indicating 

that these men are the foundation of the church (Eph 2:19-22), and were given for an example (1 

7C.H. Spurgeon, "Lecture II: The Call to the Ministry," In Lectures to my Students 
(London: Passmore and Alabaster, 1881; Pilgrim Publications, 1990), 23.

8Hankins, "The Call To The Christian Ministry", 88.
9Francis Wayland, The Apostolic Ministry (Delivered in Rochester, N.Y., Before the New 

York Baptist Union for Ministerial Education July, 12, 1853.) (Rochester, Sage & Brother, 
1853), 36

10Stephen Hankins, "The Ethics of Ministerial Qualifications," Biblical Viewpoint 
(Greenville) XXX, 1 (April 1996), 72.

11Spurgeon, "Lecture II", 25.
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Cor 4:16, 1 Thes 1:6).12

To place bounds around the special-direct call, its proponents suggest that a true call 

would not be made to an individual not satisfying the requirements of Scripture. “The man who 

thinks he is called to the ministry must also meet, to a blameless degree, the qualifications 

presented by Paul in his formal lists in 1 Timothy 3:1-7 and Titus 1:6-9.”13 The special-direct call 

is also confirmed by the acknowledgment of that call by the church. 

The people of God must see in a man the necessary requisites of character and ability to 
order to give him the authority of spiritual oversight. The practical reasons for this are 
obvious. . . . A man cannot lead people who refuse to follow him, nor can he provide 
spiritual food and protection for those who do not accept him as shepherd.14

Therefore, though a man may sense the compelling desire of God to full-time service, unless he 

is qualified and acknowledged by the body, the direction is not truly the will of God.

III. Indirect Call

Those refuting the existence of multiple calls contend that the Scriptures reveal only the 

call to salvation. Noting passages such as Matt 9:13, Gal 1:6, and Heb 3:1, they concluded that 

the Spirit unquestionably moves upon the heart of men, awakening them to their spiritual need. 

However, they believe that all other usages of the term within the NT apply uniquely and 

exclusively to a member of the apostolic band. 

There is not one NT reference in which the language of calling is used of anyone other 
than the apostles unless the calling is to salvation. Not one pastor is referred to as having 
been called by God to ministry. One should not therefore assume an analogy to exist 
between apostolic calling and ministerial office. The Scriptures at least make no such 
connection.15 

In passages where the specific term 'call' is not used, but where the sentiment clearly 

exists, also fail to support a specific call. Harrison suggests a passage such as Eph 4:11, that 

describes God as giving “some as apostles . . .” is not referring to the selection of specific men. 

Rather, Paul is referring to the bestowing of gifts to the church. Similar logic is applied to Rom 

12Hankins, "The Call To The Christian Ministry," 86-87.
13Hankins, "The Call to the Christian Ministry," 89.
14Ibid.
15Paul V. Harrison, “Pastoral Turnover and the Call to Preach,” JETS Volume 44 (The 

Evangelical Theological Society, 2002), 44:100.
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12 and 1 Cor 12 in explaining what is meant by God appointing “overseers.”  Again, Harrison 

contends “the church understood the appointments to be by God, who had given the gifts,” not 

by God who had given men. He concludes “even if the verse[s] did point to individual role 

assignments, it would lend no support to the idea of an internal call, since it does not address the 

subject of how such assignments should be accomplished.”16 Those holding to an indirect call 

also do not believe that a man's desires qualify him for a position. “It [an individual's desire] 

does not make one a minister any more than a desire to be president makes one president.”17 

While rejecting a special call and any form of self-appointment, those holding to a 

indirect call are still required to answer the question, “How does God direct men to the 

ministry?” The foundational principle for this position is the doctrine of the priesthood of the 

believer. That is, every believer has the same access to and standing before God. Added to that 

understanding is the truth that all believers are called to minister. Each one that is justified is 

called to a life of death to self and life unto Christ. Recognizing the need for order, unity, and 

leadership, however, there is a call for a select number of men to serve in a role of leadership.18 

They conclude that that this appointment is best accomplished through the body of church 

members themselves. As members prayerfully consider the gifts given to the church, they are 

best able to appoint the one to lead them. Calling occurs by the direction of God's sovereign hand 

and the leading of the Holy Spirit in the people. It is “the same as confirmation and choice by the 

church.”19 Such a call is referred to as “ordinary” or “indirect.”20 Martin Luther held this position. 

In commenting on Galatians 1:1-2, he states:

When Paul speaks of those called 'by man' I take it he means those who have a divine call 
extended to them through other persons. God calls in two ways. Either He calls ministers 
through the agency of men, or He calls them directly as He called the prophets and 
apostles.21 

Luther concluded: “Today He calls us to the ministry of His Word not immediately by Himself, 

16Harrison, Ibid. 100.
17Ibid. 103.
18Ibid. 104.
19Edward L. Hayes, “The Call to Ministry,” Bibliotheca Sacra Volume 157 (Dallas 

Theological Seminary, 2000; 2002), 97.
20Harrison, “Pastoral Turnover and the Call to Preach,” 103.
21Martin Luther, A Commentary on St. Paul’s Epistle to the Galatians, (Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan, 1939), 10.
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but by other means; that is to say, by man. . . This is a mediated calling, since it is done by man, 

even though it may be of God.”22 This position does not deny the existence of a special call to the 

apostles or prophets, “yet these should not be considered normative for believers in the 

church.”23 

IV. Conclusion

Those holding either a direct or indirect call both affirm many of the same truths. Both 

believe that God's efficacious call is necessary for salvation. They believe that all those who are 

justified are to live a life of service, fully dedicated to God. This life is to be guided by the 

indwelling Holy Spirit and the Word of God. Both concur that some subset of individual 

believers are ordained to serve God, according to their gifts, in full time ministry. Both agree that 

these individuals must meet the Scriptural qualifications and that their suitability for the position 

must be acknowledged by the local church. The fundamental difference in the two positions rests 

upon the means by which the individual to fill this position is identified.

Based upon the Scriptural arguments presented by both positions, I am led to believe that 

those proposing an indirect call to have stronger support. Though Paul was unquestionably called 

to be an apostle (Rom 1:1), the absence of any pastoral call in the NT requires me to conclude 

this way. To the contrary, the Scriptures reveal that elders were appointed with no mention of 

being called. The doctrines of the priesthood of the believer, as well as God's intention to work in 

and through the church, also demand this position. The fact that man's heart is deceitful and 

desperately wicked provides a feeble conduit for the call to be conveyed. Christ's church is built 

upon a rock, gifted by the Spirit, and ordained by God. Against it the gates of hell will not 

prevail (Matt 16:18). I rest fully assured that I serve a sovereign God and though “The lot is cast 

into the lap, But its every decision is from the LORD” (Prov 16:33 NAS).

22Martin Luther, Commentary on Galatians, Index Created by Christian Classics 
Foundation., electronic ed. (Simpsonville SC: Christian Classics Foundation, 1996), Ga 1:2.

23Edward L. Hayes, “The Call to Ministry,” 98.
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