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HONEYCOMB 2/3 (July 2001): 61-71 

Success and Successors 

Russell H BOWERS, Jr 

How Do We Gauge Success? 

B y what standard can we decide how successful someone has 
been in ministry? 

Is it the number of people who have sat under someone's 
teaching and will testify of its impact? Jesus attracted large crowds 
in the early stages of his work. However, he often demonstrated 
the shallowness of the multitude's "faith" and, by insisting on a 
deeper commitment, drove them away. 1 No, numbers do not prove 
success in God's sight. Other things being equal, we would 
naturally rather see many people rather than few respond, claim 
allegiance to Christ, and join the church. But if they do so for the 
superficial reasons of John 6, or without the submission to his word 
that Jesus demanded in John 8, the numbers who follow us may 

1 See John 6: 14-15 and Jesus' withdrawal. By the end of the 
chapter "many of his disciples turned back and no longer followed him" 
(v. 66). Then in John 8:31 Jesus instructed the Jews who had believed him 
to hold to his teaching if they wanted to be free. By verse 59 they were 
picking up stones to stone him. 
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speak not of how many we have won, but with how many we have 
failed. 

Should we say rather that success is measured by the 
minister's personal faithfulness to the Lord and his word, 
regardless of whether people have responded? Surely this 
represents a more spiritual yardstick. Paul told the church at 
Corinth that "it is required that those who have-been given a trust 
must prove faithful" to the one who commissioned them, and that 
therefore he cared very little about how people evaluated him.2 

God told Ezekiel to faithfully proclaim his word to Judah, whether 
or not they would listen. In fact, he clearly implied that they would 
not listen. Yet Ezekiel was to preach anyway.3 Jesus is twice 
called "the faithful witness,"4 and those whom he rewards at his 
return are his "good and faithful" servants. s So faithfulness clearly 
comprises a criterion for success before the Lord. 

Can we probe this a bit deeper? A cornerstone of 
faithfulness is integrity. Faithfully discharging the work we have 
been given is inadequate if our hearts remain divided. The exalted 
Christ warned a faithfully busy church at Ephesus that it risked 
forfeiting its status as a witness ("lampstand") because it had 
forsaken its first love.6 God does not seek automata that crank out 
studies, sermons, and service. He first. seeks love, integrity, and 
faithfulness of heart, which then evidence themselves through 
faithfulness of action. The Christian community should tolerate no 
divorce of character from function in its leaders. Elders must meet 
strict character qualifications before they are qualified to serve; 7 

by contrast the godless have no right to minister God's word.8 A 
person cannot prove truly successful in God's work without 
integrity. 

2 1 Cor 4:2-3 and following. 
3 Ezekiel 2-3. 
4 Rev 1 :5; 3: 14. 
5 Matt 25:21, 23. 
6 Rev 2:4. Note the church's faithfulness in. its work in 2:2-3. 
7 1Tim31-13; Tit 1:6-9. 
8 Ps 50: 16ff. 
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What have we said so far? Numbers are good. God wants 
not a few but "all men to be saved and to come to a knowledge of 
the truth," and someday "a great multitude that no one could 
count" will ascribe salvation to God. 9 But until the day when 
wheat is separated from tares, confidence in numbers may prove 
ill-founded. Faithfulness in work and integrity of heart shall 
certainly be rewarded, but in the meantime they often prove hard 
for humans to assess. Is there some visible criterion that certifies 
success in ministry? 

I suggest that a successor signifies success. It is not 
enough that we have done well. We need to labor so that when our 
chapter is written, another continues the novel we have begun. 
Without someone to carry on what we have started, our work may 
fade into oblivion as did for centuries the temples of Ankor Wat. 
A godly, trained, and, working successor may not be the only 
signpost of successful work, or even a necessary one. But where 
one is found a certain degree of success can be ascribed. 

The Importance of Successors 

The Bible speaks often of the importance of successors. 
When warned of his impending death Moses prayed, "May 
Yahweh, the God of the spirits of all mankind, appoint a man over 
this community ... so that Yahweh's people will not be like sheep 
without a shepherd."10 God then appointed Joshua, Moses' aide 
since his youth, 11 to the task. It is no wonder then that Israel 
succeeded under this strong and sage leader, and Moses' life work 
did not evaporate on the plains of Moab east of the Jordan. By 
contrast, we hear nothing of Joshua's mentoring a successor. Thus 
we are saddened but not surprised to read that after Joshua and his 
generation died, "another generation grew up, who knew neither 

9 1Tim2:4; Rev 7:9-10. 
10 Num27:16--17. 
11 Ex24:13; 33:11; Num 11:28; Josh 1:1. 
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Yahweh nor what he had done for Israel." 12 Consequently Israel 
descended into the disastrous decline of the days of the judges. 

The priest Eli was righteous, but his sons "were wicked 
men" who "had no regard for Yahweh." Consequently Eli's line 
died out. 13 Likewise Samuel stood tall for the Lord, but his sons 
stooped to dishonesty, bribery, and perversion of justice. So 
Samuel's line and office were replaced by Saul and the monarchy. 14 

Godly Hezekiah was followed by godless Manasseh, and Judah's 
gains under the father were forfeited under the son. 15 If we want 
lasting success, we must groom our successors. 

Jesus knew that. That is why as time moved on he 
increasingly focused his ministry on the few who would carry on 
his work rather than the many whose allegiance was easily won 
and easily lost. Jesus had no problems attracting a crowd, who 
would sometimes neglect a meal to hear him in the wilderness. 
But as his ministry approached its climax at Calvary Jesus invested 
less effort scattering seed along the road and more sharpening the 
scythes of his reapers. He wanted his work to last. He personally 
could have attracted larger crowds, and perhaps credited himself 
with more converts by doing so; He could have gone out with a 
bigger splash, but he would have gone out. By investing himself in 
his disciples he ensured that his word would reach us in Phnom 
Penh 7,500 kilometers from Jerusalem and two millennia later. 

His desire for lasting fruit is seen in Jesus' upper-room 
discourse. He told the eleven, "You did not choose me, but I chose 
you and appointed you to go and bear fruit-fruit that will /ast." 16 

One way to assure that our fruit lasts is to take care to practice the 
great commission, which calls on us to make disciples (not merely 
converts) and to teach them to obey all Christ's commands. In 
other words we must groom our successors. Among Jesus' 
commands we are to train our disciples to perform is that of 

12 Jud 2: 10. 
13 1 Sam 4: 12, 27-36; 1 Kings 2:27. 
14 1Sam8:2-5; cp. 12:1-5. 
15 2 Kings 18:1-21:18. 
16John 15:16. 
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reaching and discipling others. Our work is thus incomplete when 
we have studied, we have preached, we have taught, we have 
served. We must move beyond honing our own skills and train 
others so that they can effectively study, preach, and serve. 
Further, our disciples are not fully formed until they, as well as we, 
are committed to and skilled in training successors. 

This multi-generational vision is spelled out in 2 Timothy 
2:2, where Paul urges his protege to entrust the words he had heard 
from Paul to faithful men who themselves would be able to teach 
others. Thus this one short verse speaks of four "generations" of 
leaders-Paul, Timothy, faithful men, and others. Production of 
lasting fruit requires such a long-range activity. 

\ 

Why People Fail to Train Their Replacements 

Why do we sometimes neglect the obvious need to train 
our replacements? The reasons vary from individual to individual 
or group to group, but often they include a blend of the following: 

( 1) Investment in successors requires humility. It requires 
a willingness to not be the Big Number One. To the extent I exert 
energy to edify those who will succeed me, I neglect time I could 
have invested in my own work. Accepting yet another invitation to 
travel, speak, or write may provide an interesting diversion for me 
or keep my name before the public. But in the long run, patiei{tly 
and privately honing a small band of disciples may prove more 
fruitful for the kingdom. Am I willing to step out of the limelight 
so that others may share it with me ... or even surpass me some 
day? The church needs more leaders like Paul, who was content 
with curtailment of his travel and ministry if it resulted in others 
preaching Christ more courageously. 17 It needs more like Jesus, 
who said to the eleven, "It is for your good that I am going away."18 

Surely the crucified one could have made quite an impression on 
his murderers had he confronted them in person after rising from 
the tomb. But he wanted his apostles' ministries to succeed. 

17Phil I: 12-I 8a. 
18John 16:7. 
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(2) It requires patience. Let's be honest. It is often easier 
to do the job ourselves. We know of our commitment to 
excellence.· We are certain that we will get the job done. We have 
confidence in our own experience and expertise. But to entrust 
responsibility for an important job to another whose commitment 
abilities are less than our own ... and to do so in part so that other 
can·grow in the process ... requires patience. He or she may let us 
down. What may be to us a simple job may take a long time. We 
may need to content ourselves with a poorer product . . . or no 
product at all. We may find ourselves echoing the exasperated 
ejaculation, "Oh unbelieving and perverse generation, how long 
shall I stay with you? How long shall I put up with you? Bring the 
boy here to me."19 We of course are perfect, our motivations 
impeccable, and our product flawless. None of that is ever true of 
those we mentor:i so to our ministerial perfections we must add the 
virtue of patience if we are to equip a successor. 

(3) It requires time and money. Training a successor 
requires many hours over many months (or years). It may require 
a second plane ticket when one would have sufficed, a second 
computer on which to pound out thoughts, another set of basic 
texts. Rather than widening the resource and recognition gap 
between the spiritual "haves" and "have-nots," serious 
commitment to building mature successors will spend to raise the 
level of the next generation. Christianity, in contrast to current 
culture, is not enamored of its few, otherworldly, and wealthy 
"stars." Rather it prefers to resemble a body where "we all reach 
unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God and 
become mature," where "every supporting ligament" counts, and 
which grows "as each part does its work."20 Such a vision to 
groom a corps rather than stroke an elite few will require that we 
redirect attention and money from the latter to the former. 

19Matt 17: 17. In deliberating on the question of to whom this 
verse is addressed, Expositor's Bible Commentary correctly notes that "the 
disciples' unbelief is central to Jesus' exasperation." 

20Eph 4: 13-17. 
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. ~) n requires willingness to sacrifice short-term statistics 
for long-term substance. In all Christian work there is pressure to 
produce. People want numbers; people want statistics; people want 
dramatic stories of lives changed and programs implemented. This 
is especially true in missions and NGO work, where a river· of 
reports must relentlessly roll to finicky donors, who may lose 
interest and invest elsewhere if results are not immediately and 
<0ontinuously forthcoming. Such a quest for the quantifiable is not 
always wrong-we need to be producing something. And that 
something had better eventually prove be fruit and not foliage. But 
it may be that all the frenetic activity and cash invested in yet 
another large campaign or conference may not prove as substantive 
in the long run as the same investment in the patient, unspectacular 
discipleship work of TEE or other small-group ministry. This does 
not question the value of the former, but rather encourages us to 
remain faithful to the latter if that is what present needs require. 
And we must do so even if for periods of time there is little 
dramatic to report. Donors must be assisted to appreciate this 
truth. 

(5) A successor reminds a leader of his mortality. Perhaps 
for some a subliminal reason not to train a successor is that doing 
so is a tacit reminder of one's own replacability and mortality. If 
we were going to live forever or stay where we are forever then no 
replacement would be necessary. Reluctance or refusal to 
proactively prepare another to take over early in my ministry may 
be a subconscious ploy to mask my mortality from myself. 

Jesus' Training Pattern 

Jesus followed four steps in preparing his successors. 
(1) Selection. The apostles were not a band of volunteers. 

After spending a night in prayer, Jesus chose from among his 
disciples (and he had many) twelve whom he wanted.21 His tack 
opposes a current pattern that pleads for volunteers, or accepts as 
students virtually all who can pay the tuition. Asking for 

21Luke 6:12; Mark 3:13. 
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volunteers invites the dual dangers of encouraging those who have 
no business in leadership to apply, and, partly for that very reason, 
causing the inore prudent and qualified to demur. Paul followed 
Jesus' pattern in his choice of a successor-"The brothers at Lystra 
and Iconium spoke well of [Timothy]. Paul wanted to take him 
along on the journey .... " By thus choosing well and training well, 
Paul ended up with a man who had no equal.22 The general New 
Testament pattern is that potential leaders are selected by 
established ones.23 Both volunteerism and election by a whole 
congregation (which naturally will contain persons at all stages of 
Christian maturity and discernment) are less apparent in our texts.24 

If the church today is to follow Jesus' pattern, we must 
first .long for successors-in-training and pray that God will show 
them to us. We can assess candidates in the light of revealed 
qualifications.2

' As we assess and pray God can reveal his choice.26 

The!J. we can approach them to see if they are willing to be trained 
and serve . 

. (2) Observation. Mark's account of the appointment of the 
apostles says that Jesus' plan was "that they might be with him" 
before he "[sent] them out to preach and to have authority to drive 
out demons." The first stage of the apostles' work was to watch 
and listen. At first Jesus did all the work. Jesus did all the 
teaching. Jesus healed and confronted demonic forces. They 
might help by rowing boats or handing out bread and fish, but their 
first ministry was to learn. There can be no output without 
previous input. It is rare to find a good leader who was not once a 
good follower. One. too quick to speak may end up having little 

22Acts 16:2-3; Phil 2:19-22. 
23E.g., Acts 14:23; 15:22; Tit 1:5. 
24Acts 6:3-4 may be an exception. But the church was quite 

young at this point, and through various testings and persecutions was 
probably purer and more spiritually minded than has been the norm in 
most of chufch history (see, e.g., Acts :S:l3). 

2'E.g., 1 Tim2:11 ..... 3:13; Tit 1:5-9. 
261t was in the context of worship and fasting that the church 

discerned God's call of Barnabas and Saul (Acts 13:1-3). 
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important to say. An overwhelming need to stand up front and be 
seen may characterize an egotist rather than a servant of the Lord. 
Better to learn and be quiet at first. By being free to see and hear 
without having the pressure to perform, a leadership candidate can 
imbibe the message, method, and mentality of leadership. Better to 
know where you are going before you ask people to follow. The 
first stage of leadership development may be to ensure we have the 

-right individuals committed to faithfully hear and watch us. 
(3) Internship. Jesus neither allowed his chosen to remain 

passive observers, nor did he immediately thrust them into fulltime 
ministry. The gospels rather suggest a transition by which he 
gradually entrusted the twelve with increasing levels of 
responsibility. By Matthew 10 he sent them out in pairs for limited 
ministry.27 The fact that as he does so he recalls for them his own 
ministry shows that the first stage of "being with him" had not 
been ancillary to the training process. They are to be like their 
teacher and master.28 At the end of this internship they reported 
back to Jesus, spent time in reflection and renewal,29 and resumed 
their learning. They now know by experience that what they have 
heard from Jesus are not just words but truth and power. Nothing 
increases appetite and capacity for new data like using what you 
already have learned. As well, the twelve's perception of ministry 
needed to be deepened. They have tasted the joy and power of the 
kingdom; now they must come to understand and accept its cost. 30 

If we wish to follow Jesus' example, we too must direct 
and monitor a staged transition from passive observation to 
independent activity. In doing so we also obey Paul's dictum that 
deacon candidates "must first be tested" and found blameless 
before being installed into office. 31 Our successors must be 
experienced in the practice as well as the theory of ministry. That 
practice may start with small responsibilities, even as humble as 

27See also parallels in Mark 6 and Luke 9; 
28Matt 10:24-25. 
29Mark 6:30-31; Luke 9:10. 
3°Mark 8:31-35. 
31 1Tim3:10. 
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"pouring water on the hands" of their exemplars.32 Faithfulness in 
a little qualifies for entrustment with much.33 We need to give our 
trainees "small" responsibilities-care for some physical assets, 
welcoming people to church services-and, if they prove faithful, 
gradually advance them more. In this light, if a formal Bible 
training institution does not consider provision of practical service 
to be part of its mandate, that school's curriculum must be 
supplemented by a significant local church practicum before even a 
summa Ctfm . laude graduate can be considered prepared for 
ministry. 

(4) Commission and release. The twelve did not perform 
perfectly throughout their period of learning and supervised 
ministry. One joined the enemy. The remaining eleven failed to 
kneel at the crucial hour, and therefore failed to stand. But, in 
answer to the Master's prayer, faith had not failed utterly.34 So the 
day finally came when they were fully commissioned to a broader 
and more full-time ministry than in Matthew 10-this time to the 
whole world35-and the Lord physically left them to carry on his 
work "on their own" under the direction and empowerment of the 
Holy Spirit. Similarly, our own disciples will doubtless have 
weaknesses and failures on their records when the day arrives for 
them to take over for us. But take over they must, and with Paul 
we "commend [them] to God and to the word of his grace, which 
can build [them] up and give [them] an inheritance."36 Our work is 
done; theirs has begun. 

A Cambodian Case Study 

A positive example of training successors has been the 
work of the Evangelical Fellowship of Cambodia Youth 
Commission in producing its annual conference at Kompong Som. 

322 Kings 3: 11 
33Matt 25:21, 23. 
34Luke 22:30--31. 
35Matt 28:19; Mark 16:15. 
36 Acts 20:32. 
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Conceived and planned largely by expatriates in 1995, the 
conference has year by year increasingly become the work and 
responsibility of Cambodians. Some who attended the first 
conference in 1996 as campers now serve as staff. The registration 
fees paid by attendees has risen year by year to double the original 
rates. Thus through their registration fees attendees from Phnom 
Penh now cover approximately half of their costs. The theme of 
the 2001 conference, the theme song, security arrangements, first 
aid, sports, and other responsibilities were nearly entirely the work 
of Cambodians. Expatriate leaders still help with calling early 
planning meetings, fund raising, trouble shooting, assigning study 
topics and leaders, and accounting. But even these areas are 
subject to review by national leaders. The conference could 
arguably now be run entirely without expatriate input, even though 
foreigners still seek to enhance its effectiveness through their input 
and energy. 

Conclusion 

Jesus' parting instruction in Matthew was to make 
disciples, teaching converts to obey all he had commanded. Our 
obedience to that commission remains incomplete if we have not 
taught at least one-by our words, examples, and supervision of 
his efforts-to carry on and extend the work after we are gone. 

There are pastors who busily preach, teach, travel to other 
venues, chair committees, and serve in many important ways, yet 
who do this basically by themselves. They may be consider it a 
compliment when others say, "Pastor, ?O one can do these things as 
well as you!" When such a leader dies or moves on, the church or 
organization he led often takes a nosedive because of a sudden 
vacuum in leadership and expertise. Others may unthinkingly 
remark, "Wasn't he a great leader? No one else is as good as he 
was. Things are falling apart without him." But does falling apart 
indicate success or failure? Is not a measure of our success 
whether what we have done survives us, whether others have been 
empowered to continue and advance our work? Is ministry about 
our personal success, or the church's success? 
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