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My belief is that deep down people enjoy being challenged and being a part of something significant. When they understand what they’re getting into, along with the rewards and hardships, then if they choose to commit to the course, they’ll more often than not finish the job. This is true for college, where a young person understands the sacrifice, the long hours, the expense, and all of the negatives but they also understand the reward and they persevere with the end goal ever before them. In a career, starting at the bottom and remaining diligent and effective allows one to advance to greater reward and responsibility, even if the present work involves menial, mundane, or tedious responsibilities. Couples desire children, and though there is expense, emotional investment, and the giving up of some things, the reward is worth it. So long as people know what they are getting into, they can endure to the end. For the Christian, when the challenge is set forth properly, one can endure as well. When expectations are not well understood (due to a lack of teaching) people bail out just like when people drop out of school or quit on their careers or abandon their families. Let’s consider the hardships and rewards of being in front-line Christian ministry.

Paul – the New Christian  Acts 9:15-17  But the Lord said unto him, Go thy way: for he is a chosen vessel unto me, to bear my name before the Gentiles, and kings, and the children of Israel: 16 For I will show him how great things he must suffer for my name's sake. 17 And Ananias went his way, and entered into the house; and putting his hands on him said, Brother Saul, the Lord, even Jesus, that appeared unto thee in the way as thou camest, hath sent me, that thou mightest receive thy sight, and be filled with the Holy Ghost.

This is the chapter in the Bible where former Pharisee Saul is converted and becomes Paul the apostle. Paul is being called out of darkness and ignorance into the light of the gospel. He’s going to be the apostle to the gentiles and carry the gospel all over Asia, Europe, and the Middle East. He’s on the front-lines. The Almighty is very clear, there’s going to be suffering. There’s going to be hardship. There’s going to be sacrifice. There’s going to be inconvenience. And here’s the reward: you will be filled with the Holy Ghost and the very presences of the Living God will be in you, guiding you, comforting you, ministering to you. Are you in? Paul is in! From the start he understands that he will suffer greatly. He’s up to the challenge.

Paul – the Minister  2 Corinthians 1:1-12 Paul, an apostle of Jesus Christ by the will of God…3Blessed be God, even the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies, and the God of all comfort; 4Who comforteth us in all our tribulation, that we may be able to comfort them which are in any trouble, by the comfort wherewith we ourselves are comforted of God. 5For as the sufferings of Christ abound in us, so our consolation also aboundeth by Christ. 6And whether we be afflicted, it is for your consolation and salvation, which is effectual in the enduring of the same sufferings which we also suffer: or whether we be comforted, it is for your consolation and salvation. 7And our hope of you is stedfast, knowing, that as ye are partakers of the sufferings, so shall ye be also of the consolation. 8For we would not, brethren, have you ignorant of our trouble which came to us in Asia, that we were pressed out of measure, above strength, insomuch that we despaired even of life: 9But we had the sentence of death in ourselves, that we should not trust in ourselves, but in God which raiseth the dead: 10Who delivered us from so great a death, and doth deliver: in whom we trust that he will yet deliver us; 11Ye also helping together by prayer for us, that for the gift bestowed upon us by the means of many persons thanks may be given by many on our behalf. 12For our rejoicing is this, the testimony of our conscience, that in simplicity and godly sincerity, not with fleshly wisdom, but by the grace of God, we have had our conversation in the world, and more abundantly to you-ward. 

First the hardships: pressed out of measure (the pressure was on them on many fronts), no more strength in and of themselves, despairing even for their own life. Well, that sounds like hardship to me. Paul was warned of this by the Lord Jesus himself. So Paul is not surprised, but it’s still not easy! We all have human emotions and Paul was flat-out despairing, he had no strength, virtually immobilized. Pressed physically, emotionally, spiritually, relationally – you name it and Paul was under pressure in that area. Welcome to front-line ministry. Welcome to challenge. You had better have a capable Almighty God living in you and guiding you. Paul surely did. How exciting is it when you’re in a tough spot, a really tough spot, that is, a really, really, really tough spot, and the Lord delivers you out of it, yea, even through it?! How exciting is it to know that the prayers of the saints are supporting you and making a difference? That’s a great reward; the Lord delivers you out of the hot spot and you knew He would – you just didn’t know how He would. Your conscience is clear; you have the wisdom of God and thus are not counting on your own great brains and wits to solve every issue. It’s a supernatural life, and that’s a sweet reward. Are you pressed? Yes! Are you victorious? Yes!! A lot of things are boring outside of the faith life. Do you want a challenge? Get on the front-lines. Watch the enemy come after you like a flood, and watch the Spirit of the Lord raise up a standard against him!
Paul – the Exhorter  Romans 8:14-18, 28, 31-33 For as many as are led by the Spirit of God, they are the sons of God. 15For ye have not received the spirit of bondage again to fear; but ye have received the Spirit of adoption, whereby we cry, Abba, Father. 16 The Spirit itself beareth witness with our spirit, that we are the children of God: 17 And if children, then heirs; heirs of God, and joint-heirs with Christ; if so be that we suffer with him, that we may be also glorified together. 18 For I reckon that the sufferings of this present time are not worthy to be compared with the glory which shall be revealed in us… 28 And we know that all things work together for good to them that love God, to them who are the called according to his purpose…31 What shall we then say to these things? If God be for us, who can be against us? 32 He that spared not his own Son, but delivered him up for us all, how shall he not with him also freely give us all things? 33 Who shall lay any thing to the charge of God's elect? It is God that justifieth. 

Front-line ministry: Part of the package is suffering with Christ. That’s the way it is. The world hated Christ, and the world will hate the Christian. Jesus said so. So why would anyone want to jump into a faith that immediately makes you hated among the world (the world’s system). Why embrace faith in Christ when He says in Luke 14:26 If any man come to me, and hate not his father, and mother, and wife, and children, and brethren, and sisters, yea, and his own life also, he cannot be my disciple. Well, who is it that died for your sins? Who is it that made a way to Heaven for you? Who is it that sends the Holy Spirit of God to indwell and comfort and guide you? Who is it that spared not His only begotten Son? God is the one that is for us. God is the one that freely gives us all things. God is the one that justifies us. Paul, in exhorting the saints, reminds them that they are not longer in bondage to fear but that they are part of the family of God. Further, we are heirs of God and joint-heirs with Christ. That is, we are loved of God as Christ is loved of God. We are special in God’s sight. He protects us, preserves us, sustains us, and speaks to us. When you’re on the front-lines that’s what you need and that’s what you get! God is the great “I AM.” He’s not late, He’s not disinterested, He’s not too busy for you, but he’s a right-now God and Savior. We are, indeed, free in Christ Jesus, and He’s truly all we need, seeing as how we are heirs of all the good things of God. Nice reward! Nice challenge also, are you up to it?

Paul – the Leader  2 Corinthians 11:24-33 Of the Jews five times received I forty stripes save one. 25 Thrice was I beaten with rods, once was I stoned, thrice I suffered shipwreck, a night and a day I have been in the deep; 26 In journeyings often, in perils of waters, in perils of robbers, in perils by mine own countrymen, in perils by the heathen, in perils in the city, in perils in the wilderness, in perils in the sea, in perils among false brethren; 27 In weariness and painfulness, in watchings often, in hunger and thirst, in fastings often, in cold and nakedness. 28 Beside those things that are without, that which cometh upon me daily, the care of all the churches. 29 Who is weak, and I am not weak? who is offended, and I burn not? 30 If I must needs glory, I will glory of the things which concern mine infirmities. 31 The God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, which is blessed for evermore, knoweth that I lie not. 

An apostle is “one who is sent.” Paul’s mission included leadership in the care of all the churches. Anyone who’s ever been in leadership knows the ups and downs of that world. But let us first consider the physical hardships of Paul’s front-line ministry: whippings (five times – 39 lashes each time), beaten with rods (three times), rocks thrown at him from 360°, shipwrecked (three times), abandoned, road travel (robbers abounding), sea travel (dangerous), travels in the wilderness (scary, unsafe), turncoats and traitors leaving him on his own, going without food and water, cold, sick, in pain, and then showing up at the churches to find that people can’t get along, there’s pettiness, there’s adultery, there’s stealing from the till, there’s abuse of spiritual gifts, there’s the re-introduction of the law and legal burdens for the saints to obey, there’s appalling local leadership, and there’s favoritism. So Paul endures no end of hardships on all sides just to show up at a church where everyone’s wondering why God isn’t blessing them and why Susie can’t sing the solo and why divorce and wife swapping isn’t approved. But Paul continues on because the reward is that the message of the only wise God and our Savior Jesus Christ goes forth, and though there are abuses in the churches yet still God has a remnant and the joy of seeing new believers coming into the kingdom and going on to maturity is a great reward for any front-line Christian minister. 
Paul – the Apostle  2 Timothy 1:7-14 For God hath not given us the spirit of fear; but of power, and of love, and of a sound mind. 8 Be not thou therefore ashamed of the testimony of our Lord, nor of me his prisoner: but be thou partaker of the afflictions of the gospel according to the power of God; 9 Who hath saved us, and called us with an holy calling, not according to our works, but according to his own purpose and grace, which was given us in Christ Jesus before the world began, 10 But is now made manifest by the appearing of our Saviour Jesus Christ, who hath abolished death, and hath brought life and immortality to light through the gospel: 11 Whereunto I am appointed a preacher, and an apostle, and a teacher of the Gentiles. 12 For the which cause I also suffer these things: nevertheless I am not ashamed: for I know whom I have believed, and am persuaded that he is able to keep that which I have committed unto him against that day. 13 Hold fast the form of sound words, which thou hast heard of me, in faith and love which is in Christ Jesus. 14 That good thing which was committed unto thee keep by the Holy Ghost which dwelleth in us. 
More hardships. More suffering. Anyone want to be an apostle? Paul reminds us and knows himself that we have a holy calling. When you’re genuinely born again and you are properly discipled and the Holy Spirit of God dwells in you, then you can hack front-line ministry and not fall into a pile at the first sign of suffering. Paul was called to be an apostle, a teacher, a missionary to the Gentiles – and with that comes the suffering and hardship. He knows Jesus, he said in Philippians 3:10 That I may know him, and the power of his resurrection, and the fellowship of his sufferings, being made conformable unto his death. This sounds like a mature Christian front-line minister who knows the score and who is not stymied or taken by surprise when opposition comes, be it from men or demons. He knows he can’t lose and is persuaded that God will keep him in his will. No fear, no shame, just a man in love with Jesus who is a wise soul-winner and front-line saint of God.
Paul – the Evangelist  Acts 20:22-28 And now, behold, I go bound in the spirit unto Jerusalem, not knowing the things that shall befall me there: 23 Save that the Holy Ghost witnesseth in every city, saying that bonds and afflictions abide me. 24 But none of these things move me, neither count I my life dear unto myself, so that I might finish my course with joy, and the ministry, which I have received of the Lord Jesus, to testify the gospel of the grace of God. 25 And now, behold, I know that ye all, among whom I have gone preaching the kingdom of God, shall see my face no more. 26 Wherefore I take you to record this day, that I am pure from the blood of all men. 27 For I have not shunned to declare unto you all the counsel of God. 28 Take heed therefore unto yourselves, and to all the flock, over the which the Holy Ghost hath made you overseers, to feed the church of God, which he hath purchased with his own blood. 
Paul was intending on ministering in Jerusalem as the Spirit of God willed. He was walking into the teeth of suffering and persecution. His eyes were wide open. He warned his fellow ministers to feed the church of God, which meant telling them the truth and equipping them to carry on the work of the ministry, including evangelism, discipleship, Christian living, and ministry. The hazards and hardships were there in abundance for Paul, yet his joy was seeing the kingdom of God advanced. The Christian ministers I associate with feel the same way. They want to see Christ exalted, the lost saved, the saved discipled, and the discipled living right and getting involved in ministry, too. Front-line ministers think this way. The gold dust trail is more like the saw dust trail, but thanks be to God as he leads and guides and uses ordinary men and women to do extraordinary works of service!
______________________________
The challenges are great for the Christian, but feeling the anointing of the Lord, the presence of the Lord, and hearing the voice of the Lord makes it all worthwhile. Where is the challenge and fulfillment in smoking yet another joint, in getting drunk or drinking for the fourth hour in a row, for the sixth day in a row, year after year after year? Where is the challenge in just getting by, in laying low, in watching the umpteenth game-of-the-week where you’re yet again the spectator? Rather than being a spectator in the stands, why not get on the playing field – the misson field! Take your turn at making Hell focus its attention on you. Get outside the walls of the church and home and get into the field where if God doesn’t show up you’re in very deep weeds! See what it’s like to stretch, to persevere, to pray through, and to get victory on the other side. So how do I get on the front-line? Seek out someone who is already on the front-line and ask them how you can get involved. What do you have a natural inclination for? Are you a good writer? Do you speak well in public or one-on-one? Can you lead? Can you follow? Do you like visitation? Do you have musical or singing talents? Drama talents? Can you comfort someone as you have been comforted by God? Set up a meeting with your pastor. Ask him what it is you can do, where is the need, how can you help. Set up a meeting with someone you know in front-line ministry. Ask them some hard questions – ask them about the hardships they’ve endured. Ask them about the sacrifices they’ve made and are making. If you get some powder-puff reply like “I’m a child of the King and I’m riding the crest and everyone I know is healthy, wealthy, and wise like me…” then move on and find someone who’s really in front-line ministry. There are people standing in line who want to have their ears tickled, and there are also those out there ready for the challenge of front-line ministry where evangelism, discipleship, and growth are a passion.
Hang around people who challenge you, who motivate you and encourage you to reach higher, stretch farther, to use your faith in God as intended. Avoid the lightweight me-first gospel going around. If you are so fortunate as to have a missionary visit your church be an encourager of them. Put something in their offering 100% of the time. Ask them about their work and learn something. Find out about their needs, hardships, trials and tribulations. Many, when they come stateside, are raising support for their next departure. Missionaries to and Christian leaders in India, Congo, Philippines, Mexico, China, and more all know hardships. Learn from them! Find out the secret of their joy, ask them!
Pastors are on the front-line also. If you’ve been in the Christian community for two or more years then you should be an asset to your pastor and not a liability. You should be a worker rather than someone who has to have your hand held and patted. Are you an asset to your church? Are you promoting goodwill even though your church, like all churches, is not perfect? How embarrassed would any of us be to have someone who went through what Paul went through show up to our church and overhear us complaining to the pastor that we didn’t like the flower arrangement on the altar? Let’s be busy about being front-line Christians, be it at school, work, home, and ministry. Get out on a limb where God shows Himself mighty. Just know this, there will be hardships. But know this too, there will be rewards. The rewards far outweigh the hardships in front-line ministry. Are you in?
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