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1

Lesson 1

MInIstRY anD lIfe aRe not faIR .

And when those hired about the eleventh hour came, each of 
them received a denarius. Now when those hired first came, 
they thought they would receive more, but each of them also 
received a denarius. And on receiving it they grumbled at the 
master of the house, saying, “These last worked only one hour, 
and you have made them equal to us who have borne the burden 
of the day and the scorching heat.”

—Matthew 20:9–12, emphasis added

One of the most shocking revelations we discover about life 
is that it is not fair! Even though we know intellectually that it 
isn’t, many people still experience internal confusion because 
they haven’t quite accepted that fact. Have you realized and 
accepted it yourself? If not, I will say it again. Life isn’t fair. 
And this is an absolutely true statement.

Take for instance a guy who is fit as a fiddle. He runs, hangs 
out at the gym, eats mostly healthy foods, and sleeps the recom-
mended number of hours. Then he discovers he has high blood 
pressure, clogged arteries, and heart disease. And to add insult 
to everything else, he dies at an early age.

Now compare his lifestyle to another guy who never exercises 
but eats without concern for his health, consuming unlimited 
carbohydrates and ordering dessert at every meal (with junk 
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food snacks in between). At his annual physical, the doctor 
says he’s in “perfect health.” His blood pressure is normal, his 
heartbeats are regular and strong, and his arteries look like 
they have been cleaned with a plumber’s snake. This guy lives 
to be over 100 years old.

What?! No fair!
The issue of fairness rises to another level when we consider 

life in ministry. I hate to lead you into disillusionment or burst 
your bubble, but ministry parallels life—and ministry is not fair 
either. Consider the pastor who has not received the same level 
of training as you, doesn’t present himself as well as you, isn’t 
in as affluent an area as you, and hasn’t spent the same number 
of years in ministry as you. You, on the other hand, may have a 
seminary education with other advanced training. You always 
present yourself with the appropriate dignity expected of a 
pastor, and you planted your church in one of the most strategic 
demographic areas of the city. However, your church is strug-
gling with attendance, finances, or maybe both while this other 
pastor has a successful megachurch.

Ministry parallels life—and  
ministry is not fair either.

Neither life nor ministry are based on fairness, and if you 
focus on fairness, neither one will ever make sense to you. You’ll 
be disappointed, frustrated, and eventually cynical. Life must 
be based on faith no matter what you do, ministry or otherwise. 
Begin with this most basic understanding: God is your Creator. 
Not only that, but He is also good and has a plan, purpose, and 
role for you to fill. That is true for all of us who have been called 
by Him (Romans 8:28).
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In one of my business classes in college, the professor gave 
an assignment to a group of us to replicate a research study on 
entrepreneurial success. We were told to identify the compo-
nents of success as it relates to business. Through this exercise, 
we discovered our findings were identical to the study we 
modeled. We observed factors such as financial success, sales 
growth, and organizational size to measure the success of 
selected businesses. What we discovered is “luck” (or provi-
dence for those of us who are Christians) and skillful effort 
played relatively equal roles in predicting a business’s success. 
That discovery was a little unsettling for me as a young business 
student.

Numerous times in my years at Gateway Church, pastors of 
other churches have asked me to reveal the “secret sauce” of 
Gateway’s success. The answer does not rest on our luck, skill, 
or top-secret ministry formula. The reason is God. He is the 
secret to our success, but it’s not a secret we want to keep to 
ourselves. His plans, purpose, and sovereign work are the most 
significant factors that have led to any triumph we have experi-
enced. The answer I give is not intended to be flippant; I really 
believe it. However, some pastors look at me with a mixture 
of disappointment, dissatisfaction, and even suspicion. From 
the way I interpret their facial expressions, it appears as if they 
think I am protecting a tightly held trade secret or withholding 
the whole truth to keep them from experiencing what we have 
at Gateway Church.

Then I will point those who are curious to some of the 
practical things Gateway Church does that I think are important 
for reaching a new level of success. In truth, however, no other 
church can simply attempt to replicate the things we do and 
expect the same ministry results. So I go back to what I said 
originally: God is the one who directs and anoints our efforts to 
produce His purpose and results. I don’t have another truth to 
offer. He has done something by His own purpose and design 
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that is unique to Gateway Church, and He is working to do 
something unique and amazing in other churches—but only if 
they will hear, believe, and obey what He says to do. Focus your 
attention and efforts on listening to the Holy Spirit and then, 
by all godly means, follow what He reveals to you.

God is the one who directs and  
anoints our efforts to produce  

His purpose and results.

Since the local church is really a mirror of the family, this 
truth applies equally to your family. Are you looking with 
hidden jealousy at another family and thinking, No fair! We 
do more for the church than they do. We love each other and 
demonstrate it more than they do. We love God and demonstrate 
our love for Him as much or more than they do. So why isn’t our 
family blessed like theirs?

Now, I know that doesn’t seem fair, and from a human 
perspective, it may not be fair. However, the determination of 
“fairness” really isn’t up to us. If that makes someone uncom-
fortable, then they need to take it up with God. He is the one 
who determined long ago that real life and success would be 
about faith—trust and reliance on His nature and character—
which will give us contentment with His assignment for our 
lives and ministries. That kind of faith will enable you to fulfill 
His purpose in your life, I promise. It will allow you to trust 
His heart when faith is not yet sight and His hand still seems 
invisible.

Pause for a moment here and read carefully: I am not giving 
you an excuse to become lazy. God has His part, but you also 
have yours. As the old saying goes, God can miraculously move 
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mountains, but sometimes He will do it with you and a shovel. 
You must remain diligent if you want to know and under-
stand what He wants for you. Then you will have to move with 
courage and diligence to follow your new understanding of His 
assignment and act to the best of your abilities.

Give up the bad habit of trying to compare yourself, your 
ministry, or your circumstances to someone else’s. That toxic 
thinking will lead you to a place you don’t need to go. In 
fact, comparison can only lead you to one of two unhealthy 
extremes—depression or pride. Don’t let the seeds of arrogance 
and pride find fertile soil in your eyes, mind, or heart. Turn away 
from insecurity, self-doubt, and self-hate; they will only become 
barriers that keep you from fulfilling God’s assignment for you.

You know God is in charge, right? He is the King, and He 
has His Kingdom. He will rule and guide it as He sees fit. He 
doesn’t respond to orders or democratic mandates that make 
the majority happy. But He is a good, kind, compassionate, and 
loving King who wants the best for you. From His essential 
goodness, He is ultimately and absolutely fair, and His defini-
tion of “fairness” is the only one that counts.

God your Father knows exactly what is best for you, far more 
than you know yourself. Rest in that truth. When you become 
frustrated by what seems to be unfair, ask yourself what the 
source of your frustration is. Make sure it is not comparison, 
which is reflected in the idea that you deserve or are entitled 
to fairness because of all your efforts and hard work. In God’s 
eyes, all of us are simply His humble servants, and He wants us 
to seek and find His good will.

If fairness is the most important thought in your mind, I will 
tell you what I used to tell my children: there is only one fair 
in Texas, and it happens once in the fall. Ask yourself, Am I 
seeking fairness, or am I nurturing faith? Expecting fairness will 
lead you down the dark paths of comparison and expectation, 
but faith will lead you to light and life. It will ultimately take 
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you to the place where you will hear, “Well done, my good and 
faithful servant! Enter into the joy of your master!”

His master said to him, “Well done, good and faithful servant. 
You have been faithful over a little; I will set you over much. 
Enter into the joy of your master.”

—Matthew 25:23
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