
93JBC 31:1 (2017): 93-101

Is it wise if significant counseling resources in your church are expended on a 
few needy people? Caring for strugglers is time intensive. Counseling can go 
on for weeks, months, and even years with people who are overwhelmed by 
their afflictions and weaknesses. The benefit can be hard to quantify. Should 
we really find ways to keep going with people who need long-term care and 
support? The answer, according to 1 Corinthians 12, is yes. In this passage, 
Paul talks about the church as a body made up of different parts. The question 
then is how do we view our ministry to those parts that need more care?  

Counseling, of course, is not just about what happens in a room one to 
one. Counseling happens throughout a church’s culture whenever the Word 
of God is shared. It takes place in the conversations in our small groups, in 
the coffee shops, at kitchen tables as well as on Sunday mornings. It happens 
whenever the riches of Christ are connected with the realities of life. We all 
need this. All of us need to speak truth in love so that each of us grows up 
into him who is the head—Jesus. This is achieved in our churches one con-
versation at a time. And it is attained by very ordinary means—the words that 
come from our mouths (Eph 4:15).

But how many of those conversations should be with the same person? 
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How many hours of ministry time in the church family should go to the few 
people who seem to need it most?

We feel the pressure of this question in our ministry teams. We know 
God gives us the resources we need to do what he has called us to do, but it’s 
easy to go through whole seasons of ministry half-convinced that God has 
short-changed us. We feel as if we don’t have quite enough for what he wants 
us to do. We seem stretched too thin. We’d like manna for a five-year plan, but 
we have only enough for twenty-four hours.

As a member of a pastoral team I get to focus some time on counseling. I 
find myself wondering whether other members of the team are looking over 
my shoulder as I meet with the same member of the congregation… again. 
Are they questioning whether anything of any value is actually being achieved 
in these lengthy, ongoing conversations? 

And when things feel tight, rationing seems inevitable. We have got to 
be sensible—precious resources have to go to strategic items, such as evange-
lism and the basic discipleship of the majority. We must make sure we have 
sermons, Sunday worship, and small groups because they are the front doors 
and windows of the church. Given this, one-to-one conversations with a per-
petual struggler can feel like a luxury. Not all one-to-one chats are like that 
though. Talking to someone with the potential to be a future ministry leader 
is an investment worth making because it will pay off richly in a few years. 
Investing in such people makes sense because of their obvious potential. But 
what about the gambling addict who repeatedly stumbles despite wanting to 
change? Or the grievously abused person whose struggle spans decades? Isn’t 
the time better spent with the leaders of the future? Or what about the house-
bound elderly? Once upon a time they were firing on all cylinders, but those 
days are gone. So we love them and we encourage them, but we struggle to 
pour hours into them because, bluntly, we don’t expect a return to justify it.

It’s also a question for us as individuals. Most of us don’t have lots of spare 
time. Fitting something in is a challenge. Time is precious. There is lots to do. 
Some people energize us. It’s easy to put them into the schedule. Some people 
are high priority by definition—like our families. We can’t ignore them even 
if we wanted to. But other people feel like black holes. The first meetings are 
exciting. We feel good that we are caring and showing love. But as the weeks 
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and months roll on, we wrestle with a hard question: Is this worth it, frankly? 
It’s the same question I have when I travel on public transport. I find 

myself asking how much of my ticket goes toward the ramp for wheelchair 
users. I travel on buses several times a week, and I’ve seen the ramps used 
about three times in as many years. The cost per bus must be huge. Of course 
it’s wonderful to make the whole network more accessible for those who need 
a ramp, but their numbers are few. Where did our culture get the idea that 
people with special needs should have special care and special resources allo-
cated? It’s not very Darwinian.

As counselors in the church we might ask ourselves whether it’s worth it 
to spend so much time with certain people—especially when it feels like it 
isn’t really going anywhere. The people concerned are not progressing much 
and might not ever. Church leaders might ask the same question because 
there are other things they want you to be doing. While you are busy seeing 
the especially needy person, who are you not seeing? To which the only an-
swer is, everyone else! And the needy person might ask the same question. Is 
it right to take up so much of someone else’s precious time? Have I spent my 
“credit” as a member of the church? Have I gone into debt?

In 1 Corinthians 12 Paul gives the clearest possible answer to these ques-
tions. Should people with special needs get a disproportionate slice of the 
church’s resources? Should we continue to spend time with a Christian who 
needs a lot of it? The answer is, Yes!

We have this lurking idea that needy people break the church, that they 
are a problem, they damage the church body, they throw us off balance, dis-
tort priorities, and spoil things for everybody else. That is sheer worldliness. 
This passage shows us that they are in your church because God wants them 
there and he has put them there because he wants them to be cared for!

Paul addresses this as he writes about the church as a body. He makes 
three points that will help us to repent of our cynicism and view needy people 

We have this lurking idea that needy people 
are a problem. That is sheer worldiness.
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