



College or Seminary?
By definition, college, in the most basic sense, means a collection or assembly.  Seminary on the other hand, is a similar bird but of a different feather.  The word seminary has to do with a place to plant seeds or a seedling in and of itself.  Only in the United States of America did it come to be defined as a place of learning for young people to be qualified for employment.  I suppose the young seedlings were trained and prepared for future work in the ministry. 

How have we moved to the method of training men for the ministry through the avenue of seminaries or colleges?  Yes, there has been a clear move.  Seminaries have been with us for centuries, but, we must admit, the Kingdom of God has been served well for centuries without seminaries.  One thing is certain:  nowhere in Scripture are the people of God called to create seminaries nor does it require those who would be pastors to attend them.

There is something to be considered here, of course, and that is our view of the bishop.  Because we reject the exalted offices of Rome with their “holy orders” and at the same time reject the notion that a bishop is no different than any particular member of the church, we fall somewhere in-between.  It is true that the bishop must be somewhat different than those he is responsible for. There is a distinct calling on his life.  He is expected at the minimum to be better versed in theology, particularly if he is expected to teach.  (How would one teach if he did not know any more than the one he was teaching?)  How to gain that knowledge has been a point of discussion for generations.  How does one get at least minimally prepared for such a task?  Through study, of course.  But what method is to be employed? 
Scripture provides the answer in Acts 6.  The pastors of the church realized they were being overtaken in the matter of caring for physical things in the church.  They needed help.  They needed to give themselves to the study of the Word and the ministry of the Word to those around them.  So, with what has become a most confused position, the most obvious thing was done: servants were appointed.  Those first-century deacons were tasked with taking the physical responsibilities off the preachers and allowing them to increase in their knowledge of the Word as well as to take that knowledge and better minister to those around them.  Without Scriptural, spiritually-equipped deacons to aid the preacher in ministering to the saints, a preacher may as well toss in the proverbial towel!  Appointing Spirit-led, Spirit-filled deacons is an essential first step in providing the means necessary for a pastor to dedicate himself to prayer and the study of the Word whereby he is able to minister and teach and disciple others, not only in the preaching of the Word but in the teaching of the Word in a classroom situation “to faithful men, who shall be able to teach others also.”  (2Timothy 2:2)
Let me go on record here by saying that seminaries in my estimation are both lawful and helpful.  Though not commanded by Scripture, what is supposed to occur in seminaries most certainly is discipleship. 

The question then is not whether seminaries are lawful under Biblical guidelines, but rather, if we are to employ them, what would be the most Biblical method for doing so?  Again, before we can answer this, we have to go back to the nature and calling of a Biblical elder, or shepherd, of a congregation.  Now, I know, early church history is, at best, sketchy, and every situation we may encounter is simply not mentioned.  Discernment then must be our watchword. 
What we do know is that in the office of an elder there are at least two positions.  (Three, depending on the school of thought from which you are from.)  I will address only the ruling elder and teaching elder.  When we look at the qualifications of an elder, we find that, with the exception of “apt to teach,” each thing on the qualifying list are things to which all men are called.  See 1 Timothy 3.

Yet when we walk into a seminary, the thing we discover is that, by nature, they are academic institutions focusing their attention almost exclusively upon helping the men become more “apt to teach.”  Now, if you did happen to take the “three offices of an elder” approach, you would say some are called to “labor in word and doctrine” as taught in 1 Timothy 5:17, which perfectly matches with the present-day seminary professor.  But again, I lean toward the two-type elder position myself.  This lends now to a local bishop doing the teaching.  In the seminary we have relegated the teaching to men who are neither ruling nor teaching elders.  Nor do those men teaching in the seminary, as well-meaning as they are, worry with the Scripture that requires the bishop to concern himself with the watch-care of the souls of those men.  (Hebrews 13:17)  Their job is to recite information and have it repeated back to them via a test.  If the student passes, he has now qualified to move on to the next class. 
Since Scripture is silent as to the idea of a seminary, or even higher learning institutions at all for shepherds, how were men prepared for ministry?  Plainly, they were discipled by godly men.  Shepherds rightly handling the Word of God, teaching the sheep that were under their care sound doctrine.  Ministerial training was given in the context of the life of the local assembly. Just like God commanded parents to teach their children the things of God in Deuteronomy 6, so God calls pastors to shepherd the flock such that those called to gospel ministry might, within the flock, be trained. 

I am not denying that there are distinct and particular advantages to seminary training.  There are experts in various fields of study.  For example, one professor may have an excellent knowledge of Biblical languages, while another is an able church historian, and yet another might be knowledgeable beyond his peers in manuscript evidence.  As well, one professor can teach a multitude of students at once.  There is also the advantage of a centrally-located library and resources.  There is a large group of peers able to encourage one another.  Lastly, academic training may better equip the student against the dangers of false doctrines. 

However, with each positive there are downsides as well.  We can achieve many of these same ends right through the local assembly.  While, it is true, we can benefit from living teachers, we may also benefit from a healthy dose of “old books.”  Since the advent of the internet, the brick-and-mortar library is no longer necessary.  By the way, pastors have long survived without access to large libraries in the past. 

If we argue that academic training may better equip the student against the dangers of false doctrine, we would do well to remember that seminaries tend to spawn more error than to guard against it.  Remember, it was the laymen in local churches that took back the Southern Baptist seminaries from encroaching liberalism.  Neo-orthodoxy was creeping into the Associate Reformed Presbyterians, and the local churches rescued those schools from themselves!  It is foolish to believe that theological error flows out of poorly-trained minds rather than unfaithful hearts. 
Seminaries, for a clear reason, carry with them the seeds of their own destruction, always leaning toward apostasy.  When an institution is not under the watch-care of a local assembly, governed by the pastor and elders, you end up with the tail wagging the dog.  Men begin to seek the approval of men, thus accreditation.  Before long, the “old ways” are not interesting and, in the spirit of Mars Hill, altars to unknown gods will be set up and discussed as part of the curriculum. 

The one thing a seminary cannot provide is training in shepherding.  A seminary is far more prepared to train scholars than shepherds.  The person that is note-worthy, that is pointed to as the example, is the faithful professor not the shepherd.  Thus, by their own admission, a higher number of seminary students are now training in Bible seminaries for everything but shepherding.  From becoming professors, music ministers, administrators, program directors, and much more, the seminary has left the mooring they launched out from and have sailed to uncharted waters, waters that the Bible has not clearly mapped out.  A seminary is by its nature an institution removed from the daily work of the ministry, so teaching can only be done in the context separate from the work of the ministry. 

What would happen, say, if instead of beginning with the academic presupposition, we were to begin by looking at the qualities of an elder and attempt to teach and train toward that end? 

What if, in other words, our goal in training up shepherds would be to train men of godly character rather than men of academic achievement?  What if we moved “apt to teach” from the privileged position on the theological totem pole and replaced it with holiness?

Our Saviour’s model was to disciple men.  Jesus invested time and energy into these men, speaking to them and training them all the while He was going about doing the work of the ministry.  We never see Jesus giving a lecture on the cessation of sign gifts.  He never broke down the difference between a parable and an actual true story.  He ministered and taught all at the same time.  They sat and learned while He preached and taught.  They asked Him questions, touching on the lives of those He ministered to.  They caught on to the fact that they should be bearing fruit of the Spirit more than amassing credit hours and degrees.  When they “graduated” they marched out into a hostile world, unafraid, and laid down their lives for what the Master had taught them.  Quite unlike today’s graduates that march out into a hostile church and leave it in under three years to find a more amiable congregation with a better health plan. 

At Emmanuel College of the Bible, we are aspiring to train men for the ministry in the same manner as Christ.  There is an extensive reading list that will make the most voracious reader squeamish.  But reading all these “dead guys” is potent enough to prepare men to be “apt to teach”. 

While the reading list is quite rigorous, it is but a small part of the overall preparation for ministry.  True preparation for a race is practice and training.  Those who go through the program here will meet regularly with their mentor, who is a trained man, ministering already on a daily basis.  Students will visit the sick, imprisoned, orphaned, rebellious, and homebound alike with their pastor and teachers.  They will sit up late some nights, wrestling over a tangled relational issue that may have come up in the local church.  They will preach on street corners, from pulpits, and teach in small settings and one-on-one.  They will be shown how the Bible washes the Bride of Christ.  If they are not a member of Emmanuel Baptist, their pastor must agree to help them in a similar manner. 

I discourage homeschooling moms from making the mistake of “doing typical school” at home, and I would discourage any pastor from recreating seminary at the church.  I have gone that route, and it simply does not produce compassionate, godly shepherds.  If a godly shepherd is birthed from the seminary atmosphere, it is a blessing, but it is not typical. 

Seminaries have not given us godly shepherds as a rule but rather have given us academicians, entrepreneurs, professionals, psychologists, and hirelings.  Let us raise up godly shepherds to watch over the flock of the Great Shepherd.  Pastors should grow out of the body of the church giving life back to that body.  Pray for us as we enlist soldiers for the cross.  Join us, and help us turn the world upside down for Jesus Christ. 

Daniel Michael

Pastor at Emmanuel Baptist
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