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The Shape of Prison Ministry: 
One Size Does Not Fit All
“And we urge you, brothers, admonish the idle, encourage the 
fainthearted, help the weak, be patient with them all.” 1 Thess. 5:14

Sometimes we treat pastoral ministry as if the gospel were 
simply a “one size fits all” message.  We craft sermons, strategize 
counseling and formulate teaching ministry as if every individual 
under our pastoral care wrestles with identical sins or faces 
identical challenges to faith in Christ Jesus.  This “one size fits all” 
ministry soon resembles the Procrustean bed of ancient Greek 
mythology.  Just as Procrustes stretched out or cut off limbs to 
make his victims conform to the size of his bed, so too we can 
stubbornly demand that people conform to our expectations of 
ministry, rather than allowing the gospel’s flexibility to adapt to 
the diversity of pastoral opportunities and needs.

Judging from 1 Thessalonians 5:14, the apostle Paul certainly 
did not subscribe to a “one size fits all” mentality of ministry.  As 
he instructed the fledgling congregation in Thessalonica, Paul 
outlined the contours that shape Christian ministry.  There is no 
single pastoral formulation; no oversimplified set of instructions 
to be applied woodenly to each situation. 

Divine Hope Reformed Bible Seminary exists to honor God with a 
ministry that practices the kind of gospel flexibility commended 
by the apostle Paul.  For some of our students, this means that we 
address the sins of the past, not only for them to take ownership 
of wrongdoing, but also to point them to the forgiveness and 
reconciliation that only Jesus Christ can provide.  Few things are 
more painful to witness in prison ministry than an offender who is 
either blind to his need for repentance, or an offender who thinks 
that his wrongdoing exceeds the grasp of God’s forgiveness.  
In both cases, faithful gospel ministry must focus upon the 
redeeming grace of Jesus Christ.  

Divine Hope also addresses the daily challenges confronting 
our students.  Prison life has its unique difficulties: loneliness, 
irritation, deprivation, fear and boredom, to mention just a few.  
Some of our students are incarcerated for less than two years; 
others are serving life sentences without the possibility of parole.  
The challenge to those of us engaged in prison ministry goes far 
beyond the seminary classroom.  It’s not uncommon for students 
to struggle with bouts of depression, feelings of despair or even 
outbursts of anger.  Classroom instruction, therefore, must 
combine both the academic and the pastoral; it is ministry that 
focuses upon the head as well as the heart.

Still other students wrestle with issues related to the future.  What 
will life be like after parole?  Will they find gainful employment?  
Will they be accepted by their families, their communities, as well 
as a loving Christian fellowship?  Ministry in these situations must 
instill a confidence in the faithful provision of a loving heavenly 
Father who calls His people to persevering hope in the face of an 
uncertain world.

Pray for those of us who minister the gospel of Christ Jesus 
within prison walls.  God grant that our ministry would be flexible 
enough to confront the idle, encourage the fainthearted and help 
the weak.  And pray that it would be done with the same patience 
that was first shown to us in Christ Jesus our Savior.
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I remember when a Nigerian church asked me, 
many years ago, to speak on the anniversary of 
the translation of their Bible.  Some who attended 
clearly remembered their delight when they held the 
whole Bible in their own language for the first time.  They 
understood the privilege of reading of all the Scriptures, 
which proclaim Christ.

A similar delight comes to Christians today when they receive 
theological education in their own language.  I, along with 
others who work with MINTS, have the honor of teaching them 
the truths of the Gospel which the Scriptures reveal.  We seek 
to impart the skill of handling Scripture rightly and presenting 
Christ faithfully.  In my present situation, I adapt my teaching 
to the needs of international Christians in at least two ways.

First, I write my courses in a form of English which students 
in other cultures can more easily understand.  When I lived 
in Nigeria, I listened each evening to The Voice of America in 
Special English.  This daily broadcast fascinated me because 
it included content which informed adult minds.  Yet it used 
simplified sentence structures which maximized clarity.  I 
wanted to discover how the broadcasts combined depth and 
simplicity.  I finally learned the strategy when I began to work 
with MINTS.  I learned also that many agencies which teach 
cross-culturally follow the same rules.  As I write each of my 
courses, I also seek to comply with these rules.

Second, in some study centers where I teach, we have begun 
to translate twenty MINTS courses into the language of 
the students.  Our adapted courses will require students to 
read from the few theological works which exist in their own 
language.  They will also memorize significant portions of 
Reformed confessions which already exist in their language.  
These assignments and the courses which we write will enable 
students to receive an Associate’s (two-year) degree from 
MINTS.  Pastors from Presbyterian and Reformed Churches 
seem delighted that they will possess a way to train their future 
pastors without transporting them to a distant seminary.  They 
believe that a two-year program will significantly improve what 
they can offer their theological students in their own language.  
In this way, we hope to entrust to Reformed churches an 
organized curriculum for future church leaders which begins 
to equip them to handle Scripture rightly when they teach it.

The Gospel of John declares the coming of Christ by saying, 
“And the Word became flesh.”  This simple sentence expresses 
perhaps the most profound truth which mankind can know.  It 
declares that God the Son added to himself our human nature.  
As one divine person, he possesses both a divine and a human 
nature.  Scripture partakes in the same incarnation principle.  It 
declares redemption in Christ by means of God’s word inspired 
in human language.  To know the Incarnate Son, mankind 
must know the inspired word.  We seek to make him known by 
teaching it with words which people can understand.
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