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FOREWORD
Sustaining vibrancy and joy in the daily grind and successive years 

of pastoral ministry is much more like running a marathon than a 
sprint. Unfortunately, many pastors forget that. In constantly giving of 
themselves and attending to the needs of others, they fail to take care 
of themselves. No wonder so many experience burnout (physical, emo-
tional and spiritual exhaustion) and blackout (forgetting the nature of 
their vocation). Some drop out of ministry altogether, while others fall 
out (finishing the race only to keel over).

But not only do pastors themselves suffer. Whenever this happens, their 
marriages suffer, their family members suffer, the church suffers, and Christ’s 
kingdom suffers.

That is why this book by Bishop Ong is so important. It offers hope and 
encouragement to pastors and Christian leaders and sets before us a life-giving 
way. 

Finishing Well in Ministry is theologically grounded in the Christian under-
standing of what it means to be created in the image of God (Gen. 1:26–27). 
Furthermore,  it is biblically rooted in the life and the letters of the Apostle 
Paul. Through a careful study, Paul is lifted up as the model of what vibrancy 
and joy in ministry should look like. From him we learn the key ingredients and 
practices in experiencing such a ministry today. We are then invited to follow 
the example of Paul as he follows Christ.

Bishop Ong himself has been seeking to do that in his own life and min-
istry. What he has written here has such a “ring of truth” about it because it 
flows out of his own thirty years of faithful, fruitful pastoral ministry. He is a 
seasoned practitioner of ministry over the long haul. Above all, he is a faithful 
and joyful witness to the rejuvenating and sustaining power of Christ in his 
own life.  

Reading this practical, accessible book will surely rekindle your fire and re-
new your passion for ministry. Better yet, it will set before you a clear pathway 
and concrete practices that will enable you to run and finish the race to which 
Christ has called you with gladness and strength and joy.    

Stephen A. Seamands
Professor of Christian Doctrine
Asbury Theological Seminary





Personal well-being consists of sustaining a balanced life as persons made 
in the image of God.1 The human being was created to live in harmony 

with God, self, others, and the world for which they are responsible. This view 
contends that one exists holistically by being connected spiritually (to God), 
socially (to one another), psychologically (to oneself, emotionally and mental-
ly), and physically (to the created order, including one’s own body) connected. 
We are most wholesome and alive when we are engaged in these relationships 
rightly and perform the functions — including our vocation — that fulfil the 
Creator’s purpose and intent for us. 

That the pastor’s personal well-being affects one’s pastoral ministry cannot 
be denied. The overall health of the pastor has become a prevalent issue in 
church communities worldwide. Pastors have even become research subjects, 
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with the many unrealistic, unbiblical, and often-contradictory expectations 
that are placed on them.2 Anthony J. Headley, for instance, has extensively 
researched and documented the issues and struggles of surviving and thriving 
in the pastoral ministry in his book, Reframing Your Ministry: Balancing Profes-
sional Responsibilities and Personal Needs. 

The Unattractiveness of Pastoral Ministry
Church members often acknowledge that becoming a pastor is not appealing, 
because of the financial sacrifice involved, and also the spiritual demands and 
emotional stress placed upon ministers. My own sobering experience is that 
from one particular group of six who were ministers on probation almost 30 
years ago, only three are still serving in the pastoral office. Of the three who 
left, one became a legal professional, another is an executive officer with a 
bank, and the third runs his own human resource training firm. They have 
found not being responsible for so many people emotionally less taxing. This 
fact, accompanied by probably a greater sense of material security in their cur-
rent professions, has kept them from full-time ministry. 

Over my many years of being a pastor with the Methodist Church in Ma-
laysia, I have observed and heard firsthand from various ministers that their 
children would not consider following in their vocational footsteps because 
of the way some parishioners treat their pastors. They perceive this treatment 
as tainted with lack of respect both for the person in question as well as for 
the office. The negative reaction of these pastors’ children is intensified by the 
way it has affected their parents. Such a state of affairs does not give them any 
reason to be attracted to or think well of the pastoral office. Etched firmly in 
their minds are the spiritual hypocrisy and emotional pains of growing up in 
the parsonage. 

The pastoral ministry affects the pastor’s spouse, too. I know of at least one 
pastoral marriage that has ended in divorce due to multiple contributing fac-
tors. Prominent among them is the workaholic tendency of the pastor-spouse 
who does not know how to say “no”, because their identity, security, and sig-
nificance are heavily dependent upon their work. Another consequence of this 
workaholic tendency is physical ailments and early death. The insurance com-
pany for the pastoral workers and of ministers the church I am associated with 
has openly said that the amount of health insurance claims is on the high side.

In addition, many ministers retire with a whimper, instead of going out with 
jubilation and celebration. There is little demand for their further ministry; 
an observation was made in one denominational fraternity that only one out 
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of five retiring ministers continue to be sought for mentoring, preaching, 
and counselling. Feedback collected from pastor-parish relation committees 
indicates that there are senior ministers who seem to have lost their passion 
and zeal for ministry, and the original vision of their call into the ministry. 
Instead, they succumb to performing church duties in a “professional” way. 
The trend of loss of dedication, diligence, holiness, and love for one’s flock is 
highly disturbing; the trend that the longer one serves, the less effective and 
fruitful one becomes — must be arrested.

The Urgent Case for Personal Well-Being
While the consequences of this sad state of affairs are quite evident, there is a 
worrisome lack of urgency in addressing this issue. Pastors are often driven by 
a sense of commitment and faithfulness to God and their ministries. However, 
many suffer in their ministries, whether because of denial, apathy, or little un-
derstanding and engagement in practices 
that contribute to their personal well-
being. For many too, like Martha — they 
have lost the focus of their life and min-
istry — not choosing to keep their “first 
love” of relationship and intimacy with 
their Lord above the emphasis on results. 

This book is an attempt to awaken the 
various parties concerned, especially pas-
tors themselves, to the critical need of val-
uing and practising self-care (a term that 
will be further explained and discussed in 
this book).

The study of the apostle Paul’s life, supplemented by contemporary keys 
to self-care, aim to help, enlighten, and encourage pastors and ministers in 
pursuing their own well-being. I hope that through this book, pastors will take 
appropriate actions and go beyond merely surviving their call to the ministry, 
but thrive and end well in their God-given vocation. 

By openly addressing this difficult issue of surviving and thriving in ministry 
till the very end, I also hope to, in some measure, ease the way for those who 
are considering answering the call to pastoral ministry but are daunted by the 
cost and consequences involved. 

As I say this, I am once again reminded of my own vocational call by the 
Sovereign Lord that began some 40 years ago. Throughout this journey (which 

THE HUMAN BEING 
WAS CREATED TO 
LIVE IN HARMONY 
WITH GOD, SELF, 

OTHERS, AND 
THE WORLD FOR 
WHICH THEY ARE 

RESPONSIBLE.
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is still continuing) — whether in moments of maturity or immaturity, in seasons 
of ignorance or wisdom of knowing better, in the upbeat occasions or down-
and-out deflations — I have tasted the reality of His promise as articulated by 
the apostle Paul in Philippians 1:6: “I am confident of this, that the one who 
began a good work among you will bring it to completion by the day of Jesus 
Christ.”



Then God said, “Let us make humankind in our image, ac-
cording to our likeness; and let them have dominion over the 

fish of the sea, and over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, 
and over all the wild animals of the earth, and over every creeping 
thing that creeps upon the earth.” So God created humankind in 
his image, in the image of God he created them; male and female 
he created them.

The creation narrative of Genesis 1:26–27 is probably the most foundational 
and best-known passage in Scripture of the image of God. Understanding the 
concept of being created in the image of God is extremely important to a per-
son’s identity, significance, security, and total well-being. 

1 
IMAGO
DEI
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God’s intention of creating humans in His image is clearly stated in Genesis 
1:26, and the word “image” is repeated twice for good emphasis in verse 27. 
Genesis 5:1–2 mentions again this creative act of God, with verse 2 stating, 
“Male and female he created them, and he blessed them and named them 
‘Humankind’ when they were created.” 

The second creation account in Genesis 3 then documents how the Fall of 
humankind took place in the Garden of Eden. When the first human couple 
chose to disobey God’s specific instruction not to eat of the fruit from the tree of 
the knowledge of good and evil (Gen. 2:17), sin entered the world. Sin brought 
alienation and broke the bond that humanity had with God, with self, with 
others, and the created order. The image 
of God in humanity became perverted and 
humankind began to malfunction. 

The Fall resulted in the excessive 
heightening of humanity’s self-image so 
that the sinful pride of putting self above 
God was exacerbated. This conceit broke 
the most fundamental of relationships — 
the relationship with God, humankind’s 
creator. Humanity suffered a diminished 
self-image when the first couple experi-
enced a sense of shame; when they felt 
ashamed of their nakedness they realised 
that they had done wrong. Shame soon re-
vealed itself: First, in an estranged  fear of 
God, and second, in the culture of blam-
ing others, as we see in Adam and Eve. 

Humanity has and continues to pay the price of disobedience by having a 
broken relationship with God and itself, evidenced by feelings of worthless-
ness and shame. This deep brokenness affects humankind’s governance of the 
created order in a negative way, as humanity has become self-centred and self-
referencing, discarding God who made the heavens and earth as the final au-
thority of creation. 

The New Testament continues this thread of creational connection to the 
image of God. In 1 Corinthians 11:7, Paul wrote, “For a man ought not to have 
his head veiled, since he is the image and reflection of God; but the woman 
is the reflection of man”. James 3:9 likewise prohibits cursing others on the 
grounds that humans are made in the likeness of God. Paul alludes again to 

WE ARE MOST 
WHOLESOMELY 
HUMAN WHEN 

WE ARE ENGAGED 
IN THESE 

RELATIONSHIPS 
RIGHTLY, 

PERFORMING THESE 
FUNCTIONS THAT 

FULFIL GOD’S 
INTENTION MEANT 

FOR EVERY PERSON.
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the image of God in Acts 17:28 — “In him we live and move and have our 
being”. 

The image of God is connected to sanctification, too. The process of being 
conformed to the image of Christ through the work of the Holy Spirit is de-
picted as a restoration to the original image which was marred at the Fall (Gen. 
3). Christ is seen as that true image of God to which humankind needs to be 
restored.1 Romans 8:29, for instance, speaks of the believer being conformed 
to the image of God, while 2 Corinthians 3:18 states,

And all of us, with unveiled faces, seeing the glory of the Lord as 
though reflected in a mirror, are being transformed into the same 
image from one degree of glory to another; for this comes from the 
Lord, the Spirit.

Paul also notes that the new nature of the redeemed will be after the likeness 
of God in true righteousness and holiness (Eph. 4:23–24), “being renewed in 
knowledge according to the image of its creator” (Col. 3:10).

Making Sense of “The Image of God”
Throughout the history of the Church, there have been three basic interpreta-
tions of what the image of God means.2 The first is the substantive view, which 
is drawn from an ontological perspective, that the image may be reflected in 
spiritual, physical, or psychological human characteristics. This view was held 
by early theologians and suggests that the image of God in a person is found in 
one’s structural capacities.3 The emphasis is on the constituency of a person, 
especially one’s rational and moral capacities. The locus of the image is the 
human being — the image is resident within the person.

The second is the functional view, which essentially shifts from what one 
is to what one does. This view holds that human beings are intended to fulfil 
certain roles, primarily as God’s vice-regent in ruling over nature. Proponents 
of this view also state that the close connection between verses 26 and 27 of 
Genesis 1 indicates that humanity’s dominion over the created order reflects 
God’s image as the sovereign Lord over all of creation. This position has led 
to the “cultural mandate” emphasis among some in the Reformed circles that 
humans, God’s highest creature, are expected to employ fully their abilities to 
learn, understand, and master creation.

The third view is the relational view, which posits the image of God as 
an experiential relationship, much in line with the existential school of 
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thought. The image of God is thus realised and displayed when a person 
enters into an active relationship with another person. A key advocate of 
this view is Karl Barth; he believed that God made a being, who like Him, 
is capable of being a partner. After all, God made humankind in two gen-
ders with an inherent “I” and “Thou” relational element in the image, as 
Genesis 1:27 and 5:1–2 indicate.4 This ability to have both “vertical” (with 
God) and “horizontal” (with fellow humans) relationships would thus con-
stitute the image of God. 

To Be Wholly Human
The image of God, therefore, is a composite of the elements in a person’s con-
stitution that facilitate the fulfilment of God’s purpose and destiny for a human 
being, so that that person finds satisfaction and well-being. The powers of 
personality make humankind like God, in that humanity is unique and unlike 
all other beings in the created order — capable of relating and interacting with 
God, other persons, the created order, and with oneself. 

Humanity, then, was constituted, as depicted in the relational view of the im-
age of God, to relate to God (spiritual), to one another (social), to oneself (psycho-
logical) and to the created world of nature (physical). The Creator had intended 
purposes when He made humankind; humanity was made to know, love, obey, 
and serve the Creator. People are created to love their neighbour as they would 
themselves. We are born to live in harmony with ourselves and others, as well 
as with the created order, for which we are responsible. 

We are most wholesomely human when we are engaged in these relation-
ships rightly, performing these functions that fulfil God’s intention meant for 
every person. The life of Jesus is the tangible, complete exemplar of what hu-
man nature is intended to be. His life was lived to God and focused on obeying 
God. He lived a life that was for others. He ruled over nature by walking on 
water and calming the storms. 

He was also at peace with Himself, displaying a deep sense of identity as 
the Father’s beloved Son, secure in His Father’s love, and knowing His own 
purpose and significance in doing the Father’s will. He had a sound and healthy 
relationship with Himself; a wholesome self-image based on the right type of 
self-confidence that does not inordinately elevate one’s self. 

Nor did Jesus suffer from an unhealthy or excessively low self-image which 
leads to crippling self-rejection and self-doubt. Self-rejection contradicts the 
sacred voice of God who calls each human being His beloved, especially 
believers who doubly belong to Him — first at creation, then through 
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redemption by His Son’s blood which was shed at the cross. The importance 
of a person’s relationship to the self cannot be over-emphasised. It underpins 
all other relationships and makes possible a person’s proper response and 
performance in relating to God, others, and the created order.5 

Having a wholesome self-image is never an end in itself but a means to liv-
ing for God, for others, and for good stewardship of God’s creation. Although 
the life of Jesus was a comparatively short one, it was truly a “finished” or 
completed life lived to the fullest in accordance to God’s will. He did not fail 
prematurely in fulfilling His call, but successfully accomplished His destiny. 
Humankind is called to be restored in the image of Christ, the Second Adam, 
who demonstrated the essential basal elements of being human, as intended 
by God when He created Adam. 

The following diagram captures this perspective of holistic integration of 
personal well-being that encompasses the cognitive, affective and practice of 
being wholesomely connected spiritually (to God), socially (to one another), 
psychologically (to oneself — emotionally and mentally), and physically (to the 
created order including one’s own body). When people fully understand who 
they are, they will then function as they should. The total well-being of a person 
is grounded in the biblical doctrine of humanity. 

A relational perspective of the Image of God (Gen. 1–2).
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