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To Margrett McGowan, my mother


As the old saying goes, more is caught than taught. I saw my mom live in such a way that she never knew a stranger, always sharing her continuous smile and abiding joy. Her impact on my life remains second to none. Writing this book is one of my life’s greatest achievements, and I know she is celebrating in heaven with me, smiling her trademark smile. I miss and love her dearly.















Foreword by Joel Osteen



Jesus said that if you want to be great in the kingdom, if you want to live a blessed life, there’s a simple key: You have to serve other people. He wasn’t talking about an event that happens every once in a while. He was talking about a lifestyle in which you live to help others. When you live a “serve others” lifestyle, you help friends, you volunteer in your community, and you take care of loved ones. It becomes a part of who you are. You develop an attitude of giving toward everyone you meet. The more willing you are to serve others, the higher God can take you.


God may be seeking to bless you in ways that you never thought possible or in ways that you don’t expect. A servant in the eyes of others is a leader in the eyes of God, and faithfully serving others is the means by which God intends for you to gain the knowledge and insight that you will later use to fulfill your own purpose and destiny.


I can think of no one better to write this book than Johnny McGowan. I have known Johnny for almost forty years, and throughout that time he has served not only our family and our church but countless others as well. He has always proven faithful, dependable, and trustworthy, and he is one of the greatest servant leaders I know.


As one who understands what it means to find purpose through service, Johnny shares with you how your destiny can be realized when you are willing to serve others—whether it is through your job, by being a good neighbor, or by taking up a cause that helps people. He explains that when you are willing to step up and do the right thing, the best way that you know how, you establish yourself firmly in God’s plan for your life. If you trust God when He asks you to serve another and give it your best effort, God’s blessings will begin to flow into your life and through everything you do.


Johnny is living proof that God can do great things through the heart of a servant. I urge you to read this book and embrace the ideas and encouragement you’ll find on every page. If you allow them to take hold and commit yourself to stepping up, you will soon step into the power and abundance that God intended for you to have in your life.















Introduction



True service for sustained success is never about instant gratification. To have a servant’s heart is to know that you may not always be the one standing under the lights. Instead, service is about lifelong learning, and taking the time to develop the right habits and spiritual disciplines required to strengthen your heart and mind. It should not happen with ulterior motives, but by using your gifts intentionally to help others. Most of all, service is about exercising your courage in the process of stepping up.


Simply put, stepping up is seeing an opportunity and doing something about it—noticing a need and filling that need. It’s having the ability to stand in the gap so that the leader can better utilize his or her gifts of leadership. Whether an injustice or an instance of bullying, an inefficiency or a problem of productivity, an injury or an incident of interpersonal conflict, you can use your own abilities and influence in these opportunities to bring about change. As soon as you identify when and where to step up, you look to find solutions, to give encouragement, and to attempt to make that situation better—without worrying about what’s in it for you. That’s stepping up.


Many leaders throughout history have been able to become successful because those behind the scenes served with the end goal in mind. Those in supporting roles didn’t need to shine themselves because contributing to the success of something larger was rewarding enough. Martin Luther King, Jr. stepped up when he saw injustice and inequality, but not without the likes of Bayard Rustin and Hosea Williams. Bill Gates stepped up when he identified inefficiency in technology, but not without Paul Allen or Richard Rashid knowing their role within the Microsoft dynasty. Mother Teresa stepped up to help the poorest of poor, the destitute, the sick, and the homeless, as countless others assisted on her journey to heal the world. Oprah Winfrey stepped up and forever changed the landscape of daytime television, but not without her best friend Gayle King supporting her and standing in the gap whenever needed. My friend Pastor Joel Osteen stepped up by taking a leadership role that he neither desired nor felt qualified to fill, and my purpose is to serve Pastor Osteen so that he can lead in the way that God has called him. Jesus Christ stepped up in the ultimate act of sacrifice by dying for all of us on Calvary so that we may live a life free from sin and full of His holy abundance—and even Jesus needed His disciples to help Him fulfill God’s plan.


When each of these individuals started they were not known, but their ultimate calling was to LEAD. Yet they couldn’t do that without those standing in the wings, willing to serve their cause.


Like many of us, you may not be called to lead but to SERVE. Not everyone chosen to serve will be called to lead, but it is a blessing to identify where you are called to be.


This process is not about religion, wealth, status, or fame. Your growth as a servant leader is about your humanity, your voice, and your willingness to be who you were made to be. When you finally engage with the present as an engineer of eternity, then it’s a game-changer. Are you ready to quit settling for less than God’s best in your life? Then it all starts now—by turning the page and Stepping Up!















CHAPTER ONE



The Inward Voice




“Everybody can be great, because everybody can serve.”


—MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR.




Where you serve today can become where you lead tomorrow because you never know when God will promote you from a volunteer to a victor. I know firsthand what it means to serve because God has blessed me with increasing responsibility throughout my life. Through embracing that responsibility, often requiring that I put my own plans aside, God has fulfilled more through me than I could have imagined for myself. Why me? I wonder. I’m not the most talented or gifted, the best educated or spoken, the best looking (don’t tell my wife!) or most successful. I’m just someone willing to serve faithfully where God wants me. And to my amazement, many times, God has wanted me to step up.


My parents set this example for my siblings and me as they raised us. My father in particular taught me about being faithful in doing the small things so that I would be prepared when larger opportunities came my way. I often saw this on the job with him, because immediately after finishing high school, I worked for his construction company in our hometown of Houston, Texas.


While I enjoyed working with my dad, I also began volunteering at Lakewood Church, where my family had been worshipping since I was nine. There, I helped with the church’s growing television ministry. At first, I would do whatever needed to be done and ended up becoming a grip—someone who helps set up the camera—before stepping behind the lens to run the camera itself. I loved serving behind the scenes in this way, knowing that I was helping spread the Word to thousands, if not millions, of people watching our services being broadcast.


Little did I know that I would still be there thirty years later!


Stepping Out in Faith


[image: image] Lakewood had just built a new 8,000-seat sanctuary. Due to this expansion, we moved the television ministry and equipment over to the new facility. Although I was still only a volunteer, I was learning so much. My dad always taught me that you can learn anything—all it takes is someone willing to teach you. If they’re willing to teach you, you must be willing to learn. Even if you’re not entirely sure why you’re learning how to do something, when given the opportunity, learn all you can because you never know when it might be useful down the road.


Two men became great teachers for me during my time as a volunteer at Lakewood. The first was David Grundy, who really took me under his wing and mentored me. He taught me an array of skills such as film editing and how to use the special effects machine. Gary Meyers, our head engineer, was my other teacher. He kept our equipment running and taught me all kinds of ways to repair things when they went down. Because I was attuned to the knowledge these men shared with me in our day-to-day interactions, it prepared me for my time to step up—but I’d also need faith.


I remember a situation when one of our film editing machines broke down. I called Gary and described what had happened right before the problem occurred and what the stalled machine now looked like. This information helped him diagnose the issue, but because he was working offsite, he wouldn’t be able to come fix it for several hours. So that meant we’d have to sit around for hours until he arrived to repair the machine so we could get our work done. We were on a tight deadline to finish the program, so there was no way I could waste so much time waiting for help when I had watched Gary make similar repairs numerous times. I decided to step out in faith, but I was already familiar with the path.


Unable to wait for Gary, I went to talk to Pastor Joel and said, “Hey, we can fix this. I’ve seen Gary do this before so I know which tools to use and how to make this repair. Do you mind if I try?”


“You sure?” he asked.


“Yeah, I got this—it’s just common sense,” I said. “Besides, I can’t break it—it’s already broken!”


Joel laughed with me and told me to go ahead. I unplugged the switcher, replaced the part, and in less than half an hour, the machine worked perfectly.


It wasn’t long after that incident that Joel presented me with an opportunity. He and I had known each other since we were kids. We played baseball together, and growing up, we had been in and out of each other’s houses. So I could tell he had something on his mind when he asked to see me before I left my volunteer shift that day.


“You do such a great job, Johnny,” Joel said. “You have such a positive, can-do attitude all the time.” He paused, aware of how uncomfortable yet appreciative I was of his compliments. “Would you be willing to move into a full-time staff position?”


“Thank you, Joel,” I said, beaming. “I’m honored that you would ask me.”


“I know you’ve been working for your daddy’s construction company,” Joel continued, “and I’m afraid this position would not pay as much. But I’d love to have you on board. Why don’t you think about it, pray about it, and then if you’re interested, we can discuss the details.”


“Thanks, Joel,” I said. “I’m definitely interested, but let me sleep on it.”


I was about to step out in faith once again, only this path was not so familiar.



The Voice Within



[image: image] It’s important to seek the voice of God through regular prayer and time with the Word. It’s hard to describe—it might be more of a spiritual knowing than a sound—but the voice you hear within will help guide you to where God wants you to be.


Excited by the prospect of working for Lakewood Church and doing God’s work—even if it was operating a camera and other broadcast equipment—after Joel made the offer, I prayed about it the rest of the day. But it was the following morning before I received an answer. When I woke up, Joel’s offer immediately came to mind, and something within me, an inward voice, the whisper of God’s Spirit, told me to accept the job.


Again, this wasn’t an audible voice or my own voice in my head—just an awareness, a sense of God prompting me with His presence, a communication between me and the Holy Spirit. Looking back, it reminds me of the voice Samuel hears in the Old Testament. Serving as an apprentice to Eli, the boy Samuel was lying down when he heard someone call his name. He assumed it was Eli but the old man had not called him. After he heard the call three times, Samuel had been instructed by his mentor to respond, “Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening” (1 Sam. 3:9).


Samuel’s experience tells us that we might not recognize God’s voice at first. We may need to hear it repeatedly before we learn to discern the sound of His Spirit within us. And like Samuel, we always want to be receptive and obedient once we’ve heard God’s message for us.


Confident of God’s answer, I put in my notice and called Joel to accept his offer of a full-time position. My father accepted my notice, and although he was sad to see me go, he fully understood when I told him about hearing the inward voice. He knows that when the Lord speaks, you have to listen.


Although the work was different than construction, my father had always taught me to put my best foot forward. Dad had always told me that as long as I put in my best effort, I would succeed no matter what I was doing. He had also taught me not to compare myself to others and just to focus on being the best I could be. In my new role on the broadcast team, what I had already learned as a volunteer about filming, editing, and programming served me well. The rest I learned simply by doing, always eager to discover new dimensions to the work I was doing behind the scenes.


Listen with Your Heart


[image: image] In my new role at Lakewood, God’s voice continued to speak to me. Once we were having a staff meeting with Pastor John Osteen, Joel’s father and our senior pastor, in attendance. Our meeting had finished, and everyone lingered to visit and catch up. Now, I have always paid attention to my surroundings and enjoyed observing people, and as I glanced at Pastor John, I sensed he needed something. Without speaking, I wondered to myself, Now, what does he need? and my inward voice answered immediately, “He needs some water.”


So without questioning the rationale for this answer, I just slipped out and returned with a bottle of water, which I handed to Pastor John.


“How did you know I wanted water?” he said with a smile.


I felt embarrassed and unsure of how to explain. “Uh, I just thought you might be thirsty,” I said.


“Hmm,” Pastor John said with a gleam in his eye. “I better keep my eyes on you!”


We both laughed, went our separate ways, and I didn’t think any more about it.


A few days later I was at work when my phone rang. I recognized his voice right away.


“Hey, Pastor John,” I said. “How are you today?”


“I’m fine, Johnny,” he said. “What are you doing right now?”


“Well,” I said, looking at the machine on my desk, “I’m typing in Scripture on the character generator.”


“Sounds good,” he said. “Joel tells me all the time what a hard worker you are. We sure do appreciate how quickly you’ve jumped in and become such a big part of our ministry team.”


“Thank you, Pastor John,” I said. “That means a lot. I love being here!”


“Well, keep up the good work, Johnny. I’ll talk to you later.”


Grinning from ear to ear, I hung up the phone, grateful for the way his encouragement had just made my day. But then that inward voice piped up.


“You missed something there, Johnny,” said this voice.


What? I asked silently. How did I blow it? I immediately felt defensive and a little upset. It made no sense. I didn’t lie or exaggerate in my conversation with Pastor John. What did I miss? I tried to get back to work but continued to feel confused and preoccupied by figuring out what was going on. One question echoed in my mind, “How did I blow it?”


That’s when the inward voice answered, “The next time he calls, simply ask him what he needs. Let him know you’re willing to help.”


As I absorbed this response, I thought, Are you kidding me? Of course, I’m willing to help, but I don’t want to presume Pastor John needs my help for anything. Still, I silently agreed that if and when he called again, I would respond accordingly. My peace was restored. I went back to work and didn’t think about this internal conversation until two days later when Pastor John called me again.


“Hey, Johnny, what are you up to?” he asked after we had exchanged greetings.


The inward voice immediately prodded me with, “Remember what you should say?”


Without hesitation I said, “What are you in need of, Pastor John? How can I help?”


He proceeded to say he would like me to accompany him on an appointment. I not only went with John on that appointment, but I learned to display a willingness to serve every time he—or anyone else on our team—called. God’s inward voice asked me to pay attention and hear the silent requests others were making. I learned to listen before I responded and leaped into action. I began to listen with my heart.


Follow the Peace


[image: image] If I hadn’t learned to listen to my heart and obey that inward voice, I would have missed out on so much in life. I urge you to spend time in prayer so you can learn to discern when and how God speaks to you. Pay close attention to His voice. Sometimes what you hear might not make sense, but if you heed the voice and obey its instructions, you will experience peace. In fact, let peace be your umpire as you decide what’s safe and what’s out. We’re told that God’s peace surpasses all understanding (see Phil. 4:7), so let the peace you have overrule your doubt and insecurities.


If you focus on your fears, anxieties, and worries, then they will hold you back from God’s best for your life. The enemy can’t give you peace, only God can. The enemy will try to rob you of your peace by planting seeds of frustration, worry, fear, and doubt within you. But when you live by faith, then the inward voice will help guide you in choices that will make for a healthier and happier life. Remember, heeding God’s voice will always be followed by inward peace.


I remember learning this shortly after becoming a pastor—yet another step of faith—when Paul Brady and I were invited to speak at a conference in Manchester, England. It was a great conference, and the people who attended were very blessed. Before we had finished, the organizers asked us to come back the following year to speak again, so naturally I was excited and honored that they wanted us to return. But as I was preparing for my final message there, the inward voice impressed upon me that it was time to go home and stay.


Now of course this was very confusing to me in that moment. New doors were being opened and new relationships formed, so why would I stay home next time when everything was going so well? Nonetheless, the message was strong and I had peace about accepting its truth. So, while giving my last sermon there, I shared what I had experienced in my room, especially after encouraging the attendees throughout the week to listen to God’s inward voice and follow the peace.


In order to obey God’s voice, I told the conference leaders that even though I had verbally committed to come back I could not do so. They of course understood, even though I still couldn’t grasp why God would not want me to take this opportunity, through which I would be recognized and able to minister to thousands of people.


When I returned home, however, and pondered it some more, I realized God was giving me a choice. He said, “Would you like to minister to 20,000 people at one time, or would you like to support someone ministering to millions for a lifetime?” As soon as God put it like that, I knew it was a no-brainer! I knew my gifts and believed my calling to be in supporting Pastor Joel, who had just accepted the call to replace his dad shortly after the Lord took Pastor John home to heaven.


At that time, I didn’t know the church would grow by tens of thousands, that Joel’s books would sell millions of copies, and that we would move yet again into a former sports arena. But when God revealed my path to me, I was overwhelmed with emotion and such a longing to return and assume my position. I surrendered my will to His perfect plan for my life, knowing that it was foolish to resist the divine destiny God had for me.


When God speaks, you learn to follow the peace.


Trust and Obey


[image: image] When I’ve heard the inward voice, God has never asked me to come and debate with Him about whether or not it’s what I should do—because He knows what tomorrow holds. He knows what the next minute holds. So why would I debate with somebody who knows everything? So I’ve learned to reason in my heart that what His voice tells me is right. I don’t even have to understand it or find it logical. I simply need to trust Him and obey His instruction. It’s our decision to follow God’s direction.


When you follow the inward voice, it will lead you down the right path every time. Heeding the inward voice will set you up for blessings that keep coming and coming, season after season—far beyond what you can imagine or create for yourself. I remember that after I accepted Joel’s offer to join the television ministry full time, I still second-guessed myself every now and then, wondering, Did I make the right choice?


But if you follow the peace, God never leads you down the wrong road. At the time I felt like I was making a big sacrifice to leave a good-paying job with my father’s booming construction business. When I did my taxes at the end of that year, though, I realized I made more money than I would have if I’d stayed with my father. I was blown away! I marveled at the way God had blessed me. While I thought I was giving something up, He just wanted to bless me more.


God will never ask you to sacrifice something without blessing you in some way for your obedience.


In fact, the Bible says, “Obedience is better than sacrifice” (1 Sam. 15:22). And I don’t think it’s a coincidence that this truth comes from our old friend, Samuel, who learned firsthand about listening to God and obeying Him. I’m convinced that God prefers our obedience over anything else we can offer Him. When you are obedient, there is no need for a sacrifice. If you do what God says, you will never need to sacrifice.


If Adam and Eve had done what God told them to do and obeyed His instruction, there would never have been a need for a sacrifice. I think we would have still been in the Garden of Eden. But because of their disobedience, and the sinful nature we inherited ever after, we have to offer sacrifice to atone for our sins and to approach God. You see, relationships always cost you something, and a relationship with the Holy God of the universe should have the highest price of all. And please don’t misunderstand—I’m not talking about blind obedience or following Him in some detached, closed-hearted kind of way. I’m talking about whole hearted obedience because you know His character and trust Him regardless of whether you understand.


You see, my friend, we always have choices. And perhaps the most important decisions we ever make are whether to obey God’s voice in our lives. While it was my father’s choice for us to join the fellowship at Lakewood Church, my choice came when I accepted Jesus into my heart and began my personal relationship with Him. From there, I had to decide to listen for God’s voice and to obey Him when I heard it. This led to accepting the invitation to work for the church.


When you serve, it is a step toward your God-given destiny. Accepting that invitation to work for the church put me closer to Pastor John Osteen, which put me in place to become a blessing to him. I chose to sow seeds of service by working diligently and faithfully in the television ministry. Joel and others saw my natural ability to get things done. That step led me to a more elevated position in the church, where I could help one of the greatest pastors of all time. What a precious gift from God that Pastor John Osteen mentored me, blessed me, and spoke in my life.



Sowing Seeds of Service



[image: image] Most of the time, we can’t see the big picture the way God can. We only glimpse a small piece. Paul said, “For now we see through a glass, darkly; but then face to face: now I know in part; but then shall I know even as also I am known” (1 Cor. 13:12 KJV). Even though we can only see a small piece through the “glass, darkly,” if we just trust God in the midst of each choice and move forward, then we can be confident of the outcome. Now looking back, I’m so glad that I made the choices I made to obey God—and to receive His many blessings in the process. Throughout the domino effect of one decision toppling into the next opportunity for service, I’ve seen God’s hand at work. I’m where I am now because of my love for helping the church.


Because when I started out I was just volunteering, I wasn’t getting paid. I wasn’t doing it for money but because of my love for God and my willingness to go where He wanted me to go. I wanted to help my church spread the Gospel so I offered to help. I began running the camera and doing whatever needed doing. Everything was based on helping someone.


So if you want to step up, let God take care of your promotion as you focus on serving his purpose with pure motives. You can’t view roles of service as only stepping-stones for something greater. You can’t give only to see what you can get. That’s the essence of entitlement. You must give of yourself, open-handed and open-hearted, with no strings attached.


When I started to work with Joel back in the early days of Lakewood’s television ministry, I never considered where it would lead me. There was no grandstanding or showboating to see who would notice me and how I could climb the ladder and be a leader. The process simply started when I saw something that needed to be done and jumped in to do it. I couldn’t wait on someone else to fix the editing machine because I knew God had equipped me with what I needed to repair it. Why wait on someone else when I could just jump in and do it?


I fear too many people serve only to be noticed. They’re looking for those opportunities to show their gifts and talents in order to be recognized and valued and elevated to higher levels. But God tells us to keep our motives pure. He wants us to remain humble and willing to serve however He may ask us.


Everybody wants to take their shot—but why? What drives them—advancement for themselves or for God’s glory? Many are looking for their ship to come in so they can experience their fifteen minutes of fame. But I suspect that if we chart history, the majority of people who have succeeded and achieved greatness did so by serving without any other motive than giving their gifts to the world’s needs.


I never dreamed that my destiny would allow me to work, serve, and minister alongside a man who was my friend as a boy and now my pastor as an adult. A man who is not only my pastor but the leader of the largest church in our country. A man after God’s own heart who reaches millions with the message of the Gospel. While I now serve under Joel Osteen, I will always serve up. I will always serve God by listening to the inward voice of His Spirit and obeying Him each step of the way, one step at a time.


Throughout your life, no matter where you may be right now, you will continue to confront choices that lead you into your divine destiny. As you grow in relationship with God, His inward voice will speak to you. The choice is yours. Will you obey Him and experience joy and peace as you serve?




Your Next Step


At the end of each chapter, you will find a couple questions intended to help you personalize and practice the principles of stepping up covered in the chapter. These are designed to help you apply the material in my message and make it your own. You can simply think about your responses and reflect on your answers, but I encourage you to use a notebook or journal to write down your thoughts, answers, questions, and reflections in response to each chapter. As the Lord told the prophet Habakkuk, “Write down what I reveal to you so that he may run who reads it” (Hab. 2:2).


You will also find a short prayer provided to ignite your conversation with God in order to follow His guidance and direction. We all serve better when we serve the Lord! So, use these prayers to get started or your own words—but definitely seek God’s power as you pursue the fulfillment of His promises in your life. Remember, you can do all things through Christ who strengthens you!




1. How have you seen God use past experiences in your life to equip you for your current leadership role? Could you see the value of these experiences at the time or only now in hindsight? What does this tell you about our limited view compared to God’s limitless perspective?


2. When have you heard the inward voice of God speak to your heart? How has His voice placed a calling on your life to lead and to serve?
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