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volunteer fi re department. That not only opened doors of 
access into the community, but it also opened hearts of co-
volunteers to the gospel. People started getting saved and 
becoming part of the church.

What a privilege it was for my 
wife and me to be there on a 
Sunday recently and experience 
the vitality of that church and the 
Carabins’ passion for their commu-
nity and the surrounding area.

Pastor John did not do this 
alone. A larger church stepped in 
and helped with pastoral compen-
sation until the church could begin 
to get its feet on the ground. John 
also accessed training that was 
available to him (more about that 
in a moment). 

What once was a nearly dead 
church came back to life. So, 
although they’ve fi xed up the 
church facilities, now they really 
can’t use them any more for wor-
ship services. Why? They’ve 
outgrown them! Guess what hap-
pened? Two trustees of another 
church in town that had closed 
sensed the Lord leading them to 
contact Pastor John and hand 
over the deed to that church 
property — valued at close to $1 
million. Since March, that has 
been the church’s new home. 
And, it’s in Pastor John’s heart to 

plant three new churches in the next several years in three 
nearby small towns. Even churches in small towns can 
become multiplying churches!

Oh yes, I forgot to mention the name of the church. It’s 
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I had never heard of Groesbeck, Texas, until I went there 
earlier this year. There’s an Assemblies of God church 
there, though. Before I tell you about my visit, let me share 

with you some amazing facts.
Did you know there are 18,969 communities or towns in 

America with populations of fewer than 5,000 and that there 
are Assemblies of God churches in 4,100 of them? Those num-
bers tell us two things: (1) 4,100 of our 13,000 churches are in 
small communities, and (2) there is a great harvest of church 
planting waiting to take place in 14,869 more communities!

Take towns the next size up — 5,000 to 9,999 people. There 
are 1,644 Assemblies of God churches in those towns, but 
828 more church planting opportunities.

If our goal is a healthy Spirit-fi lled church in every com-
munity, then we must not overlook the small towns and rural 
places in America! 

The church in Groesbeck nearly died. It was down to just 
nine people. The building was ramshackle. No one had thor-
oughly cleaned it in years. Junk was piled up in rooms. And, 
in one place in the sanctuary, the wall had separated from the 
roof line; you could see the sky when you stood in the pulpit 
and looked through the gaping opening.

But, the building is not that way today. It’s beautiful! And, 
there are now about 150 people instead of nine. What made 
the diff erence?

Of course, a pastor with a call and a plan. John Carabin and 
his wife, Marissa, came three-and-a-half years ago to Groes-
beck. What brought them there? The call of the Lord and a 
passion to see their town of about 4,500 reached for Jesus.

John felt a calling not just to the church, but also to the 
community. He felt that, historically, the two centers of the 
town were the courthouse and the church. He wanted to 
restore the church as that second center. So, he followed his 
call not to be pastor of just his church, but also pastor of the 
community. As a way into the community, he joined the local 
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Living Proof Church — so named because the members of 
that church are living proof that Jesus is still changing lives 
— even in small towns and rural America.

I want to give a shout-out to all the pastors who are serving 
in small towns and rural communities. I want to give a shout-
out of thanks also to larger churches, like the one that helped 
Pastor John, who seek intentionally to be on the watch for 
others they can help. I also want to share with you a new ini-
tiative of the national offi  ce to strengthen our rural churches. 
It’s called the Rural America Ministries Network, and Wes 
Bartel is the director. In the following paragraphs, I’ll let Wes 
describe this important new initiative.

Rural America Ministries Network 
Wes Bartel
Without doubt, the ministry of the church unfolds in many 
varied contexts. Christ himself mandated this variety of min-
istry expressions in His Great Commission: “Therefore go 
and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name 
of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” (Matthew 
28:19).

The Assemblies of God has become one of the most eff ec-
tive church entities worldwide in the fulfi llment of that impor-
tant command. Church history will affi  rm that we have been 
generous and strategic in our approach. 

However, I fear we have unintentionally neglected a cul-
ture and people who historically have been a foundation and 
catalyst of our Movement. I am referring to America’s rural 
churches. Nearly 45 percent of our churches are in rural 
communities, and they fi nd themselves reaching out to this 
unique culture, often without essential training, resources or 
encouragement to assist them.

To address this important need, the Executive Leader-
ship Team has approved the formation of the Rural America 
Ministries Network. The Network was created through 
consultation with ministry leaders who share the same pas-
sion and concern for the rural church. Cooperative input 

and participation from numerous sources within our great 
Movement will ensure the eff ectiveness of this resource to 
churches in rural America. 

Here is how Rural America Ministries will work.
1. Structure: The Network will be the agency within the 

National Leadership and Resources Center specifi cally tasked 
to address the needs of the rural churches within our Move-
ment. Its director will report to the general superintendent 
or another leader designated by the general superintendent. 
The director will serve as a primary consultant to the NLRC 
on matters concerning rural ministry. The director will also 
manage and promote the various programs and relation-
ships of the Network, as well as serving as the point of con-
tact between rural churches and leadership and the NLRC. 
Finally, the director will establish a comprehensive data base 
for use by the NLRC from contacts with rural churches and 
leadership. 

The Network will create a District Advisory Board to give 
district councils both input and buy-in and to address spe-
cifi c district issues and concerns relative to rural ministry.

2. Purpose: True to its name, the Network will provide 
rural ministers with networking opportunities, as well as 
training venues and other services pertinent to rural ministry 
within the Assemblies of God. 

3. Relationships: The Network will cooperate with and 
actively promote other AG ministries that impact the rural 
church. Let me identify four such ministries that already exist: 
(1) The Acts 2 Journey, established to strengthen existing
churches (Acts2Journey.com); (2) Rural Compassion, which
helps rural churches meet the material needs of the poor
within their communities (RuralCompassion.org); (3) Church
Multiplication Network, which exists to equip, fund and stra-
tegically network church plants (ChurchMultiplication.net);
and (4) Lonesome Dove Ranch, which provides training and
restoration to rural church pastors (LonesomeDoveTexas.com).
As the Network grows, the list of ministry relationships it
maintains will grow too.
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of the towns in which he established a church was Lystra. I’ve 
been to the remains of that town. It is small. Seeing it, you 
might think of Lystra as the critics of Jesus thought of small-
town Nazareth: Can anything good come from there?

Well, Paul found Timothy there. That was very good! And 
since that time, no one can count the number of gospel work-
ers who have come out of churches in small towns. Those 
places have been fertile fi elds in producing a harvest of pas-
tors, ministers and missionaries. 

So, I celebrate all the “Lystras” in our Movement today — and 
the lives of children and youth that are being discipled and 
shaped by loving pastors and church leaders. These young 
people will powerfully impel forward the Kingdom of God in 
the generation to come, should Jesus delay His coming!

George O. Wood is general superintendent of the Assemblies of God 
(USA) and chairman of the World Assemblies of God Fellowship.

Wes Bartel serves as director of the Rural America Ministries 
Network.
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4. Programs: The Network will establish and host regional 
conferences or retreats for rural pastors and congregational 
leadership in cooperation with regional district leadership. 
The primary purpose of these conferences will be networking 
and fellowship, training, inspiration and family ministry. The 
network will solicit necessary funding for the conferences and 
provide funding assistance to needy rural pastors who desire 
to attend.

5. Ministerial training: The Network will seek to establish 
an eff ective outreach within our AG colleges and universi-
ties for positively aff ecting and assisting in the development 
of quality ministerial training in rural ministry within our 
Movement. It will also seek to solicit contributions toward 
scholarships that can positively aff ect training in eff ective 
rural ministry. 

6. Funding: Network funding will come from individual 
and church contributions, foundation grants and General 
Council disbursements. A U.S. Missions account established 
for Rural America Ministries Network can receive contribu-
tions now (Account #385299-3).

I am encouraged as I think about the amazing possibilities 
that await us as we move forward with this important initia-
tive. I truly believe that God has many wonderful and positive 
things to accomplish within the rural churches and communi-
ties of America. I commend our general superintendent and 
the Executive Leadership Team for their vision and commit-
ment to this need, and I covet the prayers of God’s people as 
we move forward in faith.

Celebrating the Lystras 
George O. Wood
I want to thank Wes Bartel for providing vision and leader-
ship for the Rural America Ministries Network. It is an impor-
tant new initiative that needs your prayers, fi nancial support 
and personal involvement.

Let me conclude by circling back to a biblical example. 
Remember the apostle Paul’s fi rst missionary journey? One 
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What we have without the baptism in the Holy Spirit is
simply not enough!

This is the conclusion Jesus’ disciples would have reached 
when they heard Him make this statement: “Do not leave 
Jerusalem, but wait for the gift my Father promised, which you 
have heard me speak about. For John baptized with water, but 
in a few days you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit” (Acts 
1:4–5). Consider the whirlwind of change that Peter, James, 
John and the others had just been through.

Only weeks earlier, they had watched their leader as He 
was nailed to the cross. For three years, they had followed 
this revolutionary leader, Jesus of Nazareth. While Jesus had 
predicted the moment of His death, biblical history reveals 
that the disciples were personally and emotionally unprepared 
to face it. Their Messiah was crucified.

He died. Friends took His body down from 
the cross and buried Him in a tomb.

All seemed hopeless. Nothing made sense. 
The disciples hid away, afraid that their own 
lives were in danger.

Then came Sunday!
Jesus rose. The stone was rolled away. 

The dead body of their Master came back 
to life, and they saw Him in His resurrected 
form. Talk about a game-changer! If this was 
possible, then anything was possible! People 
don’t just come back from the dead! But 
Jesus did. He conquered death. He overcame the grave, and in 
so doing He proved that He was who He said He was.

Acts 1:3 tells us, “After his suffering, he presented himself 
to them [the disciples] and gave many convincing proofs that 
he was alive. He appeared to them over a period of forty days 
and spoke about the kingdom of God.” During this forty-day 
period of time, Jesus began to unfold to His disciples what 
He wanted them to do next. His mission for them, should they 
accept it, was to take the message of His resurrection to the 
entire planet. Every person, every race, every nation was not 
only to hear about what had happened but was to be invited 
into a personal relationship with God through Jesus Christ: 
“Go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the 
name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and 
teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you” 
(Matthew 28:19–20).

Can you imagine? If you have listened to teachings from 
the Bible, you have probably heard these famous verses. The 
challenge Jesus gave to His disciples is often referred to as the 
Great Commission. But when you think of the implications of 
this commission it seems to be more like a huge impossibility.

• Most of these disciples weren’t formally educated.
• Many of them were in their early twenties—some in their

late teens.
• All of them lived in a very poor region under the

domination of Roman rule.
• For most of the three years they had walked with Jesus,

the twelve disciples hadn’t gotten along very well.
• Several of them were rivals and were battling for top

position in this discipleship group.
• None of them had traveled more than a few hundred miles

from home.
• All this took place in an era of limited technology. Travel

was by horse or by foot. There were no phones, tweets,
emails, or even an established pony express.

Now Jesus expected them to take over the world!
By the way, we should mention that He 

wanted them to do all of this without Him. 
Just after He gave this commission, He 
disappeared. “After he said this, he was 
taken up before their very eyes, and a 
cloud hid him from their sight” (Acts 1:9).

What we have in our lives without the 
power of the Holy Spirit is simply not 
enough!

Can you identify with that reality? 
Every one of us face things in our lives 
that cause us to admit, “What I have right 

now is simply not enough!”
• Addictions we have tried and tried to overcome
• Depressing circumstances that constantly drag us down
• Complications with our family relationships that leave us

frustrated and confused
• Habits we just can’t seem to break
• Needs we just can’t meet
• Visions and dreams we want to pursue but can’t see how

they’ll become a reality
Even our attempts to follow Christ faithfully often feel 

hollow and lacking; we feel like we don’t measure up. We slot 
the life we want to live into the “huge impossibility” category 
and feel powerless and inadequate to do anything about it.

If you have felt that way, I have some really good news for 
you: God knows you aren’t adequate for the task in your own 
strength. Your inadequacy doesn’t surprise Him. It doesn’t 
shake His confidence in you or in His plans for your life. It 
doesn’t limit what He can do in and through you.

In fact, becoming aware of our own personal inadequacy 
must happen before God can do powerful things in our lives. 
Jesus taught this principle in His famous Sermon on the 
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Mount: “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom 
of heaven” (Matthew 5:3). We could paraphrase that statement 
like this: Nothing changes in my life until I’m willing to admit 
that I need help.

Before we go on, why don’t you stop and read that last sen-
tence out loud to yourself. How did you feel? Do you agree with 
what you said? Did you resist this thought? It’s critically impor-
tant that we accept this truth before we can move forward to 
make changes in our lives.

You must recognize your need for something more before 
God can release something amazing in and through your life. 
Self-dependency is the enemy of a supernatural life, the life 
God has in mind for you. Think about that word supernatural. 
It means “above and beyond what is naturally possible.” It 
involves accessing a power that is not within our natural selves. 
It describes what happens when God gets involved with people 
who are willing to trust Him.

The Power of the Holy Spirit 
Changed Peter’s Life
Consider Simon Peter, one of the disciples. 
He was part of the inner circle of Jesus’ 
discipleship group. There were twelve 
disciples, and Jesus spent the most time 
with three of them: Peter, James, and John. 
Peter’s life serves as a picture of what God 
wants to do in our lives.

1. Peter tried to serve God in his own 
strength.
There’s probably no better moment that 
defines Simon Peter than the moment he 
promised Jesus undying loyalty. It was 
just after the Last Supper. Jesus had pre-
dicted that He would be betrayed and that 
everyone in the room would forsake Him 
at His moment of greatest need. Simon 
Peter spoke up with all the self-confidence 
he could muster: “Even if all fall away on 
account of you, I never will” (Matthew 
26:33). And again he pledged, “Even if I 
have to die with you, I will never disown 
you” (Matthew 26:35).

When Simon Peter made these promises to Jesus, I believe 
he was serious. He truly meant to follow through, but he  
had no idea how weak he actually was and how strong his 
desire for self-preservation would be. When the moment of 
truth came, Peter denied even knowing Jesus, not once but 
three times.

2. Peter was inconsistent in his efforts, at best.
This wasn’t the first time Simon Peter had demonstrated his 
good intentions and inconsistent results.

• One minute he was walking on the water with Jesus; the
next moment he was sinking in the waves, overwhelmed by
fear.
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• One minute he was making the greatest confession ever
(that Jesus is the Son of God); the next minute he was
rebuking Jesus to His face for even considering the
mission of dying on the cross.

• One minute he was standing boldly in the Garden of
Gethsemane, sword in hand, attacking the men trying to
arrest Jesus. The next minute, he was calling curses down
on himself while he denied ever knowing Jesus.

Don’t you just love this guy! I appreciate Simon Peter 
because I see so much of myself in him. He meant well. He 
even did well from time to time. But then his own sinful, 
selfish nature took over and he couldn’t sustain the forward 
momentum in his life.

3. Eventually, Peter failed miserably and despaired of life.
The Bible tells us that when Simon Peter uttered his third 
denial, a rooster crowed. It was just as Jesus had predicted.  

This very night, before the rooster 
crows, you will disown me three times” 
(Matthew 26:34). 

What a terrible moment! Can you see 
it? Peter insisted to the servant girl who 
inquired of his connection to Christ, 
“I swear to you, I don’t know the man!” 
Right at that moment, as the dawn was 
ready to break, the rooster cried out. Peter 
looked up, remembering what Jesus had 
predicted. He glanced over to where Jesus 
was on trial for His life. There, Peter’s eyes 
met the eyes of his friend and master. 
What deep sadness he must have seen in 
Jesus’ eyes. Luke 22:62 tells us that Simon 
Peter “went outside and wept bitterly.”

Have you been there? Face to face 
with your own failure? Overcome by the 
sorrow of your own selfish behavior? 
Despairing of life because you see the 
despicable nature of your own heart?

Simon Peter sobbed. You know the kind 
of emotional response where the tears 
flow from deep inside your being. Tears 
ran down his face, out of his eyes and 
nose. Deep sobs. Gut-wrenching groans. 

Uncontrollable tears. Everything seemed over. Nothing 
had meaning. He never ever imagined that he would fail 
in this way. Not only had he failed his friend at this time of 
greatest need; he had failed in front of the entire world. What 
humiliation . . . embarrassment . . . shame . . . and despair! 
Unlike Judas, another disciple who had failed, Simon Peter 
decided to move on from this moment. Judas felt there was 
no hope for his life after he betrayed Jesus for thirty pieces of 
silver. Judas believed he could never be forgiven, that he was 
beyond redemption; so he took his own life. Somehow, Peter 
pushed beyond his despair and kept moving forward. Coming 
face to face with our own selfishness and sinfulness is life-
altering, but it’s a necessary step to be used by God.
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4. Fear and disillusionment stole Peter’s confidence and 
reduced his vision for the future.
Simon Peter didn’t take his own life like Judas did. But the  
Gospel of John records Peter’s struggle with shame and despair:

• He hid in fear—afraid that the Jewish religious leaders
would kill him too (John 20:19).

• He decided to leave “ministry” and return to his known
trade of fishing (John 21:3).

• His confidence was shaken. When the resurrected Jesus
asked him, “Simon, do you love me?” Peter could hardly
muster an answer, “Yes, Lord, you know that I love you”
(John 21:16).

Can you imagine the great loss to the church if Simon Peter 
had remained lost in despair? Thankfully he moved on, and 
Jesus forgave him. If you read John 21, you find amazing grace 
and acceptance as Christ gave Peter a second chance. Jesus 
assured the disciple that his life still counted; that there was 
a purpose for his life and God still wanted to use him. How-
ever, it wasn’t until the day of Pentecost that Simon Peter truly 
stepped into his new day.

5. When Peter was baptized in the Holy 
Spirit, his life radically changed.
Acts 2 provides the record of Simon Peter’s 
transformation. He was in the Upper Room 
praying with the other 120 when God poured 
out the Holy Spirit upon them all. Along  
with the others in the room, Peter heard the 
sound of a rushing wind and saw the huge 
flame of fire that came into the room and 
broke into 120 smaller flames that came to 
rest above the head of each person.

God’s Spirit so impacted these people that 
they all began to speak out in prayer. Peter 
was right there in the middle of it all as the 
Holy Spirit filled them to overflowing. The 
noise was so loud and the commotion so 
great that the people gathered in the streets 
outside the house were bewildered about 
what was going on.

About that time, “Peter stood up . . . and 
addressed the crowd” (Acts 2:14). Simon 
Peter, the disciple  
who had denied Jesus just a few weeks before, took the lead! 
This was the same guy who could hardly speak when Jesus 
asked, “Do you love me?” The same guy who had been  
hiding in a room, terrified that the religious leaders would 
arrest him.

There he was standing boldly in front of several thousand 
people declaring to them that Jesus was alive. Remember, this 
was the same city where Jesus had been crucified. Peter was 
speaking just a mile or two from the place where the crucifixion 
had occurred. He was preaching to some of the same people who 
had yelled, “Crucify Him,” when Jesus was on trial before Pilate. 
Simon Peter was risking his life by taking a stand at that moment.

But because he had been baptized in the Holy Spirit, he had 

the strength and courage to do what had not been possible for 
him to do before.

6. Not only was Peter restored from his past, he was filled 
with God’s overcoming power.
It could have been the end for Simon Peter: the moment we 
read about in Luke 22:62. The moment he wept bitterly after 
the denials could have been the final word regarding his life. 
If he had remained overwhelmed by his shame, we would 
never have read another word about his life. He wouldn’t have 
been one of the pillars of the early church. He would have 
stayed stuck in the shame of his past.

But Simon Peter didn’t allow his failure to become final! 
When Jesus rose, He made it His mission to forgive Simon 
Peter. Jesus pursued Peter and made sure the disciple knew 
that the past was in the past, and that the past didn’t limit  
the potential or purpose of his future. Peter was forgiven. 
Peter was restored. He didn’t have to live in shame. He had  
a future; he had hope.

But even that wasn’t enough!
God couldn’t have used Simon  

Peter like He did in Jerusalem  
(in Acts 2) if Peter hadn’t been bap-
tized in the Holy Spirit. Forgiveness 
was critical to Peter, but it wasn’t 
enough. He needed restoration,  
but that wasn’t enough. Simon  
Peter needed more. He needed to  
be infused with and empowered  
by the Holy Spirit.

7. God released supernatural  
power through Peter’s life.
Supernatural things started  
to happen for Peter and through  
him. The Book  of Acts records  
how the Holy Spirit impacts the  
life of someone like Simon Peter. 
In fact, the official title of the  
book is The Acts of the Apostles, 
which we might rephrase as The  
Acts of the Holy Spirit — Through 
the Lives of the Apostles. Peter  

was baptized in the Holy Spirit,  
and this marked the beginning of the supernatural in his 
ministry.

• He preached with great power, and 3,000 people were
saved in one day (Acts 2).

• He prayed for a crippled man who was healed (Acts 3).
• He spoke boldly while on trial in front of the Sanhedrin,

the same court that had so terrified him before (Acts 3–4).
• Mighty miracles happened as crowds brought their sick to

him for prayer (Acts 5).
• He prayed for a crippled man who began to walk (Acts 9).
• He prayed for a dead woman and she came back to life

(Acts 9).
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• He received a vision during prayer that changed the way the church
leaders thought about the Gentiles who needed the gospel (Acts 10).

• God sent an angel to break him out of prison — he was there for
preaching about the resurrected Jesus (Acts 12).

Remember, this was the same guy who denied Jesus and cowered in fear. 
On his own, he was inconsistent and ineffective. He was full of pride and 
self-consumed, but Jesus changed all that. Jesus forgave him and restored 
him. And when the Holy Spirit came upon Peter, he was transformed into a 
man who was bold, powerful, consistent, and filled with joy.

We simply can’t overestimate the value of Simon Peter’s experience with 
the Holy Spirit. He was never the same after he was baptized in the Holy 
Spirit. What he had before Acts 2 wasn’t enough! He needed more. He 
needed to be empowered by the Holy Spirit. God took him from ordinary 
and inconsistent, and transformed him into someone who stepped into 
supernatural miracles that affected the entire world.

This is the will of God for your life!
What you have today is not enough, but the power of the Holy Spirit 

is enough! God has called you to so much more. His plan for you is to do 
so much more than just survive another week. He wants to use you to do 
the supernatural. Yes, you! He wants the Holy Spirit to be manifest in and 
released through your life. What you have been doesn’t have to determine 
what you will be. Your past doesn’t define your potential.

But what you are in yourself just isn’t enough. You need more. You need 
to be baptized in the Holy Spirit. He provides the power you need for your 
life, and that power is more than enough!

Jeff Leake serves as lead pastor of Allison Park Church, a multi-campus church in 
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. This article is adapted with permission from Power For 
Life: Why Every Believer Needs to be Baptized In The Holy Spirit (GPH). 

Many people are curious and yet confused 
about the baptism in the Holy Spirit. It involves 
a discussion about “speaking in tongues” and 
raises all sorts of questions:

• What is the baptism in the Holy Spirit?
• Is it necessary?
• Is it available for every believer?
• Is it still relevant?

Based on a solid biblical foundation, and 
written in an easily accessible style, Power for 
Life answers those questions and many more.  
It helps every believer understand who they  
are in Christ and who the Holy Spirit is within 
their lives. Read this book with a hunger to see 
God do all He is able to do through your life. 
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