9 Inner Muscles Pastors of Growing Churches Must Develop
By Nelson Searcy

INTRODUCTION

These nine "inner muscles" are what cognitive scientists call executive
functions.

These are not productivity hacks or shortcuts. These are ways that we
cooperate with God's grace in stewarding our minds, hearts and ministries.

"Guard your heart above all else, for it determines the course of your life."
Proverbs 4:23 (NLT)
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9 INNER MUSCLES OVERVIEW

The 9 functions in their original form are:

#1: Inhibition

#2: Attention Control

#3: Emotional Regulation

#4: Working Memory

#5: Cognitive Shifting

#6: Planning and Prioritizing

#7: Task Initiation

#8: Organization

#9: Performance Monitoring
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QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER

#1: In your ministry, where do you fill the gap between your calling and your
current capacity?
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#2: If your team, staff or key leaders at your church imitated your inner life,
would they be healthier or more hurried?
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DEFINING EXECUTIVE FUNCTION
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INNER MUSCLE #1 - IMPULSE CONTROL

Impulse control involves the ability to:

e Pause before speaking

e Wait before acting

e Resist criticism

e Delayaresponse

e Protect strategic priorities

e Avoid giving a quick “yes”

e Avoid being too mean in giving a short “no”

"A fool gives full vent to his spirit, but a wise man quietly holds it back."
(Proverbs 29:11)

"The heart of the righteous ponders how to answer, but the mouth of the
wicked pours out evil things." (Proverbs 15:28)

"Know this, my beloved brothers: let every person be quick to hear, slow to
speak, slow to anger." (James 1:19)
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Growth Practice #1: The 24-Hour Rule
For any significant decision, difficult email, or staffing change, wait 24 hours,
pray, and revisit with fresh perspective before acting.

Growth Practice #2: Strategic Filter Questions
Before saying "yes" to any new initiative, ask: (1) Does this advance our top 3
priorities? (2) Do we have capacity? (3) What must we stop to do this well?
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INNER MUSCLE #2 - ATTENTION AND FOCUS

This inner muscle is the capacity to give your attention and your focus. It's the
ability to focus on the most important priorities, people, and tasks.

Attention is the currency of leadership.

"But one thing | do: forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what
lies ahead, | press on toward the goal."” (Philippians 3:13-14)

"Let your eyes look directly forward, and your gaze be straight before you."
(Proverbs 4:25)

"Look carefully then how you walk, not as unwise but as wise, making the best
use of the time, because the days are evil." (Ephesians 5:15-16)
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Growth Practice 1: Weekly CEO Time

Block 2-3 hours each week (non-negotiable, recurring) for strategic thinking,
vision work, and long-term planning. No meetings, no devices, just you and
the Lord working on the church, notin it.

Growth Practice 2: Device-Free Presence

In every pastoral care visit and every staff 1-on-1, put your phone completely
away (not face-down, away). Give the gift of undivided attention.
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INNER MUSCLE #3 - A STEADY HEART

A steady heart means managing your emotional responses in a Christ-like
manner. Emotional responses should be proportional, constructive, and
aligned with Christ’s character.

"A man without self-control is like a city broken into and left without walls."
(Proverbs 25:28)

"Be angry and do not sin; do not let the sun go down on your anger."
(Ephesians 4:26)

"The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness,
faithfulness, gentleness, self-control.” (Galatians 5:22-23)

"Whoever is slow to anger has great understanding, but he who has a hasty
temper exalts folly." (Proverbs 14:29)
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Growth Practice #1: Name It to Tame It

When you feel strong emotions rising (anger, fear, defensiveness), pause and
name the emotion silently: "l feel threatened right now" or "I'm afraid of losing
control." Naming reduces reactivity and creates space for the Spirit to lead
your response.

Growth Practice #2: Trusted Processing Partner

Identify one person (spouse, mentor, counselor, peer pastor) with whom you
can process emotional reactions before you bring them into leadership
contexts. Schedule weekly check-ins during high-pressure seasons.
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INNER MUSCLE #4 - WORKING MEMORY

Working memory is the mental capacity to hold, manipulate, and adapt
multiple pieces of information while thinking, deciding, or solving problems.

"The heart of man plans his way, but the LORD establishes his steps."”
(Proverbs 16:9)

"Suppose one of you wants to build a tower. Won't you first sit down and
estimate the cost to see if you have enough money to complete it?" (Luke
14:28, NIV)

"The plans of the diligent lead surely to abundance, but everyone who is hasty
comes only to poverty." (Proverbs 21:5)

© Nelson Searcy 9 Inner Muscles Pastors of Growing Churches Must Develop Page 15 of 33



© Nelson Searcy 9 Inner Muscles Pastors of Growing Churches Must Develop Page 16 of 33



Growth Practice #1: Weekly Dashboard Review

Create a simple one-page dashboard (attendance, giving, groups, serving,
salvations) and review it every Monday. Over time, this builds pattern
recognition so you intuitively "hold" the state of the church in working
memory.

Growth Practice #2: Conversation Journaling

After significant conversations (staff 1-on-1s, elder meetings, key volunteer
check-ins), spend 2 minutes writing down key takeaways, commitments, and
emotional tone. Review before your next interaction with that person.
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INNER MUSCLE #5 - COGNITIVE FLEXIBILITY

This inner muscle is the ability to shift perspective, to adjust to new
information and move between different mental modes without getting stuck.

"Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewal of your
mind, that by testing you may discern what is the will of God." (Romans 12:2)

"To the weak | became weak, that | might win the weak. | have become all
things to all people, that by all means | might save some." (1 Corinthians 9:22)

"It seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us..." (Acts 15:28)
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Growth Practice #1: Perspective-Taking Exercise

Before major decisions or changes, explicitly ask: "How will this feel to a first-
time guest? A 20-year member? A volunteer? A staff spouse? A skeptic?"
Write down each perspective to force your brain out of your own viewpoint.

Growth Practice #2: Monthly "Stop Doing" Review

Once a month, identify one program, meeting, or practice that worked last
year but no longer serves the mission. Kill it or redesign it. This trains your
brain to shift rather than preserve out of habit.
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INNER MUSCLE #6 - WISE PLANNING

Wise planning means setting clear goals, breaking them into steps, ordering
those steps by importance, and then operating according to that sequence.

"Commit your work to the LORD, and your plans will be established."
(Proverbs 16:3)

"For which of you, desiring to build a tower, does not first sit down and count
the cost, whether he has enough to complete it?" (Luke 14:28)

"The plans of the diligent lead surely to abundance, but everyone who is hasty
comes only to poverty." (Proverbs 21:5)

"Look carefully then how you walk, not as unwise but as wise, making the best
use of the time." (Ephesians 5:15-16)
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Growth Practice #1: Quarterly Planning Rhythm

Every 90 days, meet with your leadership team and choose 3-5 key results for
the quarter. Write them on one page, share them with the whole staff, and
review progress every two weeks. Nothing else is "top priority."

Growth Practice #2: Personal Role Clarity Document

Write a one-page "Only | Can Do This" list: the 5-7 responsibilities that are
uniquely yours (e.g., weekend messages, vision-casting, elder relationships,
culture-setting). Delegate, delete, or defer everything else over the next 6
months.
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INNER MUSCLE #7 - PROMPT OBEDIENCE

Prompt obedience means starting important tasks promptly without delay,
even if they're complex, ambiguous (i.e., not completely formed), or
uncomfortable.

"Whatever your hand finds to do, do it with your might." (Ecclesiastes 9:10)

"Therefore, preparing your minds for action, and being sober-minded, set your
hope fully on the grace that will be brought to you at the revelation of Jesus
Christ." (1 Peter 1:13)

"So whoever knows the right thing to do and fails to do it, for him itis sin."
(James 4:17)
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Growth Practice #1: The Two-Minute Start

For tasks you're avoiding, commit to working on them for just two minutes.
Often, starting breaks the resistance. Schedule these "two-minute starts" into
your calendar as if they were meetings.

Growth Practice #2: Courageous Conversation Script

Create a simple template for initiating hard conversations: (1) "l care about
you and this ministry." (2) "lI've noticed [specific behavior/pattern]." (3) "Can
we talk about it?" Practice it, pray over it, then schedule the conversation
within 48 hours of recognizing the need.
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INNER MUSCLE #8 - MINISTRY ALIGNMENT

Ministry alignment means structuring physical, digital, and informational
environments to support your mission and team.

The new things you add shouldn’t be a drag on your system or pullyou in a
different direction, but should fit perfectly with what you’re doing.

"But all things should be done decently and in order.”" (1 Corinthians 14:40)

"Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit; and there are varieties of
service, but the same Lord; and there are varieties of activities, but it is the
same God who empowers them all in everyone." (1 Corinthians 12:4-6)

"The one who had received the five talents went at once and traded with them,
and he made five talents more."” (Matthew 25:16)
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Growth Practice #1: Build One System Per Quarter

Choose the area where people or information most frequently "falls through
the cracks" (first-time guests, new members, volunteer onboarding, small
group health). Over 90 days, design and test one simple, repeatable process
with clear owners and steps.

Growth Practice #2: Weekly Ideal Schedule Template

Design your ideal week: when you prep sermons, meet with staff, do pastoral
care, think strategically, rest. Block it in your calendar as recurring
appointments. Protect 60-70% of it; the rest flexes for real ministry life.
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INNER MUSCLE #9 - SELF-EVALUATION

Self-evaluation, or self-examination, is ongoing awareness of your
performance, impact, and inner strength to fulfill your calling.

"Search me, O God, and know my heart! Try me and know my thoughts! And
see ifthere be any grievous way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting!"
(Psalm 139:23-24)

"Let a person examine himself." (1 Corinthians 11:28)

"Pay careful attention to yourselves and to all the flock, in which the Holy
Spirit has made you overseers."” (Acts 20:28)

"But let each one test his own work, and then his reason to boast will be in
himself alone and not in his neighbor." (Galatians 6:4)
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Growth Practice #1: Daily Examen (10 Minutes)

Each evening, reflect on two questions: (1) Where did | sense God's presence
and pleasure today? (2) Where did | resist Him or miss His leading? This builds
self-awareness and keeps you spiritually sensitive.

Growth Practice #2: Quarterly 360° Feedback

Every 90 days, ask 3-5 trusted people (spouse, elder chair, staff member,
close friend) one question: "What's one thing | should start, stop, or continue
in how | lead or relate?" Write down their answers without defending. Pray
over them. Act on at least one within the quarter.
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CONCLUSION
If your team imitated your inner life, would they be healthier?

Like the muscles in your body, these inner muscles help you do what God has
called you to do.
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