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1

Introduction

Serving the People of God’s Presence

The Christian church of the twenty- first century will need to change some 
of its long- held traditions and practices or face the prospect of becoming a 
footnote in the history of Western societies that are marked by post- Christian 
secularism. That was a governing motivation for my previous book on eccle-
siology, where I addressed theological foundations of the church.1 The church 
needs to return to a more biblically attuned and theologically astute basis for 
its nature and mission. While I have spent time reassessing a theology of the 
church with regard to its nature and mission previously, in this book I move 
forward on the basis of that previous theological inquiry to provide a recon-
sideration of the structures and practices of the church, particularly as these 
relate to leadership and ministry. Since the theological foundation offered in 
the previous book is essential for understanding the direction in which the 
present book moves, I shall rehearse briefly the key aspects of my ecclesiologi-
cal proposal before engaging the question of structures and practices. I have 
proposed a rather radical agenda for the re- formation of the local church, 
both in its understanding of itself and in its structural setup. It is to that task 
of filling out the practical details of how the people of God’s presence could 
operate as the church in contemporary society that we will turn in this work.2

1. Terry L. Cross, The People of  God’s Presence: An Introduction to Ecclesiology (Grand 
Rapids: Baker Academic, 2019).

2. While the manuscript for this book was completed before March 2020, I received the gal-
leys in April, during the coronavirus pandemic and shelter- in- place requirements. Businesses 
and churches throughout the world have shuttered their doors in order to limit the spread of 
COVID-19. Life is not “normal” in the world today. Fear of the invisible virus is a stalwart con-
tagion among us all. This is also true for the church, where challenges to providing ministry in 
quarantine settings have provoked new ways to share the gospel (livestreaming, devotional videos, 
drive- in church services, and a host of ingenious ways to connect with people who are shut- in). 
The radical nature of my proposal in this book was not written with this emergency situation 
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2

Essential Dimensions of the Church

The main thesis for which I previously argued regarding the church can be 
stated as follows: the church is the people of God’s direct presence, who have 
been transformed by an encounter with God at a core level of their being— 
perhaps even a precognitive level. From this basic idea, I build an ecclesiol-
ogy around the concept of the people of God as well as the power of God’s 
presence among and in us. While for many ecclesiologies the church has been 
considered as a means of distributing God’s grace, I argue that such a view 
diminishes the direct work of God in our lives, making us reliant on the all- 
too- human ecclesiastical institution for spiritual benefits from God’s hand. 
This problem, I suggest, is not simply a Catholic, Orthodox, or Protestant 
one; it is prevalent regardless of one’s church affiliation. Is the church a di-
vinely established means by which God’s grace is doled out to people? Such 
a sacramental view of the church’s mission distorts the true nature of the 
church and places God at least one step removed from relating to humans. 
Is the church as institution the sole means of connecting with God? While I 
admit that God uses various media through which to encounter humans (in-
cluding the church), I do not view such an instrumental use as a determinative 
factor in the transformation necessary for being God’s people and for doing 
the work of God’s people.

In contrast with such sacramental styles of ecclesiology, where the church 
is viewed as a channel of God’s grace, I propose a view of the church as a 
people whom God has encountered directly. Even if various visible media 
(like a pillar of fire or a cloud) are used by God due to his invisible nature, I 
suggest that within the encounter with a medium still remains something of 
God’s direct presence that connects immediately (i.e., without mediation) to 
our human spirits.

Among the various encounters we may have with God, I propose that the 
encounter with the risen Christ at a core level of our being demands a response 
on our part at some point. The Spirit of God re- presents the risen Christ to 
our spirits, giving us the opportunity to submit to the truth offered there or 
to deny it. If we respond positively to the re- presentation of Christ, we are 
immediately inserted by the Spirit into the body of Christ (1 Cor. 12:12–13). 

in mind, but the recommendations are even more relevant given the state of things across the 
world. Christians have learned quite unexpectedly that the church is not the building but the 
people of God. We long for personal interaction with people in our congregations; the building 
simply provides the convenience for our gatherings. I remain steadfast in my proposal here that 
a radical re- formation of the church is needed for the twenty- first century. The proposal offered 
here outlines a possible way to consider such foundations so that we may restructure our notions 
of church for this century— whatever the world may look like after this coronavirus pandemic.

Serving the People of God’s Presence 

_Cross_ServingPeopleGodsPresence_JH_jck.indd   16_Cross_ServingPeopleGodsPresence_JH_jck.indd   16 8/17/20   5:25 PM8/17/20   5:25 PM

Terry L. Cross, Serving the People of God's Presence 
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2020 

Used by permission.



3

While I cannot rehearse the details supporting my argument here, it is the 
theological cornerstone of my proposal for a re- formation of the church in 
the twenty- first century.3 Due to the central role that the presence of God the 
Spirit plays in connecting and communicating with God’s people, as well 
as establishing and maintaining the church, I have called this a pneumatic 
ecclesiology.4

A difficulty arising from my proposal is one that has plagued free- church or 
believers’ church models for several centuries. Most evangelical ecclesiologies 
have also inherited this problem. If humans choose to accept Christ on an 
individual basis, then what is the rationale for the church? In other words, if 
a personal relationship with Christ is individually determined, then what is 
the purpose for the local body of Christ? If a believer chooses Christ, then it 
seems that becoming part of a local church is a matter of choice as well (or 
voluntary association, as some have called it). If this is the case, then why 
do we need the church? A style of Enlightenment individualism threatens to 
rear its head quite prominently in many ecclesiological endeavors, including 
mine.

Here is where a crucial theological point has been missing in some reflec-
tions on the church. I argue that the nature of God comes to be reflected in the 
nature of the people of God. What does this mean? The God who encounters 
humans is the Triune God whose nature is loving relationality. Within the 
society that is triune, Father, Son, and Spirit operate in perfect communion 
and union, while maintaining their distinctions. Since the days of the early 
church, theologians have used a Greek term to describe the way Father, Son, 
and Spirit are distinct yet interpenetrate each other; the word is περιχώρησις | 
perichōrēsis. The idea inherent within this word group is “to dance around”; 
another possibility is “to make room for.” The loving relationality within the 
life of the Trinity freely makes room for the Other, first within the trinitar-
ian relations, and second outside of those inner relations. God’s love “makes 
room for” creation. God’s love “makes room for” human beings— even sinful 
human beings. In the rich fellowship that is the Trinity, God’s life overflows 

3. The theological basis for this proposal is worked out in chaps. 1–3 of The People of 
God’s Presence.

4. The term “pneumatic” seems better suited to my emphasis on the Spirit’s role than words 
like “charismatic” or even “Pentecostal,” which are both fraught with difficulties in the current 
North American context. Words like “charismatic” and “Pentecostal” have a specific history 
in the twentieth century; their common use today tends to lay more stress on the gifts of the 
Spirit— especially the more demonstrable ones. This ecclesiology is not focused on manifesta-
tions of the gifts of the Spirit but on the motivator and mover of our lives of discipleship as 
we follow Christ together. Gifts are a part of this ecclesiology, but the Spirit as the Gift- giver is 
central. As such, “pneumatic” seems more precisely suited for connoting my intended meaning.

Introduction
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4

with bounty and grace so that even humans are called to share in the feast of 
the life of God. In this way, creation itself is an act of grace in that God did not 
have to create out of some need, but God wanted to share— in some sense— 
God’s life with creatures that were not God. Hence, the nature of God is a 
rich, loving fellowship that overflows to those beings in creation who are not 
God. From eternity, God was “bent” toward humanity in the created world, 
not out of some external need but out of an inner, gracious, overflowing love. 
This loving nature of God toward the “Other” resulted in the mission of God 
(missio Dei) whereby the Son was sent to earth to become a human in order 
to reconcile humans to God. Thus, the being of God is reflected in the doing 
of God. The nature of God corresponds precisely with the mission of God.

I do not triumphantly expect that the people of God will reflect God’s 
nature and mission accurately and consistently on this earth— after all, I have 
been around churches all of my life and realize that we do not always clearly 
represent the nature of the God we serve. Nonetheless, I do believe that the 
Spirit of God within believers transforms and empowers them to begin to offer 
to this world a reflection of the Trinity here and now as well as a “provisional 
representation” of the world to come.5 This is a point often overlooked in 
ecclesiology— namely, that believers are partakers in God’s nature so that 
transformation occurs in God’s presence, thereby creating wholeness and 
integrity of our being and doing.

Further, intimately connected with this reasoning is a rather pressing ques-
tion among Western societies today— namely, Why church? Only as we are 
continually encountering God’s transforming presence within the gathered 
community of Jesus Christ where we practice the faith together can we begin 
to reflect the true image of our loving, relational God. In other words, we 
need the church in order to do the work that God has called us to do. It is 
here that a key insight concerning Paul’s understanding of the function of 
the body of Christ comes to assist us in developing our own ecclesiology. It 
is from Christ, who is the head, that the whole body “grows and builds itself 
up in love, as each part does its work” (Eph. 4:16). Each believer is joined to 
other believers in the same way that supporting ligaments hold together the 
various parts of the human body. Only as each part of the body is “fitted and 

5. This phrase, “provisional representation,” comes from Karl Barth’s discussion of the 
church as commissioned to be “a provisional representation to humanity as it is sanctified in 
Jesus Christ” (CD IV/2:698). By being a concrete reality of the future state of humanity, the 
community of faith exists as a witness to the eschatological reign of God. A similar phrase is 
found in a discussion of the believers’ church by Wayne F. Groff, “A Believing People: Theological 
Interpretation,” in The Concept of  the Believers’ Church: Addresses from the 1968 Louisville 
Conference, ed. James Leo Garrett Jr. (Scottdale, PA: Herald, 1969), 66. Groff says that the 
church is a “provisional representation and agency of God’s kingdom purpose.”

Serving the People of God’s Presence 
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5

held together by what every joint supplies” and follows what it is supposed to 
do “according to the proper working of each individual part” will the whole 
body grow through building itself up in love (Eph. 4:16 NASB). Growing in 
Christ demands growing together with other people in a local community.

To what end is such corporate spiritual growth? The goal is that we become 
thoroughly equipped to do the work of ministry— to service (Eph. 4:12). This 
requires the transforming presence of God among us and in us. It is not within 
our own natures to love the way God loves; our natures must experience the 
transforming power of the Spirit in order to bring the presence of Christ to 
the world today. We cannot minister to the needs of people— only Christ can 
do that. Nevertheless, Christ has chosen to do that through humans— through 
the people of  God in the power of  the Spirit.

Therefore, gathering as the people of God allows us to experience God 
together in ways that transform us individually and corporately. We learn to 
“make room for God’s presence” in gathered worship, in preaching and hear-
ing the Word of God, in petitionary prayer for others, in celebrating various 
practices ordained by Christ, and in sharing other practices that mark our 
earthly existence together as fellow believers. By so doing, we learn “to make 
room for” the Other.

In my previous work, I also noted the specific tasks of the people of God 
when gathered in community. I made a distinction between those tasks oc-
curring within the gathered congregation and those tasks outside of it in 
missional outreach.6 Why? I argued that the primary tasks when gathered 
together were to “glorify God and enjoy God forever” (using the line from the 
Westminster Catechism of 1647). Primarily, this means that we glorify God 
through our worship together. The people of God’s presence lift their minds 
and hearts upward toward God in worship so that God’s presence encounters 
them directly in return, bringing with it the motivation and power to do the 
work of mission with the heart of Christ, not their own selfish concerns. We 
cannot truly worship God without considering the plight of fellow humans. 
God’s presence propels us out into the world of hurt and devastation, em-
powering us to bring Christ to those in need.

Hence, gathered worship is primary in setting the proper tone and moti-
vation for our work, sanctifying our natures so that we may become proper 
vessels for God’s presence, transforming our lives into a reflection of the love 
of God in action. In this way, the perichoretic nature of our God— where 
Father, Son, and Spirit make room for each other and for the radically Other 
(humans)— becomes the nature of our own existence in the world whereby 

6. Cross, People of  God’s Presence, chaps. 4 and 5 respectively.

Introduction
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6

we make room for God’s presence among us and then make room for God’s 
presence with us in the world. Believers cannot naturally “make room for” 
the Other; such radical consideration for “the Other” is simply not part of 
our human capacity in this world. Indeed, it is a gift of God’s transforming 
presence that trains our lives to focus on God in worship and on others both 
within and without the gathered congregation.

These are the basic features of the previous ecclesial proposal.7 It is the 
purpose of this present volume to build on these theological foundation points 
in order to ask practical questions so that we may determine how such a people 
could operate in the world today. Before moving on to the specific details of 
this practical aspect of the proposal, it is important to understand why this 
is necessary. My argument here is essentially that the theological focus on the 
people of God’s presence and the encounter with God provides little value 
for the people of our century if it is not combined with an understanding 
of some of the problems that we have inherited from current models of the 
church and ministry.

Structural Flaws in the Contemporary Church

The Outward Form Disguises Its True Identity?

Were we to gather any group of churchgoers in an informal setting, it 
would not take much prying to get them to rehearse stories of ways they know 
churches have harmed someone they know or even themselves. The people 
of God’s presence have often been “housed” within institutional structures 
that do not seem to fit the glory of the treasure within the vessel. Evangelical 
scholar James I. Packer notes something significant about this outward form 
of the church— its structural organization.

But what is the church? The fact that we all first meet the church as an organized 
society must not mislead us into thinking that it is essentially, or even primarily, 
that. There is a sense in which the outward form of  the church disguises its 
true nature rather than reveals it. Essentially, the church is not a human orga-
nization as such, but a divinely created fellowship of sinners who trust a com-
mon Savior, and are one with each other because they are all one with Him in 
a union realized by the Holy Spirit. Thus the church’s real life, like that of its 

7. I have decided to give a summary of these ideas from The People of  God’s Presence instead 
of quoting that volume or providing a host of references that were already given there. Obvi-
ously, readers will benefit most from engaging that book in more detail. What I have offered 
here is simply a minimal flow of the argument so that the reader may be able to fit the chapters 
here into the overall ecclesial framework I have proposed there.

Serving the People of God’s Presence 
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7

individual members, is for the present “hid in Christ with God,” and will not 
be manifested to the world until He appears.8

The emphasized words in Packer’s statement illustrate the nature of the prob-
lem: “the outward form of the church disguises its true nature rather than 
reveals it.” The human dimension of the church’s organization and leadership 
has become a mask for whatever divine kernel of the true church remains 
underneath it. Thus, Packer encourages us to ignore the disguise— the visible 
costume of church structure— and focus instead on the invisible nature of the 
true church. While these words come from 1962, the sentiment they express 
still remains with us. The church often seems hidden under the trappings of 
contemporary ecclesial culture or disguised under the apparel of long- held 
tradition. But does it have to be this way? As Karl Barth has suggested, the 
order, life, and proclamation of the church should witness to the world a 
promise of the future kingdom—“there is already on earth a community 
whose order is based on that great alteration of the human situation and 
directed towards its manifestation” (CD IV/2:721).

Does the structure of the church really matter today? Are we to concede 
that since humans are involved in the functioning of a local church we need 
not expect things to be any different? What if the outward form of the church 
no longer disguised its true nature but revealed it? What if the visible church— 
even the one with a human face!— began to reflect more closely the heavenly 
paradigm of the life of the Triune God? Daniel Migliore speaks directly to 
this question: “The practices of the church and the way the church organizes 
its common life say at least as much to the world around it as does its verbal 
witness.”9

The way we set up church structure for leadership and ministry reflects what 
we think about the church. In other words, what we do as a church gathered 
together in a local place reveals a great deal about who we think we are as a 
church. It also reveals how we think about our God, because something will 
always be reflected about how we envision God in our outward manifestation 
of being the church— for good or ill. To be sure, I am not suggesting that there 
is one biblically sanctioned model for church government and leadership. As 
we shall see, I remain unconvinced that any particular governmental model is 
mandated biblically. However, there are multiple cues from the New Testament 
that provide us with some rich material for how we may set up the structure 

8. James I. Packer, “The Nature of the Church,” in Basic Christian Doctrines, ed. Carl F. H. 
Henry (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1962), 242 (emphasis mine).

9. Daniel L. Migliore, The Power of  God and the gods of  Power (Louisville: Westminster 
John Knox, 2008), 68.

Introduction
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8

of the local congregation and how we are to relate with each other in our 
congregations in ways that allow God’s presence in us to be manifested, not 
disguised, to others. We shall engage these in later chapters.

Given the fact that thus far I have proposed a view of the church that 
centers on the invisible presence of God, why should I be concerned about 
the visible structures of the church? Because humans are both spiritual and 
material beings, we cannot divorce ourselves from the material aspects of our 
lives, even when we speak of the spiritual dimensions of God’s work in us. 
God has chosen to work in and with humans in order to accomplish his goals. 
We are coworkers with God (1 Cor. 3:9). Just as God understood the neces-
sity of becoming flesh in Jesus the Christ in order to communicate with and 
rescue humans, so, too, God the Spirit “enfleshes” Godself in the work of his 
people in order to offer the presence and ministry of Christ to humans in the 
present.10 It is the work of the Spirit to make the presence of Christ alive and 
real through the instrumentality of human lives that have been transformed by 
his presence. Such ministry may be appropriately designated “incarnational,” 
as long as it is understood that the church is not Jesus Christ but through the 
power of the Spirit is able to bring along the presence of Christ with it into 
the world (CD IV/3.2:788, 720).

Therefore, as Karl Barth notes, Christ is the church in the sense that Christ 
is its “very root” (CD IV/3.2:788), but the reverse of that statement— namely, 
“the church is Christ”— cannot apply, since we are dealing here not with a 
continuation of the incarnation of Christ but with a continuation of the 
ministry of Christ. Such a reversal of the subject and predicate would be 
blasphemous (CD IV/3.2:720; CD IV/1:317–18). Hence, ministry of the church 
may be “incarnational” only in the sense that it follows the pattern of Philip-
pians 2:5–8, whereby the Son of God “humbled himself” in order to become 
a human being and serve among us. It is not incarnational in the sense that 
we are Jesus Christ. No, indeed! We reflect the image of Christ into which 
we have been changed, but we are not alter Christus— another Christ (CD 
IV/3.2:786).

In his work devoted to the church, Emil Brunner proposes a rather stark 
idea of eliminating any institutional remnant of the church and focusing in-
stead on the more mystical fellowship of the Spirit. He argues that this was 

10. Throughout the book, I vary the reflexive pronoun for God from “Godself” to “himself.” 
The former term is a recent neologism meant to overcome the difficulty in English of not hav-
ing a genderless reflexive pronoun to refer to God. I acknowledge that God is neither male nor 
female but is above these designations, because God is Spirit. Whenever possible, I have used 
“Godself.” But in those instances where the use of “Godself” leads to awkward syntax and 
cadence, I use “himself” as the reflexive pronoun for God.

Serving the People of God’s Presence 
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9

the condition of the first- century church and one to which we need return. 
The ekklēsia of the New Testament was a Christusgemeinde (a community 
of Christ) not eine Institution, ein Etwas (an institution, a Something).11 In 
other words, the first- century church was more invisible than visible, which 
Brunner lauds as something we should recoup.

At various points throughout the Church Dogmatics IV, Barth takes on 
Brunner’s proposal found in the latter’s Misunderstanding of  the Church. 
In an extensive section dealing with the “order of the community” and what 
Barth calls “canon law,” he argues that a church without law or institutional 
structure is not appropriate for the communio sanctorum (CD IV/2:676). 
While Brunner may long for a “pure fellowship of persons” (eine Gemein-
schaft von Personen),12 Barth argues that such a mystical community abandons 
“its life to chance and caprice and confusion” and will be a “contradiction 
to the Holy Spirit of Jesus Christ” as much as one that is enslaved to its 
laws (CD IV/2:681). Barth describes Brunner as declaring with exasperation, 
“What we need is the Holy Ghost!” To which Barth replies, “Of course we 
do. But . . .” (CD IV/2:681). Without the institutional aspects of the com-
munity, we cannot remain the church, because we will run into a disorder 
that will diminish and disguise the true church.13 In other words, the visible 
church and its observable aspects of order help its continuance. To remove all 
aspects of institutional visibility would dissolve the church into an invisible 
phenomenon that probably would disappear entirely into a mystical mist of 
a nonphysical, nonhistorical entity.

Nevertheless, I feel strongly drawn toward Brunner’s wistful idealism for 
the church. There are so many tentacles of humanity wrapped around the 
institutional church today that often I wish for a drastic surgery to remove 

11. Emil Brunner, Das Mißverständnis der Kirche (Stuttgart: Evangelisches Verlagswerk, 
1951), 12.

12. Brunner, Das Mißverständnis der Kirche, 12.
13. Such a strong plea for the visible structure of the church seems to go unheard by some 

theologians who accuse Barth of being too abstract and having no human agency. The extensive 
sections within CD IV/2 that relate to “canon law,” as Barth calls it, clearly work against this. 
For one such charge, see Nicholas M. Healy, “The Logic of Karl Barth’s Ecclesiology: Analysis, 
Assessment and Proposed Modifications,” Modern Theology 10, no. 3 (July 1994): 253–70, here 
258. Healy discusses Barth’s idea of the difference between die wirkliche Kirche (the true church) 
and die Scheinkirche (mere semblance of a church) in KD IV/2:695–98; CD IV/2:614–17. See 
also Joseph L. Mangina, Karl Barth: Theologian of  Christian Witness (Louisville: Westminster 
John Knox, 2004), 185, who notes that Barth has been “heavily criticized for being abstract” 
in his ecclesiology and possessing “insufficient human content.” I attempt to argue against 
these charges in “Let the Church Be the Church: Barth and Pentecostals on Ecclesiology,” in 
Karl Barth and Pentecostal Theology: A Convergence of  Word and Spirit, ed. Frank Macchia, 
Andrew Gabriel, and Terry L. Cross, Systematic Pentecostal and Charismatic Theology Series, 
ed. Wolfgang Vondey and Daniela Augustine (New York: Bloomsbury, forthcoming).

Introduction
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all the human ganglia from God’s house. Yet, with Barth, I understand that 
humans cannot operate as God’s people without some human aspect of a 
society. Packer’s sad conclusion noted above is that we simply have to wait for 
the eschaton to experience the pure form of the church. I cannot believe that 
God gathers his people into a local body to leave them deficient in reflecting 
together the true character of their God. Instead, I believe that the people of 
God’s presence were meant to reflect— through their very human existence 
as the church— the nature of the God who called them together and sends 
them out into the world. Why give up on the Spirit’s ability to transform our 
human institutions and endeavors called “church” and thereby surrender any 
attempt to bear Christ to the world in identifiable fashion? What if, as Barth 
describes, the paradigm of the heavenly community became proleptically 
present in some fashion here on earth? What if the church were a place whose 
order and organization offered a glimpse of the heavenly kingdom instead 
of a view of our earthly (carnal) striving for power? It is my contention that 
Pentecost marks a new era for God’s people in this world— one that ushers a 
taste of the powers of the age to come into this present age. With this rushing 
in of the Spirit, the people of God’s presence can and should expect some 
evidence of the future life here and now.

It is true that the church is a human institution— but it is also true that it is 
a miracle of God’s own creation. It is by the Holy Spirit that we are drawn to 
Christ and then gathered together into the body of Christ. Cannot this same 
Spirit work with, in, and through the very human believers who are being 
transformed daily into the image of Christ so that the church will be more 
than its collective human sentiment for something better in this life or the 
next? Instead of the either/or of Spirit versus institutionalism, the pneumatic 
ecclesiology that I present here will offer a both/and approach.

Leading and Serving the People of God’s Presence

Another significant structural flaw in the contemporary church is the level 
to which the gathered people of God have become “spectators” of Christianity 
instead of “participants.” Nowhere is this more evident than in the realm of 
what we have come to call “ministry.” Ministry has become the domain of 
professionals. The local congregation pays someone who has been trained 
(usually) to do the work of pastor so that the needs of the group can be at-
tended to by one who knows what he or she is doing.14 Over the centuries, 
the church has tended to divide the clergy from the laity, especially when it 

14. In the next chapters I shall engage this issue more deeply.
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comes to doing the work of ministry. It will be my contention in this book 
that such a view of ministry misunderstands the nature of leading the people 
of God’s presence as well as the nature of ministry itself. The result of such 
a clergy/laity view is an inappropriate expectation on one or more clergy in 
a local congregation to do ministry while laypeople contribute to the upkeep 
of the system. The New Testament paradigm seems to view the entire people 
of God as doing the work of ministry. To be clear, however, I will not propose 
doing away with traditional ministry itself but will rather propose retooling 
how it could be done.

When reconsidering the structure of the church based on the theological 
claims that I have provided, one of the most important concerns relates to 
leadership of God’s people. Why is this an important issue with respect to 
renewal of the structure of the church? It is because the way people lead 
frequently disguises the true identity of the church instead of demonstrat-
ing it. Perhaps the clearest example of this is found among leaders whose 
style is power driven. Autocrats among God’s people leave a field of human 
debris, as if  a spiritual tornado had hit God’s house. While this may be 
most evident among churches that are called “independent” in terms of their 
lack of relation to a denomination or association that provides oversight, 
the problem of abuse of power does not land solely in such fertile spheres. 
There are plenty of examples in the church today of pastors who have welded 
together religious guilt and spiritual demands to such a degree that follow-
ers, intending to do the right thing, end up following something or someone 
other than Jesus Christ.

In an attempt to address this problem of spiritual abuse of power, I shall 
offer a theological critique of the concept of power that often lies at the 
center of such manipulative authoritarianism. The church of the twenty- first 
century must provide leaders who understand that Christ reversed the point 
of power from something that lorded over others to something that serves 
others with love.15

To be clear, I shall not propose a leaderless church! Such a utopian ideal-
ism cannot exist within this sphere of human existence. God desires to use 
humans and in so doing recognizes that we need leaders. However, future 
leaders will need to understand in more than intellectual ways that the power 
of God is found in the powerlessness of Christ’s love in the face of the cross. 
Pagans and unbelievers may “lord it over” people, but Christ- followers must 
have none of that. Christian leaders operate with an authority based on love, 

15. For the concepts derived from a “reversal of power,” I am indebted to Migliore, The 
Power of  God and the gods of  Power, 68–71. We shall engage Migliore’s fruitful discussion in 
greater detail in a later chapter.

Introduction
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not coercion. Whoever wants to be first must first learn to be a servant. How 
could leadership be any different for followers of Jesus Christ?

Given the basic reshaping of meaning for ministry in the church that I 
propose here, how are leaders supposed to lead? My proposal will certainly 
require a different set of skills for leaders of a local congregation from what 
was considered requisite in the past. In such a setting, ministerial training 
cannot prepare future leaders for merely duplicating the patterns of ecclesial 
leadership of the past where the minister is the “professional” who does the 
work of ministry and the people pay her or him for doing that work. This 
paradigm only serves to broaden and solidify the gap between “clergy” and 
“laity,” thereby distancing God’s people even further from their own calling 
to minister to others in the body of Christ and the world.

Leading will need to focus on training the people of God to do the work of 
ministry or service. This structural model is radically different from previous 
ones— especially as evidenced in Western societies. Instead of training one 
person to do work of ministry for the body of Christ, ministerial leadership 
training will need to focus on equipping the people of God to do the work 
of ministry. In this paradigm, leading will not be so much doing ministry 
oneself as showing others how to do ministry and then releasing them into 
doing it within the setting of the local congregation. In other words, leaders 
will need to “make room for” others among God’s people to join in the work 
of ministry. In the chapters that follow, I shall propose details for how such a 
re- formation of the structure of the local church might look as well as how 
those who lead such churches might operate. However, before considering 
structure itself, we must examine more closely a theology of ministry.

Serving the People of God’s Presence 
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1

A Biblical Background to Ministry

Introduction

A common paradigm for ministry today among many churches in Western 
societies is to relegate the majority of ministerial work to paid clergy whose 
professional training has (hopefully) provided them with the tools to do the 
various forms of work we call ministry. It is this widely accepted model for 
ministry that I believe needs to be reconstructed so that the church may rise 
to its calling in this century. It is my proposal that the structural framework of 
the local church and the paradigm for leadership must be radically reformed 
so that a more authentic form of ministry may flourish among God’s people.

In this chapter, we begin an investigation for a different framework by 
engaging in a theological inquiry into ministry. To do so, we will return to 
scriptural examples of ministry as well as trace some historical trajectories 
from the early church in order to see how ministry functions developed over 
several centuries. Before proposing new paradigms for leadership and min-
istry among God’s people, it is necessary that we excavate the early sources 
in order to discern any principles that may be found there for God’s people 
today. While it will be clear that we cannot retrieve some pristine form of 
New Testament government or leadership per se, it will also be clear that we 
must retrieve something of the theology of ministry and leadership that is 
present there in order to function today as the people of God’s presence.1

1. That we cannot entirely retrieve the NT models of leadership is especially true with respect 
to ministry terms. Kevin Giles rightly reports that such terms did “not speak of a well- defined 
ministry that was consistently understood in one way in the apostolic and post- apostolic age. We 
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Some Biblical Foundations for Ministry

Diakon– Words

One place to begin a theology of ministry is with an understanding of 
the terms used for this activity in the New Testament. Perhaps the word that 
best characterizes the activity of the people of God’s presence is found in the 
word “ministry.” The people of God minister to the Lord, to one another, 
and to the world. Rooted in words that underscore the concept of serving 
others, the English verb “to minister” comes from the Latin word ministrare. 
In the New Testament, the concept is rooted in three different sets of Greek 
words. The first and most prominent set stems from the Greek noun διακονία 
| diakonia2 (“service” or “ministry”) or the verb διακονεῖν | diakonein3 (“to 
serve” or “to minister”). Related to these words is διάκονος | diakonos, which 
is usually translated as “one who renders service to another” or “a minister.” 
From these basic diakon– root words we get our English word “deacon.” For 
over a century, scholars have understood the primary or basic meaning of this 
word to have arisen from a concept of service in which one “waits at table” 
for others.4 Acts 6 has provided the paradigmatic example for this type of 
diakonia: Hellenistic Jews complained that their widows were overlooked in 

see variation in usage of these titles and development. The New Testament does not have one 
understanding of any of these ministries. They are all in a state of flux.” See Kevin Giles, Pat-
terns of  Ministry among the First Christians, 2nd ed. (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2017), 
8. The truth of this statement will become clearer as we work through the next two chapters. 
However, I do believe there are principles that can guide our ecclesiological endeavors, and it 
is these that we will highlight in the end.

2. Used thirty- four times in the NT, diakonia can mean “serving, service, waiting, or minis-
tering.” However, we will also see that its “semantic range” should include service that is done 
on behalf of a master or representing someone else; such serving would include the work of 
an emissary or ambassador. This latter expansion of the meaning of diakon– words has been 
proposed recently through extensive research by John Collins in the classical and Hellenistic 
Greek documents of the era that predate or are contemporaneous with the first- century Chris-
tian writings. I will engage Collins’s work further below. See John N. Collins, Diakonia: Re- 
interpreting the Ancient Sources (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990).

3. Used thirty- seven times in the NT, diakonein can mean “to wait, attend on, serve, relieve, 
assist, or minister to.” It may also refer to actions on behalf of someone else (as Collins has 
shown).

4. Hermann Beyer, “διακονέω,” TDNT 2:84. The various uses in the NT of the verb and 
noun are provided in excellent detail by Beyer, but the extrabiblical uses of this verb in classical 
and Hellenistic Greek that have been discovered more recently have outlined much more than 
menial service. The entry for diakonia in BDAG (1979, 2nd ed.) follows Beyer’s description 
precisely. It means service, aid, support, and serving as necessary for a meal’s preparation. As 
John Collins notes, however, the entry for diakonia in BDAG (2000, 3rd ed.) has “service in 
an intermediary capacity” as its primary meaning and “service as attendant” only in its fifth 
meaning. The newer edition has taken Collins’s research as determinative for its entry. For a 
brief history of the “lexicographical convention” (as Collins calls it), see John N. Collins, “A 
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the “daily distribution of food” (ἐν τῇ διακονίᾳ τῇ καθημερινῇ | en tē diakonia 
tē kathēmerinē) (Acts 6:1). This situation is described more fully in Acts 6:2: 
“So the Twelve gathered all the disciples together and said, ‘It would not be 
right for us to neglect the ministry of the word of God in order to wait on 
tables [διακονεῖν τραπέζαις | diakonein trapezais].’” Compared to the ministry 
of the Word, to serve tables is a mundane, menial task.5 However, since 1990, 
with the appearance of a thorough linguistic study of diakon– words from 
classical and Hellenistic Greek by John N. Collins, there has been significant 
debate and revision about the meaning of these important words in the New 
Testament.6 Collins suggests that diakon– words “must be removed from the 
semantic field of caring service.”7 From extrabiblical Greek sources, Collins 
found some evidence that placed diakon– words within the semantic range 
of meaning for “servant” or “service,” but most evidence supported their 
primary translation as an official representative or a “go- between” rather 
than “menial” servant.8 Hence, Collins argues that this word group signified 

Monocultural Usage: διακον– Words in Classical, Hellenistic, and Patristic Sources,” Vigiliae 
Christianae 66 (2012): 287–309, esp. 288–95.

5. It may be noted that when the Twelve report the decision in Acts 6:4, they call their task 
related to the Word as “the service of the Word” or “the ministry of the word” (τῇ διακονίᾳ 
τοῦ λόγου | tē diakonia tou logou). Clearly, there is something more going on here than a con-
trast between menial table service and the proclamation of the Word of God, since both tasks 
are described as diakonia. Also see Craig S. Keener, Acts: An Exegetical Commentary, vol. 2, 
3:1–14:28 (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2013), 1264, especially for the historical context of 
what the “daily” distribution of food might have looked like. Keener also denies that this passage 
is to be connected directly with the later office of deacons, since diakonos elsewhere is used to 
describe Christ, Paul, and Paul’s colleagues as ministers. The verb in Acts 6 (diakoneō) applies 
both to “administrators” of the daily food and the ministry of the Word. Keener, Acts, 2:1272.

6. John N. Collins has noted that to relegate lowly service or only menial tasks to the dia-
konos misaligns the word group. Instead, diakon– words refer to emissaries or agents sent to 
perform or carry out the orders of another person. See Collins, Diakonia, esp. 77–131, 169–76. 
I find much of Collins’s argument convincing from a purely philological standpoint. Never-
theless, what I have offered in the main text above seems feasible, even while accepting Collins’s 
research. At its base, the root diakon– has a servant idea behind it, but not perhaps solely of 
menial or mundane tasks. As Margaret Mowczko states, “Paul never uses any diakon– word for 
ordinary servants.” See Mowczko, “What Did Phoebe’s Position and Ministry as Διάκονος of the 
Church at Cenchrea Involve?,” in Deacons and Diakonia in Early Christianity, ed. Bart J. Koet, 
Edwina Murphy, and Esko Ryökäs, WUNT, 2nd ser., 479 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2018), 97.

7. John N. Collins, Deacons and the Church: Making Connections between Old and New 
(Harrisburg, PA: Morehouse, 2002), 15. In particular, Collins suggests that a redefinition of 
diakonia in the 1800s in Germany allowed the Lutheran churches there to posit the role of 
deacons or the diaconate as primarily caring service. Collins’s argument is that this idea was 
based on the influence of Jesus being a servant in the Gospels and that it therefore ignored the 
extrabiblical linguistic evidence that expanded the range of meaning for these root words. Col-
lins finds Beyer’s article in TDNT (from 1935) to be marred with the assumption that diakonia 
and cognates refer solely to menial service.

8. Collins, Diakonia, 77–95.
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activities more along the line of delivering messages or being an agent for 
someone.9 Instead of meaning “slavish service at table,” diakon– words were 
“freely applied to activities by people of eminence” and sometimes in connec-
tion with religion.10 Most importantly for Collins, the term diakonos “always 
looks back to a person, persons, institution or physical dependency.”11 Collins 
believes that among Christians, the person to whom a diakonos always looks 
back is the bishop (ἐπίσκοπος | episkopos)— both in the New Testament and 
the early church.12

Without engaging in excessive discussion concerning the proposal of Col-
lins’s work, it remains important to demonstrate how this key concept of 
diakonia is related to the meaning of ministry in this chapter. Since diakon– 
words are fundamental for understanding “ministry” in the New Testament, 
I need to interact with some aspects of Collins’s proposal. First, Collins has 
pressed for the semantic range of diakon– words in the New Testament to 
be expanded beyond menial service; he has not argued that diakon– words 
never have the meaning of service. He argues instead that they do not carry 
the primary meaning of menial service. Therefore, he proposes that the 
“lexicographical range for the words” is “much broader than the traditional 
one.”13

Second, the preponderance of linguistic evidence that Collins presents 
from classical and Hellenistic Greek surely demands a broadening of the usual 
definition of diakon– words, but I would suggest it does not eliminate the 
narrower sense of serving at menial tasks. Each passage in the New Testament 
needs to be considered within its context. While I agree with Collins in his 
effort to expand the potential semantic range of these words, I am concerned 
that he does not acknowledge the legitimate role that the servanthood of 
Jesus Christ may have played in shaping the semantic range of meaning in 
the New Testament.

9. Collins, Diakonia, 194.
10. John N. Collins, “Ordained and Other Ministries: Making a Difference,” Ecclesiology 

3, no. 1 (2006): 11–32, here 23. Collins further argues that the range of meaning in English as 
it is used in the NT will need to land “along the spectrum of ideas like the following: messen-
ger, spokesperson, representative, go- between, medium, agent, attendant, an attendant who is 
dispatched time and again by a diner to fetch the various dishes. And of course it is of interest 
that most of the instances of this table attendant occur in relation to banquets of a religious 
character” (24).

11. John N. Collins, “Re- interpreting Diakonia in Germany,” Ecclesiology 5 (2009): 69–81, 
here 79.

12. Collins, “Re- interpreting Diakonia in Germany,” 79.
13. These are the words of Paula Gooder describing Collins’s proposal. See Paula Gooder, 

“Diakonia in the New Testament: A Dialogue with John N. Collins,” Ecclesiology 3, no. 1 
(2006): 33–56, here 48.
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Third, the major criticism that I have of Collins’s work comes mainly 
from his tendency to read into the New Testament the later role of deacon 
and allow that to determine the interpretation of several key passages where 
diakon– words occur. For example, Collins reads the third- or fourth- century 
idea that deacons were to serve the bishop as attendants and finds this suit-
able with the Hellenistic meaning of diakonos (namely, one who represents 
another in an important task). However, just because we find “attendant” or 
“representative of someone else” in the extrabiblical Greek literature does not 
mean that we can justify taking the third- century- CE bishop- deacon relation-
ship and overlaying it back onto the range of meaning in New Testament 
contexts (e.g., at Phil. 1:1).

As I will show, it is extraordinarily difficult to discern precisely what was 
occurring in the first- century church in terms of leadership functions. To 
assume the way deacons operated in relation to the bishop at the beginning 
of the third century is the way they operated in Philippians 1:1 (where Paul 
greets the “bishops and deacons” [NRSV]) is to read too much back into 
the first- century text and situation. Collins’s work allows us to understand 
broader dimensions of meaning in the term diakonos, but it cannot give us a 
definitive comprehension of the functional tasks assigned to the term in the 
New Testament itself.

Fourth, Collins desires to use the New Testament texts to determine a 
theology of ministry for today, especially in terms of bishops, priests, and dea-
cons. Coming from a Catholic approach to the question, Collins suggests that 
ministry is not for everyone.14 Along with Anglican scholar Paul Avis, I think 
that the logic of Collins’s view leads to a result that “most Christians . . . do not 
or cannot have a ministry.”15 Such a view is opposite to my understanding of the 
New Testament and of the church today. When Collins moves from linguistic 
study to an attempt at theological assertion based on that study, something 
seems missing from the overall meaning of ministry.16 One cannot help but feel 
this is a theological presumption imposing itself on his assessments of biblical 
texts with regard to diakon– words. For example, when interpreting 1 Corin-
thians 12:4–6, Collins notes that the phrasing in the NRSV is as follows: “There 
are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit; and there are varieties of service, but 

14. The title of a small book by Collins underscores this point precisely: John N. Collins, 
Are All Christians Ministers? (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1992). He answers the ques-
tion with a definitive no.

15. Paul Avis, A Ministry Shaped by Mission (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 2005), 52. Avis calls 
such a view “unacceptable and unbiblical,” noting that all Christians receive a “charisma of 
the Holy Spirit through their initiation into the body of Christ” (52).

16. For a response to this approach, see James Monroe Barnett, “Diaconate Defined Not 
by Word Study but by Early Church,” Diakoneo 17, no. 5 (1995): 1.
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the same Lord; and there are varieties of working, but it is the same God.”17 
Collins describes several exegetes as understanding the emphasized terms to 
denote the same thing, that the terms are interchangeable.18 They are heavenly 
gifts distributed by the one God so that the charismata = diakoniai = energēmata 
(χαρισμάτα = διακόνιαι = ἐνεργήματα) are open to the entire church.19

Against this view, Collins asserts that diakoniai in 1 Corinthians 12:5 is 
the same form of ministry that Paul uses of Apollos and himself as διάκονοι | 
diakonoi in 1 Corinthians 3:5. What is described in the earlier passage is that 
Paul and Apollos are ministers or “servants [diakonoi], through whom you 
came to believe— as the Lord has assigned [ἔδωκεν | edōken] to each his task” 
(1 Cor. 3:5). Not everyone was “given” or “assigned” this task of preaching the 
Word of God, through which the Corinthians came to believe. “This diakonia 
was not a ‘ministry’ given to the whole church but was in fact the privilege, 
responsibility and burden of those few chosen to deliver the Word in the name 
of God, Christ and Spirit.”20 When Collins adds to this interpretation the 
linguistic range of meaning for diakon– words, he brings a completely new 
slant to 1 Corinthians 12:4–6. For him it reads as follows: “There are varieties 
of gifts, but the same Spirit; both varieties of ministries and the same Lord, 
and varieties of workings but the same God.” For Collins, the first clause is a 
general statement about gifts, and then the next two clauses (introduced by 
“both”) are about two “species of gifts”— namely, “‘ministries’ (for the likes 
of Paul and Apollos) and secondly ‘workings’ (which are distributed church 
wide: as the passage goes on to say, ‘it is the same God who inspires them all 
in every one’).”21 Therefore, diakoniai are relegated to specifically commis-
sioned individuals within the church. These are not servants with menial tasks 
but messengers who have been given the task of the diakonia of the Word. 
Collins suggests that to describe “ministries” as a task for all believers is to 
misunderstand the word diakoniai here.

Is this the only way to interpret these words from 1 Corinthians? Paula 
Gooder has provided a critique of Collins’s interpretation on this point.22 She 

17. My emphasis. The NIV translates these three phrases as “different kinds of gifts . . . 
different kinds of service . . . different kinds of working.”

18. Collins, “Ordained and Other Ministries,” 28.
19. Collins, “Ordained and Other Ministries,” 28.
20. Collins, “Ordained and Other Ministries,” 28.
21. Collins, “Ordained and Other Ministries,” 29. Collins tries to support his reading from 

the Greek “both . . . and” (καί | kai . . . καί | kai).
22. Gooder, “Diakonia in the New Testament,” 52. Gooder also engages Collins’s interpreta-

tion of Eph. 4:11–12, where Collins attempts to understand the threefold result of Christ’s gifts 
to the church as something received by the church, not done by the whole church. However, 
others read this as if the gifts “equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the 
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acknowledges that his approach is a possible way to read the Greek grammar 
but also admits that it has flaws, especially when attempting to prove that gifts 
are the genus and ministries and workings are the species of that genus.23 Fur-
ther, I would suggest that while these gifts, ministries, and workings may not be 
direct equivalents (as Collins proposes), they could be operating in something 
like a trinitarian manner— perhaps even perichoretic. When Paul says later 
that everyone receives something from the Spirit, he calls it a “manifestation” 
(φανέρωσις | phanerōsis). “Now to each one the manifestation of the Spirit 
is given for the common good” (1 Cor. 12:7). By the end of the chapter, Paul 
points to the fact that not everyone has the same gift, but God has “placed” 
(ἔθετο | etheto) various manifestations of the Spirit in the church for the benefit 
of all (1 Cor. 12:28). Within the context of chapter 12, this triplet expression 
in verses 4–6 seems to stress the unity of the giver of the gifts while noting 
the diversity of the ways these gifts may operate.24 Three times Paul repeats 
that the giver of each gift, serving, or working is the same (Spirit, Lord, God). 
While the word “varieties” or “differing” (διαιρέσεις | diaireseis) is also repeated 
and emphasized three times in order to highlight the diversity, it may better be 
understood as “apportionings” or “allotments.”25 There is an emphasis in this 
variety on the gifting by God— the portion that has been allotted to the church. 
Behind the variety of activities is the unity of the source— the Triune God.

The theology of ministry that I propose represents a view that answers the 
question, Are all Christians ministers? with a resounding yes! I can agree with 
Collins’s linguistic study of Hellenistic and classical Greek and yet disagree 
with his use of that information as requiring “ministry” (diakonia) to be 
fulfilled only through certain (ordained) individuals. When Collins uses his 
lexicographical evidence to underscore the fact that diakon– words require 
a meaning of some intermediary performing a task on behalf of another, he 
assumes that such a task must fit the ecclesial structure of a much later cen-
tury. Why must the diakonos be representing the episkopos? Why couldn’t 
the diakonos be an intermediary representing Christ himself? Could not this 
be a service on behalf  of  Christ that belongs to all believers instead of a few 
and therefore a derived authority?

body of Christ” (NRSV), which means that all the saints are doing the work of ministry. After 
carefully dissecting the grammar of this passage, Gooder rightly concludes that the Greek 
could read either way. Describing her assessment of both these passages, Gooder says, “Their 
meaning is at best opaque” (54).

23. Gooder, “Diakonia in the New Testament,” 52.
24. Cf. Anthony C. Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians: A Commentary on the 

Greek Text, NIGTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000), 932.
25. Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 928. The word “varieties” or “allotments” 

is in the position of emphasis in Greek (the first word in each of the three phrases).
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The emphasis in Paul’s letters seems to be placed on the responsibility of 
the local congregation to regulate and engage in ministry. Such a theology 
of ministry I would call pneumatic. Paul speaks of the κοινωνία | koinōnia 
of the Spirit, which is usually described as “fellowship of the Spirit.” However, 
instead of viewing it as the “common membership of a congregation,” it may 
be more properly described as a “sharing” of the Spirit or even a “common 
experience of the Spirit.”26 Therefore, “participating in the Spirit” may be a 
better translation. The church, then, is “something which grows out of the 
shared experience of the Spirit.”27 Therefore, as a people who have been en-
countered by the presence of God in a direct manner, our shared experience 
of God contributes to our sense of community.

All of the people of God are given gifts, are called to serve— to minister— and 
are energized to work by the Spirit. “All these are the work [ἐνεργεῖ | energei]  
of one and the same Spirit [τὸ ἕν καὶ τὸ αὐτὸ πνεῦμα | to hen kai to auto 
pneuma], and he distributes [διαιροῦν | diairoun] them to each one, just as he 
determines” (1 Cor. 12:11). This is the basis for our theology of ministry. The 
one Spirit distributes a variety of gifts to each individual within the body of 
Christ, precisely as the Spirit determines the common need. All the people of 
God are to be engaged by the Spirit, equipped to do the “work of ministry” 
(εἰς ἔργον διακονίας | eis ergon diakonias) (Eph. 4:12 NRSV). James Dunn un-
derscores this point regarding Paul’s theology of ministry: “His understanding 
of the local church as the body of Christ necessarily implies each member hav-
ing a function within that congregation, and a responsibility for its common 
life and worship. This presumably is the rationale behind his exhortations to 
all members of different churches to teach, admonish, judge, and comfort.”28

The meaning of the diakon– words in some Pauline usage have surely been 
influenced by the story of Jesus as found in Luke 22:27. Without denying the 
lexicographic expansion of these words toward a higher role of an ambas-
sador or emissary, surely the action of Jesus in serving at the table (Luke) and 
bending to wash the disciples’ feet (John) held a potent sway over how the 
first- century church understood diakonia.29 In the Lukan passage, we find the 
pertinent discussion comes directly after the Supper:

26. James D. G. Dunn, The Theology of  Paul the Apostle (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 
561–62.

27. Dunn, Theology of  Paul, 561.
28. Dunn, Theology of  Paul, 593 (his emphasis). He lists the following passages as support: 

Rom. 15:14; 1 Cor. 5:4–5; 2 Cor. 2:7; Col. 3:16; 1 Thess. 5:14.
29. I acknowledge that the Gospel of John does not use the word diakonos in its footwashing 

scene, but the story itself clearly has similar overtones to the statements made in the Synoptic 
Gospels regarding servanthood. Also, in John we are told by Jesus to follow his example and 
wash others’ feet (John 13:14–15), so this is meant to be a pattern where the servant/slave 
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A dispute also arose among them as to which of them was considered to be 
greatest. Jesus said to them, “The kings of the Gentiles lord it over [κυριεύουσιν 
| kyrieuousin] them; and those who exercise authority over them call themselves 
Benefactors [εὐεργεται | euergetai]. But you are not to be like that. Instead, the 
greatest [μείζων | meizōn] among you should be like the youngest [νεώτερος | 
neōteros], and the one who rules [ὁ ἡγούμενος | ho hēgoumenos] like the one 
who serves [ὁ διακονῶν | ho diakonōn]. For who is greater, the one who is at 
the table or the one who serves [ὁ διακονῶν | ho diakonōn]? Is it not the one 
who is at the table? But I am among you as one who serves [ὡς ὁ διακονῶν | 
hōs ho diakonōn].” (Luke 22:24–27)

Jesus’s point in this pericope is clear: lording it over others is inappropriate 
for Christians, especially those who lead. Instead, service is the hallmark of 
Christ and therefore of his followers. This is especially poignant since it appears 
within the event of the Supper. “I am among you as one who waits on tables.” 
This seems to be the most natural way of understanding what is being said 
with diakonōn here. The translation of this word as “emissary” or “standing 
in the stead of a higher authority” seems less the case. Instead, this is a clear 
depiction of the way Christ wanted his own disciples to operate in the world.

The passage from Mark speaks similarly to that in Luke:30 “Not so with 
you. Instead, whoever wants to become great [μέγας | megas] among you 
must be your servant [διάκονος | diakonos], and whoever wants to be first 
[πρῶτος | prōtos] must be slave [δοῦλος | doulos] of all. For even the Son of 
Man did not come to be served [διακονηθῆναι | diakonēthēnai], but to serve 
[διακονῆσαι | diakonēsai], and to give his life as a ransom for many” (Mark 
10:43–45). In Mark, the comparison is between the following:

megas . . . diakonos prōtos . . . doulos
great . . . servant first . . . slave

In Luke, the comparison differs:

meizōn . . . neōteros hēgoumenos . . . diakonōn
greatest . . . youngest the one who rules . . . the one who serves/ministers

(doulos) washes the feet of guests. However, it is important not to mix the meanings of doulos 
and diakonos too much here. My point is simply that such a narrative about Jesus’s actions 
among the disciples would have strong effect on first- century Christians. Here one may consider 
the rather early hymn of the first- century church as quoted by Paul in Phil. 2:5–11. There Christ 
Jesus is described as “being in very nature God” and taking on “the very nature of a servant 
[μορφὴν δούλου | morphēn doulou]” (Phil. 2:6, 7).

30. I. Howard Marshall, The Gospel of  Luke: A Commentary on the Greek Text, NIGTC 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1978), 811. Marshall notes that Luke’s setting at the table is more 
likely to be original but that it is possible that Mark’s saying is separate from Luke’s.
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In both texts, Jesus is pointing out the difference between the way rulers com-
monly govern and the way Christian leaders are to operate. If “lording over 
others” is the common way of the world, then being a servant or slave of all 
(Mark) or being the one who serves/ministers (Luke) is clearly the preferred 
manner for followers of Christ.31 That seems to be the point in both pas-
sages. When Jesus said, “I am among you as one who serves” (ὡς ὁ διακονῶν 
| hōs ho diakonōn) (Luke 22:27), he established a precedent for believers (and 
especially leaders) to serve and not run roughshod over people. While rul-
ers among the gentiles “lord it over” (κυριεύουσιν | kyrieuousin) those they 
govern, the disciples are not to be like that. Instead, they are to be like Jesus 
and serve (Luke 22:25).

It is this concept of service or ministry to others that the New Testa-
ment takes to be characteristic of genuine Christians and their leaders. Peter 
appeals to the elders of the congregation in ways entirely reminiscent of 
the Lord’s words: Be “eager to serve; not lording it over [κατακυριύοντες 
| katakyriuontes] those entrusted to you, but being examples to the flock” 
(1 Pet. 5:2–3).32 Paul readily speaks of himself and other workers on Christ’s 
behalf as “servants” of Christ or the church— sometimes translated as “min-
isters” (1 Cor. 3:5; Col. 1:25; 2 Cor. 6:3; 11:23). Therefore, it seems clear that 
before an office of “deacon” developed in the first- century church, there was 
a manner of life for every Christian that matched their Lord— namely, that 
of service. The office that developed seemed to formalize particular aspects 
of community life through official “servants” that could give devoted at-
tention to specific physical and spiritual needs. All believers were called to 
serve by virtue of their relationship with the Lord, who was the servant of 
all. How could Christians do otherwise? If we follow our Lord, then stoop-
ing with basin and towel to wash the feet of others is precisely where and 
when we live up to the full measure of the stature of Christ. Hence, we are 
all ministers— servants who represent one higher than us who has also called 
us into service.

It is my contention that all believers have been entrusted with “the min-
istry of reconciliation” (τὴν διακονίαν τῆς καταλλαγῆς | tēn diakonian tēs 
katallagēs) (2 Cor. 5:18). Collins and others want to limit ministry to par-
ticular positions or people: “A ministry is a charge put upon someone, and 
those who gave us the language took it originally from a broadly religious 

31. As R. T. France has noted, “Leadership is characterized by service, by being under the 
authority of others, like a διάκονος or δοῦλος.” See R. T. France, The Gospel of  Mark: A Com-
mentary on the Greek Text, NIGTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002), 419.

32. It should be noted that the verb “lord it over” is the same one that is used with Jesus’s 
words in Luke 22, except this verb adds an intensifying preposition prefix (kata) to it.
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background because they wanted to speak of churchly charges: for most, 
their ministries were commissions handed out by church authorities; for a 
few— very few— there was a sense of a ministry received instead directly 
from God.”33 This statement assumes too much. First, it speaks of “commis-
sions handed out by church authorities.” In the New Testament— especially 
in the Pauline congregations— there was very little of local church “authori-
ties” as we would consider them today. As I shall demonstrate below, there 
were functional leaders (like overseers, elders, prophets, pastors, teachers, 
and servants/deacons), but “authority” is something relegated to Christ 
(as the head of the church) and to the whole assembled congregation (as 
people entrusted with the gospel and who will eventually be called upon to 
judge the world and angels) (1 Cor. 6:2–3). Again, this feels like Collins is 
reading the fourth- century ecclesial institution back into the first- century  
church.

Second, it describes diakonia as a “charge put upon someone.” I have no 
qualms with this description— and Collins has provided all of us with a great 
service by demonstrating this broader semantical range of diakon– words. 
However, this description does not delineate precisely from whom the charge 
comes. My argument is that all Christians have been given this ministry of 
reconciliation and that God himself is the One who has commissioned them. 
Such an important task is not relegated to a chosen few— important as leaders 
in this ministry surely are!— but the commission is given to all who believe to 
share the message of reconciliation (τὸν λόγον τῆς καταλλαγῆς | ton logon 
tēs katallagēs) (2 Cor. 5:19).

Third, it downplays the “sense of ministry received . . . directly from God.” 
Why? Is it because church offices are easier to manage than charismatic gifts? 
Is it because there is a disbelief that God can and does call people to fulfill a 
ministry— not just clergy? As I have argued previously, the people of God’s 
presence are directly encountered by the Spirit of God, who “distributes” man-
ifestations of the Spirit “to each one, just as he determines” (1 Cor. 12:11).34

God has reconciled us to himself through Christ and has given us the min-
istry of reconciliation (2 Cor. 5:18).35 It is our task— not just Paul’s— to serve 

33. Collins, Diakonia, 258.
34. Collins aligns the ministry of reconciliation first with the apostles, prophets, and teachers 

of 1 Cor. 12:28, and then with “whoever has been entrusted with the word and commissioned 
to proclaim it.” Collins, Diakonia, 259. If we are all priests before God, as Peter states, then are 
we not also all to “declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful 
light” (1 Pet. 2:9)?

35. Victor P. Furnish argues that the “us” here [ἡμῖν | hēmin] includes all believers, not just 
Paul or associates. See Victor P. Furnish, II Corinthians: Translated with Introduction, Notes 
and Commentary, Anchor Bible 32A (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1984), 317, 336.
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the world as ambassadors on behalf of Christ (ὑπὲρ Χριστοῦ οὖν πρεσβεύομεν 
| hyper Christou oun presbeuomen), “as though God were making his ap-
peal through us” (2 Cor. 5:20). Is only Paul an ambassador? Are only Paul’s 
associates called into the task of representing Christ in this diakonia of rec-
onciliation? The fact that the action of Christ on behalf of the world has 
already achieved reconciliation is the message of reconciliation (τὸν λόγον 
τῆς καταλλαγῆς | ton logon tēs katallagēs) (2 Cor. 5:19).36 Christians are rep-
resentatives of Christ’s message and serve the ministry of reconciliation to 
the world on his behalf. Hence, diakonia here refers “not to an office but to 
a function of serving, the role of presenting for acceptance God’s offer of 
reconciliation.”37 God has entrusted to us (θέμενος ἐν ἡμῖν | themenos en 
hēmin) this vital ministry of reconciliation. Surely this is a commission not 
only for Paul but also for the people of God.

Latre– and Leitourg– Words

In moving from diakon– words to the second and third sets of Greek words 
that help to define ministry in the New Testament, we move toward words 
that have a greater relation to religious activity. The second set of words has a 
root form of latre–. The first term to consider in this set is λατρεύω | latreuō, 
which means “to be a servant” or “to serve,” especially in relation to a religious 
service or worship.38 It is used twenty- one times in the New Testament.39 The 
noun form of the verb latreuō is λατρεία | latreia, which is used five times in 
the New Testament.40

The third word group that clarifies our understanding of ministry comes 
from the verb λειτουργέω | leitourgeō, which means “to perform a public 
service at one’s own expense” or “to minister, assist.”41 Its word origin arises 
from two Greek words, λαός | laos (people) and ἔργω | ergō (to work).42 It 
is used three times in the New Testament.43 The noun form of this word is 

36. Murray Harris notes that the aorist tense of καταλλάξαντος | katallaxantos (who recon-
ciled) in 2 Cor. 5:18 and the imperfect tense of ἦν καταλλάσσω | ēn katallassō (was reconciling) 
in 2 Cor. 5:19 point to the past nature of the achievement, probably the cross and resurrection 
of Christ. See Murray Harris, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians: A Commentary on the 
Greek Text, NIGTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005), 438.

37. Harris, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 439.
38. Hermann Strathman, “λατρεύω, λατρεία,” TDNT 4:62–65.
39. As a representative sampling, see Matt. 4:10; Luke 1:74; Rom. 9:4; 12:1; Heb. 8:5; 9:9.
40. John 16:2; Rom. 9:4; 12:1; Heb. 9:1, 6.
41. Hermann Strathman, “λειτουργέω,” TDNT 4:226–31.
42. More specifically, it is the word “public” (λήϊτος | lēitos), which is derived from λαός | 

laos, that gives the first part of the word λειτουργέω | leitourgeō here.
43. Heb. 10:11; Acts 13:2; Rom. 15:27.
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λειτουργία | leitourgia, which is used six times in the New Testament.44 From 
this last term we derive our English word “liturgy.”

What is the meaning of these ministry terms of the second and third word 
groups? By examining some of their uses in context, we may be able to see 
connections for understanding first- century ministry as well as grasp some-
thing beneficial for our own cultural context today. Paul uses latreia to refer 
to “temple worship” (Rom. 9:4) and “true and proper worship” (Rom. 12:1). 
It is “in view of God’s mercy” that the Romans are “to offer your bodies as 
a living sacrifice [παραστὴσαι τὰ σώματα ὑμῶν θυσίαν ζῶσαν | parastēsai ta 
sōmata hymōn thysian zōsan], holy and pleasing to God— this is your true 
and proper worship [ἁγίαν εὐάρεστον τῷ θεῷ, τὴν λογικὴν λατρείαν ὑμῶν 
| hagian euareston tō theō, tēn logikēn latreian hymōn]” (Rom. 12:1). Here 
latreia is used to remind readers of all of the rituals and aspects related to 
cultic worship in Israel. However, now it frames Christian worship in terms 
that are clearly non- Levitical— present your bodies on the altar of sacrifice 
and in so doing you will be involved in worship that is reasonable and proper 
for those who are in the new covenant.

The writer to the Hebrews uses latreia twice to speak of “regulations for 
worship” and the work of priests in the tabernacle to “carry on their ministry” 
(Heb. 9:1 and 9:6 respectively). The verb form, latreuō, is used also in Hebrews: 
“the gifts and sacrifices being offered were not able to clear the conscience of 
the worshiper” (Heb. 9:9), with λατρεύοντα | latreuonta being a participle 
referring to “the worshiper” or “those who worship.” The verbal form is 
also used in Hebrews 8:5, where it describes the activity of all priests who 
“serve at a sanctuary that is a copy” of what is in heaven. Here λατρεύουσιν | 
latreuousin is translated “they serve,” referring to the priestly activity in the  
sanctuary.

The group of words related to “liturgy” refers most commonly to ministry, 
especially those actions related to the priesthood. In Luke 1:23, this term lei-
tourgia is used to describe the work of the priest Zechariah: “When his time 
of service [ἡμέραι τῆς λειτουργίας | hēmerai tēs leitourgias] was completed, 
he returned home.” While Jewish priests “serve” in the sanctuary, “the min-
istry [λειτουργίας | leitourgias] Jesus has received is as superior to theirs as 
the covenant . . . is superior to the old one” (Heb. 8:6). In its verbal form it 
can be used to describe Christians worshiping or ministering to God, as in 
Acts 13:2: “While they were worshiping [λειτουργούντων | leitourgountōn] 
the Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit said . . .” Yet this term can also refer to 
helping others with one’s physical means, as Paul says in Romans 15:27: the 

44. Luke 1:23; Phil. 2:17; Heb. 8:6; 9:21; 2 Cor. 9:12; Phil. 2:30.
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people of Macedonia were pleased to share with those in need in Jerusalem, 
for “they owe it to the Jews to share with them their material blessings” 
(ὀφείλουσιν καὶ ἐν τοῖς σαρκικοῖς λειτουργῆσαι αὐτοὶς | opheilousin kai en 
tois sarkikois leitourgēsai autois).45

At the heart of the work of our High Priest, Jesus Christ, is ministry— 
service. Yet these words that describe such lofty service before God in the 
heavenly tabernacle are also used to describe our humble efforts at worship 
on earth. We cannot disconnect the concept of service from the concept of 
worship! Further, such service is not bound within the walls of the sanctu-
ary or within the offerings we give to God. Worship in the new covenant is 
wrapped up in a vertical dimension of giving to God the praise and adora-
tion due to him while at the same time is ineffective without the concomitant 
response in the horizontal dimension of serving others. In other words, God 
is not pleased with sacrifices arising only from our lips but demands the ser-
vice of our lives. “Through Jesus, therefore, let us continually offer to God 
a sacrifice of praise— the fruit of lips that openly profess his name. And do 
not forget to do good and to share with others, for with such sacrifices God 
is pleased” (Heb. 13:15–16).

What Is the Purpose of Priests?

An inquiry into a theology of ministry that springs from the New Testament 
cannot proceed without engaging the issue of the priesthood in the former 
covenant. Why was there a priestly caste separated from the people of Israel? 
Answering this question will set the stage for understanding priests in the New 
Testament— and, by extension, for developing a theology of ministry today.

When the people of Israel were three months out of Egypt, they camped 
at the foot of Mount Sinai. Moses went up the mountain to speak with God. 
There he learned the reason why God had freed the Israelites from four hun-
dred years of bondage: “You yourselves have seen what I did to Egypt, and 
how I carried you on eagles’ wings and brought you to myself. Now if you 
obey me fully and keep my covenant, then out of all nations you will be my 
treasured possession. Although the whole earth is mine, you will be for me 
a kingdom of priests and a holy nation” (Exod. 19:4–6). God announced 
the goal for his people— to be his treasured possession, to be a kingdom of 
priests, and to be a holy nation. Of these three descriptions, let us consider 
for our purposes the phrase “kingdom of priests.”

45. The words emphasized point to the NIV’s translation of the words connected with the 
leitourg– stem.
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