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1.1  

STUDY 1 

Knowing the Heart of God 

Ian Pennicook 

The phrase ‘Shepherds after God’s own heart’ derives first from the words of Jeremiah 
3:15. But they are evoked also by the whole thrust of the scriptures which show the 
strong tenderness of God. God’s strong tenderness is seen in his fierce action against all 
that would oppose his purposes of love. There is his action against the enemies which 
set themselves against not only God himself but which do so by threatening his human-
ity and then, in particular, his elect and redeemed people. Also there is his action 
against his own people as they reject the covenant and exchange their glory for some-
thing that does not profit (Jer. 2:11). God’s strong tenderness is shown in his gentle 
caring for the whole creation, so that not even a sparrow falls to the ground without our 
heavenly Father knowing it (Matt. 10:29) and then especially his care for the sheep of 
his pasture (Ps. 100:3). Bruised reeds and dimly burning wicks need not fear for their 
eternal safety. Even the discipline we may receive is the expression of the Father’s love 
(Heb. 12:5–10). 
 What must be plain from the outset, though, is that God does not deal with us as 
‘silly’ sheep. That is why Forsyth put it: 

 
And as a race we are not even stray sheep, or wandering prodigals merely; we are rebels taken with 
weapons in our hands.1 
 

The implication is that the sheep of his pasture have been created to be—and so must 
be—morally serious about all things: 

 
. . . God’s holy law is His own holy nature, the principle of His own holy heart, the life action and 
norm of His moral personality, with no source or authority outside Himself, and no claim He could 
even wish to ignore or evade. To tamper with it would have been to deny His own soul. He loves it 
as He must love Himself, or His other self, His very Son, His Holy One, dearer to Him than all men 
and all prodigals. A wound to that holy law of His Being is a stab to His own heart at least as keen 
and urgent as any love or pity He might feel to men.2 
 

No matter at what point we may enter the discussion of God’s being and action 
towards us and towards his whole creation, we are immediately confronted by his 
great moral presence, his holiness. Unless we understand this and submit to it, all our 
questions and supposed answers will remain expressions of hostility. This is because 
God takes his own being seriously, and his being is expressed by his Law.  
                                                

1  P. T. Forsyth, Positive Preaching and the Modern Mind, NCPI, Blackwood, 1993, p. 38. 
2  P. T. Forsyth, The Preaching of Jesus and the Gospel of Christ, NCPI, Blackwood, 1987, p. 109. 
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1.2 

SHEPHERDS AFTER GOD’S OWN HEART 

Jeremiah’s statement in 3:15 should not be taken lightly. These shepherds will be part 
of an amazing transformation: 

 
I will give you shepherds after my own heart, who will feed you with knowledge and under-
standing. 16 And when you have multiplied and increased in the land, in those days, says the LORD, 
they shall no longer say, ‘The ark of the covenant of the LORD.’ It shall not come to mind, or be 
remembered, or missed; nor shall another one be made. 17 At that time Jerusalem shall be called the 
throne of the LORD, and all nations shall gather to it, to the presence of the LORD in Jerusalem, and 
they shall no longer stubbornly follow their own evil will. 18 In those days the house of Judah shall 
join the house of Israel, and together they shall come from the land of the north to the land that I 
gave your ancestors for a heritage (Jer. 3:15–18).3  
 

While the promise is vivid, the context clarifies it. Jeremiah begins by recalling the call 
and commission which he received (ch. 1), then proceeds to a delineation of the state of 
the people to whom he is to go. When Israel was brought out of Egypt there was an 
excitement such as only a newly married bride could know (Jer. 2:2). While Israel’s 
behavior in those early days was by no means always commendable, we should at least 
see the great joy which was to be inherent in their life as the covenant community: 

 
But if, when the LORD your God has blessed you, the distance is so great that you are unable to 
transport it, because the place where the LORD your God will choose to set his name is too far away 
from you, 25 then you may turn it into money. With the money secure in hand, go to the place that 
the LORD your God will choose; 26 spend the money for whatever you wish—oxen, sheep, wine, 
strong drink, or whatever you desire. And you shall eat there in the presence of the LORD your God, 
you and your household rejoicing together (Deut. 14:24–26). 
 

The name YHWH (‘the LORD’) was the covenant name of God and his covenant 
people were to sell their goods that would otherwise be used in sacrifice and they 
were to spend the money on enjoying the great generosity of God. This was 
expressive of the devotion of their youth and their love as a bride. ‘Israel was holy to 
the LORD, the first fruits of his harvest’ (Jer. 2:3). The language is not merely 
picturesque; it is drawing on the heritage of Israel as described in Exodus 19:5–6. 
‘Holy to the Lord’ was to be inscribed on the turban of the high priest in Israel (Exod. 
28:36) and Israel itself carried the same covenant function among the peoples: they 
were ‘a priestly kingdom and a holy nation’.  
 It hardly needs a reminder that Israel’s calling was always with the nations in view 
(see Gen. 12:1–3). Through Israel creational covenant blessing was to be restored to 
the scattered nations (the whole spiritual blessing to both Jews and Gentiles, Eph. 
1:3). It was the simple and sad fact that Israel refused that calling (see the thrust of the 
book of Jonah). The prophets of the exile, especially Jeremiah and Ezekiel, were 
aware of this situation. For instance, Ezekiel 36:16–32 declares that Israel had 
profaned the holiness of God’s holy name (YHWH, ‘the LORD’) and in doing so made 
their own identity as the covenant people a matter of contempt. Any redemptive work 
was always with a view to their restoration to their true role and so to their glory. The 
glory had departed from Israel (Ezek. 10:18–19; 11:22–25). 

                                                
3  Unless otherwise indicated, all Scripture references are from the New Revised Standard Version or are my 

own translation or paraphrases.  
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 It was not through a fault in YHWH but because of a deep evil in Israel that Israel 
was to suffer judgement (Isa. 65:1–7). Of particular fault among the people were the 
priests and the rulers (Jer. 2:8). The priests were the guardians of the Law in Israel: 
 

Then they said, ‘Come, let us make plots against Jeremiah—for instruction shall not perish from the 
priest, nor counsel from the wise, nor the word from the prophet. Come, let us bring charges against 
him, and let us not heed any of his words’ (Jer. 18:18). 

 
Disaster comes upon disaster,  
   rumor follows rumor;  
they shall keep seeking a vision from the prophet;  
   instruction shall perish from the priest,  
   and counsel from the elders (Ezek. 7:26). 

 
For the lips of a priest should guard knowledge, and people should seek instruction from his mouth, 
for he is the messenger of the LORD of hosts (Mal. 2:7). 

 
They were the ones who ‘handle the law’ (Jer. 2:8) but they did not know the LORD. 
As a result, the ‘rulers’ (NIV ‘leaders’, AV ‘pastors’4 or shepherds) transgressed 
against the LORD.  
 The end result was thoroughly repellant and totally incomprehensible:  
 

   Therefore once more I accuse you, 
says the LORD, 

      and I accuse your children’s children.  
10 Cross to the coasts of Cyprus and look,  
      send to Kedar and examine with care;  
      see if there has ever been such a thing.  
11 Has a nation changed its gods,  
      even though they are no gods?  
   But my people have changed their glory  
      for something that does not profit.  
12 Be appalled, O heavens, at this,  
      be shocked, be utterly desolate,  

says the LORD,  
13 for my people have committed two evils: 
      they have forsaken me,  
   the fountain of living water,  
      and dug out cisterns for themselves,  
   cracked cisterns  
      that can hold no water (Jer. 2:9–13). 

 
Israel has exchanged its glory for something totally worthless (cf. Hosea 4:7, 17–18). 
And their sin is appalling. The whole redeemed covenant people ‘say to a tree, “You 
are my father,” and to a stone, “You gave me birth” ’ (Jer. 2:27).  

                                                
4  It seems that those who translated Jeremiah for the Authorised Version of 1611 preferred ‘pastor’ to 

‘shepherd’ for the Heb. h[,ro r‘h, and the result today is sadly humorous: ‘For the pastors are become brutish 
[NRSV ‘stupid’, NIV ‘senseless’] and have not sought the LORD: therefore they shall not prosper, and all their 
flocks shall be scattered’ (Jer. 10:21); ‘Many pastors have destroyed my vineyard, they have trodden my portion 
under foot, they have made my pleasant portion a desolate wilderness’ (Jer. 12:10). Any humor, of course, is an 
anachronism, since the reference is to kings and rulers.  
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 Israel ought to have had knowledge of the LORD their shepherd (Ps. 23:1); instead: 
 

Hear the word of the LORD, O people of Israel;  
for the LORD has an indictment against  
      the inhabitants of the land.  
There is no faithfulness or loyalty,  
   and no knowledge of God in the land . . .  
My people are destroyed for lack of knowledge;  
   because you have rejected knowledge,  
   I reject you from being a priest to me.  
And since you have forgotten the law of your God,  
   I also will forget your children (Hosea 4:1, 6). 

 
The knowledge of God is personal, not meaning individualistic but meaning that the 
LORD is to be known in his own revealed being (contrast Deut. 29:29) by those who 
have received the Law which is the expression of his being. To receive the Law is to 
keep that Law, which contains within it not only commandments and ordinances but 
all the remedies for their breaches as well.  
 The heart of God is known as in this moral context he calls his adulterous bride 
back to himself.5 His call to return was the expression of his mercy and his faith-
fulness to his purpose. Israel knew that purpose but had chosen to play the role of 
unfaithful wife. They had ‘forgotten the LORD their God’ (Jer. 3:19–21), and the 
indication is that their forgetfulness was deliberate. They had chosen not ‘to have God 
in [their] knowledge’ (Rom. 1:28) and had said ‘No God’ (Ps. 14:1; 53:1).  
 Behind all this is the fact that Israel had known God, had heard his voice and seen 
his presence and his actions (Deut. 4:33–34; Rom. 1:21). Their ignorance was 
completely culpable. Furthermore they had received the Law, the revelation of the 
moral glory of God. When Moses asked to see the glory of God, he was given to see 
the covenant name: 
 

The LORD passed before him, and proclaimed, 
  ‘The LORD, the LORD,  
  a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger,  
  and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness,  
7 keeping steadfast love for the thousandth generation,  
  forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin,  
  yet by no means clearing the guilty,  
  but visiting the iniquity of the parents  
  upon the children  
  and the children’s children,  
  to the third and the fourth generation’ (Exod. 34:6–7). 

 
The covenant God, who redeemed Israel from Egypt, who established them as a 
nation under his tutelage, and whose Law identified and directed them as his covenant 
freedmen, now stood as their judge. They had chosen to have shepherds like the 
nations round about them and to repeat the sin of Adam, although they been set apart 
                                                

5  Walter Brueggemann (A Commentary on Jeremiah: Exile and Homecoming, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1998,  
p. 47) says that this is ‘in violation of the torah prohibition of Deut. 24:1–4’, but that passage refers to a man who has 
sent his wife away ‘because he finds something objectionable about her’. Furthermore, Jesus said that this was a 
concession made to the hard-hearted but was not the way things were to be ‘from the beginning’ (Matt. 19:1–9). 
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to be the means of restoration of all that was lost in Adam and of the worship which 
should fill the whole earth. 
 This provides the basis for the promises of Jeremiah chapter 3. Knowledge and 
understanding will once more be given. The people will multiply and increase in the 
land, fulfilling both the command to Adam (Gen. 1:28) and the promise to Abraham, 
Isaac and Jacob (e.g. Gen. 26:3f.6). The old structures of worship will be gone: 
‘. . . they shall no longer say, “The ark of the covenant of the LORD.” It shall not come 
to mind, or be remembered, or missed; nor shall another one be made.’ The purpose 
of God for creation will have been achieved and all the nations gathered before the 
LORD in Jerusalem. Furthermore, Israel of old will have the former divisions totally 
healed and be restored to their inheritance (cf. Ezek. 37:15–28; also Acts 1:8; 8:4–25).  
 Shepherds after God’s own heart will be those who are morally serious about the 
things of God and who are themselves aligned with his great redemptive purposes for 
the world. There will be no place for career shepherds but only for those called to and 
gifted by God for their noble task. George Herbert (1593–1633) put it thus: 
 

A pastor is the deputy of Christ for the reducing of man to the obedience of God. This definition is 
evident, and contains the direct steps of pastoral duty and authority. For, first, man fell from God by 
disobedience. Secondly, Christ is the glorious instrument of God for the revoking of man. Thirdly, 
Christ, being not to continue on earth, but, after he had fulfilled the work of reconciliation, to be 
received up into heaven, he constituted deputies in his place; and these are priests. And therefore  
St. Paul, in the beginning of his Epistles, professeth this; and in the [letter] to the Colossians [1:24] 
plainly avoucheth, that he fills up that which is behind of the afflictions of Christ in his flesh, for his 
body’s sake, which is the church. Wherein is contained the complete definition of a Minister. 
   Out of this charter of the priesthood may be plainly gathered both the dignity thereof and the duty. 
The dignity, in that a Priest may do that which Christ did, and by his authority, and as his vice-
regent. The duty, in that a Priest is to do that which Christ did, and after his manner, both for 
doctrine and life.7 

The Mystery of God 

 Jeremiah also prophesied that there would be a new covenant: 
 
The days are surely coming, says the LORD, when I will make a new covenant with the house of 
Israel and the house of Judah. 32 It will not be like the covenant that I made with their ancestors 
when I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt—a covenant that they broke, 
though I was their husband, says the LORD. 33 But this is the covenant that I will make with the 
house of Israel after those days, says the LORD: I will put my law within them, and I will write it on 
their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be my people. 34 No longer shall they teach one 
another, or say to each other, ‘Know the LORD,’ for they shall all know me, from the least of them 
to the greatest, says the LORD; for I will forgive their iniquity, and remember their sin no more (Jer. 
31:31–34). 
 

Hebrews chapters 8–9 insist that Christ is the mediator of that new covenant which 
has indeed now been established. Men and women now do know God (or, rather, are 
known by him; Gal. 4:9). They have been re-established in that moral seriousness of 
which we spoke earlier. They have been delivered from ‘the present evil age’ (Gal. 

                                                
6  See the discussion in N. T. Wright, ‘Adam, Israel and the Messiah’ in The Climax of the Covenant: Christ 

and the Law in Pauline Theology (Fortress Press, Minneapolis, 1992), pp. 18–40, esp. 21–23. 
7  The Priest to the Temple (1632), H. Washbourne, London, 1842, pp. 1f. (available at http://cqod.com/r/rs322). 
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1:4), sin no longer has dominion over them (Rom. 6:11, 14) and the power of Satan 
and his minions brought to nothing (Heb. 2:14; Col. 2:15).  
 In their place has come the open statement of the truth (2 Cor. 4:2), which is Christ 
himself, the man Jesus (Eph. 4:21). Liberation from the evil powers comes as men 
and women know the truth (John 8:32). All is now open and plain. Freedom from 
guilt results in restored intimacy between men and women and their God (Isa. 59:1–2).  
 All that fallen man suppressed (see Rom. 1:18ff.) is now freely his in Christ. He 
now stands in grace (Rom. 5:2). The fullness of God, found and seen clearly in Christ 
(Col. 2:9; John 1:14), is now completely his (John 1:16; Col. 2:10). Within this 
context Paul wrote that his deep concern was that his readers should have a deepening 
awareness of the mystery of God, that is, Christ himself (Col. 2:2). But first they 
should know that the mystery of God is not hidden from them:  

 
Jesus said to him, ‘I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except 
through me. 7 If you know me, you will know my Father also. From now on you do know him and 
have seen him.’ 8 Philip said to him, ‘Lord, show us the Father, and we will be satisfied.’ 9 Jesus 
said to him, ‘Have I been with you all this time, Philip, and you still do not know me? Whoever has 
seen me has seen the Father. How can you say, “Show us the Father”?’ (John 14:6–9). 
 
I still have many things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now. 13 When the Spirit of truth 
comes, he will guide you into all the truth; for he will not speak on his own, but will speak 
whatever he hears, and he will declare to you the things that are to come. 14 He will glorify me, 
because he will take what is mine and declare it to you. 15 All that the Father has is mine. For this 
reason I said that he will take what is mine and declare it to you (John 16:12–15). 
 
But, as it is written,  

‘What no eye has seen, nor ear heard,  
   nor the human heart conceived,  
what God has prepared for those who love him’—  

10 these things God has revealed to us through the Spirit; for the Spirit searches everything, even the 
depths of God (1 Cor. 2:9–10). 
 
Now we have received not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit that is from God, so that we may 
understand the gifts bestowed on us by God . . . 16 But we have the mind of Christ (1 Cor. 2:12, 16). 
 
For it is the God who said, ‘Let light shine out of darkness,’ who has shone in our hearts to give the 
light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ (2 Cor. 4:6). 
 
I pray that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, may give you a spirit of wisdom 
and revelation in knowledge of him8 . . . (Eph. 1:17). 
 
Now this I affirm and insist on in the Lord: you must no longer live as the Gentiles live, in the 
futility of their minds. 18 They are darkened in their understanding, alienated from the life of God 
because of their ignorance and hardness of heart. 19 They have lost all sensitivity and have 
abandoned themselves to licentiousness, greedy to practice every kind of impurity. 20 That is not the 
way you learned Christ! 21 For surely you have heard about him and were taught in him, as truth is 
in Jesus. 22 You were taught to put away your former way of life, your old self, corrupt and deluded 
by its lusts, 23 and to be renewed in the spirit of your minds, 24 and to clothe yourselves with the new 
self, created according to the likeness of God in true righteousness and holiness (Eph. 4:17–24). 

                                                
8  Some translations have ‘as you come to know him’ (NRSV, meaning ‘more fully’?), hence, ‘so that you may 

know him better’ (NIV). The phrase lacks a verb, reading only ‘in [a] knowledge of him’. I would contend that it is 
at least possible that ‘the knowledge of him’ (RSV etc.) could be understood as already existing (so NIV). 
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These references could be supplemented by others, but they are sufficient to demon-
strate that the scriptures recognise that a deep transforming work has been done. 
Ephesians 4:17–24 is especially instructive. In the face of unbelieving Gentile life-
styles, the believers are to recognise what has happened to them and live accordingly. 
They learned Christ (v. 20). Verse 21 reads, ‘surely you have heard him [see AV9], 
and were taught in him, as truth is in Jesus’. The only way the Ephesians could have 
heard Jesus would have been by the risen Jesus, specifically Jesus the man, having 
spoken to each hearer through the apostolic proclamation (thus 2 Cor. 4:6).  
 Given all this, the readers of these statements could be left in no doubt that they 
have had a personal and intimate encounter with God in Christ: they now have come 
to know him as he knows them, albeit with the limitations imposed on them prior to 
the final climactic revelation at Christ’s return (1 Cor. 13:12; Col. 3:1–4; 1 John 3:2). 
The God whose being cannot be penetrated or discerned by human wisdom is now 
‘unhidden’ by his own personal self-revelation. 

Knowing the Mystery of God 

 The knowledge of ‘the mystery of God’10 comes to each through the proclamation 
of the cross of Christ, communicated in the power of God (1 Cor. 2:1–5). Although 
the mystery remains veiled and foolish to the perishing (1 Cor. 1:18–23; 2 Cor. 4:3), 
the word of the cross is not at all foolish since it is the power of God (1 Cor. 1:18; 
Rom. 1:16). So, though not apparently humanly wise, the mystery of God is wise 
beyond our capacity to contain it, far less to conceive it. Yet the apostle still needed to 
warn the Ephesians not to be foolish but to understand what the will of the Lord is. 
 Plainly, such understanding is not a matter of the intellect but of the will. So Jesus 
identified the issue: ‘Anyone who resolves to do the will of God will know whether 
the teaching is from God or whether I am speaking on my own’ (John 7:17). The issue 
lies in willing to do the will,11 which has been plainly revealed. To the unbeliever, the 
will of God is anathema since it confronts the human will which insistently suppresses 
the truth. However, the issue for the believer is not complex either. While the scrip-
tures may not teach a doctrine of ‘free will’ (so John 8:44, esp. AV), they do make 
plain the fact of ‘freed will’, meaning that the believer is now free to choose to obey; 
freedom to disobey simply contradicts the reality of redeemed humanity. 
 To be ‘in Christ’ means that a believer is ‘in the Spirit’ (Rom. 8:1, 9). In particular, 
that means the believer is not ‘in the flesh’. Were he or she to live as if they were still 
in the flesh the contradiction would be profound and the consequences deathly (Rom. 
8:1–13). Being led by the Spirit is not an option; neither does the believer have an 
excuse for sin. Protecting oneself by claiming that there is a valid place for sin is what 
is meant by living in the flesh. How that is expressed, of course, varies with each 

                                                
9  The expression aujto;n hjkouvsate (auton ēkousate) according to classical rules should be ‘you heard about 

him’ but ‘there is some variation in the New Testament’ (Peter O’Brien, The Letter to the Ephesians, Eerdmans, 
Grand Rapids, 1999, p. 325, n. 219). But Eph. 6:19 seems to indicate that the AV of 4:21 should be considered as a 
valid translation, as Paul asks that a word may be given to him, i.e. that it may be the word of Christ himself which 
is heard; cf. also Rom. 10:17; 2 Cor. 13:3. 

10  See 1 Cor. 2:1, NRSV.  
11  This is expressed in the Greek, which uses both the verb and the noun for ‘will’: ejavn ti~ qevlh / to; qevlhma 

aujtoù poiei`n. 
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person, but the result is a disruption of the knowledge of the mystery of God. The 
‘theology’ may remain, but not the experience of the intimacy.   
 Knowing the mystery of God is not a goal for which we strive but the reality to be 
lived in. If we live by the Spirit let us also walk by the Spirit, and if we do that we 
will not gratify the desires of the flesh,12 which by their very nature move us away 
from the desires of the Spirit (Gal. 5:16–17). And those desires of the Spirit are what 
we now want (Gal. 5:17; Rom. 7:15–16)! The command, ‘Let anyone who has an ear 
listen to what the Spirit is saying to the churches’ (Rev. 2–3) is the recognition that as 
men and women in Christ we have been set to hear and to obey, and so we must. 
 Herbert’s statement, ‘A pastor is the deputy of Christ for the reducing of man to 
the obedience of God’, then, does not imply any brow-beating of men and women 
into cowered submission, but the pastor, the shepherd, will act in and with Christ to 
keep the sheep in the paths of righteousness. This a noble task, but one for which the 
shepherd has been prepared and equipped by God and for which the sheep have 
likewise been born again, for the gift of the Spirit is the people of God newly made to 
‘follow my statutes and be careful to observe my ordinances’ (Ezek. 36:27). If they 
love Christ they will keep his commandments (John 14:15) and they do love him (see 
1 Pet. 1:8; cf. 1 Cor. 16:22)! Their moral seriousness is their widest freedom and their 
deepest joy. 

                                                
12  The NIV, ESV ‘and you will not’ seems to me a more likely translation of the Greek: ejpiqumivan sarko;" 

ouj mh; televshte, where the double negative indicates that the statement is emphatic. The aorist subjunctive with 
the single negative (so NRSV) would be a command not to begin an action. That technicality aside, the meanings 
are probably much closer than many recognise. 
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STUDY 2 

The True Shepherd 

Siew Kiong Tham 

The theme for this paper is ‘The True Shepherd’. By implication there must be false 
shepherds. When Jesus referred to himself as the good shepherd (John 10), he 
contrasted himself with the hireling. The imagery of the shepherd in the Bible is also 
linked to kingship as in Ezekiel 37:24, ‘My servant David shall be king over them; 
and they shall all have one shepherd’.1 However, not all the kings of Israel lived up to 
this. The prophet Jeremiah lamented, ‘Woe to the shepherds who destroy and scatter 
the sheep of my pasture! says the LORD’ (Jer. 23:1). 
 There are two questions we need to ask at the outset. The first is: Who is the true 
shepherd? We know that to be God the Father. Ezekiel wrote, ‘You are my sheep, the 
sheep of my pasture and I am your God, says the Lord GOD’ (Ezek. 34:31). The other 
question is: Why is he the true shepherd? We can simply answer that by quoting: ‘let 
God be true, but every man a liar’ (Rom. 3:4, AV), but we need to say a little more. 
God is the true shepherd because he is firstly the Creator, not only of Israel, but also 
of all creation: 

 
  O come, let us worship and bow down, 
      let us kneel before the LORD, our Maker! 
7  For he is our God, 
      and we are the people of his pasture, 
      and the sheep of his hand (Ps. 95:6–7). 

 
 That is why God’s reprimand in scripture is directed not only to Israel but also to 
all nations. Secondly, he is the true shepherd because he is the redeemer of his 
creation: 

 
In your steadfast love you led the people whom you redeemed; 
   you guided them by your strength to your holy abode (Exod. 15:13). 

 
 The creation is his and, though rebellion is present, in his grace and mercy he 
redeemed his creation through the sacrifice of his Son in order to direct or move his 
creation towards his defined goal. This goal is predetermined by the Father. Only he 
knows what the goal is and only he can direct his creation towards this goal. That is 
why he is the true shepherd. God’s work in creation and redemption was aptly 
summed up by Isaiah when he wrote: 

                                                
1  Unless otherwise stated, all Scripture quotations in this study are from the New Revised Standard Version. 
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   But now thus says the LORD, 
      he who created you, O Jacob, 
      he who formed you, O Israel: 
   Do not fear, for I have redeemed you; 
      I have called you by name, you are mine. 
2  When you pass through the waters, I will be with you; 
      and through the rivers, they shall not overwhelm you; 
when you walk through fire you shall not be burned, 
      and the flame shall not consume you. 
3  For I am the LORD your God, 
      the Holy One of Israel, your Savior (Isa. 43:1–3). 

FALSE SHEPHERDS AND HIRELINGS 

Why is there a need to speak of the true shepherd? The reason is simple. There are 
false shepherds. The analogy of a shepherd is an image from the farming community. 
The role of the shepherd is to care for and protect the flock that belongs to him or the 
master to whom he is responsible. Jeremiah lamented of the ‘shepherds who destroy 
and scatter the sheep of my pasture!’ (Jer. 23:1). Jesus warned of ‘the hired hand, who 
is not the shepherd and does not own the sheep, sees the wolf coming and leaves the 
sheep and runs away . . . because a hired hand does not care for the sheep’ (John 
10:12–13). The contrast is between the constructive and the destructive, and between 
caring and not caring. The contrast looks simple enough on the surface but it is a little 
more involved when we look into this further. What are the functions of scattering 
and the nature of the caring? 
 To destroy and scatter may be the work of the false shepherd. However, after the 
building of the tower of Babel, God scattered the people for a good reason and that is 
because of their arrogance (Gen. 11:9). When the people of Israel forsook and 
disobeyed God as they followed the desires of their hearts, God scattered his people. 
Jeremiah recorded this action of the true shepherd: 
 

Therefore thus says the LORD of hosts, the God of Israel: I am feeding this people with wormwood, 
and giving them poisonous water to drink. 16 I will scatter them among nations that neither they nor 
their ancestors have known; and I will send the sword after them, until I have consumed them (Jer. 
9:15–16). 

 
 Both the true and false shepherds scatter their flocks. However, there is a big 
difference in the intent of their actions. The destruction and the scattering of the flock 
by the false shepherd is the destructive final common pathway of an evil intention that 
seeks to thwart the purpose of God. However, the scattering by the true shepherd is 
temporary and remedial, and makes possible the final pathway of the gathering. This 
is the healing intent of the scattering, which is to bring back once again the flock that 
belongs to him. This is analogous to the surgeon’s knife in removing the disease and 
then the final reconstruction. He is not simply making a stab wound to inflict harm 
and to destroy. In the scattering, the true shepherd does not leave the flock. His 
presence continues with the scattered flock whereas the false shepherd deserts the 
flock in order to look after his own interest. With the true shepherd, after the 
scattering comes the gathering as Zechariah records: 
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      Though I scattered them among the nations, 
      yet in far countries they shall remember me, 
      and they shall rear their children and return. 
10  I will bring them home from the land of Egypt, 
      and gather them from Assyria . . . (Zech. 10:9–10). 

 
And again in Isaiah:  
 

Thus says the Lord GOD, 
   who gathers the outcasts of Israel, 
I will gather others to them 
   besides those already gathered (Isa. 56:8). 

 
And also in Jeremiah: 
 

Then I myself will gather the remnant of my flock out of all the lands where I have driven them, 
and I will bring them back to their fold, and they shall be fruitful and multiply (Jer. 23:3). 

 
 That is not so with the false shepherds. They seek to ‘steal and kill and destroy’ 
(John 10:10). There is no remedial plan as the false shepherds desert the flock and 
then go to scatter the next flock. That is the only final outcome in all that the false 
shepherds do. 
 By contrast, the true shepherd remains with the scattered flock and brings hope to 
his flock even in the event of the scattering. So the prophet of the exile, Isaiah, 
comforted his people with these words: 
 

   Comfort, O comfort my people, 
      says your God. 
2 Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, 
      and cry to her . . . 
11 He will feed his flock like a shepherd; 
      he will gather the lambs in his arms, 
   and carry them in his bosom, 
      and gently lead the mother sheep (Isa. 40:1–2, 11). 

 
 The ways of the true shepherd may seem to be severe, but that is what is needed in 
dealing with a rebellious and stiff-necked people. The purpose is to bring them to 
their senses and that is part of God’s program towards their restoration. All the actions 
of the true shepherd have this end point in view. 
 This brings us to consider the nature of caring. The true shepherd cares and, as we 
have considered above, this caring may require harsh measures. Again, whatever the 
measures may be, it needs to be understood in the context of the intention. In other 
words, the point we are getting to is not what the true shepherd does, but we need to 
see the actions of the true shepherd in the light of what we know of the heart of the 
true shepherd and the final outcome he has for the flock. 
 The flock needs caring. That is true. But does the need or perceived need of the 
flock determine the nature of shepherding? Remember here that we are talking about 
a wayward flock. It is true that the sheep need to be fed and require a shepherd to lead 
them to the pasture. However, the need of the sheep does not determine the nature of 
the feed given. Students need to be taught, but the students do not determine the 
curriculum. The teacher decides that. A sick patient needs to be treated, but the patient 
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does not determine what is to be on the prescription or the operation to be undertaken. 
The doctor decides that but not before the doctor has fully interacted with the patient 
and knows precisely the problem. The doctor must have the freedom to do that 
without restraint from bureaucracy or any other who calls the tune. The patient needs 
to submit to the doctor who has the diagnosis and knows the treatment. The freedom 
of the doctor to diagnose and treat must be placed above all other considerations. 
 The true shepherd is free to teach and to chastise his sheep. The true shepherd does 
not take a consensus in order to make his teaching acceptable. Jesus taught that those 
who do not eat of him have no part in him (John 6:53–58). This teaching was counter 
to the culture and thought processes of his hearers. His hearers did not find this 
teaching palatable. They were bound to their cultural norm and did not realise the 
need to be transformed. They wanted teaching that fitted their thought processes and 
hence they departed from the true shepherd. This did not deter the true shepherd from 
persisting with this teaching. The true shepherd needs to transform the framework of 
his rebellious creation in order for them to function as they were created to be. The 
true shepherd needs to be free from and not dependent on his flock. He is a free 
being.2 Yet at the same time, the true shepherd is intimately involved with his flock 
and cares for the flock with love and compassion. 

THE WAY OF THE TRUE SHEPHERD 

Shepherds have power and authority over the flock. They may use coercive power or 
such methods to achieve their goals. However, the true shepherd may sometimes 
appear ineffective and weak without the ‘dynamism’ and charisma that we expect of 
our modern-day leaders, but this is due to a self-imposed patience and tolerance. 
 The way in which the true shepherd achieves his goal is through the Son and the 
Spirit, who undoubtedly are also shepherds. Our God is one. We have seen above that 
the Father and Christ have been referred to as shepherds. Isaiah inferred the shepherd 
role of the Spirit when referring to the exodus: 

 
Then they remembered the days of old,  
   of Moses his servant.  
Where is the one who brought them up out of the sea  
   with the shepherds of his flock?  
Where is the one who put within them  
   his holy spirit . . . (Isa. 63:11). 

 
 The way of the true shepherd lies not in the exercise of coercive forces, but in the 
Son’s willingness to go to the cross and the Spirit to gently apply the grace of that 
event. It is not merely the bringing about of an enforced or outward submission, but in 
the work of regeneration in the heart to love. This change comes about through the 
Son and Spirit. 
 What is important is the relationship between the true shepherd and his flock, that 
is, his creation. It is in the context of this relationship that the shepherd plays out the 
day-to-day dealing with Israel and the rest of his creation. God relates with his people 
                                                

2  James A Wharton discusses the philosophical implications of this freedom in the article, ‘Theology and 
Ministry in Hebrew Scriptures’, in E. Shelp and R. Sunderland (eds), A Biblical Basis for Ministry (Westminster 
Press, Philadelphia, 1981), p. 26. 
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in covenant relationship. In his freedom, he initiated the covenant with his creation. 
His choice of Israel was not because of any property inherent within Israel that 
swayed his decision. After all, what has Israel got that has not been given to her in 
creation? 
 

For you are a people holy to the LORD your God; the LORD your God has chosen you out of all the 
peoples on earth to be his people, his treasured possession. 7 It was not because you were more 
numerous than any other people that the LORD set his heart on you and chose you—for you were 
the fewest of all peoples. 8 It was because the LORD loved you and kept the oath that he swore to 
your ancestors, that the LORD has brought you out with a mighty hand, and redeemed you from the 
house of slavery, from the hand of Pharaoh king of Egypt. 9 Know therefore that the LORD your 
God is God, the faithful God who maintains covenant loyalty with those who love him and keep his 
commandments, to a thousand generations (Deut. 7:6–9). 

 
 In our attempt to understand the nature of the covenantal relationship, we have 
often resorted to anthropological illustrations. No matter how we may try from this 
upside-down approach, it will remain inadequate for our understanding. What could 
be worse is that we reduce the Creator to something in the created framework from 
which we can only slide further and further into error. It is true that the Bible uses 
anthropological categories like ‘grieve’ or ‘angry’, but ‘the Bible avoids the philo-
sophical or metaphysical trap by multiplying and varying the anthropomorphic 
images and weaving them into a rich tapestry’.3 As a result we are not able to place 
that relationship in any kind of precise definition though we would certainly like to 
express that in some way. Whatever we may say of that relationship we would only 
be expressing some particular facet of it. What can be known of the true shepherd can 
only come about in relationship, that is, the covenant relationship. And it is only as 
the covenant people collectively reflect each particular facet of their experiences in 
this relationship that the brilliance of this multifaceted gem can be known.  
 The true shepherd acts out of this covenant relationship. His actions are not  
in response to the needs of his people. He acts in advance of their needs in a timing  
of his choosing. He is continually directing his creation to the goal he has pre-
determined, acting through the agency of his Son and Spirit. God cannot be untrue to 
his covenant. 

LEADING IN PATHS OF RIGHTEOUSNESS  
FOR HIS NAME’S SAKE 

The true shepherd leads ‘in right paths for his name’s sake’ (Ps. 23:3). The right paths 
are not simply ethical but relational considerations. The ‘paths of righteousness’4 is a 
relational term. They are paths mapped out in terms of the covenant relationships and 
revealed in the gospel, as Paul says: 
 

For I am not ashamed of the gospel; it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who has faith, 
to the Jew first and also to the Greek. 17 For in it [the gospel] the righteousness of God is revealed 
through faith for faith; as it is written, ‘The one who is righteous will live by faith’ (Rom. 1:16–17).5 

                                                
3  Wharton, ‘Theology and Ministry in Hebrew Scriptures’, p. 26. 
4  KJV. 
5  Italics are my inclusion. 
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 The way that the true shepherd is leading his flock is through the redemption 
effected by Christ. It is the restoration of the covenant relationship. That is the path of 
righteousness.6 In a covenant relationship, it is in the giving to and receiving from the 
other that one comes to know the other, and to know ourselves as well. It is the giving 
that is free from constraint. It is the giving of love. In all that God does in creation and 
redemption, he does it in the freedom of true love. God did not create because he had 
a need to have something. He created out of love. He did not give his Son for  
the redemption of creation because he had to solve a problem. He gave his Son out of 
love in his predetermined plan in eternity. He called Abraham and Israel not because 
of any qualities that made them acceptable to him. It was God’s free will in covenant 
love. 
 It is only as we are restored from the bondage of our sin and guilt into the love of 
God that we come to appreciate the way of the true shepherd. This in turn enables us 
to make sense of our own ministry. Just as the true shepherd is free to act out of his 
love, so, in the same way, we cannot truly act as his under-shepherds when we are 
contracted in some way to the flock that we are to lead. In that case, the flock then 
determines the nature of the ministry and that should not be the case as we have seen 
above.7 Our ministry is a participation in the ministry of the true shepherd:  
 

. . . the ministry of people to people is at its highest a reflection of the ministry of God to people as 
perceived by faith. At its best, our ministry is participation, no matter how fragmentary, in the 
ministry of God.8 

 
 What does the true shepherd expect of the sheep? Or what is the goal of the true 
shepherd? J. A. Wharton expresses it this way:  
 

. . . what God wants for Israel and all humankind, according to the Hebrew scriptures, is nothing 
less than the full and free exercise of true humanity . . . That we should be who we were created and 
intended to become is the goal of God’s ministry toward us.9 

 
 This then too must be the goal of the under-shepherds because we cannot act in any 
other direction from this. If we are to be his under-shepherds, there is a need to know 
the way of the true shepherd. Otherwise we will be sliding into the management 
format so popularly advocated today:  
 

There is a story that made the rounds a few years ago about a meeting that supposedly took place 
between French and American management leaders. In talking about different approaches to 
business practices, the French tended to be rather philosophical and the Americans quite pragmatic. 
The difference in their approaches surfaced dramatically in one particular exchange. While one of 
the Americans outlined a certain management approach, one of the French delegates grew 
increasingly irritated and finally interrupted: ‘That may work in practice,’ he exclaimed, ‘but it will 

                                                
6  For a fuller treatment of the theme, ‘The Righteousness of God’, see Ian Pennicook, ‘God in Three Persons: 

The Trinity and the First Revelation’, (NCTM NSW Monthly Studies 2009, available from: 
 <http://www.newcreation.org.au/studies/Ian%20Pennicook/pdf/God_Three_Persons_3.pdf.>). 

7  I have been talking in the context of shepherd and the flock in a hierarchical sense. If I may be permitted to 
move from the shepherd imagery to make a comment on the people to people ministry, then there is a sense in 
which the people of God collectively share in the ministry of God. 

8  Wharton, ‘Theology and Ministry in Hebrew Scriptures’, p. 22. 
9  Wharton, ‘Theology and Ministry in Hebrew Scriptures’, p. 37. 
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never work in theory!’ There is an important lesson in that comment. It is not enough to focus on 
what ‘works’ in our efforts to serve the Kingdom. Some things may ‘work’ in a worldly sense that 
are nonetheless displeasing to the Lord. Godly practice must be grounded in godly thinking.10 

                                                
10  R. J. Mouw, ‘The Heart of the Matter: Seminary and Church in a Changing World’, reprinted from Fuller 

Focus, Winter 2010, with permission from Fuller Theological Seminary. 
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STUDY 3 

The True Shepherd  
and His World 

Jonathan Button 

INTRODUCTION 

Where are we ‘at’ in our life and mission as God’s Church? I don’t say this critically at 
all, but simply in light of the question that the Gospel poses to all Churches at all times, 
because, as the Church, we can have a tendency to shrink back ‘inside our shells’—
withdrawing from the full ‘picture’ and life of who God has made and called us to be. 
Sometimes the Church can get to seeing not much more than its own ‘four walls’!—that 
is, just seeing our own existence as a local Church, where we focus on what will 
sustain, encourage, advance us. In which case our expression of mission is mostly about 
what will benefit the life of our Church—that is, put ‘more bums on seats’ and keep us 
tolerably financial. This is when the Church thinks and lives like a ‘goldfish-bowl’—
that is, like we are a bunch of wide-eyed goldfish, staring out bug-eyed at the ‘big scary 
world’! When this ‘goldfish-bowl syndrome’ happens, it ‘strangles’ the life and mission 
of the Church. Then we have to ask ourselves: do we have a vision for God’s purpose 
and work that is for the entire world?—because that is exactly what God’s purpose is! 
Then we need to work through how that full vision of God’s purpose and work, might 
benefit and enrich both our life and mission as His people, and that of the community 
we live in. 
 These are among the urgent questions that are raised for us as the Church by the 
reality that our True Shepherd is also the True Shepherd of His world. In this study 
we will work through this matter in light of God’s covenant relationship with the 
whole creation, and to see that relationship grounded in the eternal being of the 
Shepherd–God—Father, Son and Holy Spirit; to see God Himself as the primary actor 
in all mission—He is the Missionary–Shepherd; to understand God’s global purpose 
as the filling of the earth with His glory; to see humanity grounded and fulfilled in the 
covenant relationship with God through the incarnate constitution and atoning work 
of the Shepherd–Son; finally to comprehend the Church’s life and mission as 
constituted by full participation in the revealing of God’s completed work in Jesus 
Christ—that is, to fill the whole earth with His glory. 
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GOD IS THE SHEPHERD OF HIS WORLD 

God’s Covenant with the Whole of Creation 

 God has established a covenant relationship with the whole of creation. (We use 
the term ‘covenant’ here, even though the term may not necessarily be used in the 
biblical texts concerned. These encounters between God and His creation/creatures 
nonetheless express the establishment or re-confirmation of substantial relationships 
which, we will see, bear all the true character of the biblical covenant relationship, 
and are continuous with them. The substantial meaning of the term ‘covenant’ will be 
further explored and developed in the course of this study.) In connection with the 
covenant established through Noah following the flood, God says that this is a 
covenant ‘between me and you and every living creature of all flesh’ (Gen. 9:15).1 
(We do not and cannot explore here all of the biblical covenants, but touch only on 
those relevant to establishing the basis for an understanding that God’s covenant is 
with the whole creation.) This includes not only human beings but also every animal. 
Yet we can go back beyond this to see that covenant relationship confirmed with 
Adam and Eve and all their ‘seed’ following the fall, in the prophetic announcement 
that the undoing of Adam and Eve (and their ‘seed’—Rom. 5:12ff.) through the 
serpent (Satan), which has betrayed God’s fellowship with Adam (Gen. 3:8ff), will be 
reversed through one of those ‘seed’ (Gen. 3:15). Yet we find indication of God’s 
relationship established with the whole creation from its very beginning—indeed in 
its ‘embryonic state’ prior to the creational act in the first two verses of the book of 
Genesis.2 The Spirit of God ‘broods’ over the earth which was a formless void and 
darkness and the deep, in the creational act of God, subduing chaos and establishing 
God’s good order. The Spirit of God here is none other than the Spirit of the Son of 
God the Father—the Son of the Father’s love (1 John 4:9, 10), so that the Spirit is the 
‘Spirit of the Son of His love’ (Geoffrey Bingham). Thus the ‘Spirit of God’ in 
Genesis 1:1–2 can be understood as God the Father’s ‘love gift’ or ‘pledge’ to the 
creation from its very birth.3  
 God establishes and guarantees the covenant relationship, unilaterally (as expressed 
most clearly in the form of the creation of the Abrahamic covenant, where God 
Himself ‘makes’ or ‘cuts’ the covenant—Gen. 17:7ff.). He assumes and commands 
true response from the covenant partner—whether it is with Israel, all the families of 
the earth, or the whole creation (creation itself is also to ‘respond rightly’ by 
submitting to God’s good purpose for it under humanity’s divine mandate, and being 
shaped accordingly—Gen. 1:28–30). Nonetheless, God’s relationship or covenant, 
created unilaterally by Him, is also reconfirmed unilaterally—again and again, and 
ultimately—in the face of the failure of the covenant partner (Rom. 3:3–4). Therefore 
God’s relationship or covenant with the whole of creation is irreducible; it is an 
‘everlasting’ or ‘eternal covenant’ (Ezek. 37:26; Heb. 13:20). We will see in the end 
that this can only be so because of the atoning work of His Son to judge, cleanse, 
forgive, heal, and so reverse all covenant-breaking in Himself. Consequently, there is 

                                                
1  Unless otherwise stated, all Scripture quotations in this study are from the Revised Standard Version or the 

New Revised Standard Version. 
2  Hector Morrison The Spirit of the Everlasting Covenant, NCTM 1999 Pastors’ School Morning Studies,  

pp. 27ff. 
3  H. Morrison, pp. 27ff. 
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hope for all covenant-breakers. Moreover, since no part of the creation is outside of 
God’s covenant, in the end none can escape reckoning with it. Further, this also raises 
a question for us as God’s people of the covenant: Whether we at any point relate to 
the world outside the Church as beyond God, or beyond hope? Or do we relate to it as 
hope-full? In light of God’s covenant, we clearly may, and must. 

 ‘God Has Elected Not to be God without Humanity’ (Karl Barth) 

 However, the will, decision and determination of God to establish this relationship 
or covenant are from ‘before the foundation of the earth’ (Eph. 1:3–10). The creation 
itself was indeed with a view to this relationship; as Calvin taught, creation is ‘a most 
beautiful theater’ to display the works of God,4 fully seen as His redemptive purpose 
for the world;5 and Karl Barth, that ‘the creation is the external basis of the covenant’, 
and ‘the covenant is the internal basis of creation’.6 As pre-creational, this places 
God’s covenant with creation in the eternal being of God Himself. Ephesians 1 
indicates the involvement of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit in the deliberation, 
decision and action to create unto redemption and adoption. God has eternally willed 
and decided to have human children with Him in the comprehensive depth and 
fullness of His divine being. As Barth has so finely put it, ‘God has elected not to be 
God without humanity’.7 Hence the irrepressible, heartbreaking will and desire of the 
Father in the parable to have his son, lost in the far-country, home in the bosom of his 
family! 
 God’s purpose for the universe is a domestic one—that is, it is about the creation 
and redemption of a people, a ‘family’, a home. The Abrahamic covenant is about 
God creating and blessing Abraham’s family, as His people and family, with a view 
to the like blessing of ‘all the families of the earth’ (Gen. 12, 15). This finds fulfil-
ment through the ‘new covenant’ established in and through Jesus Christ the Son (Jer. 
31:31; Matt. 26:28; 1 Cor. 11:25—really the re-confirmation and fulfilment of the 
original covenant with all creation), who creates a whole new family (Mark 3:33–35), 
from all nations (Acts 10:34ff.). The final consummation of which we see in those 
from all the nations (families) of the earth being married into God’s new family as 
part of His Son’s Bride, the Church (Rev. 19–22). Living in this relationship is what 
constitutes true human fulfilment. 
 God’s eternal election of human children as His covenant partner of course also 
includes their true response to His gracious election. The whole point of God’s 
covenant is that it is about relationship—that is, fellowship. Real fellowship involves 
two parties fellowshipping. Any covenant that God established, however unilaterally 
created and reconfirmed, if it did not in the end find consummation in the active 
fellowshipping of both parties concerned, would be meaningless. What use is a 
marriage certificate, hanging on a wall and framed in gold, if either party ignores the 
other from dawn ’til dusk?! God’s unilateral covenant with creation–humanity must 

                                                
4  John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion (ed. J. T. McNeil, Westminster Pr., Philadelphia, 1960), 

book 1, ch. 14, pt 20 (Institutes, 1.14.20). 
5  J. Calvin, Institutes, 1.14.22. 
6  Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, vol. 3 pt 1 (CD, 3.1), T & T Clark, Edinburgh, 1987, pp. 95–329. (This 

could have far-reaching implications for environmental conservation, to place such work on a true basis, or to spur 
us out of apathetic quietism.) 

7  K. Barth, CD, 2.2, pp. 145–95. 



The True Shepherd and His World 

 3.4 
 

and will find fulfilment in the true response of His covenant partner. (However, this 
fulfilment is only realised in and through our participation in the vicarious humanity 
of the Incarnate Son and Saviour who assumes us, flesh and blood and spirit, and 
fulfils and realises in His humanity all parts of our true covenant response to God the 
Father, vicariously—i.e. as our representative and substitute.) This is the end and goal 
of God’s covenant. 

God is the Missionary–Shepherd 

 As God is the unilateral creator and guarantor of His covenant, He is determined  
to pursue and realise its consummation. This is God’s purpose or mission. God is  
the One who achieves this; there are many missionaries, but primarily God is the 
Missionary!8 For people to be called into God’s family through His Son Jesus Christ, 
they must be called by God Himself—none other (John 6:44, 65). Jesus, God, is the 
one who calls His ‘sheep’ to Himself, and who will yet call other ‘sheep’ who are not 
yet of His ‘fold’ (John 10:1–18). In a mission—that is, a sending—one must be sent, 
and one must send. So God sends, and God is sent. Therefore, ‘For God so loved the 
world that He sent His only Son, that whoever believes in Him should not perish but 
have eternal life’ (John 3:16, lit.). Mission is essentially the mission of God—that is, 
the missio Dei. The mission of the Church, as we will see, is nothing other—or 
less!—than a participation in God’s missionary work. 
 We can see from John 10 that God’s/Jesus’ action in accomplishing that mission-
ary purpose is one of true shepherding. The ‘shepherd figure’ has its uses and is 
helpful in filling out our understanding, yet we must allow God’s revelation in Jesus 
according to the Scriptures to show us the true nature and action of the Shepherd—
that is, the True Shepherd.9 The True Shepherd is the one who calls the sheep into the 
community and family of God’s people—into the fellowship of covenant—so that 
they hear, and follow His direction. But the defining characteristic of the True 
Shepherd, the Good Shepherd, above all—and from which He derives His right and 
power to call the sheep—is that He ‘lays down his life for the sheep’ (John 10:11). 
Jesus the Son alone has the power and prerogative to do this (John 10:17–18). God is 
the Shepherd; God is the Shepherd–Missionary. 

THE SHEPHERD–SAVIOUR REVEALS THE GLORY OF GOD 

The Glory of God 

 Another way that we can biblically describe God’s purpose for the world is ‘to fill 
it’. He Himself is ultimately to fill the earth (Jer. 23:24; Eph. 1:23), yet in the 
creational mandate He has also given and commanded humanity to fill it (Gen. 1:28), 
and reconfirmed in the Noahic covenant (Gen. 9:1). What does God intend to fill the 
earth with? The psalmist prays that the Lord’s glory will fill the whole earth (Ps. 
72:19). Paul speaks of Christ the Son of God filling all things with His fullness 

                                                
 8  David J. Bosch, Transforming Mission: Paradigm Shifts in Theology of Mission, Orbis, Maryknoll, 2006, 
pp. 389–93. 

9  T. A. Golding, Jewish Expectations of the Shepherd Image at the Time of Christ, unpublished dissertation, 
2004, pp. 50ff. 
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(which is also said to be the Church, which is His body—we will need to investigate 
this further in what follows), which could also be understood as the glory of God. 
Corresponding to this are also the prophecies that ‘every tongue should confess that 
Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father’ (Phil. 2:11); and from the seer in 
Revelation, that ‘I heard every creature in heaven and on earth and under the earth 
and in the sea, and all therein, saying, “To Him who sits upon the throne and to the 
Lamb be blessing and honor and glory and might for ever and ever!”’ (Rev. 5:13). 
 Yet we are further instructed if we return to the creational mandate. Here humanity 
is simply told that they are to fill the earth—that is, with themselves, through 
procreation. This mandate is echoed in the Abrahamic covenant: the Lord ‘brought 
[Abraham] outside and said, “Look toward heaven and count the stars, if you are able 
to count them.” Then he said to him, “So shall your descendants be”’ (Gen. 15:5). 
Procreation is not all they are to do—of course!—as they are also to ‘subdue’ the 
earth. That is, control, determine, nurture and work upon the creation, with a view to 
fulfilling in its midst God’s purpose for the whole: the fulfilment of His covenant 
family purpose, to bless all the families of the earth (Gen. 12:3); bringing them 
through Jesus Christ into one new family (Mark 3:33–35; Eph. 2:11–22); to be 
eternal, and universally revealed (Rev. 19–22).  

God’s Glory Is Not in Secret 

 When we ask what God’s glory is, we can rightly say that it is the outshining of 
His divine nature, and we could give a number of right answers as to the various 
aspects of His nature—that is, His eternal life, His holiness, His uncreatedness, His 
creative power, His beauty, His love, His mercy, His peace, His joy. We have 
mentioned love among these attributes, but surely love is not only an attribute in 
connection with God, but the one thing above all that actually describes and captures 
God’s most essential divine nature, Himself.10 It is the one characteristic that the 
Scriptures say that God actually is this—God is love! (1 John 4:16); He is identical 
with love, in that love is identical with Him (allowing God’s self-revelation in 
accordance with the Scriptures to define what love is as identical with Himself, and 
not by gaining a definition of love from human experience and understanding, and 
then projecting it onto God). That God is who He is, as such, is His supreme glory 
that outstrips any other pretended glories in heaven and earth. No other god than the 
God of triune love, the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, could be this God. God’s love is 
supreme over all! All His attributes are in the eager service of His nature as love; no 
other love is eternal, holy, uncreated, creative, beautiful, merciful, peace-creating and 
joyous as His love is! You only need to ask a human being who has encountered it! 
 What this brings us to see is that the filling of the earth with God’s glory, and the 
fulfilling of His covenant family purpose for the whole creation, are actually one and 
the same thing. God the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, who have this love, this glory, 
this fullness eternally in themselves, desired and chose that it would not be only so—
that is, known only to themselves, in secret, as it were. They also desired and chose to 
create and redeem other children to whom they could reveal that glory, and with 

                                                
10  E. Jüngel, ‘What Does it Mean to Say, “God is love”? ’, in T. Hart, and D. Thimell (eds) Christ in Our 

Place—The Humanity of God in Christ for the Reconciliation of the World (Paternoster, Exeter, 1989), pp. 294ff. 
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whom they could share it (Eph. 1:3–10).11 This God has done through the Shepherd–
Son, through His incarnation, life of obedience, suffering, death, resurrection and 
ascension, and which He will finally, fully reveal when He comes again in glory! So 
the Bible speaks of us as having the glory of God revealed to us (2 Cor. 4:6; Eph. 
1:17); of Jesus’ glory being revealed in us (2 Thess. 1:10, 12); of us coming to glory 
(2 Pet. 1:3); receiving glory (1 Pet. 5:4); of our being changed from one degree of 
glory into another (2 Cor. 3:18); and of our being glorified (Rom. 8:17, 30). What is 
truly glorious about God’s glory is that He freely shares it with us. No other god will 
do that; all other gods are jealous hoarders of their own glory. In light of God’s free 
sharing of His glory with us, could we, or our Churches, ever legitimately struggle 
with ‘low self-esteem’ or ‘inferiority complexes’? And could it free us from all 
manner of false dependencies and idols? 

THE SHEPHERD–SAVIOUR ASSUMES HUMANITY 

‘The Shepherd Is a Sheep!’12 

 At the core of the True Shepherd’s identity and work is that He ‘lays down his life 
for the sheep’ (John 10:11–18). This is the great differentiating point of comparison 
with all other shepherds of God’s flock. However, the truly stunning, full revelation 
of His unique character as such is in that, as Shepherd, He becomes the sheep—that is, 
‘the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world’ (John 1:29)—and the 
shepherd figure is of course obliterated! His self-sacrificial death for the sheep is what 
qualifies Jesus as ‘the good shepherd’, by virtue of which there is established a deep, 
mutual ‘knowing’ between Shepherd and sheep (‘just as the Father knows me and I 
know the Father’—John 10:15), and consequently the Shepherd exercises an effectual 
calling and gathering of the sheep (John 10:2–4). In this the Shepherd has become the 
sacrificial lamb to be offered for the sins of His global flock (those already gathered 
into the ‘fold’, and those yet to be—John 10:16). As the Lamb—that is, in the full 
power of His atoning death—He reigns over all things from the throne of heaven, 
calling and shepherding ‘a great multitude that no one could count, from every nation, 
from all tribes and peoples and languages’, to gather before the throne as His blessed 
people in the worship of God, having ‘washed their robes and made them white in the 
blood of the Lamb’ (Rev. 7:9–17). As the Lamb of God, the Son Jesus is the 
Shepherd–Saviour, with a view to His purpose for the whole world. 

The Shepherd Assumes the Sheep 

 Yet the atoning work of the True Shepherd was also within the context of His 
humanity as the incarnate Son of God. The True Shepherd ‘became flesh’ (John 
1:14), and in this sense (if it isn’t pushing the word-play too far!) ‘assumed the 
sheep’. The Shepherd–Saviour became, assumed, took up ‘flesh’—that is, our true, 
bodily, physical humanity. To begin from the point of Jesus’ death on the cross, it is 
clear from Scripture that somehow we were really included in Christ in that event, and 

                                                
11  K. Barth, CD 1.2, pp. 1–45. 
12  T. A. Golding, p. 341. 
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became subject ourselves to that which He Himself was subject in that event (2 Cor. 
5:14). If this is so, it had to include us bodily, physically in that event and not just, for 
example, ‘spiritually’. In the Hebrew and Greek Scriptures human beings are physical 
beings, and not otherwise. They are also fully spirit, mind, heart, soul, just as they are 
also fully body. Greek philosophy may have compartmentalised humanity as ‘body’ 
and ‘spirit’ and ‘soul’ and ‘heart’ and ‘mind’; the Scriptures did not!13 The point here 
being that you cannot have a true, full human being who is not body—physical. 
Therefore, if we were not physically included in Christ, and subjected physically with 
Him to the action of the cross, its action would not truly have happened to us, nor 
could its benefits be truly accredited to us. This is the salvific point in the Christian 
confession of faith in the resurrection of the body—that is, a resurrection that is not 
bodily is not a human resurrection. (‘Life without a body is not human life’— Barth.) 
This was also Athanasius’ salvific point in asserting that ‘the unassumed is the 
unhealed’—that is, what Jesus did not take up of our humanity would remain outside 
the compass of God’s atoning, saving action, and its benefits. This is also why it is 
vital to understand that Jesus became human flesh and blood, as it actually is, in His 
incarnation; as that inherited from Adam—that is, humanity in its sin-broken, rebel-
lious resistance to the will of God: that common to every human being (the only 
human flesh available for Him to become, according to Paul in Rom. 5:12–21). 
(While living a life of sinless obedience to God the Father [Heb. 4:15]—the 
Scriptures find no contradiction here. The holy life of the Son of God did not become 
‘contaminated’ by becoming sin-broken human flesh. Rather His holy life worked out 
His atoning power in and upon our flesh, unto its full cleansing and healing.) If He 
did not become this particular human flesh—that is, ours—His saving work and its 
benefits could not apply to us. But as it is, He did truly become ‘flesh’. 
 We need now to consider the connection between the whole of Jesus’ life and our 
humanity. If we were included bodily in Christ in the event of His cross, then clearly 
we must have been so by virtue of the assumption of our humanity in His incarnation. 
His incarnation continued from the point of His human birth, throughout His earthly 
life, through His death and resurrection, through His ascension (His followers saw the 
same familiar, bodily resurrected Jesus ascend into heaven—Luke 24:36–53; Acts 
1:1–11), continues now in His reign in heaven, and will never cease for all eternity. 
This means that our real humanity (bodily; physical—as well as spirit, mind, heart, 
soul) was fully assumed by Jesus in His incarnation, and was subject to all parts of 
His atoning, saving work, unto His reign in heaven. This is the necessary implication 
of a number of strands of teaching in the New Testament (cf. 2 Cor. 5:14; Col. 3:3; 
Eph. 2:4–6; 2 Cor. 5:15–17; Rom. 5:6, 9–10; 2 Cor. 5:19; Col. 1:21–22; John 5:24; 
Rom. 6:13; Col. 1:13, 21–22; 2:12; Rom. 8:30). Therefore Christ’s humanity is a 
‘vicarious humanity’, where ‘He stands in our place and represents us, so that what is 
true of His humanity is true of us, and that which He did in His (our) humanity is 
ours’.14 In this we can see that the Son of God has entered into the covenant partner’s 
side of the relationship with God, and where Abraham–Israel and all the families of 
the earth have failed—and can only fail—to make a true covenant response to God, 
He has ‘got inside their skin’, and fulfilled their true covenant response in and for 

                                                
13  R. S. Anderson, On Being Human—Essays in Theological Anthropology, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1982, 

pp. 207–14; K. Barth, CD, 3.2, pp. 325–436. 
14  T. F. Torrance, Atonement: The Person and Work of Christ, IVP, Leicester, 2009, p. 462. 
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them. The Shepherd–Son has gone into the far country to seek and find the lost son 
(or sheep—Luke 15), has taken up, assumed the lost son in the whole of his humanity 
(truly taken the sheep into His bosom); in His full obedience to God the Father, has 
reversed and undone the sinful rebellion of our humanity which He has assumed; has 
completed—‘clinched’—the curing of our sinful humanity in obediently subjecting it 
to the Father’s judgement of death on the cross (laid down His life for the sheep); 
raised our now cleansed, redeemed, reconciled humanity to eternal life in the power 
of the eternal Spirit; and carried us home to the intimacy of the Father’s bosom in 
heaven (brought His sheep home into the fold). 

The Sheep in the Shepherd 

 This has truly breathtaking implications for the relationship between the True 
Shepherd and His world, and His mission to His world! It means that in His person as 
the incarnate, crucified Shepherd–Saviour, He has already laid hold of and gathered 
His flock; those inside and those outside the Church—all the families of the earth! 
Jesus in Himself is the end—the Omega (Rev. 1:8; 22:13)—of God’s purpose for the 
whole world. To return again to our word-play, the ‘sheep are now in the Shepherd’. 
This is the true, ultimate revelation of God’s unilateral covenant of grace with 
humanity; and so the true, ultimate meaning of the Gospel of sola gratia—that is, 
grace alone—and so must release its full power. Therefore the Gospel sets forth the 
necessity and command for a true, full response of faith—with all of our heart, mind, 
soul and strength, which includes the gifts of thanksgiving, repentance, obedience and 
joy.15 The Gospel also overflows with the necessity and urgency of the continuing 
mission call and mission response, because the covenant relationship is precisely 
about the passionate, full participatory response of the covenant partner. The truth that 
the True Shepherd has already gathered us up in Himself means that when we respond 
to it, we will respond to it rightly—that is, by truly receiving and living it as a gift of 
grace. In its orientation toward the world, this means that mission is never the Church 
‘creating’ or ‘establishing’ God’s kingdom within the wider community, or within 
any community in the world, but rather a revelation and full acknowledgement of 
                                                

15  In truly expounding the Gospel of grace the spectre of ‘universalism’ (the view that all human beings will 
somehow in the end just ‘wash up’ into the kingdom of God, regardless of anything!) does inevitably ‘crop up’—
as it did with Paul (Rom. 3:31; 6:1–2, 15ff.). However, the whole possibility of this dead, lifeless view of 
humanity and the future is obliterated by the very nature of God’s covenant grace itself—i.e. covenant is a 
relationship of love, in which one must relate in love, otherwise it isn’t! Not that the truth and reality of the 
covenant can ever be destroyed, since it is unilaterally created and guaranteed by God. However, if one refuses to 
receive the grace of this covenant by faith, and therefore live in that grace, relating in love to the covenant partner 
(which for humanity includes repentance and obedience; and which, by the way, are never ‘works’ that contradict 
the Gospel, since they are always themselves gifts of grace), then they are not in relation to this covenant, have 
shut themselves up from this covenant, and shut themselves out of it. Moreover, because covenant is ontologically 
relational, and because humanity is ontologically created and redeemed to this covenant, there is also a dynamic 
action from the side of God when it is refused, and ‘lived against’. That is, there is a wrathful action of the jealous 
(zealous) love of God for the covenant partner as judgement; there is a shutting up of humanity to and from the 
covenant relationship by God in the refusal of those who refuse the grace of the covenant (Rom. 1:24–32). This is 
always the action of God’s love unto the faith, repentance and obedience of God’s covenant partner (Rom. 9–11; 
Heb. 12:7; 2 Pet. 3:9). However, for those who persist in refusal of God’s covenant until the end, their refusal—
and ‘shutting up’ and ‘out’ from the covenant—and the refusal of God’s utterly gratuitous grace (i.e. its holiness) 
to be compromised, may be eternalised in an everlasting ‘shutting up’ and ‘out’ in hell. Mind you, this could never 
be because God’s covenant grace fails or ceases toward the covenant partner, but precisely because it will eternally 
not fail! 
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what God has already created and established for and within all the communities of 
the world, and a full commanded response to receive it, repent, and live in obedience 
to this Gospel. Then we will not falsely invert the Gospel, and think and act as though 
we are still to ‘get ourselves up’ to where Jesus and His salvation are (‘pulling 
ourselves up by our own bootstraps’!). This ‘blind alley’ will either crush us with 
despair because we know that we will never make it; or fill us with demonic pride, 
deluding ourselves that we are able to make it—either way it leads to spiritual death! 
The Gospel—grace alone!—is life; and overflowing life! And that is what humanity 
has been given in the incarnation and atonement of the Shepherd–Saviour. 

THE MISSIONARY–SHEPHERD & HIS WITNESSING COMMUNITY 

The Missionary–Shepherd Fulfils His Purpose with and through  
His Witnessing Community 

 We saw earlier that God, the True Shepherd Himself, is the primary missionary 
who pursues and brings to fulfilment His purposes for His world. Although we can 
only consider it hypothetically, it may be said that the True Shepherd would not 
necessarily require us, the Church, for the fulfilment of this task. He could have the 
honour—the glory—of this entirely to Himself. However, we have seen that this 
would be contradictory to the very nature of His purpose, which is about calling all 
the families of the earth to participate in the divine glory of God the Father’s new 
eternal family. Similarly, His concern is to share the honour and glory of the gathering 
and shepherding of that family, that flock—whether those inside or outside the 
Church—with His worshipping community through its witness to His Word and cal-
ling. It is a great honour Jesus bestows upon Peter in saying that He will make him a 
‘fisher of men’ (Luke 5:10), upon whose same word of confession about Jesus will be 
based the Church and its witness (Matt. 16:16–18). In this witness Christ Himself 
speaks His own word to His sheep, which alone has power and is effectual, which the 
sheep will hear and respond to (John 10:11–18; so, Barth: ‘God’s Word is His 
act’!16). This missionary gift and honour is renewed to Peter, and through him to the 
Church, when Jesus meets Peter following His resurrection specifically commanding 
him to participate in His shepherding work: ‘Feed my lambs’, ‘Tend my sheep’, ‘Feed 
my sheep’ (John 21:15–18). In mission, Jesus is the primary actor; the Church is only 
ever the secondary actor—very active no doubt (1 Cor. 15:10), and bearing great fruit 
for God’s kingdom (John 14:12), but nonetheless hers is a secondary action, always 
based upon and surrounded, activated and directed by Christ’s primary action (so, 
‘For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God 
prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them’—Eph. 2:10). It will always be a 
matter of ‘not I, but the grace of God that is with me’. Could this understanding of the 
true nature of the Church’s mission alleviate and relieve much falsely burdensome 
‘missionary anxiety’ that affects the Church and individual Christians? Couldn’t it 
unleash much hope, vision, desire and action for joyous, effective mission? Man—
don’t you want to be part of that! 

                                                
16  K. Barth, CD. 1.1, pp. 125–86, 295–347. 
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 We also saw above that God’s purpose is to fill the earth with His glory, which is 
to fill the earth with His children, and call and bring them together into the fulfilment 
of His eternal covenant community. This glory of God can also be spoken of as the 
‘fullness’ of Christ which ‘fills all in all’, as God’s glory is only revealed in and by 
Christ. Yet Paul also says that this ‘fullness’ is Christ’s body, the Church (Eph. 1:22–
23). This must mean that the Church is the fullness of Christ in the present age before 
its full unveiling in the age to come. At present it is only within the province of the 
Church, via the revelation of Christ in His Word, that the fullness of Christ—that is, 
the filling of the earth with God’s glory, the fulfilling of His eternal covenant 
community—is known to faith, and confessed by faith. Only in the age to come will 
the truth of Christ’s fullness be universally, visibly known and acknowledged. In the 
meantime, only the Church knows and has that fullness by faith. For its sake Christ 
has been made ‘head over all things’ (Eph. 2:23); that is, Christ rules all things in 
heaven and on earth, so that He can shepherd His flock in all the earth to the 
fulfilment of His purpose, in which He gives and calls the Church to participate via 
her witness. In this Christ faithfully shepherds and keeps His redeemed people, after 
the beautiful figure of Psalm 23, unto the full revelation of God’s glory filling the 
earth. In this she can have sure and full hope, because ‘since the end of God’s purpose 
was before the beginning (that is, Eph. 1:3–10) that means that God’s purpose for us 
and the world can’t ever get wrecked!’ (Deane Meatheringham). 

Toward a Global Vision of the True Shepherd and His Work 

 The above is the scene and the action that we are a part of as God’s people, the 
Church. To see this is to be on the way to a full-orbed vision of God the Father’s 
purpose and work with His whole world. The final, full unveiling of the completion of 
God’s purpose for the world sees those from all the nations of the earth streaming into 
the eternal city of God—the New Jerusalem (Rev. 21, 22). It describes the scene as 
one of utter, unparalleled, unimaginable beauty (Rev. 21:22–27)! The ‘glory of the 
nations’—every element of rich, varied colour, texture, taste, aroma, music and 
voice—that is, the cultures, from every nation-family on earth, are to become an 
essential part of the true, eternal worship of God. Heaven, God’s plan, eternity will 
not be complete without them! For example, the cultures of Zimbabwe, of the 
Andyamanthna, Pitjajantjara, Nukunu nations (and of all the other Australian 
Aboriginal nations), of India, of Anglo-Saxon Australia, of Iran, of the Asian nations, 
of Afghanistan, of the Maoris, of the North and South American nations, etc., etc., 
etc. When there are encounters between the cultures, we get a taste of this—heaven! 
God is not only at work in the Church! He is shepherding all of His children on the 
earth, that He may care for them, see them live and fill the earth, that they may come 
to know of His glorious plan for them, and embrace it heart, mind, soul and body! 
 We need to see that our Good Shepherd is effectually doing His work of calling 
His sheep from all the families of the earth—those who are outside of His fold; and us 
with Him, and one with those ‘other sheep’, and sharing in His love and action of 
calling. That liberates us into new expansive realms of relationship and life as God’s 
people with our wider communities—and the mission that will happen will shock us! 
If we believe and live this, the blood will flow and surge more and more through us 
that flows through Jesus’ global body—all nations now made one in Him, as Paul tells 
us (Eph. 2:14); we will know the full life of God flowing through us. Then we will 
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become ‘plugged-in’ to Jesus’ full, global work—His worldwide ‘power-grid’; and 
we won’t be just trying to run off our own little Christian-ghetto ‘generator! (which 
will soon run out of fuel!). The kingdom of God is not a ‘fishbowl’; it is the ocean! 
and we’re in it! and we need to be ‘swimming’, believing, and living as though we 
are!—that is, according to the truth! 
 



4.1 

STUDY 4 

The Noble Flock of God 

Randall Lawton 

To understand what it means to be a shepherd of God’s flock, it is necessary to grasp 
not only who God is, but also the wonder of the church’s nature established in his 
grace. This may be difficult at times to sight and experience, but by faith and in grace, 
pastors must not lose sight of the importance of the people whom they serve. As 
people of God’s love and promise, the church is intrinsically a people of immense and 
eternal significance. No service done in faith and goodwill for the church will lose its 
eternal reward. 

THE GLORIOUS WORTH OF THE FLOCK 

Peter exhorts shepherds of the church to ‘shepherd the flock of God that is among 
you, exercising oversight, not under compulsion . . . but eagerly’ (1 Pet. 5:2).1 The 
reason being that Peter himself has witnessed the sufferings of Christ, the Shepherd 
who lays down his life for the sheep, and so is now himself by God’s mercy a 
partaker in the glory to be revealed (v. 1). With the gospel has come a ‘glory’ that 
needs to be understood. Upon the revelation of Christ’s glory (v. 1), Peter encourages 
shepherds that they will receive ‘the unfading crown of glory’ (v. 4). This glory is a 
royal glory, the glory of being made in God’s image; to have dominion, although 
limited by the fall, but now in God’s grace given back by God’s glory received in his 
mercy (1 Pet. 1:3; cf. v. 8). 
 God’s glory is not to be understood abstractly: ‘the Spirit of glory and of God rests 
upon you’ (1 Pet. 4:14). It is only as the Spirit gives revelation and immediacy of God 
that glory comes to be a powerful and motivating truth. Paul speaks of the ministry of 
the Spirit and the present glory that comes to the church through him: 
 

Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom. 18 And we all, with 
unveiled face, beholding the glory of the Lord, are being transformed into the same image from one 
degree of glory to another. For this comes from the Lord who is the Spirit (2 Cor. 3:17–18). 

 
Through the ministry of the Spirit we are being conformed to Christ’s humanity, his 
image, glory and Lordship. 

                                                
1  Unless otherwise stated, all Scripture quotations in this study are from the English Standard Version. 
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THE SHEPHERD GRACES, GATHERS AND GROWS THE FLOCK 

The Ancient Image of the Shepherd and His Sheep 

 The worth of God’s people is never found in their own powers or virtue. The ancient 
image of God and his people, as Shepherd and sheep, is used in the Old Testament: 
 

The image of the shepherd played an important role in the ideology of a sacred kingdom, widely 
prevalent in the great monarchies of the ancient east. By this image the ruler is represented as 
indispensable for the well-being, nay for the very existence, of his people.2 

 
 In the Scriptures this truth is reinforced time and time again as God is seen as the 
faithful Shepherd leading, sustaining, disciplining and tending the flock (e.g. Ps. 23). 
The story of Israel is such that God cannot be properly understood without his flock. 
Sheep are depicted in the Scriptures as ‘affectionate (2 Sam. 12:3), unaggressive (Isa. 
53:7; Jer. 11:19; John 10:3–4), relatively defenseless (Micah 5:8; Matt. 10:16), and in 
constant need of care and supervision (Num. 27:17; Ezek. 34:5; Matt. 9:36; 26:31)’, 3 
so Israel is described as God’s ‘sheep’ or ‘flock’, expressing their essential depend-
ence on him for their very existence. In regard to the exodus, the Psalmist says: ‘Then 
he led out his people like sheep and guided them in the wilderness like a flock. He led 
them to safety so that they were not afraid’ (Ps. 78:52ff.). Simeon, for example, as 
representative of remnant Israel, was ‘waiting for the consolation of Israel’ (Luke 
2:25) promised by Isaiah, where Yahweh their Shepherd promises to lead them out in 
a new exodus—out of judgement: 
 

  Comfort, comfort my people, says your God.  
2 Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, 
      and cry to her 
  that her warfare is ended, 
      that her iniquity is pardoned, 
  that she has received from the LORD’s hand 
      double for all her sins . . . 
11 He will tend his flock like a shepherd; 
      he will gather the lambs in his arms; 
   he will carry them in his bosom, 
      and gently lead those that are with young (Isa. 40:1–2, 11). 

 
 Simeon’s prophetic response to seeing the newborn Messiah is that peace and 
salvation have come to ‘all peoples, a light for revelation to the Gentiles, and for glory 
to your people Israel’ (Luke 2:31–32). This is the ‘glory’ that Peter later affirmed and 
mentioned above. 
 Therefore, Christ is the ‘good shepherd’ (John 10:14; cf. Mark 6:34; et al.), the 
‘great shepherd’ (Heb. 13:20) and the ‘chief Shepherd’ (1 Pet. 5:4). Christ spoke of 
himself as bringing his sheep—‘the little ones’—even the strays, every single one, 
home to the Father through salvation: 

 
                                                

2  J. B. Soucek, ‘The Good Shepherd and His Flock’, The Ecumenical Review, World Council of Churches,  
vol. 9, no. 2, January 1957, p. 143. 

3  B. D. Napier, ‘Sheep; Shepherd’, in The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible, Abingdon Press, Nashville, 
1962, p. 316. 
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See that you do not despise one of these little ones. For I tell you that in heaven their angels always 
see the face of my Father who is in heaven. 12 What do you think? If a man has a hundred sheep and 
one of them has gone astray, does he not leave the ninety-nine on the mountains and go in search of 
the one that went astray? 13 And if he finds it, truly, I say to you, he rejoices over it more than over 
the ninety-nine that never went astray. 14 So it is not the will of my Father who is in heaven that one 
of these little ones should perish (Matt. 18:10–14). 

 
Israel is then called under this great Shepherd to gather the nations and lead them 
home (Matt. 28:19). 

From Little Flock to Great Multitude 

 God’s grace worked through the ‘little flock’ (Luke 12:32) of Israel, made them 
the proclaimers of his gospel, so that through their message the nations—those ‘not of 
this fold’ (John 10:16)—would enter in until one day there would be a great multitude: 
 

After this I looked, and behold, a great multitude that no one could number, from every nation, 
from all tribes and peoples and languages, standing before the throne and before the Lamb, clothed 
in white robes, with palm branches in their hands, 10 and crying out with a loud voice, ‘Salvation 
belongs to our God who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb!’ (Rev. 7:9–10). 

 
It is important to understand that all this happens through weak people who are by 
worldly assessment ‘nobodies’: old men and old barren women, young maidens, people 
of no notoriety, poor people like Zechariah, Joseph, Mary, Elizabeth. Paul reminded the 
Corinthian church that they were people who were of no notoriety (1 Cor. 1:26–29). The 
church shares in this gathering in its weakness and in the context of worldly rejection 
and persecution, but the gathering and gifting of the church goes on unabated, indeed it 
is gaining momentum as we speak. 

The Covenant of Mercy of God 

 The essential dependence of the flock on the Shepherd cannot be understood 
outside of covenant mercy. God’s love is always known firstly in his unflinching 
mercy toward his people. Israel was redeemed in the exodus and given a wonderful 
ministry, and through their obedience they would share in it. God says to Israel, ‘you 
shall be my treasured possession among all peoples, for all the earth is mine; and you 
shall be to me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation’ (Exod. 19:5–6). This ministry 
was to be ‘among all peoples, for all the earth is mine’. They were not only redeemed 
from slavery, but also given a stupendous international royal-priestly ministry to share 
in God’s gracious rule in the whole world. 
 What follows in Israel’s story is nothing short of a complete spiritual disaster. 
They lose faith in God’s promise, turn back to idolatry by building a golden calf, 
becoming once again enslaved, losing their moral compass and their ability to be ‘a 
holy nation’. They ceased to function as a ‘royal priesthood’. God’s response is noth-
ing short of amazing. After bringing discipline, Moses intercedes, then the Lord 
reveals his ‘glory’ (Exod. 33:22) and descends in the cloud and declares: 
 

The LORD, the LORD, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love 
and faithfulness, keeping steadfast love for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, 
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but who will by not means clear the guilty, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children and 
the  children’s children, to the third and the fourth generation (Exod. 34:6–7). 

 
Out of this ‘glory’ and ‘mercy’ the covenant of mercy is ‘cut’: 
 

And he said, ‘Behold, I am making [cutting] a covenant. Before all your people I will do marvels, 
such as have not been created in all the earth or in any nation. And all the people among whom you 
are shall see the work of the LORD, for it is an awesome thing that I will do with you’ (Exod. 
34:10). 

 
The words used here are important: The covenant is cut by God doing ‘marvels’, or 
‘miracles’ (nip kaot), that ‘creates’ (bara) a people. This act of God is ‘awesome’ 
(nora). This mercy and glory will be seen among ‘all the people’, amongst whom they 
dwell. The essential nature of the covenant of mercy is revealed again—renewed—
and by so doing God reveals his glory to the world. This action of love, historically 
repeated time and again, continually reinforces the understanding of God as Israel’s 
Shepherd and they as his sheep, as Yahweh is always the initiator, maintainer and 
indeed owner of the relationship: ‘I will establish my covenant with you’ (Gen. 6:18). 
 There is no doubt that Peter sees the church as the final and complete expression of 
God’s merciful covenant action. Glory resides with them at all times and in all places 
for they have ‘returned to the Shepherd and Overseer’ of their souls (1 Pet. 2:25) and 
the ‘Spirit of glory and of God’ rests upon them (1 Pet. 4:14). They share in full 
Trinitarian blessing. No longer is the priesthood constrained by land, city and temple. 
It is by nature a ‘universal priesthood’ for the world. Due to Christ’s atoning work, 
they ‘have received mercy’ (1 Pet. 2:10) and are now in God’s glory and are ‘God’s 
possession’, ‘a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation’ (1 Pet. 2:9). The church 
is a glorious unified flock: despite their dispersion (1 Pet. 1:1), and by it, they minister 
among the nations. They are called, as Peter says, to ‘proclaim the excellencies of him 
who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light’ (1 Pet. 2:9). Likewise, Jesus 
said to his disciples: 
 

You are the light of the world. A city set on a hill cannot be hidden. 15 Nor do people light a lamp 
and put it under a basket, but on a stand, and it gives light to all in the house. 16 In the same way, let 
your light shine before others, so that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father 
who is in heaven (Matt. 5:14–16). 

 
The Father in his glory makes his followers to be the light of the world, and so that 
light brings the world into worship: they ‘give glory to your Father who is heaven’. 

THE HOLY FLOCK 

Sharing in God’s Glory 

 Glory has to do firstly with who God is, his being manifested in his actions. God 
glorifies his elect in his mercy and by that action reveals his own glory. Peter says  
the church is ‘filled with glory’ (1 Pet. 1:8), literally, ‘having been glorified’ 
(dedoxasmene), and later in the epistle says that God ‘has called you to [eis, into!] his 
eternal glory in Christ’ (1 Pet. 5:10). All of this ‘glory terminology’ indicates oneness 
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with God and an importance; a ‘stand-out-ness’, or weightiness that belongs to the 
church. God does not just impart glory, but he works interpersonally coalescing 
himself with his people so that they are stamped with his very own being. Peter 
therefore, says God’s people are ‘living stones’ in the ‘living stone’ (1 Pet. 2:4–5). 
Zechariah says that his people are one with God’s glory and are the ‘apple of his eye’ 
(2:8). Paul says, ‘If anyone destroys God’s temple, God will destroy him. For God’s 
temple is holy, and you are that temple’ (1 Cor. 3:17). We are indeed talking of holy 
things! Likewise, indicating the worth of his flock, Jesus said:  

 
. . . whoever causes one of these little ones who believe in me to sin, it would be better for him to 
have a great millstone fastened around his neck and to be drowned in the depth of the sea (Matt. 
18:6). 
 

 The church is a sanctified community who shares in God himself. Their worth is 
derived not by performative appraisals, but by the One who has pledged and 
connected himself to them eternally. The intrinsic worth of the church is given in 
grace and should never be demeaned. 

Humble and Obedient Conduct 

 In the second letter of Peter, to ‘become partakers of the divine nature’ is ‘having 
escaped from the corruption that is in the world’ (2 Pet. 1:4). Transgression tarnishes 
the glory of God and the ability of his people to share in it. Whilst this dilemma has 
been resolved essentially as a gift through Christ’s atonement, it still remains true in 
principle and practice, otherwise apostolic commands remain hollow and the reality 
of the church living in an ‘evil age’ incidental. The church is not to fall into what 
some have called ‘easy believism’, or others, ‘cheap grace’. To do so is to deny the 
ever-present reality of the great cosmic battle that rages in the heavens and which 
spills over into earthly living (1 Pet. 5:8; Rev. 12–13; 2 Thess. 2; Eph. 6:10–20). 
There is a war to fight! It must be fought both in the full assurance of grace and the 
responsiveness that reflects a hatred of, and a war against, evil: a truth that comes 
within the revelation in God’s grace. 
 Throughout Peter’s first epistle, he intermingles exhortations and commands amongst 
his constant affirmation of God’s continual mercy, to which the readers are to remain 
true. Peter’s exhortations are a call for an active service, for godly moral conduct. In 
all of this, Christ is both their power and example. They were once straying sheep, but 
now by his healing are called to follow in their Shepherd’s steps (1 Pet. 2:21–25): 

 
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. 14 As obedient children, do not be 
conformed to the passions of your former ignorance, 15 but as he who called you is holy, you also be 
holy in all your conduct, 16 since it is written, ‘You shall be holy, for I am holy.’ 17 And if you call 
on him as Father who judges impartially according to each one’s deeds, conduct yourselves with 
fear throughout the time of your exile . . . (1 Pet. 1:13–17). 

 
Having purified your souls by your obedience to the truth for a sincere brotherly love, love one 
another earnestly from a pure heart (1 Pet. 1:22). 

 
So put away all malice and all deceit and hypocrisy and envy and all slander. 2 Like newborn 
infants, long for the pure spiritual milk, that by it you may grow up to salvation . . . (1 Pet. 2:1–2). 
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Beloved, I urge you as sojourners and exiles to abstain from the passions of the flesh, which wage 
war against your soul. 12 Keep your conduct among the Gentiles honorable, so that when they speak 
against you as evildoers, they may see your good deeds and glorify God on the day of visitation.  
   13 Be subject for the Lord’s sake to every human institution, whether it be to the emperor as 
supreme, 14 or to governors as sent by him to punish those who do evil and to praise those who do 
good. 15 For this is the will of God, that by doing good you should put to silence the ignorance of 
foolish people. 16 Live as people who are free, not using your freedom as a cover-up for evil, but 
living as servants of God. 17 Honor everyone. Love the brotherhood. Fear God. Honor the emperor 
(1 Pet. 2:11–17). 

 
We could go through the whole letter where he commands the honour of all authority, 
not only in society, but also in marriages, in the church, even if the situation is far 
from perfect! The whole book is not only to encourage the church in faith, hope and 
love, but also that the life of God’s people, as such, is a humble and moral walk under 
their sovereign God expressed in earthly authoritative structures. Not to do so would 
not only be an ungrateful rejection of his hope, but also the refusal of his holiness and 
mercy which he has so wonderfully imparted into the hearts of his people. 
 There are two sides of the coin for the church to live in holy conduct. Firstly, given 
that the church is the image of God, it shares in God’s glory. It is in its DNA to reflect 
that glory in the beauty of holiness; ‘You shall be holy, for I am holy’. We are lifted 
in Christ to follow the Way in pure love to the Father (1 Pet. 2:21–24). To sin is to 
pollute the pristine stream in which we live. Secondly, the church has been made into 
a people of glory. They are distinctly a ‘royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for 
his own possession’. The nature and status of the church is nothing short of 
extraordinary. We only need to read about the priestly garb in old Israel to get an 
understanding of the importance and glory of the priestly ministry (Exod. 28). How 
much more has priestliness and royalty been ingrained into the heart by the Spirit! To 
set the heart to rebel morally is to undo our own glory, as it were: ‘the passions of the 
flesh . . . war against your soul’ (1 Pet. 2:11). This in turn hinders our ability to 
proclaim his mercy, for all energies are used up in dealing with the war that is 
churning within, or amongst, rather than energetically engaging in the battle without, 
which is our call (Rev. 19:11ff.). 

CONCLUSION 

So our study shows that God’s flock is no ordinary flock. As his ‘sheep’ we are 
absolutely reliant on the Shepherd for all things. This flock is now large in its number 
and growing all the time. As we speak, churches are being planted at an extraordinary 
rate and, for the most part, this is happening in regions of low socio-economic 
societies and places of incredible spiritual oppression. Out of this rises in Christ a 
flock which is a ‘royal priesthood’, bound together not by racial and geographic 
boundaries, but by God’s love and mercy which, by the Spirit, flows among them. A 
working knowledge of the stature of God’s church is of great benefit to pastors as 
they share in the great Shepherd’s love and action. 
 It therefore needs to be said that pastors, and any of the ministries that are 
apostolic, need to be intimately involved with the church. The modern trend towards 
individualism and utilitarianism needs to be strongly resisted: Peter calls himself their 
‘fellow elder’ (1 Pet. 5:1). Any Word ministry that does not come out of the cut and 
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thrust of relationships within God’s people will be devoid of any real clout, for it will 
not flow out of the corporate royal priesthood. In other words, it is impossible to 
preach reconciliation to the world unless it authentically flows out of our own 
reconciled relationships in the church. Much of our training in academia, although not 
a problem in itself, may lead to a detached intellectualism and/or professionalism, 
which rejects the nature of God’s flock from whom the gospel is preached to the 
nations. 
 Given the importance of God’s people, it goes without saying that they need to be 
cared for and protected. In the midst of the great battle, the setbacks, the suffering (the 
context of Peter’s first letter), we are called to maintain our love for God’s people, as 
God does. The pastoral ministry should therefore endure in teaching the great mercy 
of God in Christ, and will continually call the church to obedience in conduct and call, 
unto the great Day. As such, the church as a whole, as God’s royal priesthood, is 
called to witness to the Word, to God’s perfection and greatness in Christ. 
 



5.1  

STUDY 5 

Sheep without a Shepherd 

Rod James 

The language of shepherds and flock is expressive of the rule of God. When God 
indicated to Moses that his life was soon to end, Moses asked God to select someone 
to succeed him as Israel’s leader, ‘that the congregation of the LORD may not be as 
sheep that have no shepherd’ (Num. 27:17).1 It was important that the people of God 
be shepherded by God through the agency of under-shepherds appointed by him and 
accountable to him for their leadership and care of the flock. 

THE TERM ‘SHEEP WITHOUT A SHEPHERD’ DENOTES 
THE REJECTION OF GOD’S RULE 

When Ahab was king of Israel he invited Jehoshaphat the king of Judah to go out with 
him to make war on Syria. Jehoshaphat’s political enthusiasm led him immediately  
to express accord with the king of Israel. But then he belatedly suggested that they 
‘Inquire first for the word of the LORD’ (1 Kings 22:5). We notice that when 
Jehoshaphat called for a prophet, the name of God, Yahweh, is indicated by the 
capitalisation of ‘LORD’. Four hundred prophets were summoned who all agreed that 
the kings should attack the Syrians. ‘Go up, for the Lord will give it into the hand of 
the king’, they said. Here we note that the name of Yahweh is not indicated by the 
prophets, and this would be in accord with the syncretism which Ahab had introduced 
into Israel. But Jehoshaphat was not satisfied and persisted in asking, ‘Is there not 
here another prophet of the LORD of whom we may inquire?’ The prophet Micaiah 
was identified as such a prophet who had repeatedly resisted the king’s attitude 
towards not doing the will of the LORD. They found Micaiah who, after being coerced 
to speak what he knew, said: 

 
I saw all Israel scattered on the mountains, as sheep that have no shepherd. And the LORD said, 
‘These have no master; let each return to his home in peace’ (1 Kings 22:17). 
 

Micaiah’s prophetic vision was shocking. Israel, ‘scattered on the mountains, as sheep 
that have no shepherd’. Did they not have a king (or two kings!), and was not national 
religion in place with four hundred prophets in attendance. But in the sight of God the 
people of God were living as those who ‘have no master’. 
                                                

1  Unless otherwise stated, all scripture quotations in this study are from the English Standard Version. 
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 The term, ‘sheep without a shepherd’, thus takes on an important meaning in the 
history of God’s people. It reappears in the New Testament. When Jesus looked out 
upon the crowd of Israelites he saw that ‘they were harassed and helpless, like sheep 
without a shepherd’ (Matt. 9:36). 

Domesticated Animals in the Wild! 

 The term, ‘harassed and helpless’, could quickly be passed over, a bit like ‘a bad 
hair day’. But something vitally significant is indicated here for the people of God. 
We know that even when a normally wild animal is domesticated for a while, say for 
the purposes of recovery from injury, it can be very vulnerable when it is released 
again into the wild. Much more so when a domestic animal, for example a sheep, bred 
and cared for under human husbandry for countless generations is suddenly loose in 
the wild, its chances of survival are minimal indeed. Likewise, when the flock of God 
is separated from its Shepherd, and scattered rather than gathered together, it is in 
mortal danger. Human beings are not wild sheep that have been domesticated. Rather 
they were created for domesticity that they might abide as the household of God in the 
garden of God’s presence. Their Shepherd cries out: 

 
  Hear, O heavens, and give ear, O earth; 
  for the LORD has spoken: 
  ‘Children have I reared and brought up, 
  but they have rebelled against me.  
3 The ox knows its owner, 
  and the donkey its master’s crib, 
  but Israel does not know, 
  my people do not understand.’ 
4 Ah, sinful nation, 
  a people laden with iniquity, 
  offspring of evildoers, 
  children who deal corruptly! 
  They have forsaken the LORD, 
  they have despised the Holy One of Israel, 
  they are utterly estranged.  
5 Why will you still be struck down? 
  Why will you continue to rebel? 
  The whole head is sick, 
  and the whole heart faint.  
6 From the sole of the foot even to the head, 
  there is no soundness in it, 
  but bruises and sores 
  and raw wounds; 
  they are not pressed out or bound up 
  or softened with oil.  
7 Your country lies desolate; 
  your cities are burned with fire; 
  in your very presence 
  foreigners devour your land; 
  it is desolate, as overthrown by foreigners.  
8 And the daughter of Zion is left 
  like a booth in a vineyard, 
  like a lodge in a cucumber field, 
  like a besieged city.  
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9 If the LORD of hosts 
  had not left us a few survivors, 
  we should have been like Sodom, 
  and become like Gomorrah (Isa. 1:2–9). 

Death Shall Be Their Shepherd 

 To be ‘sheep without a shepherd’, then, is to be like fat chickens that have escaped 
the chook house at night and fled into the fox-ridden scrub! Foxes love to eat fat 
chickens, and the evil one loves to devour succulent saints who have gone astray from 
their Shepherd-God. As an ex-sheep farmer and shearer, I know that sheep are actu-
ally smarter than people generally think. Except that is, when they break away, then 
they become utterly disorientated, fearful and foolish, and rush headlong into danger: 
 

  You shall say to them, Thus says the LORD: 
  When men fall, do they not rise again? 
  If one turns away, does he not return?  
5 Why then has this people turned away 
  in perpetual backsliding? 
  They hold fast to deceit; 
    they refuse to return.  
6 I have paid attention and listened, 
  but they have not spoken rightly; 
  no man relents of his evil, 
  saying, ‘What have I done?’ 
  Everyone turns to his own course, 
  like a horse plunging headlong into battle.  
7 Even the stork in the heavens 
  knows her times, 
  and the turtledove, swallow, and crane 
  keep the time of their coming, 
  but my people know not 
  the rules of the LORD (Jer. 8:4–7).  

 
 When the flock of God become ‘sheep without a shepherd’, they become bereft of 
divine wisdom and assume a ‘foolish confidence’ that all will be well. As we say here 
in Australia, ‘She’ll be right mate!’ But ‘Death shall be their shepherd’, and in the 
world of the dead there will be ‘no place to dwell’ safely: 
 

13 This is the path of those who have foolish confidence; 
  yet after them people approve of their boasts.  
14 Like sheep they are appointed for Sheol; 
  Death shall be their shepherd, 
    and the upright shall rule over them in the morning. 
  Their form shall be consumed in Sheol, with no  
     place to dwell (Ps. 49:13–14). 

 
 The prophets used every vivid metaphor to convey, in the most arresting terms,  
the peril of being sheep without a shepherd. ‘Death shall be their shepherd’! Is this 
not the preacher’s task today, to warn those ‘who go astray in their heart’ (Ps. 95:10; 
cf. Heb. 3:10), to warn in the starkest of terms as to the implications of being apart 
from the Shepherd-God.  
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 The Lord will not be their Shepherd; they shall want. He will not make them lie 
down in green pastures. He will not lead them beside still waters. He will not restore 
their souls. He will not lead them in paths of righteousness for his name’s sake. When 
they walk through the valley of the shadow of death, they will fear all evil, for he will 
not be with them; his rod and his staff will not comfort them. He will not prepare a 
table before them in the presence of their enemies; he will not anoint their head with 
oil; their cup will not run over. Goodness and mercy will not follow them all the days 
of their lives and they will not dwell in the house of the Lord forever (Ps. 23). 
 We need ‘the Shepherd and Overseer of [our] souls’ (1 Pet. 2:25), and to be apart 
from him, like ‘sheep without a shepherd’, is the ultimate peril. 

BAD SHEPHERDS AND SCATTERED SHEEP 

Critical to this study is God’s account of the under-shepherds of Israel in Ezekiel 34: 
 
The word of the LORD came to me: 2 ‘Son of man, prophesy against the shepherds of Israel; 
prophesy, and say to them, even to the shepherds, Thus says the Lord GOD: Ah, shepherds of Israel 
who have been feeding yourselves! Should not shepherds feed the sheep? 3 You eat the fat, you 
clothe yourselves with the wool, you slaughter the fat ones, but you do not feed the sheep. 4 The 
weak you have not strengthened, the sick you have not healed, the injured you have not bound up, 
the strayed you have not brought back, the lost you have not sought, and with force and harshness 
you have ruled them’ (Ezek. 34:1–4). 
 

 We note that, from God’s point of view, to have bad shepherds is akin to having 
‘sheep without a shepherd’ and the results are disastrous: 

 
So they were scattered, because there was no shepherd, and they became food for all the wild beasts. 
6 My sheep were scattered; they wandered over all the mountains and on every high hill. My sheep 
were scattered over all the face of the earth, with none to search or seek for them (Ezek. 34:5–6). 
 

 When ‘there was no shepherd’, three things resulted, which are important for us to 
observe. 
 The first was that the sheep were ‘scattered over all the face of the earth’. Scatter-
ing in ancient sheep husbandry is a perfect metaphor for a perilous circumstance for 
the flock of God. Scattered sheep are separated from the care of their shepherd, and 
individually separated from the strength and security of the gathered flock. They are 
in constant peril, and can be picked off, one by one. 
 Secondly, ‘they became food for all the wild beasts’. Anyone who has seen a flock 
that has been ravaged by wild dogs or other predators will know that it is a sad and 
sorry sight. Thus was Israel when she was not shepherded in the name of God: 
 

Israel is a hunted sheep driven away by lions. First the king of Assyria devoured him, and now at 
last Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon has gnawed his bones (Jer. 50:17).  

 
From the sole of the foot even to the head, 
   there is no soundness in it, 
but bruises and sores 
   and raw wounds; 
they are not pressed out or bound up 
   or softened with oil (Isa. 1:6). 
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Satan earnestly desires to destroy the flock of God. He is ‘the thief’ who ‘comes only 
to steal and kill and destroy’ (John 10:10). A bad under-shepherd in the flock of God 
is like ‘a hired hand and not a shepherd’:  

 
He who is a hired hand and not a shepherd, who does not own the sheep, sees the wolf coming and 
leaves the sheep and flees, and the wolf snatches them and scatters them. 13 He flees because he is 
a hired hand and cares nothing for the sheep (John 10:12–13). 
 

 The people of God are protected from the evil one by the covering blood of 
atonement. In Exodus 12:23 it is the angel of death that is the Destroyer:  
 

By faith he [i.e. Moses] kept the Passover and sprinkled the blood, so that the Destroyer of the 
firstborn might not touch them (Heb. 11:28).  
 

In 1 Corinthians 5:5 it is Satan who is the agent of destruction: 
  

When you are assembled in the name of the Lord Jesus and my spirit is present, with the power of 
our Lord Jesus, 5 you are to deliver this man to Satan for the destruction of the flesh, so that his 
spirit may be saved in the day of the Lord (1 Cor. 5:4–5).  

 
Either way the flock of God needs to be with their Shepherd and under his atoning 
blood-covering if they are to avoid destruction. To be ‘sheep without a shepherd’ is to 
be apart from ‘the good shepherd’ who ‘lays down his life for the sheep’ (John 
10:11). Using another metaphor, it is to refuse to be gathered for divine protection: 

 
O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the city that kills the prophets and stones those who are sent to it! How 
often would I have gathered your children together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings, 
and you would not! (Matt. 23:37). 
 

 The third consequence of there being ‘no shepherd’ was that there was no one 
willing ‘to search or seek for them’. When shepherding breaks down in the flock of 
God and the sheep are scattered, lost and ravaged, then good shepherding requires 
searching for the lost and bringing them back. We will return to this theme a little 
later. 

 ‘I MYSELF WILL SEARCH FOR MY SHEEP’ 

At the time of Ezekiel, God’s response to his people being sheep without a shepherd 
was twofold: He would shepherd them himself, and he would send his servant David 
to shepherd them. In Ezekiel 34 we see a wonderful truth, namely, that God takes 
ultimate responsibility for the shepherding of his people. While his discipline of the 
bad shepherds was being played out, he himself would shepherd his people: 

 
For thus says the Lord GOD: Behold, I, I myself will search for my sheep and will seek them out. 
12 As a shepherd seeks out his flock when he is among his sheep that have been scattered, so will I 
seek out my sheep, and I will rescue them from all places where they have been scattered on a day 
of clouds and thick darkness. 13 And I will bring them out from the peoples and gather them from 
the countries, and will bring them into their own land. And I will feed them on the mountains of 
Israel, by the ravines, and in all the inhabited places of the country. 14 I will feed them with good 
pasture, and on the mountain heights of Israel shall be their grazing land. There they shall lie down 
in good grazing land, and on rich pasture they shall feed on the mountains of Israel (Ezek. 34:11–14). 
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 It is an interesting word study to look up all the occurrences of the words ‘I will’ in 
the Bible (there are over 1,600). In the vast majority of cases it is God who speaks, 
thus revealing through his prophets his heart and his sovereign action. In the chapter 
on shepherding (Ezek. 34) we notice that no less than twenty times God says, ‘I 
will . . . ’ 
 

I myself will be the shepherd of my sheep, and I myself will make them lie down, declares the Lord 
GOD. 16 I will seek the lost, and I will bring back the strayed, and I will bind up the injured, and I 
will strengthen the weak, and the fat and the strong I will destroy. I will feed them in justice (Ezek. 
34:15–16). 

 
 The implications of this truth for the people of God today are encouraging. Though 
bad shepherding has resulted in many scattering, it does not mean that God’s 
shepherding of his people is thwarted. Jesus gave the same assurance when he 
revealed himself as the awaited ‘good shepherd’. The good shepherd and his Father 
both have a very strong grip, and no one can snatch out of their hands: 
 

My sheep hear my voice, and I know them, and they follow me. 28 I give them eternal life, and they 
will never perish, and no one will snatch them out of my hand. 29 My Father, who has given them to 
me, is greater than all, and no one is able to snatch them out of the Father’s hand (John 10:27–29). 

 ‘My Servant David Will Feed Them’ 

The second response that God made to the bad shepherds of Ezekiel’s time was to 
foretell the sending of ‘the good shepherd’: 
 

And I will set up over them one shepherd, my servant David, and he shall feed them: he shall feed 
them and be their shepherd. 24 And I, the LORD, will be their God, and my servant David shall be 
prince among them. I am the LORD; I have spoken (Ezek. 34:23–24). 

 
 King David, of course, had been dead many centuries and God was pointing on to 
Messiah, the son of David. Jesus’ declaration that he was ‘the good shepherd’ in John 
10 was not a spur of the moment use of a familiar metaphor—‘I am like a good sheep 
farmer who looks after his sheep properly’. Jesus was declaring that he was God’s 
‘servant David’ foretold in Ezekiel 34 and other places. He was contrasting himself 
with the bad shepherds or ‘hired hands’ of Ezekiel’s time and also of his own day. 
Unlike the hired hand ‘who cares nothing for the sheep’, Jesus was moved deeply by 
the condition of the flock of God: 
 

When he saw the crowds, he had compassion for them, because they were harassed and helpless, 
like sheep without a shepherd (Matt. 9:36). 

 
 He ‘began to teach them many things’ (Mark 6:34) and, overall, his ministry is that 
of a shepherd after God’s own heart as that shepherding heart of God had been 
revealed by the prophets: 
 

I will seek the lost, and I will bring back the strayed, and I will bind up the injured, and I will 
strengthen the weak, and the fat and the strong I will destroy. I will feed them in justice (Ezek. 
34:16). 
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He will tend his flock like a shepherd; 
   he will gather the lambs in his arms; 
he will carry them in his bosom, 
   and gently lead those that are with young (Isa. 40:11). 

 
 Nevertheless the Israelites retained their own ideas of kingship and wanted to 
coerce Jesus into fulfilling them: 
 

Perceiving then that they were about to come and take him by force to make him king, Jesus 
withdrew again to the mountain by himself (John 6:15). 

LOST SHEEP AND SEARCHING SHEPHERD 

Those sheep who are without a shepherd are ‘lost sheep’, who have been led astray, 
and have forgotten their fold: 
 

My people have been lost sheep. Their shepherds have led them astray, turning them away on the 
mountains. From mountain to hill they have gone. They have forgotten their fold (Jer. 50:6).  

 
 It is very important for us to see that one of the glaring characteristics of the bad 
shepherds is that, when the sheep have strayed, become lost and are in peril, the bad 
shepherds do not go looking for them to bring them back. Bad shepherds do not go 
looking for lost sheep! The Lord lamented over his flock, ‘My sheep were scattered 
over all the face of the earth, with none to search or seek for them’ (Ezek. 34:6). As 
well as protecting and providing, good shepherding always has a restorative aspect.  
 The bad shepherds of Israel failed in this most godly of functions: 
 

The weak you have not strengthened, the sick you have not healed, the injured you have not bound 
up, the strayed you have not brought back, the lost you have not sought, and with force and 
harshness you have ruled them (Ezek. 34:4). 

 
God’s response to Israel being ‘scattered over all the face of the earth, with none to 
search or seek for them’ (Ezek. 34:6), was that God himself would ‘seek the lost, 
and . . . bring back the strayed’ (Ezek. 34:16).  
 God loved his flock, Israel, and when Jesus came he ‘was sent only to the lost 
sheep of the house of Israel’ (Matt. 15:24). He came to them from their Shepherd-God 
to announce that his kingdom was near at hand. He fed them and bound up their 
wounds. He also sent his disciples to go to ‘the lost sheep of the house of Israel’. They 
were to have the same restorative function for those of the flock who were harassed 
and helpless: ‘Heal the sick, raise the dead, cleanse lepers, cast out demons’ (Matt. 
10:5–8). 
 Jesus was invited to settle for a while in a place where his ministry was being 
appreciated. But he declined, saying, ‘I must preach the good news of the kingdom of 
God to the other towns as well; for I was sent for this purpose’ (Luke 4:43). He must 
have walked hundreds of kilometres looking for lost sheep: 
 

And Jesus went throughout all the cities and villages, teaching in their synagogues and proclaiming 
the gospel of the kingdom and healing every disease and every affliction. 36 When he saw the 
crowds, he had compassion for them, because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a 
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shepherd. 37 Then he said to his disciples, ‘The harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are few; 
38 therefore pray earnestly to the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers into his harvest’ (Matt. 
9:35–38). 
 

 It was in one of these towns, Jericho, that Jesus found a lost sheep up a tree. That 
very day salvation came to Zacchaeus’s house because the Son of Man, the good 
shepherd, ‘came to seek and to save the lost’ (Luke 19:9–10). There were many in 
Israel who were lost sheep, and the good shepherd went after them, found them, and 
gathered them together. In so doing he incurred the wrath of the bad shepherds: 

 
Now the tax collectors and sinners were all drawing near to hear him. 2 And the Pharisees and the 
scribes grumbled, saying, ‘This man receives sinners and eats with them.’ 3 So he told them this 
parable: 4 ‘What man of you, having a hundred sheep, if he has lost one of them, does not leave the 
ninety-nine in the open country, and go after the one that is lost, until he finds it? 5 And when he has 
found it, he lays it on his shoulders, rejoicing. 6 And when he comes home, he calls together his 
friends and his neighbors, saying to them, “Rejoice with me, for I have found my sheep that was 
lost.” 7 Just so, I tell you, there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than over 
ninety-nine righteous persons who need no repentance’ (Luke 15:1–7). 
 

 Right up to the conclusion of his earthly ministry Jesus ‘went on his way through 
towns and villages, teaching and journeying toward Jerusalem’ (Luke 13:22). Having 
trudged around Palestine for three years searching for and finding lost sheep, last of 
all he found one hanging on the cross next to his own. 

SHEPHERDS AFTER GOD’S OWN HEART 

Joy in heaven is joy indeed! Heaven’s joy is pure, full of meaning, and eternally 
lasting. There is joy in heaven ‘over ninety-nine righteous persons who need no 
repentance’. But there is more joy and great rejoicing ‘over one sinner who repents’. 
When the good shepherd comes home, carrying a lost sheep, he calls upon all saying, 
‘Rejoice with me, for I have found my sheep that was lost’. As I grow older, and my 
flesh feels like it wants to set like concrete, I ask myself, ‘Do I still rejoice with the 
good shepherd when he finds one of his sheep that was lost?’ It is right that I should 
continually ask myself, ‘Am I still a shepherd after God’s own heart?’ 



6.1  

STUDY 6 

David: The Shepherd-King  
of Israel 

Martin Bleby 

DAVID THE IDEAL SHEPHERD-KING 

David is the classic figure of a shepherd-king in Israel: 
 
He chose his servant David,  
 and took him from the sheepfolds;  
from tending the nursing ewes he brought him  
 to be the shepherd of his people Jacob,  
 of Israel, his inheritance.  
With upright heart he tended them,  
 and guided them with skillful hand (Ps. 78:70–72).1 
 

The designation of David as ‘shepherd’ of God’s people is not just because he started 
off as a shepherd of sheep. It was a common way of speaking of kings and rulers.2 But 
in David’s case it was particularly appropriate, since he began as a shepherd of sheep 
before he became a shepherd of people. 
 David was also the standard by which other kings of Israel and Judah were judged. 
Of David’s son Solomon first of all: 

 
. . . his heart was not true to the LORD his God, as was the heart of his father David (1 Kings 11:4). 
 

To Jeroboam of Israel God says: 
 
. . . you have not been like my servant David, who kept my commandments and followed me with 
all his heart, doing only that which was right in my sight (1 Kings 14:8). 
 

                                                
1  Unless otherwise indicated, all Scripture references are from the New Revised Standard Version. 
2  As in Jer. 6:3, where foreign kings with their beseiging armies are spoken of as ‘Shepherds with their flocks’ 

coming against Jerusalem and pitching their tents around the city. See also Isa. 44:28; Jer. 12:10; 25:34–37; 49:19; 
50:44; Nahum 3:18. Hence also its use in Israel: Jer. 23:1–6; Ezek. 34:1–24. ‘“Shepherd” was used figuratively as 
a “stock” title of both the gods and kings (and occasionally lesser leaders) throughout the ancient Near East’ 
(Thomas Alan Golding, Jewish Expectations of the Shepherd Image at the Time of Christ, unpublished 
dissertation, 2004, p. 114). 
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Note that these words spoken by the prophet Ahijah are the word of ‘the LORD, the 
God of Israel’ (1 Kings 14:7)—they are God’s own assessment of David. Abijam of 
Judah is assessed by this same standard: 

 
. . . his heart was not true to the LORD his God, like the heart of his father David (1 Kings 15:3). 
 

By contrast, it is said of Josiah: 
 
He did what was right in the sight of the LORD, and walked in all the way of his father David; he 
did not turn aside to the right or to the left (2 Kings 22:2).3 
 

How are we to understand and appreciate David as the paradigm of good rulers, in a 
way that may be instructive for our own pastoral ministry? 

DAVID’S LAPSES 

That David ‘kept my commandments and followed me with all his heart, doing only 
that which was right in my sight’ falls rather strangely on our ears, when we consider 
some of the things we know that David did. The chronicler at one point clearly shares 
our misgivings, when he says: 

 
. . . David did what was right in the sight of the LORD, and did not turn aside from anything that he 
commanded him all the days of his life, except in the matter of Uriah the Hittite (1 Kings 15:5, 
emphasis mine). 
 

A pretty big ‘matter’—especially when we consider James’ axiom that ‘whoever 
keeps the whole law but fails in one point has become accountable for all of it’ (James 
2:10)! But there was not only David’s adultery with Bathsheba and murder of her 
husband Uriah. We could add a number of other incidents in which David’s lapses 
were evident, that are not mentioned here. Contrary to God’s instructions that the ark 
of God should be carried only by the Levites (see Num. 4:5–6, 15; 7:6–9), David 
arranged for the ark to be carried on a cart (as had been done by the Philistines; see  
1 Sam. 6:7–12), and then got angry with God when Uzzah died on account of this (see 
1 Chron. 13; 15:2, 11–13). David also ‘sinned greatly’—incited by Satan (1 Chron. 
21:1)—in seeking to count the people of Israel and Judah, and brought pestilence 
upon his people (2 Sam. 24:1–17). 
 Much of what David did that jars with us no doubt was constrained by the politics 
and customs of the day—his insistence that his first wife Michal be returned to him, 
though she was now the wife of another (2 Sam. 3:12–16); the putting to death of two 
rows of captives (2 Sam. 8:2); hamstringing a large number of horses (2 Sam. 8:3–4); 
killing eighteen thousand Edomites in the Valley of Salt (2 Sam. 8:13); the handing 
over of seven grandsons of Saul to the Gibeonites to be impaled (2 Sam. 21:1–14)—but 
David being a warrior who had ‘shed much blood’ was sufficient to debar him from 
building a house for the Lord (1 Chron. 22:8; 28:3; 1 Kings 5:3). 
 David’s family life was a particular area of weakness. Not content with one or two 
wives (1 Sam. 25:39–44; 27:3), David had six wives at Hebron (2 Sam. 3:2–5), then 
                                                

3  Compare 2 Chron. 34:2—even though we are told later that Josiah was ‘opposing God’ and ‘did not listen to 
the words of Neco from the mouth of God’ (2 Chron. 35:21, 22). 
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‘took more concubines and wives’ in Jerusalem (2 Sam. 5:13–16). Things got bad 
after the Bathsheba episode, when God had said, ‘I will raise up trouble against you 
from within your own house’ (2 Sam. 12:11). Firstborn son Amnon raped third-born 
son Absalom’s sister Tamar (2 Samuel 13:1–19). David, compromised as he was by 
his own recent behaviour, declined to take disciplinary action out of misjudged love 
for his firstborn (2 Sam. 13:20–21), so Absalom took matters into his own hands and 
murdered Amnon (2 Sam. 13:22–37). Again, grieving over Amnon, David did not 
discipline Absalom, but rather yearned for him (2 Sam. 13:39). Yet neither did David 
revoke Absalom’s self-imposed exile, until Joab intervened in a rather contrived way 
to bring Absalom back (2 Sam. 14:1–27). Even then, in his vacillating indecision, 
David would not let Absalom into his presence for another two years, until Absalom 
lobbied Joab in a ruthless way to gain access back to the king. After that, Absalom 
was given sufficient leeway by his inattentive father to be able to rally enough support 
to mount a rebellious threat to David’s throne, such that David had to flee in a hurry 
(2 Sam. 15:1–37). After Absalom was defeated, David was more preoccupied with his 
lost son than he was considerate for all of his own troops that had stayed with him, 
and only Joab’s insistent intervention saved David from a worse disaster (2 Sam. 
18:28–19:8). 

DAVID’S CONTESTED REIGN 

Nor can we say that David’s reign was an ideal model of peace and joy. Rather, it was 
violently contested at every point, with a large number of very narrow escapes. From 
the inauspicious beginnings when, on the run from Saul’s unrelenting life-threatening 
opposition (1 Sam. 18:6–11, 28–29; 19:1, 9–17; 20:30–33; 22:16–23; 23:8, 19–29; 
24:1–2; 26:1–2) David became a rallying point for all the disaffected elements—
‘Everyone who was in distress, and everyone who was in debt, and everyone who was 
discontented’ (1 Sam. 22:2); taking refuge in one place after another (1 Sam. 19:18; 
20:1; 21:1), in the wilderness (1 Sam. 22:1; 23:13–15, 24; 24:1; 25:1; 26:1–2), on 
foreign soil (1 Sam. 22:3), including among the enemy Philistines (21:10–15; 23:5; 
27:1–28:2; 29:1–11). After Saul died, David was able to secure the loyalty only of 
Judah for seven years, while fighting a long and bitter conflict with the rest of Israel  
(2 Sam. 2:1–3:1). His attempt to bring them together suffered a setback because of 
Joab’s vendetta against Abner, over which David was ‘powerless’ (2 Sam. 3:6–39). But 
eventually all the tribes of Israel rallied to him, in a somewhat uneasy alliance (2 Sam. 
5:1–5). David then conquered and occupied Jerusalem, which still needed to be retaken 
from the time of Joshua (2 Sam. 5:6–10; see Josh. 10:1–27), and was still engaged in 
defending and extending his borders against the Philistines (2 Sam. 5:17–25; 8:1; 
21:15–22), the Moabites (2 Sam. 8:2), Hadadezer of Zobah and the Arameans of 
Damascus (2 Sam. 8:3–8), along with the Edomites, Ammonites and Amalek (2 Sam. 
8:9–14; 10:1–11:1; 12:26–31). No sooner was the major rebellion of Absalom defeated 
(2 Sam. 15:1–19:43), than Sheba son of Bichri fomented a secession of all the northern 
Israelite tribes, with another war to follow (2 Sam. 20:1–22). Before David died, 
Adonijah, the next in line of his sons, seized the throne, and the aged David, at the 
instigation of others close to him, needed to take decisive action to instate his appointed 
son Solomon (1 Kings 1:5–53; see 1 Chron. 28:5–7). 
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DAVID’S GOOD POINTS 

None of this is to detract from David’s ruddy complexion, beautiful eyes and hand-
some appearance (1 Sam. 16:12; 17:42), as ‘a man of valor, a warrior, prudent in 
speech, and a man of good presence’ (1 Sam. 16:18); his great courage (1 Sam. 
17:31–54), his military prowess (1 Sam. 18:6–7, 30; 2 Sam. 17:8), his principled 
sense of justice and protection (1 Sam. 25:5–13; 30:1–6, 16–25), his great generosity 
of spirit (1 Sam. 30:26; 2 Sam. 6:18–19; 19:31–40; 1 Chron. 22:2–5; 29:1–5), his 
loyalty to Saul (1 Sam. 20:1; 22:14; 24:1–22; 26:1–25), his tender love and loyalty  
to his friend Jonathan (1 Sam. 18:1; 20:13–17, 41–42; 23:15–18; 2 Sam. 1:17–27; 
9:1–13; 21:7), his attachment to his own sons (2 Sam. 13:21, 39; 18:33; 1 Kings 2:1–4; 
1 Chron. 22:6–19), his political adroitness (1 Sam. 18:5; 26:9; 27:8–12; 29:6–11; 
30:26–31; 2 Sam. 2:4–7) and powers of conciliation (2 Sam. 3:20–21, 31–39), and his 
clemency towards his enemies (2 Sam. 19:16–23—though this is tarnished a little by 
David’s admonition to Solomon that full retribution be exacted; see 1 Kings 2:5–9)—
to say nothing of David’s skill in music and in writing the Psalms (1 Sam. 16:18, 23; 
1 Chron. 23:2–6; 2 Chron. 7:6; 29:30; 35:15; Ezra 3:10; Neh. 12:24, 36)—perhaps his 
most significant and lasting contribution. It is just to say that David’s virtues were not 
unmixed, and his valour was flawed by weakness. 

DAVID—A MODEL FOR PASTORAL MINISTRY? 

Does that make David, then, a poor example for those in pastoral ministry? It may not 
be so—indeed it may hearten us. It may be all of this that enabled David to pray a 
prayer such as Psalm 18, which is used by the writer of 2 Samuel 22 to summarise 
and characterise the whole of David’s reign: 
 

David spoke to the LORD the words of this song on the day when the LORD delivered him from the 
hand of all his enemies, and from the hand of Saul. He said:  

The LORD is my rock, my fortress, and my deliverer,  
 my God, my rock, in whom I take refuge,  
my shield and the horn of my salvation,  
 my stronghold and my refuge,  
 my savior; you save me from violence.  
I call upon the LORD, who is worthy to be praised,  
 and I am saved from my enemies.  

For the waves of death encompassed me,  
 the torrents of perdition assailed me;  
the cords of Sheol entangled me,  
 the snares of death confronted me.  

In my distress I called upon the LORD;  
 to my God I called.  
From his temple he heard my voice,  
 and my cry came to his ears (2 Sam. 22:1–7; quoting Ps. 18:1–6). 

 
If David, for all his giftedness, was a man of publicised lapses, who most of the time 
was not in full control of his kingdom, that sounds very like most of us who are in 



David: The Shepherd-King of Israel 

 6.5 
 
 

pastoral ministry! That he also called to God, and was rescued, may help to show us a 
way forward.4 

GIVEN A HEART FOR GOD 

How do we square all this with the claim that David ‘kept my commandments and 
followed me with all his heart, doing only that which was right in my sight’ (1 Kings 
14:8)? Was the writer looking at David through rose-coloured glasses, or pushing a 
particular political agenda in favour of the Davidic dynasty? Sound principles of 
biblical interpretation prevent us from going down that way.5 In the overall scheme of 
the Scriptures, and with careful attention to the text of particular passages, how can 
we, in the light of all we have looked at so far, say truthfully that David kept the 
commandments of God and followed God with all his heart, doing only that which 
was right in God’s sight, such that God had great pleasure in David? 
 It is clear that David was chosen by God, and that David, unlike his predecessor 
Saul, had a heart for God: 

 
Samuel said to Saul, ‘You have done foolishly; you have not kept the commandment of the LORD 
your God, which he commanded you. The LORD would have established your kingdom over Israel 
forever, but now your kingdom will not continue; the LORD has sought out a man after his own 
heart; and the LORD has appointed him to be ruler over his people, because you have not kept what 
the LORD commanded you’ (1 Sam. 13:13–14; quoted by Paul in Acts 13:22). 
 

It is also evident that the heart of such ‘a man after [the LORD’S] own heart’ is known 
only to God, and to others only by God’s revelation. Samuel sought to discern the 
Lord’s choice of a successor to Saul among Jesse’s sons by looking on the outward 
appearance, but God corrected him: 

 
When they came, he looked on Eliab and thought, ‘Surely the Lord’s anointed is now before the 
LORD.’ But the LORD said to Samuel, ‘Do not look on his appearance or on the height of his stature, 
because I have rejected him; for the LORD does not see as mortals see; they look on the outward 
appearance, but the LORD looks on the heart’ (1 Sam. 16:6–7). 
 

It was only when David appeared before Samuel and God said, ‘Rise and anoint him; 
for this is the one’, that ‘Samuel took the horn of oil, and anointed him’ (1 Sam. 
16:12, 13). It could be that we need a similar revelation from God ourselves to be able 
to see in David a man after God’s own heart.6 
 

                                                
4  A missionary who admitted at a mission conference that at one point he had nothing left to exercise his 

ministry, even doubting that he had any faith, was asked how he came out of it. He circumspectly quoted another 
person in ministry who had commended the power and effectiveness of a set daily quiet prayer time (personal 
reminiscence from CMS Summer Encounter at Victor Harbor SA, January 2010). 

5  ‘. . . it is not lawful for the Church to ordain any thing that is contrary to God’s Word written, neither may it 
so expound one place of Scripture, that it be repugnant to another’ (Article XX, Anglican Church of Australia. A 
Prayer Book for Australia Shorter Edition, Broughton Books, Alexandria, 1995, p. 480); see Martin Bleby, God 
Speaking: Authority and Interpretation in the Scriptures (NCPI, Blackwood, 2006), pp. 72–112. 

6  Edmund Randall, our Old Testament lecturer at St Barnabas’s College in Belair SA in the 1960s—a man 
with a heart for God himself (his favourite hymn was Wesley’s ‘O Thou who camest from above’)—wondered 
why a number of us students had a propensity to see David only as a politically-motivated charlatan, with his eye 
on the main chance! 
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 When we try to look into God’s own heart, what do we find? What was revealed to 
Moses when he asked God, ‘Show me your glory, I pray’ (Exod. 33:18)? ‘God’s glory 
is His being in its essential action’7—Moses was shown God’s very heart. And what 
came to him there? A revelation of God’s strong forgiving love that does not seek to 
ameliorate guilt but meets it head on: 

 
The LORD, the LORD,  
a God merciful and gracious,  
slow to anger,  
and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness,  
keeping steadfast love for the thousandth generation,  
forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin,  
yet by no means clearing the guilty . . . (Exod. 34:6–7). 
 

If that is what is in God’s own heart, then ‘a man after [the LORD’S] own heart’ will 
have this at the centre of his life, as his entire reason for being, and the whole 
justification of his existence. Was this the case with David? 
 What did David say about his own heart?8 David clearly knew and trusted in this 
revelation to Moses of God’s essential nature, and found in it his own hope of 
salvation: 

 
. . . I trusted in your steadfast love;  
 my heart shall rejoice in your salvation (Ps. 13:5). 
 

There are times when it sounds (to the unregenerate mind) as if David is claiming for 
himself sinless perfection: 

 
Vindicate me, O LORD,  
 for I have walked in my integrity,  
 and I have trusted in the LORD without wavering.  
Prove me, O LORD, and try me;  
 test my heart and mind.  
For your steadfast love is before my eyes,  
 and I walk in faithfulness to you (Ps. 26:1–3). 
 

A later verse in the same Psalm makes it plain that any talk by David of his ‘integrity’ 
is not a denial of ever having sinned, but is absolutely dependent upon his much-
needed redemption by the grace of God: 

 
But as for me, I walk in my integrity;  
 redeem me, and be gracious to me (Ps. 26:11). 
 

Only on account of having received this redemption can he then say: 
 
My foot stands on level ground;  
 in the great congregation I will bless the LORD (Ps. 26:12). 
 

 This comes through most clearly in the Psalms in which David seeks and receives 
God’s forgiveness of sins: 
                                                

7  Geoffrey Bingham, I Love the Father, NCPI, Blackwood, 1990, p. 127. 
8  Each of the Psalms quoted below have the heading ‘Of David’, which we take to be an indication of Davidic 

authorship. 



David: The Shepherd-King of Israel 

 6.7 
 
 

Happy are those whose transgression is forgiven,  
 whose sin is covered.  
Happy are those to whom the LORD imputes no iniquity,  
 and in whose spirit there is no deceit (Ps. 32:1–2). 

 
David speaks of how this forgiveness came to him: 
 

While I kept silence, my body wasted away  
 through my groaning all day long.  
For day and night your hand was heavy upon me;  
 my strength was dried up as by the heat of summer.  

Then I acknowledged my sin to you,  
 and I did not hide my iniquity;  
I said, ‘I will confess my transgressions to the LORD,’  
 and you forgave the guilt of my sin (Ps. 32:3–5). 

 
By virtue of this, David is able at the end of the Psalm to address all those to whom 
this forgiveness has come, despite their acknowledged ‘transgressions’ and ‘sin’, as 
‘righteous’ and ‘upright’: 
 

Be glad in the LORD and rejoice, O righteous,  
 and shout for joy, all you upright in heart (Ps. 32:11). 

 
 This gives us the way in to understanding how someone as fault-prone as David 
could be one who, according to God, ‘kept my commandments and followed me with 
all his heart, doing only that which was right in my sight’ (1 Kings 14:8). David’s 
heart had been touched and reshaped by what was in God’s own heart—mercy, grace, 
the allaying of wrath, abundant steadfast love and faithfulness, and the strong 
forgiveness of iniquity and transgression that confronts and deals with guilt head-on 
(as in Exod. 34:6–7). 
 David is also clear that being a man with a heart after God’s own heart is not 
anything of his own doing. Any gladness or instruction that his heart receives has 
come from the Lord (Ps. 4:7; 16:7, 9; 19:8). David’s lack of fear and his desire to seek 
God’s face have arisen because ‘the LORD is my light and my salvation’—even 
though God rightly could hide His face from David or turn him away in anger (Ps. 
27:1, 3, 8, 9). Any continuing in steadfast love and salvation comes by requesting it 
from the Lord (Ps. 36:10). When David has sinned, it is only God who can ‘blot out 
my transgressions’ and ‘cleanse me from my sin’; it is to God that David entreats, 
‘Create in me a clean heart’ and ‘Restore to me the joy of your salvation’ (Ps. 51:1, 2, 
10, 12). David’s steadfastness of heart in singing God’s praises is maintained only by 
God’s towering steadfast love and faithfulness (Ps. 57:7, 10). An ‘undivided heart’ to 
revere God’s name comes as God’s gift (Ps. 86:11). 

DAVID AND CHRIST 

Paul in Romans 4 takes David’s words in Psalm 32 about the not-reckoning of sin, 
and links them with the reckoning of Abraham’s faith as righteousness in Genesis 
15:6, to speak of the justification that is ours in the death and resurrection of Jesus: 



David: The Shepherd-King of Israel 

 6.8 
 
 

For what does the Scripture say? ‘Abraham believed God, and it was reckoned to him as 
righteousness.’ Now to one who works, wages are not reckoned as a gift but as something due. But 
to one who without works trusts him who justifies the ungodly, such faith is reckoned as right-
eousness. So also David speaks of the blessedness of those to whom God reckons righteousness 
apart from works:  

‘Blessed are those whose iniquities are forgiven,  
 and whose sins are covered;  
blessed is the one against whom the Lord will not reckon sin’ . . .  

Now the words, ‘it was reckoned to him,’ were written not for his sake alone, but for ours also. It 
will be reckoned to us who believe in him who raised Jesus our Lord from the dead, who was 
handed over to death for our trespasses and was raised for our justification (Rom. 4:3–8, 23–25). 
 

Is it legitimate to link David’s righteousness with our justification by faith in Christ? To 
David was given one of the most profound revelations of the one who was to come: 

 
. . . I will raise up your offspring after you . . . I will establish the throne of his kingdom forever  
(2 Sam. 7:12, 13). 
 

While this was partially fulfilled in David’s son Solomon (see 1 Kings 5:5; 8:24–26;  
1 Chron. 28:6; 2 Chron. 6:10, 15–17), the establishing of the throne of his kingdom 
‘forever’ would require one who finally deals with the death attendant on our sin (see 
John 12:34)—by taking into himself ‘all people’ in ‘the judgment of this world’ (John 
12:31–33). David responded to this revelation as ‘the charter for humanity’,9 in awed, 
humbled, and emboldened worship (see 2 Sam. 7:18–29). Both Peter and Paul say it 
was the resurrection of this coming one that David prophesied in Psalm 16: 

 
For you do not give me up to Sheol, 
 or let your faithful one see the Pit 
  (Ps. 16:10; quoted in Acts 2:25–31; 13:34–38). 
 

Jesus himself implied that it was this one David was alluding to in Psalm 110: 
 
The LORD says to my lord,  
 ‘Sit at my right hand  
until I make your enemies your footstool’  
  (Ps. 110:1; see Mark 12:35–37). 
 

‘David himself calls him Lord’ (Mark 12:37)—can it then be denied that David 
entered into the full reality of forgiveness and justification that this one was to bring 
(compare Rom. 10:9–10)?10 

SHEPHERDS AFTER GOD’S OWN HEART 

In the face of the false rulers of Israel that succeeded David, God promised: 
 
I myself will be the shepherd of my sheep . . . (Ezek. 34:15). 

                                                
9  See Martin Bleby, ‘The Agenda for History’, Study 6 in They Will Reign on Earth: Christ’s Kingly 

Community, Ministry School 2007, NCPI, 2007, pp. 47–54. 
10  Was David’s reprieve by God from the death penalty (see 2 Sam. 12:13), when by the law both he and 

Bathsheba should have been executed (see Deut. 22:22), a foretaste of God’s mercy on this account? 
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At that time, God said: 
 
I will set up over them one shepherd, my servant David, and he shall feed them: he shall feed them 
and be their shepherd. And I, the LORD, will be their God, and my servant David shall be prince 
among them; I, the LORD, have spoken (Ezek. 34:23–24). 
 

Jesus spoke the fulfilment of this when he said: 
 
I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep (John 10:11; compare 
10:24–25).11 
 

Related to the promise in Ezekiel is this undertaking in Jeremiah 3: 
 
I will give you shepherds after my own heart, who will feed you with knowledge and understanding 
(Jer. 3:15). 
 

These leaders will have this same forgiven, justified, compassionate and emboldened 
heart that was given to David. The apostle Peter addressed the elders of the church as 
being in this succession: 

 
. . . tend the flock of God that is in your charge, exercising the oversight, not under compulsion but 
willingly, as God would have you do it—not for sordid gain but eagerly. Do not lord it over those in 
your charge, but be examples to the flock. And when the chief shepherd appears, you will win the 
crown of glory that never fades away (1 Pet. 5:2–4; compare Paul in Acts 20:28). 

                                                
11  There is a wider background to this: see Zech. 9–13, and Martin Bleby Zechariah: God’s Covenant from 

the Old to the New (NCPI, Blackwood, 2009), pp. 41–53. 
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STUDY 7 

The Noble Task 

Grant Thorpe 

Our title for this study is taken from 1 Timothy 3:1. Paul says, ‘If anyone aspires to 
the office of overseer, he desires a noble task’.1 The passage continues by identifying 
the qualities and aptitudes that such a person should have. Paul is probably doing  
this to strengthen Timothy’s hand in his care of the Ephesian church, and to assist  
the churches to identify those who may have been leading the church astray from 
‘sound doctrine, in accordance with the gospel of the glory of the blessed God’  
(1 Tim. 1:10–11). 
 By nature of the case, not everyone exercising a Christian ministry will be an 
overseer, but if we can have a clear view of this task, it will be helpful for all to whom 
is given some responsibility to care for God’s people. 
 After clarifying what the work of an overseer may be, we will need to ask why 
Paul called it a noble task. In particular, we will note the importance of people 
desiring to do this work. After that, it will be important to see what kind of authority 
is involved in this work of leadership among God’s people. 

LEADERSHIP 

What is the nature of Christian leadership? The apostles do not give us much detail 
about the structure of the churches that arose through their ministry, or of how the 
leaders of those churches went about their work. However, they do refer, on the one 
hand, to the gifts provided by Christ for his whole church, to equip the saints for 
service and build up his body and bring it to unity (Eph. 4:12) and, on the other hand, 
to the leaders needing to be appointed in particular churches.  
 The gifts given by Christ to his whole church are apostles, prophets, evangelists, 
pastors and teachers. We note that a pastor (poimhn, poimēn), in particular, is part of a 
range of gifts that are needed to equip the church and that they all have to do with 
speaking the word of God. A pastor who operates without regard to the other gifts 
would be ‘short-changing’ the church he presumes to care for. We may say that a 
pastor, being responsible for a particular congregation, must represent to his congre-
gation the apostolic truth and utilise the people the Lord gives to help with that work. 
 

                                                
1  Unless otherwise stated, all Scripture quotations in this study are from the English Standard Version. 
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 Various terms are used to describe leadership at a local level. The word ‘overseer’   
(evpiskopo", episkopos) is used in Philippians (1:1), the pastoral letters (1 Tim. 3:1–2; 
Titus 1:7) and in 1 Peter (2:25; 5:2). The first reference in 1 Peter shows us that Christ 
is the Shepherd (poimhn) and Overseer (evpiskopo") of our souls and that he fulfills 
his task by bearing our sins in his body so we may live for righteousness; that is, he 
heals us. No wonder we return to this Shepherd and Overseer! The second reference is 
addressed to the elders (presbuteroi, presbuteroi) and they are told to shepherd 
(poimainw, poimainō) the flock of God, exercising oversight (evpiskopaw, episkopaō). 
All this is to be done by example rather than by domineering, and done until the Chief 
Shepherd appears. The inference is that the terms elder, pastor and overseer may be 
used interchangeably but, more importantly, these two references make it clear that 
leadership of the church is exercised by representing to believers the ministry of 
Christ himself, in his presence and with a view to his reward. Small wonder, then, that 
it is called ‘a noble task’! 2 Those in Christian ministry must, as Charles Wesley’s 
song says, have their hearts ‘full of Christ’ and long his ‘glorious matter to declare’.  
 The nobility of this task cannot be derived from the place it gives certain people 
above others or the status that it may provide for them in this present world.3 Christ’s 
leadership is clearly above us; he is Lord, but his lordship has been expressed in his 
service of us and in his willingness to be abused by us, and all of this so that he could 
redeem us. So, if this is the nature of the authority we represent, it is not surprising to 
hear Paul say that he thinks apostles must be ‘the scum of the world’ (1 Cor. 4:13). He 
refused to take his sense of personal worth from anything other than his being a slave 
of Christ and a steward of God’s mysteries (vv. 1–4). Those who had reason to 
respect him as their spiritual father (v. 15) should regard him in this way. 
 The same general picture may be derived from Paul’s encounter with the elders 
(presbuteroi) at Ephesus. He says they have been appointed to be overseers by the 
Holy Spirit, and that they are to shepherd (poimainw) the flock or the church of God 
which he has purchased with the blood of his Son (Acts 20:17, 28f.). Clearly, there is 
a correspondence (variously defined) between being an elder, an overseer (see also, 
Titus 1:5, 7), and doing the work of shepherding or being a pastor (poimhn). For our 
purposes, we will take them together and note that, at the local level, it is needful for 
there to be elders, overseers or pastors who, in concert with all the gifts provided by 
Christ, give leadership to God’s people gathered in particular churches. Elders are to 
manage or rule God’s people (1 Thess. 5:12; 1 Tim. 3:4; 5:17). 
 Various names are now given to leaders of churches but the fact of leadership is 
established as necessary to the wellbeing of the church and is, in fact, part of the way 
in which Christ himself serves his people. They are his gift to his people so that they 
can function fully now and come to their goal in glory. Whatever particular forms of 
governance and care are provided in a particular church, pastoring or shepherding 
must be at their heart. The nobility of the task of overseers is immediately apparent. 
The church does not have ‘a life of its own’ but is Christ’s body, and provided for by 
his gifts. The Spirit appoints its leaders and they are answerable to God who has 
manifested his love and made atonement for his people by the blood of his Son. 
 The book of Hebrews refers to those who lead (hJgeomai, hēgeomai), by speaking 
the word of God, by their manner of life and faith and by keeping watch over souls 

                                                
 2  The task is noble or fine (kalo", kalos—beautiful, precious, honourable). 

3  Augustine notes that overseer is ‘the title of a work, not of an honor’ and that ‘he who loves to govern rather 
than to do good is no bishop’ (quoted in Thomas C. Oden, First and Second Timothy and Titus, John Knox Pr., 
Louisville, 1989, p. 140). 
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(Heb. 13:7, 17). The pastorals mention giving instruction in sound doctrine and 
rebuking those who contradict it (Titus 1:9), being able to teach and to care for God’s 
church (1 Tim. 3:2, 5). Christ rules his church by his word, so the ministry of the 
word is at the core of all pastoral ministry.4 

DESIRE 

Paul tells Timothy that those who aspire (oregomai, oregomai) to be an overseer of 
God’s people desire (epiqumew, epithumeō) a noble task (1 Tim. 3:1). The first word 
suggests reaching out for something (e.g. for money) and the second refers to a 
longing, which could be either good or bad.  
 So why would someone desire the office of overseer or pastor, or any other Christian 
ministry? There may be false motives for desiring to hold an office but clearly Paul 
does not have that in mind here. His own desire to be an apostle was an experience of 
grace (Rom. 1:5; Eph. 3:7) and what he shared with others was the grace of God (Acts 
20:24). He tells us that he is controlled by the love of Christ (2 Cor. 5:14). Surely this is 
the desire that he expects will raise up pastors for the church of God.  
 A call to ministry is not primarily a call to a particular place or task so much as 
God taking hold of a person, recreating them in his own image, insisting that their life 
is in Christ and that it is nothing apart from him. We see Paul’s insistence on this 
when he calls on believers who love one another to love ‘more and more’. He knows 
that nothing is achieved in life or ministry apart from love, and love that is growing 
ever more warm and constant and purposive. Certainly, the powers of darkness are 
not going to retreat before complacency. 
 If we see someone reaching out for or longing for something, they need to be 
reckoned with. Desire in a human being is something quite powerful. The question is 
whether the longing is the constraint of love or whether the desire has more to do with 
ego or with the relieving of an evil conscience.5 
 Properly speaking, every person who comes to take office among God’s people 
should be there because they cannot do otherwise. Given the truth of the gospel, 
people who merely ‘do jobs’ is not good enough! For a start, Christ will not be 
impressed and, secondly, the discouragements that are involved will soon bring on a 
resignation or a redefining of the work so that it comports more with the world than 
with the kingdom of God. The first task of every leader among God’s people is (to 
quote George Müller) to have their own heart ‘happy in God’. Everything in Christian 
ministry must flow from deep contentment and joy derived from the presence of 
Christ among us. Only this will provide a true heart for Christian ministry.  

                                                
4  Archbishop Trench asks why Jesus, in speaking to Peter after his resurrection, returns to the analogy of 

feeding his sheep after asking him to tend them. Following a suggestion of Dean Stanley he says: 
  Feeding the flock and finding them spiritual food is paramount and should not be superseded by any other concerns. 

Often in false ecclesiastical systems the preaching of the Word loses its preeminence, and the boskein recedes into the 
background and is swallowed up in the poimainein. In such situations, the poimainein is not true poimainein, because it 
is not a boskein as well, but is the sort of “shepherding” that is denounced by Ezekiel (R. C. Trench, ‘25, boskō, 
poimainō’, Trench’s Synonyms of the New Testament, Baker Book House, Grand Rapids, 1989, p. 102). 

5  Calvin said, ‘Thus a bad conscience is the mother of all heresies’ (The Second Epistle of Paul to the Corinthians, 
and the Epistles to Timothy, Titus and Philemon, Calvin’s NT Commentaries, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1991, p. 202).  
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AUTHORITY 

Clearly, to oversee a church, to pastor it or act as an elder, is to exercise authority 
with regard to it. Paul calls it managing (proisthmi, proistēmi; cf. 1 Tim. 3:4; 5:17;  
1 Thess. 5:12). Those who are so cared for are to be subject to their elders (1 Pet. 5:5).  
 Exercising authority in a creation that has rebelled against its Maker will, by nature 
of the case, be fraught with difficulty. It is often claimed that democracy is the best 
way to avoid the abuse of authority and it is easy to demonstrate that much has been 
achieved in this way. However, if we think that democracy has cancelled the need for 
authority, we would not have begun to understand the creation as it really is. More 
particularly, for our purposes here, we would not have begun to understand the Lord 
by whom we have been saved, or the nature of his ministry among us. Looking at 
another recent phenomenon, post-modernism gives emphasis to questioning all 
authorities, claiming that they are always instruments of control—that is, those in 
authority making others to be pawns in their own schemes. While this may often be 
the case, it does not lessen the fact of authority, or the practical need of it in daily life, 
or the need for it in God’s church. 
 Authority has been established by God. The creation story shows that the sun and 
moon are placed in the creation to determine the length of our days and years. Daniel 
discovered that spiritual authorities do much to control the affairs of this world, and 
Paul took full account of this in his own understanding of spiritual battle. The apostle 
John was shown that angelic elders lead the worship in heaven. The Psalmist tells us 
that man is given authority over the creation, and Jesus told Pilate that he would have 
no authority unless God had given it to him. 
 So, what is the authority for the church of God? We need to see this from three 
perspectives: firstly, as to what it is; secondly, as to how it operates; and thirdly, how 
it is effective. 

What Is the Church’s Authority? 

 Clearly, Christ has been given all authority in heaven and earth, and has been given 
this authority so that the mission of the church can be fulfilled (Matt. 28:18). The 
early church constantly made reference to Psalm 110:1 to express their faith that Jesus 
Christ was now sitting at the right hand of God until his enemies were all submitted to 
him. This was the authority under which they had been formed and by which they 
lived and hoped. Under this Christ, sin, death, the devil, the world and the flesh had 
lost their potency and were doomed. Under this Christ, they had life and love and 
fruitfulness. This authority was the air they breathed, and they were not really 
concerned about any other authority, and certainly not their own. 
 When the apostles in Jerusalem were arrested, they protested that they should obey 
God rather than man. They did not oppose their authority to another earthly authority, 
but any other authority to God’s. The authority they exercised and the leadership they 
gave to the church in this situation was nothing other than their obedience to God.6 
The authority under which they worked and witnessed had been demonstrated in God 
raising Jesus from death and installing him at his right hand. 

                                                
6  P. T. Forsyth notes that democracy in its modern form arose because the free churches in England insisted 

on worshipping God according to their conscience rather than according to King and government. 
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 While it is true that the fact of authority is built into the creation, for us, this 
authority has come to us as redemption. The one who unrolls the scroll taken from the 
Creator’s hand is the Lamb (Rev. 5). Only he is worthy to exercise authority in this 
world, and his credentials arise because he is the world’s Redeemer. The leader who 
tries to use his station in life, or abilities or credentials, to exercise authority has not 
begun to understand this. It is certainly right and good for people to respect those to 
whom respect is due, but not for leaders to count on it. 
 Any churchly authority that is not the representation of Christ’s authority to the 
world and the church, is a misrepresentation of God and does much harm. It is also 
ineffective because the powers against which we are arraigned are strong and will not 
yield to other that the immediate authority of Christ. 
 From this consideration, it is clear that the authority that guides the church must 
be, first of all, a proclamatory authority—telling people what God has done. The 
extent to which the church has adopted the modes of this world can be seen most 
clearly when it begins with human beings as the people responsible for change rather 
than the Saviour of this world and the eternal change he has effected by his death and 
resurrection and intercession. 

How Does this Authority Operate? 

 Christ himself modelled how he wanted his church to be led and confronted his 
disciples with their false modes of action. He modelled this form of leadership in his 
death, saying that he did not come to be served but to serve and to give his life as a 
ransom for many (Mark 10:45). We note, in passing, that his form of leadership was 
not just servant-like but redemptive. He did not merely please people but pleased 
people for their good (Rom. 15:2). 
 Paul also left many examples of his pastoral leadership. He was gentle like a 
nursing mother, and encouraging like a father (1 Thess. 2:7, 11). He spoke with the 
meekness and gentleness of Christ (2 Cor. 10:1). He rose up with indignation if the 
gospel of Christ was compromised and solemly warned believers not to forsake this 
way, either by belief or action. 
 Peter also, calling himself and elder, said that his fellow elders should do their 
work in the wake of the Chief Shepherd. He writes:  
 

. . . shepherd the flock of God that is among you, exercising oversight, not under compulsion, but 
willingly, as God would have you, not for shameful gain, by eagerly; not domineering over those in 
your charge, but being examples to the flock (1 Pet. 5:2–3). 

 
 Eduard Thurneysen, in his book A Theology of Pastoral Care,7 gives an example 
of how this may work out in a situation of pastoral counselling. He describes true 
pastoral conversation as one that concludes with both pastor and parishioner together 
under the authority of Christ, hearing the same word, and the word they hear is 
forgiveness. 

                                                
7  Eduard Thurneysen, A Theology of Pastoral Care, John Knox Pr., Richmond, 1962. 
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How Is this Authority Effective? 

 P. T. Forsyth, in his book The Principle of Authority,8 demonstrates that the only 
authentic and the only effective authority for sinners is a redemptive authority. No 
one can give obedience from the heart to an authority that is not redemptive. The 
whole being of a sinner revolts from relinquishing his essential person to another. 
Only Christ can secure the willing submission of his subjects. Paul says, ‘you who 
were once slaves of sin have become obedient from the heart to the standard of 
teaching to which you were committed’ (Rom. 6:17). The conscience must be set free 
from nagging accusation. The heart must sing with confidence in a gracious Father. 
The neighbour must be rediscovered as a fellow creature rather than as a competitor 
or enemy. 
 Sometimes authority must be exercised to protect the flock from danger. Paul 
exercised this kind of authority with regard to false teachers, demonstrating what 
these falsehoods were and warning people against them. We may speak of this as 
erecting fences. However, the prevailing use of the authority used by the apostles is to 
show the relationship between what is happening ‘on the ground’ and the revelation 
of grace in Jesus Christ. We may call this lighting the fire of the gospel. This can be 
seen operating clearly in Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians. Are they divided? Christ 
isn’t. Are they clever? Christ isn’t and his message isn’t. Are they eloquent? Paul 
needs the aid of the Spirit. Are they tempted with immorality? They are indwelt by 
the Holy Spirit. In each case, Paul comes to them, effectively, with another exposure 
to the gospel, showing them who they now are and how inappropriate their actions are 
to what they have been given. He knows that this is the one power he has available to 
make any change in this world or in the world to come. Evangelical authority is more 
of a fire lit in the heart of his people than it is a fence erected around them, though the 
fence model has its place. 
 False authority can be readily recognised by its shrill sound,9 its bleating ineffect-
iveness, its complaint and its manipulation. Only Christ knows how to deal with 
sinners, and he has! If we must preach law—as I believe we must—then let it be the 
law given to those who know that the Lord is their God and who live under his 
promise of life. Only God has resources in himself to deal with rebels and his answer 
to our self-will and moral weakness has been the death and resurrection of his Son. 
 If the first line of pastoral authority is the gospel we preach, the second line is 
prayer and the answer of God to our prayer in whatever signs or vindications of his 
truth he chooses to provide. Paul said the obedience of the Gentiles was the result of 
what Christ had accomplished in him by word and deed, including the power of signs 
and wonders in the power of the Spirit (Rom. 15:18–19). Clearly, he is referring to 
miracles that authenticated Paul as a messenger from God (as in John 3:2), but the 
principle is clear that only God can authenticate what is his own authority being 
expressed in the faithful preaching of his word.  
 We also must resort to prayer because none of us can possibly know how grace 
will work in the life of another person. It takes all of the Spirit of grace, he who 
enabled our Lord to effect redemption, to bring another person to know that grace and 
                                                

8  P. T. Forsyth, The Principle of Authority . . . , NCPI, Blackwood, 2004. 
9 The story is told of a cleaner who found her pastor’s notes still in the pulpit after the Sunday service. She was 

bemused with the choreography recommended in the margins, particularly one which read, ‘Shout loud. Argument 
weak!’ 
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submit to Christ. We fool ourselves if we think our administration of authority will 
bring about anything in and of itself. The classic example of this, outside of our Lord 
himself, is Moses. At every key point of movement and development in the story of 
Exodus, Moses is found praying. In fact, he could be called the meekest man on the 
earth, but he wielded enormous authority over Egypt and over Israel. But then again, 
he knew it was nothing to do with his authority and evertthing to do with God’s 
gracious authority effecting the redemption of his people. 

CONCLUSION 

We have seen that the authority for this creation is Jesus Christ and that his authority 
is redemptive. Any exercise of authority that does not have this in mind is invalid and 
stands under the judgement of God. In the new world, only what God has created will 
remain. We may extrapolate from this and say that any authority that does not have in 
mind the wellbeing and, in fact, the redemption of others, will come to nothing. 
 We have seen that the Lord of the church appoints leaders for his people who 
desire that this reign of Christ be faithfully represented to his people. They are eager 
for this work because that very eagerness has been formed in them by their call to 
ministry. They cannot but speak of Christ and the new reign of grace that he has 
established. 
 We have seen that only the gospel can create a submissive spirit and, of course, 
authority is of little value unless there are those who will receive the benefit of it. For 
this reason, a large measure of the exercise of churchly authority is bringing the word 
of the King to his people, and rightly representing that in their actions. 
 The church must not turn to the world to learn how leadership may operate. Having 
said this, I am sure that there are skills of management that are natural or learned that 
are a benefit to any people, but that is different from letting this world’s skills shape 
or motivate the way we exercise authority. Rather, I am sure that those who learn 
from Christ how their noble task is to be done, those who know that this Christ has 
never left them in charge but personally directs all of his Church’s affairs, it is these 
who will learn the skills they need in caring for God’s people and who will bring into 
the world of civic and international life the redeeming elements so needed every-
where. 
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STUDY 8 

The True Servants 

Derek Schiller 

THE TRUE SERVANT 

Mark 10:35–45 and John 13:1–17 

For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for 
many (Mark 10:45).1 

 
Jesus knew that the Father had put all things under his power, and that he had come from God and 
was returning to God; so he got up from the meal, took off his outer clothing, and wrapped a towel 
around his waist. After that, he poured water into a basin and began to wash his disciples’ 
feet . . . (John 13:3–5). 

 
In these two verses the ‘awesome’ glory of God is clearly revealed! Jesus the Son 
who is perfectly one with the Father tells that he came not to be served but to serve. 
He displays this servanthood by washing the disciples’ feet and ultimately through 
laying down his life for many. This shows the incredible holiness of God. He is totally 
set apart from and contrary to the flesh, the world and the devil. Whilst those in every 
way seek to self-justify and self-glorify, we see the Son of the Most High God, 
humbling himself to become a servant!  
 This servanthood of Christ, however, must not be seen as an upturning of the 
nature of God, nor an emptying of his glorious divinity. Actually it is the very nature 
of God Himself. The glory of God is unveiled in Jesus and we see the servant. This is 
not God simply serving humanity to bring redemption, it is God being God. 
 We see Jesus at the Last Supper under great pressure and at the hour of his greatest 
need, serving his disciples and teaching them. He is, as is his Father, other-person 
centred; he is pure love and grace; he is the great servant. This is no character flaw or 
weakness, but is rather the truth of humanity. Jesus is living in the reality of Godhood, 
not simply in obedience to the Father but in perfect accord with the Father. As the 
Father loves and serves, so does the Son (and the Spirit for that matter), and here we 
see the awesomeness of our God! 
 

                                                
1  Unless otherwise stated, all Scripture quotations in this study are from the New International Version. 
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 Jesus serves his sheep by laying down his life, by becoming a sheep and giving his 
very life as a ransom for his sheep. This ‘ransom for many’ must be seen in light of 
the particular meaning of the Greek expression:  
 
 Kai     dounai     ten      psychen      autou        lutron         anti        pollon  
 and     gave         the     life              of Him      a ransom      in place of       many 
 
 The Greek word anti is understood to mean ‘in place of’, or ‘a substitution for’. It 
is particularly used in reference to the substitutionary atonement within the temple 
worship.2 This ‘substitute’ comes not as a means of appeasing God’s wrath, but as a 
gift from God displaying His grace and therefore His service to and for the 
worshippers. (His life is the price paid not only for the redemption of many, but is 
nothing less than a stepping into their places, enduring the divine wrath to make 
propitiation.) Thus we see Jesus laying down his life in service, but this is in the full 
context of the service of the Godhead.  
 God is the God who serves, which is His very nature. And thus true man (as Jesus 
alone is), created in His image, will serve as He does. The fall of mankind has spoiled 
this true image. Man no longer seeks to live in conformity with the likeness of the Son 
(with his own true nature), but rather seeks to ‘serve himself ’ as if that were some 
sort of creation mandate:  
 

They have developed certain attitudes to life, to the world about them, and to their fellow creatures. 
These attitudes are for the most part self-preserving, self-extending and self-insistent. For this 
reason we serve ourselves before we serve others. To put others before ourselves seems an incred-
ible idea.  
   For Christ it was not incredible. The nature of God is to consider the fallen human race before 
Himself. The Son relinquished his prerogatives and privileges of Deity in order to serve man by 
redeeming him. Nor was he in any way humiliated by what he did. In fact he wished to do so, and 
greatly loved the doing of this liberating task. He thus expressed the true nature of Godhead. In 
fact—strange as it may seem—he thus expressed the true nature of manhood—the image of God.3 

 
 So we see that God Himself is the ‘True Servant’ and to live in His image is to 
serve. The fall has ‘reversed’ this image, but by his act of redemption, Jesus has given 
regeneration to the fallen ones that they might now be conformed to the image of the 
Son. Thus they now become the true servants, all through the service of God. The 
Christian is now free to serve. 

FREE TO SERVE 

Martin Luther says of the freedom of a Christian, ‘A Christian is a perfectly free lord 
of all, subject to none. A Christian is a perfectly dutiful servant of all, subject to all.’4 
A Christian, having been justified by faith alone is a perfectly free lord of all, not 
needing to submit to anyone. And yet, that Christian lives a life of freedom which is 
naturally lived out in service and submission. The Christian loves others, and ‘Love 
                                                

2  D. B. Wallace, Greek Grammar beyond the Basics (Zondervan, Grand Rapids, 1996), pp. 365–7 has an 
excellent discussion regarding the substitutionary nature of ‘anti’. 

3  G. C. Bingham, The Sons of God Are the Servants of All, NCPI, Blackwood, 1982, p. 121. 
4  Martin Luther, ‘The Freedom of a Christian’, in Three Treatises (Fortress Pr., USA, 1970), p. 277. 
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by its very nature is ready to serve and be subject to him who is loved’.5 Thus to truly 
serve is to love. John tells us that, ‘We love because he first loved us’ (1 John 4:19). 
This must mean that the one who has known the love of God will be the true lover 
and the true servant. 
 True servanthood is not merely the actions of a group of highly motivated like-
minded people. The true servants are intimately linked with Jesus who perfectly loves 
and serves, and as we shall see, the whole Godhead serves all humanity (especially 
the redeemed) from His glorious nature! 
 Thus being a true servant is not simply a matter of commitment or vocation, but of 
the essence of being. 

VARIETIES OF SERVICE—ONE ESSENCE 

There are different kinds of gifts, but the same Spirit. There are different kinds of service, but the 
same Lord. There are different kinds of working, but the same God works all of them in all men  
(1 Cor 12:4–6). 

 
Paul shows that there is diversity among Christians. There are varieties of gifts, 
varieties of service, and varieties of workings. These varieties are in unity under the 
confession that ‘Jesus is Lord’ (1 Cor. 12:3), and they occur under the same Spirit, the 
same Lord, and the same God who works all of them in all men. Unity in the Spirit 
does not mean uniformity.  
 The gifts (charismaton), services (diakonon), and workings (energematon) are to 
be taken as parallel (but not synonymous), and describe the full range of what Paul (in 
v. 7) calls ‘the manifestation of the Spirit’.6 All things (gifts, services and workings) 
done in the church are ultimately effected by the powerful working of God. Thus the 
true servants display a variety of manifestations of the Spirit and these are all of one 
essence, flowing from the Godhead.  
 The varieties of service are seen as the outworking of the body of Christ (of which 
he is the head), and they are therefore always for the common good within this body 
(1 Cor. 12:6–7). ‘The body is a unit, though it is made up of many parts; and though 
all its parts are many, they form one body. So it is with Christ. For we were all 
baptised by one Spirit into one body’ (1 Cor. 12:12–13). In saying, ‘So it is with 
Christ’, Paul is saying that the church is Christ in his members.7  

TRUE MINISTRY IN ACCORD WITH THE GOOD SHEPHERD 

It is clear that the true ministries of the church are those in accord with the ministry of 
the Good Shepherd. Jesus leads the sheep in his paths; they are his body, and the body 
will naturally do as the Head leads and directs. If the church’s ministries were not in 
accord with the Good Shepherd then they could not be called ‘true ministries’. ‘ “Woe 

                                                
5  Luther, ‘The Freedom of a Christian’, p. 278. 
6  G. D. Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1987, pp. 586–8. This tends to 

flatten out distinctions between ‘charismatic’ gifts and ‘non-charismatic’ gifts in the modern sense of those terms. 
7  John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, vol. 2, tr. H. Beveridge, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1989,  

book 4, ch. 17, p. 575. 
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to the obstinate children,” declares the LORD, “to those who carry out plans that are 
not mine”’ (Isa. 30:1). The church must look to the Good Shepherd who is leading 
her, and seek to live in conformity with his purpose.  
 This purpose, however, is not simply a job description with a plan for the church to 
work through. The church, as the sons of the Father, is at the heart of His will. ‘The 
creation waits in eager expectation for the sons of God to be revealed’ (Rom. 8:19). 
The sons joining in the ministry of the Good Shepherd is their purpose, and not a 
means to an end. Thus as the sons minister/serve, as the sons display the manifes-
tation of the Spirit in the variety of the body, they live in their own true nature. Their 
service is in essence a ‘shared sonship’ under the Father, and not just a collection of 
individuals working for God. It is the body of Christ, harmoniously ordered by the 
Spirit, participating in God’s plan and purpose in all things.8 

THE CHURCH’S SERVICE AND THE SERVING SON OF MAN 

The term ‘service’ or ‘ministry’ (diakonia) applies to the whole church, and is by no 
means confined to elders or pastors. To minister is to serve. If we speak of ‘my 
ministry’, we must be speaking of ‘my service’, and not something which glorifies the 
one who has a ministry! Jesus said: 

 
You know that those who are regarded as rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their high 
officials exercise authority over them. Not so with you. Instead, whoever wants to become great 
among you must be your servant, and whoever wants to be first must be slave of all (Mark 10:42–44).  
 

 True authority is exercised in true service for the good of those under that 
authority: 

 
To wish to have the place of authority may be all right [1 Tim. 3:1], if it is for exercising it for the 
purpose for which authority is ordained, i.e. to serve others. If it is only to lord it over men, then it 
is a Gentile way, if to serve, then the Kingdom way. 9 
 

 It is easy for us to agree with this, not realising that it is a complete upturning of 
the sinful nature, the world and the devil in every aspect. All of these seek authority 
for self-glory (and even the deceitful sinful heart seeks to serve to gain its own glory). 
None of this evil upsets the fact that ‘shared sonship’ is both creational and has been 
restored through redemption. The sons will serve just as does the Son. 
 The nature of the Son is to serve, just as the very glorious nature of God is to serve. 
Mark continues, ‘For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, 
and to give his life as a ransom for many’ (Mark 10:45). The lordship of Christ is with 
the view to serving. It is not that the Lord also serves, but that his suffering is his 
lordship which is his service.10 Jesus in giving his life for many was not stepping 
down from, or laying aside his lordship, but rather displaying it. His humility and 
obedience to death were not void of his glory, but they were his glory (John 17:1–5)! 
The fact that his service caused him to be exalted to the highest place was not his 
motive, but rather the basis and foundation of his glory (Phil. 2:6–11). 
                                                

8  See G. C. Bingham, I Love the Father (NCPI, Blackwood, 1974), p. 115. 
9  G. C. Bingham, St. Mark: A Commentary, NCPI, Blackwood, n.d., p. 65. 
10  I. Pennicook, The Coming King, NCPI, Blackwood, 2005, p. 71. 
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 As the Son of Man is glorified in his servanthood, we see that the Shepherd gives 
gifts (of serving) to true servants to exercise within the church. The Father honours 
them as they serve Jesus, and so they are glorified as is the Son (John 12:25–28). 
 The church’s service follows the example of the Son of Man, and in fact, the 
church’s service is a participation in the very divine nature: 
 

Now that I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also should wash one another’s 
feet. I have set you an example that you should do as I have done for you. I tell you the truth, no 
servant is greater than his master, nor is a messenger greater than the one who sent him. Now that 
you know these things, you will be blessed if you do them (John 13:14–17). 

 
 Jesus is the example, but he is also the giver of gifts which always accord with his 
service as the Son of Man. Luther says: 
 

This is a truly Christian life. Here faith is truly active through love (Gal 5:6), that is, it finds 
expression in works of the freest service, cheerfully and lovingly done, with which a man willingly 
serves another without hope of reward; and for himself he is satisfied with the fullness and wealth 
of his faith . . .  
   So a Christian, like Christ his head, is filled and made rich by faith and should be content with 
this form of God which he has obtained by faith . . . 11 

 
 It is interesting to notice that the service that Jesus speaks of in Mark 10 and John 
13 both speak against the human ego. In Mark 10, James and John had requested to sit 
at Jesus’ right hand. They are seeking glory, without the comprehension that true 
glory is found in the baptism of suffering.  
 In John 13 we see that for the true servant, no task is too demeaning. The sons of 
Adam feel demeaned by a lowly task, and feel put down when asked. They have 
visions of a ‘glorious ministry’.  
 Into this the Son of Man speaks of the glory of serving, and that it is his very 
purpose and life. As the church joins in the gifts of the Good Shepherd, they find joy 
in service, and are not demeaned by the lowliest of tasks. They are not about defend-
ing their status or building their reputation. They know that true ministries are in 
perfect accord with the serving seen in God. As the children of God minister in accord 
with God’s service, they actually bear the image of God: 
 

The higher you give service to others, the higher you give to yourself. To do this is to love truly, 
and so to fulfil oneself! This, in fact, is how God is, and so how we are. He is the reality; we are the 
image. Yet to be the image is also to have reality as a human person. In fact this is the reality. To 
deny what we are is to deny ourselves. That is, not to serve others is to unserve ourselves. This is 
why on the one hand love must be wholly unconscious, and on the other hand quite conscious. 
There is no contradiction here. If we love in order to fulfil an obligation we may well miss actually 
loving the person. On the other hand we must be on the alert against deliberately not loving. We 
must deliberately love. After all, it is a command!12 

 
As with Jesus, the church’s service is not a setting aside of glory, but a partaking in  
it! 

                                                
11  Luther, ‘The Freedom of a Christian’, pp. 302, 303. 
12  G. C. Bingham, The Sons of God Are the Servants of All, p. 97. 
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GOD IN SERVING ACTION 

God is seen in his serving action: (a) within the Godhead; (b) in his serving of 
humanity; and especially (c) in his serving of the redeemed. 

Within the Godhead 

 In previous studies on the subject of perichoresis we have seen the ‘other-person 
centred’ nature within the threeness of the unity of God. The relationships within the 
Trinity are a personal union of mutual inter-dwelling. This means that each member 
of the Trinity is involved in the others (John 17:20–23). The Father, Son and Holy 
Spirit are distinct, but only exist in the perichoresis, which is an ‘interanimation’ or 
circle of mutual giving and receiving in the communion of love. ‘Thus with each 
person of the Godhead inter-dwelling the other, each gives to the other, honours the 
other, serves the other, and receives love, honour and service from the other.’13 God 
therefore is seen in His serving action within His very being.  
 The Father puts everything into the Son’s hands, and through this trust, He thus 
empowers the Son. The Son obeys the Father and is thus empowered even more. But 
the Son gives all glory back to the Father (John 12:27–28; 17:1–5). In the end, the 
Son will give everything back to the Father and make himself subject to Him (1 Cor. 
15:27–28). This is the glory of the humility, submission and service within the 
Godhead (and stands in stark contradiction to the devil and the flesh who, when they 
see glory grasp it to themselves rather than seeing the true glory of service). 

In His Serving of Humanity 

 We see the heart of God’s service for humanity in the sacrifice and redemption 
wrought at the cross. Here the whole Godhead serves humanity. 
 We see the Father serving humanity as He gives his only Son out of his love (John 
3:16). The Father gives up His own Son in the sacrifice of the cross as His act of 
service (See Rom. 8:32; 5:8). It is the Father who sets Jesus forth as a propitiation 
(Rom. 3:25; 1 John 4:10). The Father is the initiator of the sacrifice (and this is in 
perfect accord with Lev. 17:11), and thus although Jesus became a curse for us (Gal. 
3:13), it is the Father who made him to be a curse as He made him to be sin (2 Cor. 
5:21). 
 We see the Son serving humanity as he gives himself up for them. Paul says, ‘the 
Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me’ (Gal. 2:20). Similarly we see 
that he laid down his life for us; he gave himself for our sins to rescue us from the 
present evil age; he gave himself as a ransom; and he became a curse for us (John 
15:13; Gal. 1:4; 1 Tim. 2:5–6; Gal. 3:13).  
 We see the Spirit serving humanity through redemption, as it is through the Holy 
Spirit that Christ gives himself up for them: 

 
How much more, then, will the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself 
unblemished to God, cleanse our consciences from acts that lead to death, so that we may serve the 
living God! (Heb. 9:14). 

                                                
13  (Eph. 1:17; John 5:22, 26–27; 13:3; 14:13; 17:1–5, 22, 24; 18:37; 1 Pet. 4:14; 2 Pet. 1:16–19; Gal. 4:6; 

Rom. 8:15). Deane Meatheringham, study 2 of 1991 NCTM Pastors’ School, p. 4. 
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 The whole Godhead has served all of humanity (1 John. 4:10) through bringing the 
great and decisive act of redemption at the cross.14 (God also continues to serve all of 
humanity through upholding and sustaining them Matt. 5:45). 

In His Serving of the Redeemed 

 He continues to serve and fill His church in every way!  
 

And God placed all things under his feet and appointed him to be head over everything for the 
church, which is his body, the fulness of him who fills everything in every way (Eph. 1:22–23). 

 
 The redeemed are the true servants, living under and with His authority and 
exercising His gifts of service, for through service they are in one accord with God in 
all His glory. 

 

                                                
14  G. Bingham, study 15, 2000 NCTM Pastors’ School morning session, pp. 94–5. 
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STUDY 9 

The Shepherd and His Gifts 

Trevor Faggotter 

JESUS CHRIST’S SELF-GIVING 

The self-giving ministry of Jesus Christ who has come to serve (Mark 10:45) the 
world did not cease with his death, whereby he made atonement for sin, or even with 
his triumphant resurrection. The ascended Christ—together with the Father—pours 
out the Holy Spirit upon all flesh, with a view to further self-giving. Like the grain of 
wheat which falls into the earth and dies (John 12:24), his self-giving is reproductive 
of much fruit. Jesus Christ’s self-giving is with a view to fulfilling the intended plan 
of God for both the church, and for the whole of creation (Eph. 3:9–10).  
 The self-giving of ‘the Word’, is seen in the reproduction or self-extension of his 
own ministry, through the ‘word’ gifts given to the church. Christ is the Apostle (Heb. 
3:1) firstly sent, later sending (John 17:8). Christ is the Prophet (Deut. 18:15; Acts 
3:22–26). Christ is the Evangelist who came preaching the gospel (Isa. 52:7; Mark 
1:1, 14), and more—as Forsyth says: ‘He became a Gospel to preach’.1 Christ is the 
Pastor, the ‘good shepherd’ (John 10:11; 21:15–17; Heb. 13:20). Christ is the 
Teacher (Mark 10:17; John 9:2), addressed as ‘Rabbi’, who gathered his disciples.  
 The apostle Paul writes of the ascended ‘Christ’s gift’ and ‘gifts’ given to his people: 

 
But each of us was given grace according to the measure of Christ’s gift. 8 Therefore it is said,  

‘When he ascended on high he made captivity itself a captive;  
   he gave gifts to his people’ . . . 

11 The gifts he gave were that some would be apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, some 
pastors and teachers . . . (Eph. 4:7–8, 11).2 

‘GIFTS’ IN THE NEW TESTAMENT 

The New Testament employs the English words ‘gift’ and ‘gifts’ to translate three 
Greek words, dōrea, domata and charismata. All have different meanings. Discus-
sions about ‘gifts’ can be confusing, especially when the word pneumatika is added 
into the mix. We need clarification. Siew Kiong Tham has helped us in this matter: 3 
                                                

1  P. T. Forsyth, The Preaching of Jesus and the Gospel of Christ, NCPI, Blackwood (1915) 1987, p. 106. 
2  Unless otherwise stated, all Scripture quotations in this study are from the New Revised Standard Version 

(italics mine). 
3  Siew Kiong Tham helped clarify these terms in his study: ‘Dorea, Domata and Charismata’ in Giving and 

Thanksgiving in the Church, NCTM 2000 Pastors’ School, Morning Sessions, NCPI, Blackwood, 2000, pp. 46–51. 
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1. Dōrea (dwreav) refers to the gift of the Holy Spirit from the Father (Acts 2:38; 
8:20; 10:45; 11:17; 2 Cor. 9:15), or from Christ (Eph. 4:7), and by inference, 
both (John 4:10). Dōrea is also used for the gift of righteousness (Rom. 5:15; 
Heb. 6:4), the two being linked (Rom. 8:4, 10).  

 
2. Domata (dovmata) are the fivefold ministry ‘gifts’ (Eph. 4:8, 11) of apostle, 

prophet, evangelist, pastor and teacher. These people are to equip the saints 
for ministry, ‘fulfilling a function but not occupying an office’! 4    

 
3. Charismata (carivsmata) are the result of the grace (charis) of God acting 

upon our lives, now manifest in gifts for service, such as prophecy, healing, 
speaking in tongues, forms of assistance and so on. ‘We have [charismata] 
that differ according to the grace given to us’ (Rom. 12:6). Many of these gifts 
are listed in 1 Corinthians 12, Romans 12 and 1 Peter 4:10.  

 
Note: It appears from 1 Corinthians 12:28, that the domatic ministry ‘has a 
kind of prius in relation to the charismata’.5 However, since all believers 
are ‘members one of another’, and since all members are to ‘outdo one 
another in showing honour’ (Rom. 12:10), any notions of superiority and 
inferiority are entirely absent (yet true love-hierarchy remains and flows).   

 
4. Pneumatika (pneumatikav) means something like ‘spirituals’ and not ‘spiritual 

gifts’ as translated in 1 Corinthians 12:1 and 14:1 (NRSV) thus: ‘Now con-
cerning spiritual gifts . . .’ To speak of ‘spiritual gifts’ suggests a dualistic 
‘two-tiered experience of the Christian life, whereby elite super-Christians 
pursue the ‘optional extra’.6 Pneumatika is difficult to translate into English, 
but ‘spiritual things’, rather than ‘spiritual gifts’ is preferred:  

 

And we speak of these things in words not taught by human wisdom but taught by the 
Spirit, interpreting spiritual things to those who are spiritual (1 Cor. 2:13). 

 
Leon Morris comments: ‘Paul is saying that Christians combine “spiritual things” 
with “spiritual words”. They use words taught by the Spirit.’ 7 The Holy Spirit enables 
a person to comprehend the depths of God, Christ’s revelation, and to understand the 
charismata he bestows (1 Cor. 2:12). Paul employs the word pneumatika only when 
dealing with the divisive enthusiasts at Corinth. Even dumb idols can elicit ecstasy, 
miracles, devotion and chaos (1 Cor. 12:2–3). Paul displaces the word pneumatika 
with the serving word, charisma, to correct their approach: 
 

Here he is adopting their own terminology, which comprehends under pneumatikav all the powers 
of miracle and ecstasy . . . which they so passionately seek after, of which they are so inordinately 
proud and the true meaning of which for the community must therefore be properly evaluated in  
I Cor. 12–14. We must not, however, fail to observe that Paul usually displaces, or rather forcibly 

                                                
4  Geoffrey C. Bingham, The Beautiful City of God, Redeemer Baptist Press, Castle Hill, 2001, p. 63. 
5  G. Bingham, The Beautiful City of God, ‘And God has appointed in the church first apostles, second 

prophets, third teachers; then deeds of power, then gifts of healing, forms of assistance, forms of leadership, 
various kinds of tongues’ (1 Cor. 12:28). 

6  S. K. Tham, ‘Dorea, Domata and Charismata’, p. 48. 
7  Leon Morris, The First Epistle of Paul to the Corinthians, IVP, Grand Rapids (1985) 1995, p. 58. 
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removes, the term pneumatikav and substitutes for it the idea of charisma; because he takes such 
pains to do this, it is clearly meant to be the starting-point of a theological critique.8  

THE DOMATA GIFTS OF MINISTRY 

In Ephesians 4:7 Paul speaks of ‘Christ’s gift’ (dwreav, dōrea), namely the Holy Spirit 
(cf. John 4:10). In Ephesians 4:8 he employs a quotation9 from Psalm 68:18: 

 
When he ascended on high he made captivity itself a captive;  
   he gave gifts to his people. 

 
In the context of this letter, the ‘gifts’ (dovmata, domata) he gave ‘to his people’ are 
the gifts of ministry. These are listed further down in Ephesians, as follows: 

 
The gifts he gave were that some would be apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, some pastors 
and teachers, 12 to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ, 
13 until all of us come to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to maturity, 
to the measure of the full stature of Christ (Eph. 4:11–13). 
 

This list of gifts is not an exhaustive one,10 nor is it a prescriptive one, of something 
that must be evident or operative in every local or regional church. Rather, it is 
descriptive of that which was manifest within the early church. It was given to the 
church universal from the fullness of Christ. The important thing is the intended 
purpose of the gifts—intention. These gifts were intended ‘for building up the body of 
Christ’ so that the whole church might grow in love, and so all might share in the 
action of Christ the Filler—who is filling all things in creation. The intention of Jesus 
Christ’s life, from incarnation through to ascended victor and beyond, is to redeem, 
sanctify, glorify and perfect creation. He was sent into the world of sinful humanity, 
to reconcile all things, unite all things, harmonise all things, and to fill all things: 

 
When it says, ‘He ascended,’ what does it mean but that he had also descended into the lower parts 
of the earth? 10 He who descended is the same one who ascended far above all the heavens, so that 
he might fill all things (Eph. 4:9–10). 
 

The gifts Christ gave relate directly to the filling of all things. The gifting of the 
church is the blessing of God. Love’s edifice is under construction. Christ’s equipped 
people grow. They move towards that goal where God is ‘all in all’. Maturity dis-
places immaturity. As all speak the truth in love, Christ’s great mission proceeds: 
                                                

8  Ernst Käsemann, ‘Ministry and Community in the New Testament’, in Essays in New Testament Themes, 
(SCM Press, London, 1964), Fortress Press, Philadelphia, 1982, p. 66. 

9  This reference is in effect, a paraphrase from an Aramaic Targum. It originally tells of a triumphant King 
ascending the citadel of Sion, and receiving gifts from men; these gifts were the booty following the victory of 
battle, the spoils taken from the enemy. This booty was later distributed variously, from the throne, to the people 
of the King’s domain. Here, the quotation does not mention the receiving of the gifts, as such, but only speaks of 
the gifts being distributed by Christ, the ascended King. Geoffrey Bingham writes:  

 And His gifts to the Church are throne gifts, earned, we might say, by His Calvary victory (cf. Luke 11:22; Isaiah 
53:12). It is not fanciful to think of Satan stealing God’s original gifts to Man (John 10:10) and Christ retrieving and 
distributing them afresh (see Geoffrey Bingham, One Lord, One Faith, One Baptism, Redeemer Baptist Press, Castle 
Hill, 1997, p. 53). 

10  Compare Rom. 12:6–8; 1 Cor. 12:1–11; 1 Pet. 4:10–11. For example, 1 Cor. 12:28, ‘And God has 
appointed in the church first apostles, second prophets, third teachers; then deeds of power, then gifts of healing, 
forms of assistance, forms of leadership, various kinds of tongues’. 
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We must no longer be children, tossed to and fro and blown about by every wind of doctrine, by 
people’s trickery, by their craftiness in deceitful scheming. 15 But speaking the truth in love, we 
must grow up in every way into him who is the head, into Christ, 16 from whom the whole body, 
joined and knit together by every ligament with which it is equipped, as each part is working 
properly, promotes the body’s growth in building itself up in love (Eph. 4:14–16). 
 

We must grow up, in every way, into him who is the head. Maturity flows from 
hearing the gospel, knowing Christ and what he has done in his cross, and 
subsequently participating in the unified life of the Triune God, amidst both sinful yet 
redeemed humanity. The domata are not a separate group of leaders, which somehow 
function apart from the whole church. These domata together with the charismata are 
indispensable to the life, growth, action and goal to which the whole church has been 
called and empowered, and now moves. The gifts given to the church are not in any 
way to be viewed as other than serving the whole body of Christ in its role:  

 
The eye cannot say to the hand, ‘I have no need of you,’ nor again the head to the feet, ‘I have no 
need of you.’ 22 On the contrary, the members of the body that seem to be weaker are indispensable, 
23 and those members of the body that we think less honorable we clothe with greater honor, and 
our less respectable members are treated with greater respect; 24 whereas our more respectable 
members do not need this. But God has so arranged the body, giving the greater honor to the 
inferior member, 25 that there may be no dissension within the body, but the members may have the 
same care for one another (1 Cor. 12:21–25). 

All Things Unified in Christ  

 In a brief overview of Paul’s letter to the Ephesians, we need to see that Paul sets 
forth the mystery of God’s will and plan, as being the unification of all things in 
Christ (Eph. 1:9–10). He goes on to show that this unity has to do with the saving 
work of grace alone (Eph. 2:5–8), wrought in the flesh of the crucified Jesus. Here, 
God effected the forgiveness of sins (Eph. 1:7), the total removal of hostility between 
Jew and Gentile, and the creation of one new humanity with full access to the Father, 
in one Spirit.  This new humanity is described as a dynamic edifice, a growing struc-
ture (Eph. 2:20–22). It is through the proclamation and the actions of the Christian 
church, that God, who created all things, makes known to everyone the news of the 
boundless riches of Christ (Eph. 3:8–9), and his power to accomplish that wonderful 
unification of all things, which he has ever planned. For this reason, it is essential that 
the church makes every effort to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace. 
Roland Allen says of Paul’s stress upon unity, that: 

 
He taught unity by taking it for granted. He taught men to realize it as a fact of their Christian 
experience. He taught his converts to recognize every baptized Christian as a brother. He taught 
them, as we have seen again and again, the duty of mutual responsibility one for another. He taught 
them by constantly recalling to their minds their common difficulties and sufferings, referring in his 
letters to the sufferings of other churches and comparing them with their own. He taught them to 
practise hospitality one to another. At all times, by all means, he kept the fact of the unity of the 
Church before their eyes.11 
 

The sevenfold creedal affirmation of Ephesians 4:4–6, one body, one Spirit, one hope, 
one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all, declares the 

                                                
11  Roland Allen, Missionary Methods: St. Paul’s or Ours? Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1962, p. 134. 
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completeness of the union achieved by God through Jesus Christ, and imparted and 
applied by the power of the Holy Spirit. The magnificence of this unity finds expres-
sion, not in monotonous uniformity, but in a mutually enriching, complimentary 
diversity. Peter uses the phrase ‘the manifold grace of God’ (1 Pet. 4:10; cf. Ps. 
104:24). The diversity of gifts (domata and charismata) together testifies to that 
amazing unity which flows from the one indescribable gift (dōrea). Thanks be to God 
for his indescribable gift! (2 Cor. 9:15). 

Unity and Love 

 Every day we are all faced with highly significant moral or ethical decisions. These 
may involve national or global leadership; they may involve huge or small personal 
choices; profound contributions or detrimental actions towards society, church and 
family situations may occur as a result. At the heart of true living and therefore true 
building, is what Geoffrey Bingham has called ‘the apostolic model of love’: 
 

The model is that as members of Christ’s body we should hold fast to the head—Christ (Col. 1:18). 
We should grow up into that head together as members of Christ’s body and members one of 
another. This ‘holding fast’ is personal enough, and is primarily local in regard to Christ’s body and 
the fullness with which he has endowed it, but which is his personal presence in the life and actions 
of his people. In this context, and in this way, the love of Christ operates in the world. This is 
because he is Lord over ‘all things’. He first created them, then redeemed them, and now he 
commands them.12  

 
 We all face many complex and incisive questions about suffering, injustice, and 
evil powers; how should we respond? Should Christians be revolutionaries, reformers, 
protesters, or quiet conservatives? What does it mean to participate in life with 
integrity as the church today? Who of Christ’s redeemed sinners can properly 
articulate the mind of Christ in today’s world? Is it the World Council of Churches? Is 
it signatories of a global Evangelical Alliance? Do the Catholic, the Orthodox, the 
Pentecostal or the Protestant make truly authoritative pronouncements? Can a single 
denomination impart the wisdom needed for the hour?  In considering such questions, 
Geoffrey Bingham commends us to the painful battleground of genuine prayer and 
painful love, and the exhortation to personally ‘hold fast’ to Christ, who is the head of 
the church, of love’s edifice. For we can be sure, that God speaks to a person in every 
detail of their life, so that decisions which require time, effort and energy can be made 
by faith, constrained by the love of Christ’s Spirit within.  
 This is where the ‘word’ gifts given to the church are so essential, so wonderful, so 
profound and yet even so simple, for where ‘each part is working properly’, the way 
of love can be known and embraced and pursued, by faith and with good hope. These 
gifts—apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors and teachers—ensure that the word of 
Christ and ‘the way’ of life can be heard, known and embraced by God’s people 
within the context of the church—the local church, and even amidst the wider church. 
As such, it can be proclaimed to the world too.  

                                                
12  Geoffrey Bingham, Creation and the Liberating Glory, NCPI, Blackwood, 2004, p. 189. 
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Responsiveness to His Gift 

 Since its inception at Pentecost, Christ has given gifts to the church, and he himself 
has through his grace imparted mercy personally to each member, and evoked that 
response needful for genuine participation in his commanding Lordship. Compre-
hending the existence and activities of the domata and charismata may help our 
thinking regarding church structure. But it is not a new or ancient methodology.  It 
should, however, encourage the whole church to be responsive to Christ and to 
actively participate in the shepherding work, and in being shepherded ourselves. 
Rather than saying, ‘Christ has done it all, there is nothing I can do’, or simply 
leaving it to the exceptionally gifted to respond, we can see that we are all called to be 
an integral part of the building work, of God’s planned love-edifice, for eternity. 
 Pointing us towards the twofold work of the Holy Spirit, Tom Smail sets out how it 
is that we may personally give, out of the gifts God has given to us: 
 

In him [the Spirit] God gives and man receives; also in him man gives and God receives . . .  
   So, the function of the Spirit is both to complete the movement of God’s grace to us and to begin 
the movement of our gratitude back to God. Christ gives himself to us and the Spirit makes possible 
our reception of what he gives. In the Spirit Christ himself in his created humanity is given a glory 
that does indeed result from his gift to us but is in a real sense our gift to him.  On the one hand, the 
Spirit gives to us what we would not have apart from Christ; on the other, he also gives to Christ, 
again in Pannenberg’s phrase ‘from outside himself’, a glory that he would not have apart from 
us.13 

Paul, as an Example, in His Exercise of ‘Word’ Gifts 

 Proclamation, teaching, letter writing, apostleship and even tent making14 are good 
gifts from God, to use in one’s participation with Christ, in his unification of all 
things.  Paul exercised many gifts in serving the church. However, his ‘word’ gift as 
an apostle is first: ‘woe to me if I do not proclaim the gospel’ (1 Cor. 9:16). 
 As an apostle, Paul lived under daily pressure, due in part to his anxiety for all the 
churches (2 Cor. 11:28). Prior to his departure from Ephesus he called the elders 
together (Acts 20:17) to meet with him. Having already taught them the whole 
counsel of God, he now exhorted them to keep watch over themselves and over all the 
flock, of which the Holy Spirit had made them overseers, to shepherd the church of 
God obtained with the blood of the Father’s own Son (Acts 20:28–29). He knew that 
wolves would come in, not sparing the flock. So he commended them to God and to 
the word of his grace, reassuring them that this message is able to build up the church 
and give them an eternal inheritance among all who are sanctified (Acts 20:32).  
 We note here, that it was the Holy Spirit who had made the elders overseers. 
Further, Paul reminds the Ephesian elders that his own self-supporting ministry and 
free self-giving in supporting the weak is an example of what Jesus meant when he 
said, ‘It is more blessed to give than to receive’ (Acts 20:35). Jesus himself, having 
ascended into heaven, received the Holy Spirit from the Father, and was then more 
blessed in his giving than receiving, as he poured out the Holy Spirit upon all flesh 
(Acts 2:33).  
 As we know, the ascension is described in Acts 1:9–11 and Luke 24:50–51. The 
letter of Paul to the Ephesians makes much of the current immeasurable and powerful 
                                                

13  Tom Smail, The Giving Gift, Darton, Longman and Todd, London, (1988) 1994, pp. 64–5. 
14  Acts 18:3, ‘by trade they were tentmakers’.   
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work of Jesus, as the ascended Christ, who is raised from the dead and seated at the 
Father’s right hand in the heavenly places, far above all rule and authority and power 
and dominion, and above every name that is named, not only in this age but also in 
the age to come (Eph. 1:19–21). The gifted Paul, addressed each gifted person: 
 

But each of us was given grace according to the measure of Christ’s gift (Eph. 4:7). 
 
 In 1 Corinthians 12:7, Paul said of those in Christ, ‘To each is given the manifes-
tation of the Spirit for the common good’. This one verse encapsulates Paul’s entire 
thrust in correcting the errors in the Corinthian church. Similarly in Romans 12:6 
(RSV) we read of ‘Having gifts that differ according to the grace given to us, let us use 
them’.  This phrase, ‘let us use them’ is a call to be part of Christ’s present-day activity, 
of filling all things with meaning and significance—that would otherwise remain vain, 
empty and futile. The Christian life, even ‘when death is near, and life is vain’ is not 
given over to futility because suffering is God’s gift to the body (1 Cor. 12:26; 1 Pet. 
4:13), and ultimately part of the building up, and filling of all things. 

Working in Tandem, Responding to Feedback 

 With the exception of the stationary pastor, the other four domata (Eph. 4:11) are 
mobile ministries given for the church as a whole. It is helpful to see that these five 
ministry gifts are never solo operations, but ‘work in tandem’,15 providing leadership 
in which the blessing of the whole church takes place.  
 All ministries are also interdependent on a kind of ‘feedback loop’ within the 
church itself.  While the physical body is not an analogy of the church body, it can be 
useful to consider the way our physical bodies function, with interrelated hierarchies:  
 

The thyroid gland, while controlling the metabolism in the body, is subject to the control  from the 
pituitary gland in the brain and the pituitary gland is in turn subject to the regulation from the 
hypothalamus. While there is this hierarchy of operations, each controlling centre is in turn subject 
to feedback from the organ they control.16 

 
Working properly together, responsively, the mutual indwelling of members of the 
church emulate the hierarchical love-communion life of the Father, Son and Spirit. 
 

                                                
15  For further discussion, see G. C. Bingham, The Beautiful City of God, p. 49. 
16  For further discussion, see G. C. Bingham, The Beautiful City of God, p. 63, where this quotation is taken 

from Siew Kiong Tham, NCTM, Monday Pastors’ Study Group, 6/8/01, entitled ‘The Body of Christ and the 
Human Body’.  
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STUDY 10 

The Gift of the Spirit and Pastors 

James Krieg 

Then the LORD said to Moses, ‘Gather for me seventy men of the elders of Israel, whom you know 
to be the elders of the people and officers over them, and bring them to the tent of meeting, and let 
them take their stand there with you. 17 And I will come down and talk with you there. And I will 
take some of the Spirit that is on you and put it on them, and they shall bear the burden of the 
people with you, so that you may not bear it yourself alone . . . ’ 
    24 So Moses went out and told the people the words of the LORD. And he gathered seventy men of 
the elders of the people and placed them around the tent. 25 Then the LORD came down in the cloud 
and spoke to him, and took some of the Spirit that was on him and put it on the seventy elders. And 
as soon as the Spirit rested on them, they prophesied. But they did not continue doing it.  
   26 Now two men remained in the camp, one named Eldad, and the other named Medad, and the 
Spirit rested on them. They were among those registered, but they had not gone out to the tent, and 
so they prophesied in the camp. 27 And a young man ran and told Moses, ‘Eldad and Medad are 
prophesying in the camp.’ 28 And Joshua the son of Nun, the assistant of Moses from his youth, 
said, ‘My lord Moses, stop them.’ 29 But Moses said to him, ‘Are you jealous for my sake? Would 
that all the LORD’s people were prophets, that the LORD would put his Spirit on them!’ (Num. 
11:16–17, 24–29).1 

 
 The Father’s goal from the beginning has been to create a community of Spirit-
filled children, led by Spirit-filled men and women. In the above passage Moses 
catches a glimpse of this goal. The purpose of the Spirit’s work in this situation was 
that Moses’ burden of feeding and leading the people might be shared (see 11:9–15); 
it was the Lord’s answer to Moses’ complaints about the people’s complaints about 
the manna which in their eyes didn’t compare to the gourmet food of Egypt. In the 
Lord’s lavish grace, He is willing to provide meat for His people, even though the 
manna was adequate; and in His holy love He also sends disciplining judgement in 
conjunction with the gift, so that Israel may ultimately understand that their covenant 
relationship with Yahweh is not one where He simply panders to their every whim. 
The seventy elders are set apart and enabled by the Spirit for their role,2 and unex-
pectedly demonstrate their appointment by prophesying—which begs the question: 
why do you need to prophesy in order to give people meat? 
 
 
                                                

1  Unless otherwise stated, all Scripture quotations in this study are from the English Standard Version. 
2  We possibly see this echoed in the appointment of the seven Spirit-filled men to distribute food to the 

widows in Acts 6:1–6. 
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 As the story unfolds, we see that their role was not necessarily distribution of food, 
but to in some way stand with Moses ‘around the tent’ (v. 24) in the judgement that 
followed: 
 

And the people rose all that day and all night and all the next day, and gathered the quail. Those 
who gathered least gathered ten homers. And they spread them out for themselves all around the 
camp. 33 While the meat was yet between their teeth, before it was consumed, the anger of the LORD 
was kindled against the people, and the LORD struck down the people with a very great plague 
(Num. 11:32–33). 

 
The empowerment of the Spirit was required for these men to minister to the whole 
nation of Israel in the midst of the Lord’s gracious action of judgement. Presumably 
they are the same body of men who accompanied Moses at the giving of the Law and 
the sprinkling of the blood of the covenant on the people (Exod. 24:1–12), who 
‘beheld God, and ate and drank’ (v. 11), and thus were qualified not to guard the tent 
against the people, but to facilitate the people’s access to the forgiveness that would 
be provided through the numerous sacrifices that would be offered in the wake of the 
plague. The contaminated quail was in hindsight seen to be the gracious action for the 
Shepherd leading and disciplining His sheep in covenant faithfulness: 
 

 He spread a cloud for a covering, 
    and fire to give light by night. 
40 They asked, and he brought quail, 
    and gave them bread from heaven in abundance. 
41 He opened the rock, and water gushed out; 
    it flowed through the desert like a river. 
42 For he remembered his holy promise, 
    and Abraham, his servant (Ps. 105:39–41). 

 
 Moses’ response to Joshua’s objection to Eldad and Medad’s prophesying, ‘Would 
that all the LORD’s people were prophets, that the LORD would put his Spirit on 
them!’ (v. 29) was an anticipation of Pentecost, and his sentiments are echoed in the 
words of the prophets, notably Joel’s famous prophecy: 
 

And it shall come to pass afterward, 
   that I will pour out my Spirit on all flesh; 
your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, 
   your old men shall dream dreams, 
   and your young men shall see visions (Joel 2:28). 

 
This gift of the Spirit was not only that all may know the Lord (Jer. 31:34), but that 
Israel might fulfill their mandate as God’s chosen people, entrusted with the oracles 
of God (Rom. 3:2), to be a blessing to all nations through proclaiming the 
excellencies of God to His glory (1 Pet. 2:9). The Spirit sanctified the seventy elders 
for their roles, foreshadowing the sanctification of the whole nation/people; sanctified 
not to form a holy club or esoteric society, but to participate in the action of the triune 
God in reconciling the world to Himself. 
 The outpouring of the Spirit in Acts is invariably linked with speaking the Word of 
God, be it in tongues, prophecy or proclamation. We see the church, as the true people 
of God—those who are truly Israel because they are so through faith not the flesh —
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fulfilling this mandate through the proclamation of the Gospel and the dynamic action 
of the Word of God in the community of the Father’s family; the former being the 
overflow of the latter. This was no doubt in Paul’s mind as he wrote his letter to the 
Ephesians. The church finds her completeness and full identity not in her structures, 
strategies or slogans, but in her unity in Christ her head and husband who fills all 
things and so gives wholeness and maturity to His bride. Every member (Eph. 4:7,  
eJni; de; eJkavstw/ hJmw'n) is given this fullness, which enables them to operate as 
members of the Body; this leads one to see that the list of 4:11 need not apply to a 
distinct group of ‘staff’, but is in a sense descriptive of the ministry of the whole 
body: 
 

And he gave the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the pastors and teachers, 12 to equip the 
saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ, 13 until we all attain to the unity 
of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to mature manhood, to the measure of the 
stature of the fullness of Christ . . . (Eph. 4:11–13). 

 
To show the basis for these gifts, Paul quotes in verse 8 from Psalm 68, a song of 
Yahweh’s victory over His enemies, demonstrated in the deliverance of His people 
from Egypt, their establishment in the land of promise, and of the Temple in 
Jerusalem, ‘Because of your temple at Jerusalem kings shall bear gifts to you’  
(v. 29). In the Psalm it is men who give gifts to the victorious, exalted King as he 
processes into the temple (v. 24); Paul has Christ the King giving gifts to men. Some 
have attempted to explain what at first appears to be a misquotation here in various 
ways, which impose modern grammar and punctuation on the text. Whatever may 
have been in Paul’s mind, it seems that he quotes the passage as prolepsis;3 the kings 
of Psalm 68 give gifts in tribute to the One whom they recognise as being King of all 
kingdoms and Lord of all nations, and they do so in anticipation of the protection and 
wealth that will come to their kingdoms as a result of being embraced by their 
Sovereign and subsumed into His empire. The Lord is not made richer by the 
receiving of gifts from men, since all things already belong to Him; rather the 
acknowledgement of His sovereign rule over the world means riches for the nations 
whom He has promised to bless. In a sense the giving and receiving are of the same 
action; the action of the King. 
 Jesus, by virtue of His cross, resurrection and reign, has been given by the Father 
the kingdom of this world (Rev. 11:15), and will reign with the Father over the new 
Jerusalem into which ‘the kings of the earth will bring their glory’ (Rev. 21:24). This 
means that ‘receiving gifts among men’ in Psalm 68 necessarily implies the applica-
tion of ‘he gave gifts to men’ in Ephesians 4:8 when we see that Psalm 68 has been 
fulfilled in Christ. This is more than trivial exegetical semantics. Knowing this must 
necessarily enlarge our understanding of the gifts of verse 11. His goal to ‘fill all 
things’ (v. 10) speaks not so much of his immanence or omnipresence (‘My God is so 
BIG!’), but of His sovereign rule as head of all things for the church. It is the reigning 
Christ, who from his throne at the right hand of the Father, far above all rule and 
authority, administers his church through the appointment of these offices, and as the 
Gospel goes out to the nations through the ministry of the Body of Christ. 
 

                                                
3  That is, in anticipation of its implications. 
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 The scope of this paper allows only a limited examination of each of the offices of 
verse 11; and our goal in this is to see specifically the place of the pastor/teacher 4 in 
relationship to apostle, prophet and evangelist. The survey is not comprehensive, and 
will focus chiefly on the Gospels and Acts. 
 
Apostles (ajpovstolo~, apostolos) 
 These men were separated from the wider circle of disciples and commissioned by 
Christ, therefore reflecting his ministry. All four Gospels show the appointment of the 
Twelve, and the giving to them of apostolic authority, involving proclaiming the 
kingdom of God, and authority to go out in his name and exercising authority over 
unclean spirits and to heal. Yet this was not restricted to the Twelve, as we see Jesus 
in Luke 10:1–12 sending out another 72 with the same commission; quite possibly 
this is an indication that this was something he did more than twice. This appointment 
was not by their choice or will: ‘You did not choose me, but I chose you and 
appointed you that you should go and bear fruit and that your fruit should abide’ 
(John 15:16).5 The distinct impression one gets is that the apostolic ministry is not one 
that is limited to time or number; Jesus’ boundaries of definition were much wider 
than the ones we might want to set, as the Twelve had to learn when later they 
realised the necessity of including Paul (and with him Silas, Apollos, Timothy, et al.) 
in their number. 
 
Prophets (profhvth~, prophētēs) 
 In the Gospels the title of prophet is only used in reference to the Old Testament 
prophets, to John the Baptist who stands in their line, and Jesus himself when people 
surmise that he may be ‘The Prophet who is to come’ (John 6:14). In this we see Jesus 
himself as the ‘final word’—the Word made flesh, who in his arrival makes obsolete 
any notion of ‘ongoing revelation’. The role of the prophets in pointing God’s people 
forward to the Day of the Lord has given way to the declaration in the Gospel that this 
Day has arrived. Yet this declaration in itself is also prophetic: ‘the testimony of Jesus 
is the spirit of prophecy’ (Rev. 19:10). The Old Testament prophets, ‘searched and 
inquired carefully’ to see that which has ‘now been announced’ to—and subsequently 
by—us (1 Pet. 1:10–12). So we might dare to claim that proclamation of the Gospel is 
more fully true prophecy than anything spoken by the Old Testament prophets. In 
Acts ‘prophets’ are mentioned four times, at some strategic moments in the advance 
of this Gospel—predicting the coming famine (11:27–30), the commissioning of Paul 
and Barnabas (13:1–3), the Jerusalem letter to Gentiles (15:32), and the prediction of 
Paul’s arrest (21:10–11).  
 
Evangelists (euaggelisthv~, euangelistēs) 
 Phillip (one of the seven charged with the role of distributing food to widows) is 
the only person in the New Testament who is entitled ‘evangelist’ (Acts 21:8), and 
Timothy is urged to see that to fulfill his varied ministry at Ephesus was to ‘do the 
work of an evangelist’ (2 Tim. 4:5). Simply meaning ‘a proclaimer of the Gospel’, 
                                                

4  The debate may continue endlessly and uselessly about whether pastor and teacher are distinct offices or a 
single office of pastor–teacher; any pastor must also teach, and any teacher must be pastoral. See study 15 for 
more clarification on this question. 

5  Which helps us see that this verse is not so much about assurance of salvation and election, but about our 
confidence in the ministry of the New Covenant. 
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these two uses of eujaggelisthv~ (euangelistēs) would demonstrate that this procla-
mation characterises and goes hand in hand with all ministry, no matter how 
‘mundane’. Our brothers and sisters in the majority world have been more conscious 
of this role as an office in the church that deserves the training, commissioning and 
sending of dedicated men, however, as the West is becoming increasingly post-
Christian, more Western churches and movements are seeing the urgent need for this 
gift to be recognised. 
 
Pastor–Teachers (poimhvn, poimēn; didavskalo~, didaskalos) 
 In the flow of this apostolic, prophetic and proclamatory ministry of God through 
His people, we come finally to the pastor–teachers (shepherd–teachers).6 As with the 
first three, we should be careful to place hard boundaries around the role, since it is 
defined by the sovereign work of the Spirit who manifests himself (1 Cor. 12:7) in 
various ways in the church. Their place in the list could be seen as an indication of 
chronology; the pastor–teacher builds on the foundation laid by the ministry of the 
first three; the former may come and go, the latter remains more constant as the 
church continues her journey towards maturity in the stature of the fullness of Christ 
(Eph. 4:13). 
 Yet this constancy neither makes the office more superior to nor replaces apostles 
and prophets. Historically a lot of passionate rhetoric has surrounded debates and 
discussions on whether the offices of apostle and prophet have continued beyond the 
first century (i.e. the death of the original apostles and the completion of the New 
Testament canon). Both cessationist and continuist have been guilty of bad exegesis, 
arguments from silence, and ad hominem attacks. Both ironically have appealed to 
what seems to many to be the actual cessation of apostolic and prophetic activity and 
other miraculous gifts in the Western church; one saying that it is in the providence 
and plan of God, the other that it is cause for us to rediscover them. 
 Whether we are cessationist or continuist, we must nevertheless all agree on 
several things about all of the gifts: 
 Firstly: These people are appointed by Christ for his church (‘he gave’), not by the 
church for Christ. Possibly our problems begin when we want to define, restrict, 
quantify and professionalise the offices in our attempt to domesticate and rule over the 
church. From time to time para-church movements may arise that seek to ‘redress the 
imbalance’ of the perceived absence of one or more offices, and often consequently 
battle with defining their relationship to (or independence from) the local congregations 
in which the deficiency is perceived. We may also use them to set up a clergy–laity 
distinction, demanding that each office requires certain training and worldly qualifica-
tions. As we have seen in the brief survey above, none of the offices appear to be 
mutually exclusive, and all elude a neat and tidy categorisation or ‘job description’; 
they are ultimately the manifestation of the Spirit himself who blows where he wills 
(John 3:8). 
 Secondly: Jesus is building his church, ‘on the foundation of the apostles and 
prophets, Christ Jesus himself being the cornerstone’ (Eph. 2:20), and so the church, 

                                                
6  Here in Ephesians is the sole place in the New Testament where the title ποιµην is applied to someone other 

than Jesus, except in the literal sense. The elders in Ephesus (Acts 20:28) and the Dispersion (1 Pet. 5:2–3) are 
charged with pastoral responsibility, and in both cases reminded that the flock/church is God’s (i.e. not theirs). 
Does this indicate that eldership and shepherding are synonymous, or that those with authority need to be always 
reminded that true authority is embodied in the self-sacrifice emulated by the Good Shepherd?  
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as the household of God, is necessarily apostolic and prophetic; a calling known only 
as we operate corporately. This means that in the course of its apostolic and prophetic 
ministry there will be (and have been) persons who will be used in significant ways 
that we may call apostolic or prophetic, even if we are shy to directly label them 
apostles or prophets. At the same time, the ministry of individual persons loses 
validity as soon as they operate as individuals, independent of the Body; once they 
lose sight of the fact that their being gifted to the church is cause for great humility in 
which there is place neither for celebrity status nor personal empire building.7 
 A number of passages, notably in Paul’s letters, speak specifically of the apostolic 
ministry in a way that does not immediately allow a direct application of what is said 
to every Christian—for example, when Paul says in 1 Corinthians 4:13, ‘We have 
become, and are still, like the scum of the world, the refuse of all things’, this is in the 
context of drawing a contrast between Paul (and his apostolic companions), and the 
believers in the churches to whom and for whom they laboured: ‘We are fools for 
Christ’s sake, but you are wise in Christ. We are weak, but you are strong. You are 
held in honor, but we in disrepute’ (1 Cor. 4:10).8 These things cannot be said to  
be ipso facto the case for the ‘everyday’ Christian—unless we understand that this 
person is a member of the apostolic and prophetic community, and as such both 
suffers and rejoices with the Body. The rejection and hatred a Christian may face is 
not a personal thing; it is a rejection of Christ as he is embodied in his church. As a 
pastor–teacher, I must see myself as being in this flow of the apostolic and prophetic 
work of Christ in his church, and rest firmly on this as my foundation. 
 Thirdly: The goal of these gifts is the maturing of the church into ‘the measure of the 
stature of the fullness of Christ’. This is not an end in itself, but is with a view to him 
filling all things; the church’s glory is the glory of the Father’s grace (Eph. 1:6, 12, 14), 
and the fullness of this will be seen in the Telos, not in the visible institutions we are 
wont to call ‘churches’. So while we serve the church, we ultimately serve Christ and 
through him the Father. This means we cannot see this passage as a strategy for church 
growth or management just waiting to be applied, nor is there any room for self-
congratulation when we feel we have got our ministry structures ‘right’. Both pastoral 
care and teaching is therefore transformed from management and therapy into an 
exciting (even exhilarating) participation in the Father’s eschatological purpose. Our 
task is not to help people live happy, comfortable and prosperous lives in this world, but 
to call them to fix their eyes on Jesus, and forsake all this world has to offer in light of 
their treasure stored in Heaven. 
 Fourthly: The gifts are an expression not just of the ministry of Jesus in his church, 
but reveal something that is ontological about humanity. As the renewed, recreated 
humanity, constituted in Christ the second Adam, the church as a community should 
be expected to display the creational design; the various ministries and gifts within the 
church are not purely pragmatic means to get the church to function well or to achieve 

                                                
7  For this reason, it is good to be presenting this paper at ‘New Creation Teaching Ministry’, not ‘Geoffrey 

Bingham Ministries’. 
8  Some commentators see Paul being sarcastic here—speaking not of realities but of the Corinthians’ self-

perception. Rather, Paul is highlighting the fact that the Corinthians were being misled by the ‘Super Apostles’ who 
proclaimed worldly success and prosperity as a sign of God’s blessing and in this they were no longer one with Paul 
in the true ministry of the Gospel. His call in verse 16 to ‘be imitators of me’ is a call back to being the authentic 
Apostolic community. 
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her KPI’s.9 The gifts are representative of the Spirit-filled people of God, created and 
redeemed to be vessels of God’s glory; exercising authority over creation; hearing and 
speaking forth the Word of God; living in genuine, self-sacrificial love and care. They 
show a humanity that is functional and complementary; in short: it works, and in 
working, all glory goes to the Father who created all things to be very good and work 
together (Gen. 1:31). It is an interesting aside to note that some secular analysts who 
study the functioning of successful teams have identified five key roles that they say 
should exist in any organisation in order for it to operate smoothly and with growth. 
Each of these roles can be seen to correspond in some way to the five gifts of 
Ephesians 4:11, suggesting further their ontological nature.  
 This means that pastoral–teaching ministry is also firmly grounded in the realities 
of the created world; it is not a call to escape the material and focus only on the 
‘spiritual’. We teach people of the excellencies of the glory of Christ, including his 
faithfulness to redeem the whole of this groaning creation and the final liberation of 
the physical world into the freedom of the glory of the children of God (Rom. 8:21). 
 Fifthly: Ultimately, we will all be cessasionist. All five titles of Ephesians 4:11 are 
attributed, finally, to Christ. He is the Apostle and high priest of our confession (Heb. 
3:1); the Prophet like Moses raised up by God (John 7:40; Acts 3:22); the Evangelist 
who came ‘proclaiming the gospel of God (Mark 1:14–15); the Good Shepherd/ 
Pastor who lays down his life for the sheep (John 10:11); and the Teacher who by 
his Spirit leads us into the truth of all that the Father has and is (John 16:12–15). 
When Jesus our Apostle/Prophet/Evangelist/Pastor/Teacher appears, then in a sense 
all of these titles—insofar as they are applied in this age—will become obsolete. They 
would have fulfilled their purpose in this age when the kingdom of God is advancing 
by force (Matt. 11:12) and when the doors of the kingdom remain open to those who 
will enter by faith through the Gospel proclaimed by the church apostolic. We can 
therefore say with Paul, ‘Therefore, having this ministry by the mercy of God, we do 
not lose heart’ (2 Cor. 4:1). 
 

                                                
9  Key Performance Indicators. 
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STUDY 11 

The Ministry of the Word (1): 
The Good Shepherd Feeds  

His Flock 

Andrew Klynsmith 

When Jesus landed and saw a large crowd, he had compassion on them, because they were like 
sheep without a shepherd. So he began teaching them many things (Mark 6:34).1 
 
Jesus went through all the towns and villages, teaching in their synagogues, preaching the good 
news of the kingdom and healing every disease and sickness. When he saw the crowds, he had 
compassion on them, because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd. Then 
he said to his disciples, ‘The harvest is plentiful but the workers are few. Ask the Lord of the 
harvest, therefore, to send out workers into his harvest field’ (Matt. 9:35–38). 
 

 This paper seeks to show that it is essential that the church understand that it is the 
Good Shepherd, Jesus Christ, who continues to feed his flock and build his church 
through the ministry of the word. Jesus Christ is the Word of God. The ‘word gifts’ 
(Gk: domata) are his own speaking/action in the life of the church. It is essential that 
those entrusted with these gifts and responsibilities have a true apprehension of the 
necessity and shape of unction in the exercise of them. 

JESUS, THE WORD OF GOD 

To any person with even a passing knowledge of the Old Testament Scriptures,  
the opening to John’s Gospel must immediately ring with familiarity as they echo the 
first words of the Bible: ‘In the beginning . . .’ In his prologue to the account of the 
ministry of Jesus Christ, the Son of God, John is pointing us to the fact that in Jesus 
Christ we have one who brings to completion all the purposes of God in creation, one 
who renews creation. John expands the account of the creation, enabled to do so for in 
Jesus Christ a clearer and fuller revelation of those first events has been given  
(cf. Heb. 1:1–2). Whereas the writer of Genesis tells us simply, ‘In the beginning God 
created the heavens and the earth’ (Gen. 1:1), John tells us more about this Creator: 
 
                                                

1  Unless otherwise stated, all Scripture quotations in this study are from the New International Version. 
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In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was with 
God in the beginning.  
   Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made (John 1:1–3). 
 

In the Genesis account of creation, all was created through God’s speech and com-
mand: ‘Let there be . . . and it was so’. In John’s expounding of these things in the 
light of Jesus Christ, we see that this word of God was not simply a power or force, 
but rather that there was one, the Word, in eternity2 with God, no less than God, and 
distinct from God, through whom all things have come to be. Moreover, the Word is 
so close to God, towards God (Gk. pros ton theon), that he is a full revelation of God. 
In fact, John says later in the Prologue, ‘We have seen his glory, the glory of the One 
and Only [or, the Only Begotten], who came from the Father, full of grace and truth’, 
and ‘No-one has ever seen God, but God the One and Only [or, the Only Begotten], 
who is at the Father’s side, has made him known’ (John 1:14, 18). Later Jesus would 
say, ‘Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father. How can you say “Show us the 
Father”? Don’t you believe that I am in the Father, and that the Father is in me?’ 
(John 14:9–10). As the writer to the Hebrews says, ‘The Son is the radiance of God’s 
glory and the exact representation of his being’ (Heb. 1:3). 
 The Word of God had personhood alongside God and acted as the agent of the will 
of God. All of the purpose of God in creation is effected through this Word. The 
writer to the Hebrews tells us that this Word, who is the Son, was the one through 
whom God made the universe, and more, that he has been ‘appointed heir of all 
things’ and that he sustains all things by his powerful word. Creation is not only 
initiated by the Word of God, but in fact the destiny of all things is that they be 
inherited by the Word/Son and that between creation and final inheritance the Son is 
actually sustaining all things and this by his powerful word (Heb. 1:1–3). This Son 
who sustains all things and brings them to their great goal is the one who made 
purification for sins and then sat down at the Father’s right hand. This must mean that 
the sustaining word in creation, the word that ensures that the purposes of God in 
creation are finally reached, is the word of the gospel. 
 In writing the above, I have a deep sense of the danger of trying to be cleverer than 
I am! And of speaking things too wonderful for me! Having said that, the reasons I 
say the above for the sake of this study are: 

• God’s intention in creation is that all things will come to fullness in Jesus 
Christ, His Son. 

• That intention is effected through His Word, His speaking, and through no 
other power or action. 

• Creation’s destiny hangs on the powerful Word of God continuing to come to 
it, to sustain and to liberate through purification. 

• All the work of God in Jesus Christ is essentially powerful speech. 
As the Good Shepherd brings creation to the goal, and gathers and shepherds his flock 
to their great release in the resurrection, that ministry is by his speaking. 

                                                
2  In his fine commentary on the Gospel of John, Leon Morris says: 

  The verb ‘was’ is most naturally understood of the eternal existence of the Word: ‘the Word continually was’. We 
should not press the tense unduly, but certainly the verb denotes neither a completed state, nor a coming into being. It is 
appropriate to eternal, unchanging being. John is affirming that the Word existed before creation, which makes it clear 
that the Word was not created (Leon Morris, The Gospel According to John, The New International Commentary on the 
New Testament, F. F. Bruce gen. ed., Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1984, pp. 73–4). 
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 After Jesus had been baptised, when he heard the word of the Father to him (Luke 
3:21–22), and had triumphed against Satan in the temptations through speaking the 
word of God (Luke 4:1–13), he began his public ministry by teaching in the synagogues 
throughout the whole countryside (Luke 4:15). In Nazareth, his home town, he 
announced his kingdom program (given him by the Father) by reading a section of 
Isaiah’s prophecy and connecting it to himself. Essentially it was to be a ministry of 
proclamation: 

 
The Spirit of the Lord is on me, 
 because he has anointed me 
 to preach good news to the poor. 
He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners 
 and recovery of sight for the blind,  
to release the oppressed, 
 to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour (Luke 4:18–19). 

 
 In an age where words are a dime a dozen, and hardly any of those words are 
worthy of trust, Jesus’ speech was typified by authority (Luke 4:32, 36; 5:24; and 
especially 7:8). This authority was seen in that what he said, happened. His miracles 
were by and large effected through a word of command, or a rebuke (Luke 4:35, 39, 
41; 5:13; 7:14–15; 8:24–25, 29; etc); he called his disciples with an authoritative word 
(no argumentation or promise, simply a summons—Luke 5:4, 10, 27–28); he brought 
forgiveness to the oppressed through a word (Luke 5:20; 7:48–50). Jesus then com-
missioned the Twelve to join with him in the proclamation of the kingdom, and gave 
them authority to also work these liberating works as the word was proclaimed (Luke 
9:1–2). So also, the ‘seventy-two others’ in Luke 10:1ff. Any who were joined to him 
needed to know that they followed him for this reason: to proclaim the kingdom of 
God (Luke 9:57–62). 
 Finally, the act of purification, by which creation’s destiny would be secured, 
needed to be accomplished. All the power of the word of Christ rested upon the act of 
propitiatory sacrifice that culminated his ministry. The Good Shepherd lays down his 
life for the sheep. In that sacrificial act, Christ himself is almost silent: ‘He was 
oppressed and afflicted, yet he did not open his mouth; he was led like a lamb to the 
slaughter, and as a sheep before her shearers is silent, so he did not open his mouth’ 
(Isa. 53:7). The near silence of Christ marks the few things he does say with great 
importance. They are windows into the meaning of the events. His utter silence during 
the dark hours of abandonment (his cry of dereliction came only at the end of that 
time) gives space to hear the verdict of God. His silence is a deafening contradiction 
to the persistent and endless self-justifying whine of the human race. By his silence he 
speaks the great confession of God’s holiness and the sinfulness of humanity. 
 After his resurrection, the vindication of him by God against the condemning 
judgement of the human race, Jesus made himself known to his disciples through 
speech—the opening of Scriptures and the giving of thanks as he broke bread (Luke 
24:25ff.; esp. v. 32, and 44ff.). And he commissioned his disciples (the Eleven and 
those with them) to be witnesses and proclaimers of the message of the gospel to all 
nations, after they had received the empowering gift of the Holy Spirit. He was then 
taken into heaven while he was blessing them, and so the church continues to live 
now under the raised hands of Jesus Christ. His living, dynamic, active presence is 
given to us through the presence of the Holy Spirit, in the opening of his word and in 
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the breaking of bread. The church will not live on with the ever-dimming memory of 
Christ; he himself will be with us, speaking with us and so working in us all the 
power of the gospel.  

THE CONTINUING SPEAKING OF CHRIST IN THE CHURCH 

The Domata as Word Gifts 

But to each one of us grace has been given as Christ apportioned it. This is why it says:  
‘When he ascended on high,  
    he led captives in his train  
    and gave gifts to men.’  

(What does ‘he ascended’ mean except that he also descended to the lower, earthly regions? He 
who descended is the very one who ascended higher than all the heavens, in order to fill the whole 
universe.) It was he who gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and 
some to be pastors and teachers, to prepare God’s people for works of service, so that the body of 
Christ may be built up until we all reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God 
and become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the fulness of Christ.  
    Then we will no longer be infants, tossed back and forth by the waves, and blown here and there 
by every wind of teaching and by the cunning and craftiness of men in their deceitful scheming. 
Instead, speaking the truth in love, we will in all things grow up into him who is the Head, that is, 
Christ. From him the whole body, joined and held together by every supporting ligament, grows 
and builds itself up in love, as each part does its work (Eph. 4:7–16). 

 
Paul makes clear here that the various word gifts (domata) in the church are the gifts 
of the risen and ascended Lord Jesus Christ. Each of these ‘domatic’ ministries is 
actually the ministry of Christ himself: we do not supplement or substitute for the 
ministry of Christ; rather, through us Christ—the Apostle, Evangelist, Prophet, Pastor, 
and Teacher—exercises his ongoing ministry of the word of God and prepares the 
whole church for its service of the kingdom in the world. By that service the whole 
church (including the ministers of the word) is built up into maturity. There is an 
essential ‘feedback mechanism’ here: the apostles, evangelists, prophets, pastors and 
teachers all themselves need the ministry of those they prepare for ministry in order to 
reach maturity; the ministry of God’s word in the body is not a one-way flow. 
 All is with the intention that all members of the body together, in the unity of faith 
in Christ, attain to the whole measure of Christ’s own fullness. That is, the whole 
thrust of Christ’s continued ministry in these gifts is the outworking of the plan of 
God in creation; that finally there be a renewed heavens and earth, with a family holy 
and blameless in His presence in Christ, adopted in Christ as His sons and daughters, 
all to the universal praise of His grace (Eph. 1:4–6). In this we see that the word of 
God is powerfully in action, bringing about the ultimate intention of God. The Good 
Shepherd is, through his active ministry in the gifts given to the church, bringing the 
flock to the ultimate destination—we will dwell in the house of the Lord forever. 

The Ministry of Christ and Unction 

 It is essential in the ministry of the word given to those with the domata that the 
voice of Jesus Christ be heard clearly and that the word of God accomplish just what 
it is sent for. In proclamation the word of God is given a human channel in the mouth 
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and life of a preacher, and yet maintains the quality of being the word of God. The 
hearing of Christ through the words of the speaker is identical with hearing the 
speaker discourse about Jesus Christ. Preaching is a revelatory event, and not simply 
the presentation of a set of logical propositions. When the word of God is preached, 
the living word of God speaks; believers hear the word of God and it will bring into 
their lives the freedom found in Jesus Christ. In the act of preaching, the revelatory 
act (or ‘event’) of God takes place and authoritatively speaks the word of God to the 
believer. The Christian minister of God’s word must have more, not less, assurance 
than the Old Testament prophets in declaring for his speaking, ‘Thus says the Lord!’ 
and, ‘Hear the word of the Lord!’ 
 Because preaching is a revelatory event, it must be clear to the preacher of the 
word (in whatever form that declaration takes: teaching, proclamation, pastoral care, 
etc.) that the effect of the word is out of his hands: ‘precisely because the point of the 
event of preaching is God’s own speaking, there can be no question of our doing the 
revealing in any way’.3 This means then that the speaker of God’s word must let the 
word itself do its own work, and not attempt to bolster that word. Thus, the preacher 
must not give reasons for why the word of God is true, or trying to convince people of 
the power of the word. In Dogmatics, Barth writes, ‘preaching does not reflect, reasons, 
dispute, or academically instruct. It proclaims, summons, invites and commands.’4  
 This does not leave the speaker with a cool and detached relation to the word he 
brings, distantly waiting for the word to do its work ‘out there’. As Karl Barth pointed 
out, only when preaching conforms to the revelation of God, is it really preaching and 
can it really have power.5 (As I understand Barth, he saw conforming as something 
like ‘being part of the action of Christ’s living revelation’, not so much as ‘being in 
doctrinal accordance with “revealed truths” ’.) For such conforming, the preacher 
must have experienced the subjective reality of the word of God, and must have 
yielded to the word of God in faith and obedience. And when this conforming 
happens, then the minister of God’s word will throw himself wholeheartedly into the 
act of proclamation, using and constraining all gifts and abilities in him for the free 
flow of God’s word to the listeners.6 

                                                
3  Attributed to Karl Barth by James Cox in an unknown source, in David Niblack, ‘Karl Barth and Preaching’, 

from <http://www.davidniblack.com/articles/Karl%20Barth%20and%20Preaching.htm> accessed on June 23, 2010. 
4  Also attributed to Karl Barth, from his Church Dogmatics, but without references, by David Niblack in 

‘Karl Barth and Preaching’. 
5  Karl Barth, Homiletics (tr. by Geoffrey W. Bromiley and Donald E. Daniels, Westminster/John Knox Press, 

Louisville, 1991, p. 47), again quoted by Niblack. 
6  An essential book, in my view, for those engaged in the ministry of the word is Eccentric Preachers by 

Charles Spurgeon (my copy—Pilgrim Publications, Pasadena, 1978). Spurgeon celebrates true eccentricity:  
  God grant that we may not be eccentric towards God, either as to holiness or truth, for that were fatal: but when fashion 

and custom mark out ill-proportioned imitations of the circle of perfection, or even dare to impose curves of their own, it 
may be grandly right to be eccentric, for an eccentric path all the saints have trodden as they have tracked the narrow 
way in the teeth of the many who pursue the downward road (pp. 16–17).  

  Have anything like originality, anything like genius, anything like a sparkle of wit, anything like natural whole-souled 
action, and you will be called eccentric directly by those who are used to the gospel of Hum-drum . . . Your regular man 
says nothing which can by any possibility offend anybody, and nothing which is likely to do anyone good (p. 25). 

Amongst the causes of godly eccentricity (pp. 72ff.), Spurgeon lists:  
• They have been natural; they have been themselves and not copies of others; what was in them they have 

not restrained, but have given full play to all their powers. 
• They have been more truthful than their fellows; they do not believe in etiquettical lying, but speak the 

truth whether they offend or please. 
• They are really in earnest and earnestness defies rules. 
• They have a wealth of poetry dwelling in their speech. 
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 The preacher must work in the expectation, and with the desire, that Jesus Christ 
himself would actively work, through these human words, all his mighty work of 
salvation, bringing about, in the here-and-now, eternal effects which will stand at the 
last day. Essential to each of the ministry of each of the domata is unction. The best 
definition of unction is the certainty of the voice of Christ being heard with effect in 
the proclaimer’s words. Many define unction in terms of the saving power of Christ 
being undeniable in the proclamation. I think the definition is a little narrow, unless it 
means (and rightly so) that the saving power of Christ is seen in his working blessing 
and judgement through his word. It necessarily would be true that Jesus Christ always 
spoke with unction, but that meant that at times his preaching so infuriated his hearers 
that they were driven to murderous rage (e.g. Luke 4:23ff.).  
 Certainly Paul’s expectation was that when he came to preach it would be ‘in the 
full measure of the blessing of Christ’ (Rom. 15:29). He expected that Jesus Christ 
himself would be present in action in the proclamation of the word, wherever Paul 
was preaching. He boasted of what Christ had accomplished through him: the leading 
of the Gentiles to obey God through what he said and did, by the power of signs and 
wonders (which were the signs of authenticity of the apostles—2 Cor. 12:12) through 
the power of the Holy Spirit, in this way fully proclaiming the gospel of Christ (Rom. 
15:17–19). He rejoiced over the Thessalonian congregation that when he proclaimed 
the gospel there, they received the message ‘not as the word of men, but as it actually 
is, the word of God, which is at work in you who believe’ (1 Thess. 2:13). 
 This unction is the speaking of Jesus Christ, but it is worked in the preacher 
through the ministry of the Holy Spirit. Spurgeon says: 
 

[W]e depend entirely upon the Spirit of God to produce actual effect from the gospel, and at this 
effect we must always aim. We do not stand up in our pulpits to display our skill in spiritual sword 
play, but we come to actual fighting: our object is to drive the sword of the Spirit through men’s 
hearts . . . Always aim at effect . . . Never aim at effect after the manner of the climax makers, 
poetry quoters, handkerchief manipulators, and bombast blowers. Far better for a man that he had 
never been born than that he should degrade a pulpit into a show box to exhibit himself in. Aim at 
the right sort of effect; the inspiring of saints to nobler things, the leading of Christians closer to 
their Master, the comforting of doubters till they rise out of their terrors, the repentance of sinners, 
and their exercise of immediate faith in Christ. Without these signs following, what is the use of our 
sermons? . . . Miracles of grace must be the seals of our ministry; who can bestow them but the 
Spirit of God.7 

A Prayer for the Preaching 

From the New Creation Hymn Book, number 142: 
 

1. Come, Thou everlasting Spirit,  
 Bring to every thankful mind  
 All the Saviour’s dying merit,  
 All His sufferings for mankind!  
 
 

                                                                                                                                      
• They are men of shrewd common sense. 
• They invest their preaching with the vast amount of dramatic energy with which they have been endowed. 

Spurgeon illustrates each of these points with anecdotes of such preachers in the history of the church. 
7  Charles Spurgeon, Lectures To My Students, Zondervan, Grand Rapids, 1954, pp. 194–5. 
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2. True Recorder of His passion,  
 Now the living faith impart,  
 Now reveal His great salvation, 
 Preach His gospel to our heart.  
 
3. Come, Thou Witness of His dying;  
 Come, Remembrancer divine, 
 Let us feel Thy power, applying  
 Christ to every soul, and mine.8 

                                                
8  Charles Wesley (1707–1788), in New Creation Hymn Book, 2nd ed., NCPI, Blackwood, 2010. 
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STUDY 12 

The Ministry of the Word (2): 
The Written Word 

Siew Kiong Tham 

Paul instructs young Timothy, ‘Until I arrive, give attention to the public reading of 
scripture . . . ’ (1 Tim. 4:13).1 This of course refers to the Old Testament. Nowhere in 
the Bible is the goal of the written word stated more clearly than in the writings of the 
apostle John when he closes his gospel with these words, ‘But these are written so 
that you may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that 
through believing you may have life in his name’ (John 20:31). This is the ministry of 
the written word. 
 We have come to acknowledge the written word as inspired and authoritative. 
Again, Paul wrote this to young Timothy. 
 

But as for you, continue in what you have learned and firmly believed, knowing from whom you 
learned it, 15 and how from childhood you have known the sacred writings that are able to instruct 
you for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. 16 All scripture is inspired by God and is useful for 
teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, 17 so that everyone who 
belongs to God may be proficient, equipped for every good work (2 Tim. 3:14–17). 

 
 Because the sacred writings are inspired and authoritative, they ‘are able to instruct 
[us] for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus’.  
 How does the written word do that? Are we permitted to treat it as any other 
written text and understand it in an intellectual fashion? If that were so then would we 
be treating it as the inspired writing that it claims to be? What does reading the 
inspired writing do to us and how does it achieve that? 
 Is the written word merely a tool in our hand? It is not. It is not merely a text for us 
to analyse with various modalities of literary schemes to uncover its meaning, though 
in certain situations, these literary schemes can be helpful. So often we take the 
written word, analyse and dissect it and in many instances force it to deliver what we 
regard as a hidden meaning. When we do that, all that happens is that we impose upon 
the word that meaning by our own construction and by the assumptions we hold when 
we come to it. This is part of our secular training in the construct of meaning. It is a 
modern form of narcissism as Oswald Bayer explains: 

 
 

                                                
1  Unless otherwise stated, all Scripture quotations in this study are from the New Revised Standard Version. 
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Instead of emphasising the authoritative gift given in advance, which empowers us to understand 
and think, modernity emphasises the task of interpreting and understanding what is given. 
Appropriation has become more important than dedication and communication. For the modern 
Narcissus even hermeneutical ‘reason only has insight into what it itself has produced correspond-
ing to its own projections’. So it becomes the ‘highest task of education’ ‘to appropriate one’s 
transcendental Self, and at the same time to become the Self of my Self’. In this understanding of 
education, what is heard and read only exists by the grace of the human interpreter and his 
interpretative activity, by the grace of the human heart—a heart that in effect writes the fiction that 
it claims to interpret, and in this way constructs meaning.2 

 
The written word is also not meant to be a system of incantation for the release of its 
power as if when we say the right words, it will give the desired effect. The question 
for us is whether the word is subject to our judgement or are we subject to the 
judgement of the word? If we regard it to be authoritative, then we must be subject to 
its judgement. 

THE LIVING WORD 

The Old Testament does not treat the word as a static entity. The psalmist refers to the 
word as something living and active. ‘By the word of the LORD the heavens were 
made’ (Ps. 33:6). The word is personified. ‘In God, whose word I praise, in the LORD, 
whose word I praise’ (Ps. 56:10). The psalmist celebrates the living word this way—it 
does something to us: 
 

   The law of the LORD is perfect, 
   reviving the soul; 
  the decrees of the LORD are sure, 
   making wise the simple; 
8 the precepts of the LORD are right, 
   rejoicing the heart; 
  the commandment of the LORD is clear, 
   enlightening the eyes (Ps. 19:7–8). 

 
There is a unity of word and action as well. Isaiah said:  
 

. . . so shall my word be that goes out from my mouth; 
 it shall not return to me empty, 
but it shall accomplish that which I purpose, 
 and succeed in the thing for which I sent it (Isa. 55:11). 

 
 That is why the sages of old do not classify any of the books in the scriptures (Old 
Testament) as historical books. The Hebrew scriptures consist of the Torah, Prophets 
and Writings. What we classify as historical, the Hebrews regarded as prophetic. The 
word of God is active. It does its work in its readers. The spoken word of God implies 
its accomplishment. History is already written as God speaks his word.  
  It is in this context that the book of Acts refers to the word. Very often when Luke 
refers to the word, he regards it as alive and active. So when he writes, ‘The word of 
                                                

2  Oswald Bayer, ‘Hermeneutical Theology’ in Scottish Journal of Theology, 2003, 56(2), 132–133. Horizon 
Lecture given 16 June 2000 at Birkbeck College, University of London; translation by Dr Gwen Griffith-Dickson. 
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God continued to spread’ (Acts 6:7), he continues with this statement, ‘the number of 
the disciples increased greatly in Jerusalem, and a great many of the priests became 
obedient to the faith’. The visible result is produced by the ministry of the word as we 
see in the following quotations from the book as well: 
 

But the word of God continued to advance and gain adherents (Acts 12:24). 
 

Thus the word of the Lord spread throughout the region (Acts 13:49). 
 

So the word of the Lord grew mightily and prevailed (Acts 19:20). 
 
 The apostles, realizing the priority of the word in the new-found life of the church 
said, ‘It is not right that we should neglect the word of God in order to wait on tables’ 
(Acts 6:2).3 And for their part, they will devote themselves ‘to prayer and to serving 
[ministry of] the word’ (Acts 6:4).4  
 There is a sense here of the written word pointing beyond itself to the incarnate 
Word, the Lord Jesus Christ. ‘Serving the word’ in Acts 6:4 could have reference to 
both. The ministry of the written word is ultimately the ministry of the incarnate 
Word, ‘For Christ is the end [telos] of the law so that there may be righteousness for 
everyone who believes’ (Rom. 10:4). The writer to the Hebrews also noted: 
 

Long ago God spoke to our ancestors in many and various ways by the prophets, 2 but in these last 
days he has spoken to us by a Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, through whom he also 
created the worlds. 3 He is the reflection of God’s glory and the exact imprint of God’s very being, 
and he sustains all things by his powerful word (Heb. 1:1–3). 

THE MINISTRY OF THE WORD (THE WRITTEN WORD) 

We may understand this in two senses. Firstly, we may understand this to be our 
service (ministry) of the word as in teaching or proclamation. Secondly, we may read 
it as ministry that is of the word, that is, the word’s ministry. It is the latter emphasis 
that is the focus of our discussion. 
 The ministry of the word in Acts 6:4 is contrasted with serving at the tables in Acts 
6:2. The apostles were to make a change from serving at tables to serving the word. It 
is a change from an administrative ministry to a word ministry. 
 What does it mean to serve the word or what does the ministry of the word mean? 
We are speaking in the context of the written word. It is firstly a ministry to us, 
whether individually or collectively, before it is a ministry to others in proclamation. 
The latter is the subject of another paper. So how does the written word minister to 
us? There is no doubt that some degree of an intellectual component is involved. We 
need to wrestle with the literary structure and style, and the cultural milieu, in which 
the text is written. That may not be an easy thing to do with the passage of time. We 
will need the scholarship of others to reconstruct something of the ancient world and 
the ancient text. Even then, we may question the completeness of the reconstruction 

                                                
3  Gk: diakonei'n trapevzai", diakonein trapezais. 
4  Gk: diakoniva/ tou' lovgou, diakonia tou logou. 
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as the knowledge is amended from time to time with the discovery of new data from 
the past. The problem for us is how much of this can we rely on? I am not saying that 
this reconstruction is not reliable but that we need to be aware of its benefits and 
deficiencies. 

THE INSPIRATION AND AUTHORITY OF THE WORD 

The written form has come to us through men and women inspired by the Holy Spirit 
as Paul wrote to young Timothy: 
 

All scripture is inspired by God and is useful for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for 
training in righteousness, 17 so that everyone who belongs to God may be proficient, equipped for 
every good work (2 Tim. 3:16–17). 

 
 There is a human element to it, but it is not merely that. It is sacred scriptures. 
Thus it is not a text simply requiring intellectual prowess. It requires something more. 
The Westminster Confession noted: 
 

VI. The whole counsel of God, concerning all things necessary for his own glory, man’s salvation, 
faith, and life, is either expressly set down in Scripture, or by good and necessary consequence may 
be deduced from Scripture: unto which nothing at any time is to be added, whether by new revela-
tions of the Spirit, or traditions of men. Nevertheless, we acknowledge the inward illumination of 
the Spirit of God to be necessary for the saving understanding of such things as are revealed in the 
Word: and that there are some circumstances concerning the worship of God, and government of 
the Church, common to human actions and societies, which are to be ordered by the light of nature 
and Christian prudence, according to the general rules of the Word, which are always to be 
observed.5 

 
 In order to truly understand what is spoken by another, there needs to be an 
interlocking of each other’s framework as to the context and intended sense. The two 
persons are then relating and communicating. The exchange of words expresses what 
is within each of the persons communicating and this enhances the relationship. 
 However, in relation to the written word, there is a problem in this framework of 
communication. Our sin prevents us from comprehending the word. The word is 
given to us as a gift. Its purpose is that ‘you may come to believe that Jesus is the 
Messiah, the Son of God, and that through believing you may have life in his name’ 
(John 20:31). The problem is that the human mind is not able to come to God 
unaided. While Paul acknowledged that the gospel is the power of God for salvation 
(Rom. 1:16), he also noted that:  
 

. . . for though they knew God, they did not honor him as God or give thanks to him, but they 
became futile in their thinking, and their senseless minds were darkened. 22 Claiming to be wise, 
they became fools (Rom. 1:21–22). 

 
 There is a veil over the human mind because of sin. Thus attempts to understand 
the word unaided would only result in the creation of a god after our own image. This 

                                                
5  The Westminster Confession of Faith, ch. 1, sect. 6, taken from A. A. Hodge, The Confession of Faith 

(Banner of Truth, Edinburgh, 1978), p. 37 (italics mine). 
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is because the word is approached with the wrong premise. Calvin commented that 
‘the Word will not find acceptance in men’s hearts before it is sealed by the inward 
testimony of the Spirit’.6 This is because: 
 

First of all you must understand this, that no prophecy of scripture is a matter of one’s own 
interpretation, 21 because no prophecy ever came by human will, but men and women moved by the 
Holy Spirit spoke from God (2 Pet. 1:20–21). 

 
 Since the word has come to us as men and women spoke the word through the 
agency of the Holy Spirit, then its work in us must also be through the agency of the 
Holy Spirit. The word of God cannot be separated from the Spirit of God, as Isaiah 
put it: 
 

And as for me, this is my covenant with them, says the LORD: my spirit that is upon you, and my 
words that I have put in your mouth, shall not depart out of your mouth, or out of the mouths of 
your children, or out of the mouths of your children’s children, says the LORD, from now on and 
forever (Isa. 59:21). 

 
 Before Jesus went to the cross, he told his disciples that when the Holy Spirit 
comes, he ‘will teach you everything, and remind you of all that I have said to you’ 
(John 14:26). The word cannot be understood without the agency of the Holy Spirit. 
 The written word, whether it is read or heard, does its work of restoration in those 
who come under its influence. To those who choose to stand above the word, in 
judgement of the word, its influence is the ‘fragrance from death to death’. But among 
‘those who are being saved’, it is the ‘fragrance from life to life’ (2 Cor. 2:15–16). 
That is why you need to ‘pay attention to how you listen’ (Luke 8:18).  
 We cannot continue the attempt to receive the word intellectually. What we need is 
a theology of word and Spirit as D. Bloesch wrote: 
 

In a theology of Word and Spirit we receive or hear the concrete speech of God, which makes an 
indelible impression on the human soul but can never be fully assimilated by the human mind. To 
know the full import of what is revealed, we must act in obedience to what we presently ascertain to 
be the will of God.7 

 
 Our God is Triune. The written word points to the incarnate Word. The incarnate 
Word does not exist or work alone. The written word has come to us on the printed 
page through the agency of the Spirit, and for that same written word to do its work in 
our lives, it must also require the agency of the Spirit. Thus the written word directs 
and takes us to the incarnate Word and the process is effected by the Spirit. It restores 
us to communion with the Father—the Triune Word in action. Or we may say, it is 
the ministry of the Triune Word as the song suggests: 
 

Ah, Father God—whose Word is power— 
Ah, Spirit-Word that flows so free, 
Ah, Living Word, ah, Son of God, 
We worship—Word-in-Trinity.8 

                                                
6  John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, book 1, ch. 6, pt 4 (Institutes. 1.6.4), ed. J. T. McNeil 

(Westminster Press, Philadelphia, 1977), p. 79. 
7  D. Bloesch, A Theology of Word and Spirit, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1992, p. 22. 
8  G. Bingham, New Creation Hymn Book, no. 250. 
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THESE ARE WRITTEN SO THAT YOU MAY COME TO BELIEVE 
THAT JESUS IS THE MESSIAH . . . 

We have often read the purpose of the written word this way—‘that [we] may come to 
believe that Jesus is the Messiah’. Yet this is not complete and has led to an academic 
and speculative, or worse still, a narcissistic theology. To believe is not quite the 
telos. The telos is that ‘we may have life in his name’ (John 20:31). This is the work 
of the written word. 
 Paul wrote this to the Thessalonian Christians:  
 

 We also constantly give thanks to God for this, that when you received the word of God that you 
heard from us, you accepted it not as a human word but as what it really is, God’s word, which is 
also at work in you believers (1 Thess. 2:13). 

 
 The word that comes to us is not mere human words, but the living word of God 
and hence is active and does its work in our lives. Our modern-day approach is to 
listen, then discuss, and then we form our opinion as to what we really believe to be 
true. Luther gave to us three rules for the study of the word. They are oratio, praying 
for enlightenment; meditatio, studying and meditating on the word; and tentatio, 
spiritual attack or suffering at the hands of others. Through these, we hear the word 
speaking to us and transforming us. We pray for the Spirit’s enlightenment as we 
come to read and meditate on the word. The tentatio is also part of that process. 
Geoffrey Bingham wrote this in his book, Love is the Spur: 
 

The conclusion I have come to is that what happened in Kranji is that we learned how to live and 
how to die after the man of true love, that is, Jesus of Nazareth. We must never be ashamed of what 
we learned and the fact that we needed to learn it as POWs.9 

 
 Much of popular theology is worked out from the position of affluence. We might 
have prayed and meditated over the text, but if it is not oiled by tentatio, it is not a 
theology of the cross on which hung the paschal Lamb. The ministry of the written 
word is the ministry of the Triune God. Our diligence in reading and re-reading the 
word together with the work of careful exegesis is essential. We may wrestle with 
what is written, but as we pray for understanding from the Spirit, he brings about our 
submission to the word. The devil, as Luther said, is also a teacher of the word. He 
wrote, ‘For as soon as God’s Word takes root and grows in you, the devil will harry 
you, and will make a real doctor of you, and by his assaults will teach you to seek and 
love God’s Word.’10 
 What has been discussed above is not meant to be a methodology for the hearing of 
God’s word. It is the word working through the person who is created in the image of 
God and relates with him. Bayer quoted from Luther when he wrote:  
 

. . . the scriptures are not simply printed words to be read off a page but life-giving words that 
stimulate our senses and emotions, our memory and imagination, our heart and desires. He [Luther] 
says that the Holy Scriptures ‘are not . . . mere literature; they are words of life, intended not for 
speculation and fantasy but for life and action.’ 11 

                                                
9  Geoffrey Bingham, Love is the Spur, Eyrie Books, North Parramatta, 2004, p. 134. 
10  Martin Luther, ‘Oratio, Meditatio, Tentatio’, Preface to the Wittenberg Edition of Luther’s German 

Writings, 1539, Luther’s Works, American Edition, vol. 34 (Fortress Press, Philadelphia, 1960), p. 287. 
11  Oswald Bayer, tr. J. G. Silcock & M. C. Mattes, Theology the Lutheran Way, (Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 

2007), p. 64. 
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 Geoffrey Bromiley closes his section on ‘The Ministry of the Written Word’ this 
way and I quote: 

 
Obstructed in one age, place, or person, it works in another. Dissected, reshuffled, and mauled by 
scholarly know-alls, it retains its substance and power. Defeated on the surface, it tackles the roots. 
Outshone by dazzling novelties, it steadily radiates the light of eternal truth which lasts when the 
flashy brilliance of its critics and competitors fades. Shouted down by noisy theorizers, it speaks its 
simple, saving message which as the Word of the Lord endures forever.12 

 

                                                
12  G. Bromiley, ‘The Ministry of the Word of God’, in Incarnational Ministry, eds C. D. Kettler and  

T. H. Speidell (Colorado Springs, Helmers & Howard, 1990), p. 89. 
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STUDY 13 

The Ministry of the Word (3): 
The Proclaimed Word 

Martin Bleby 

THE SENSITIVE PREACHER 

As preachers, we can be quite touchy about our preaching. It is one of the most 
important things we do—our whole being and existence is tied up in it. It is also one 
of the most heartfelt things we do—in our preaching we invest, and sometimes 
expose, ourselves and our innermost concerns. Any attack or criticism of our preach-
ing we take very personally—it is an assault on our very selves and our reason for 
being. So we do not always respond well to such critical attack, or even the prospect 
of it. It could be a case of: ‘You toucha my sermon I smasha your face!’ 
 I put it that way in a recent meeting with my spiritual advisor/companion. There 
were aspects of my preaching that I was a little uncomfortable about, and I thought it 
was time that I addressed them—maybe I had said one or two things that I should not 
have said, or maybe at some points I had been too clever by half, perhaps with a view to 
currying some favour with the congregation. I admitted to this kind of sensitivity with 
regard to my preaching. His response, in the form of a question, was most helpful: 
‘Why do you call it your sermon?’ I knew he was right, on two counts: in preaching  
(1) I am not speaking on my own behalf, and (2) it is not my job to try to make myself 
pleasing to the people. 
 We’ll take the second one first. 

PEOPLE-PLEASING 

Paul the apostle was clear as to where our approval needs to come from: 
 
Am I now seeking human approval, or God’s approval? Or am I trying to please people? If I were 
still pleasing people, I would not be a servant of Christ (Gal. 1:10).1 
 

Pleasing people, even though it is almost automatically our default position, is an 
indication that we are still not sure that we are pleasing to God. Pleasing to God!—
                                                

1  Unless otherwise indicated, all Scripture references are from the New Revised Standard Version. 
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how could we ever be that? Deep down inside us there is an uneasy discomfort about 
the way we are, occasioned by the guilt of our sin. It could be that we have given up 
on any possibility of ever being pleasing to God. So we opt at least to try and be 
pleasing to ourselves, so that we can live with ourselves a little more easily. Our inner 
dissatisfaction, however, makes that difficult. So we turn to outside sources—we 
work hard on getting other people to be pleased with us. Not so that they would have 
pleasure from us, but so that we would have approval from them, and so bolster our 
sagging self-esteem. How dreadfully selfish is that! And what an abuse of others for 
our own ends. And a preacher with any modicum of skill or giftedness has the 
instrument ready to hand—the sermon! Preach it with an ear to the crowd and half an 
eye on the main chance and we’ll get enough positive feedback to alleviate the inner 
discomfort—at least for a while (though actually compounding it by the very thing we 
are doing)! And Paul says, as long as we are doing that, we are not serving Christ. 
 What we need to hear is what Jesus heard at his baptism: 

 
You are my beloved Son; with you I am well pleased (Luke 3:22).2 
 

God’s full approval, in everything we do—isn’t that what comes to us in the gospel? 
‘There is . . . no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus’ (Rom. 8:1); ‘let us 
approach with a true heart in full assurance of faith, with our hearts sprinkled clean 
from an evil conscience’ (Heb. 10:22). Once we know that God Himself is pleased 
with us, what other affirmation do we need? ‘Such a person receives praise not from 
others but from God’ (Rom. 2:29). Our Lord Jesus said that as long as we persist in 
seeking the praises of others, we are preventing ourselves from knowing the praise 
that comes from God—that he knew, and came to bring us to: 

 
How can you believe when you accept glory from one another and do not seek the glory that comes 
from the one who alone is God? (John 5:44).  
 

God forbid that we should be among those believers in Jesus who ‘loved human glory 
more than the glory that comes from God’ (John 12:43)! 

THE WORD OF CHRIST 

The other thing I was reminded of was that when I preach in the name of Jesus, it is 
not my sermon. I am the delivery boy. Paul says that ‘faith comes from what is heard, 
and what is heard comes through the word of Christ’ (Rom. 10:17)—which most 
likely means ‘the word spoken by Christ himself’. That is certainly how it came 
through to Paul: 

 
. . . I want you to know, brothers and sisters, that the gospel that was proclaimed by me is not of 
human origin; for I did not receive it from a human source, nor was I taught it, but I received it 
through a revelation of Jesus Christ . . . God . . . was pleased to reveal his Son to [literally in] me, 
so that I might proclaim him among the Gentiles (Gal. 1:11–12, 15–16). 
 

We had better receive it in the same way—whichever messenger it comes to us 
through—or else our ‘faith’ will be second-hand, and our preaching even staler. 
 
                                                

2  NRSV note. 
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 Paul renounced dependence on rhetorical skills in order that his message could 
come through to people directly: 

 
When I came to you, brothers and sisters, I did not come proclaiming the mystery of God to you in 
lofty words or wisdom. For I decided to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ, and him 
crucified. And I came to you in weakness and in fear and in much trembling. My speech and my 
proclamation were not with plausible words of wisdom, but with a demonstration of the Spirit and of 
power, so that your faith might rest not on human wisdom but on the power of God (1 Cor. 2:1–5). 
 

This is indeed how his message did come through and was received: 
 
. . . our message of the gospel came to you not in word only, but also in power and in the Holy 
Spirit and with full conviction . . . you received the word with joy inspired by the Holy Spirit 
. . . when you received the word of God that you heard from us, you accepted it not as a human 
word but as what it really is, God’s word, which is also at work in you believers (1 Thess. 1:5, 6; 
2:13). 
 

As a result, no less livingly: 
 
. . . the word of the Lord has sounded forth from you not only in Macedonia and Achaia, but in 
every place your faith in God has become known, so that we have no need to speak about it  
(1 Thess. 1:8). 
 

So Paul could then leave them to it, and move on elsewhere. Peter insisted on the 
same approach: 

 
Like good stewards of the manifold grace of God, serve one another with whatever gift each of you 
has received. Whoever speaks must do so as one speaking the very words of God (1 Pet. 4:10–11). 
 

 Others have seen the same dynamic at work. Martin Luther: 
 
The mouth of the preacher and the Word which I have heard, is not his word and preaching, but of 
the Holy Spirit who through such external means gives faith and also sanctifies.3 
 

John Calvin: 
 
The word goes out from the mouth of God in such a manner that it likewise goes out of the mouth 
of men; but God does not speak openly from heaven; but employs men as his instruments.4 
 

P. T. Forsyth: 
 
Revelation does not consist of communications about God. It never did . . . revelation is the self-
bestowal of the living God, His self-limitation in the interest of grace. It is the living God in the act 
of imparting Himself to living souls. It is God Himself drawing ever more near and arrived at last. 
And a living God can only come to men by living men.5 
 

                                                
3  Quoted in Peter Adam, Speaking God’s Words: A Practical Theology of Preaching, Inter-Varsity Press, 

Leicester, 1996, p. 113. 
4  Quoted in Adam, Speaking God’s Words, p. 114. 
5  P. T. Forsyth, Positive Preaching and the Modern Mind, NCPI, Blackwood (1907) 1993, p. 10. Forsyth here 

is speaking of revelation in relation to the Bible, but it applies also to the way he sees revelation coming to people 
through the preached word (see below); quoted also in Geoffrey Bingham, True Preaching: The Agony and the 
Ecstasy (NCPI, Blackwood, 1988), p. 106. 
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 Are we then to equate preaching with God speaking? There is a statement in the 
Second Helvetic Confession (1566), authored by the Swiss reformer Henry Bullinger, 
that reads as follows: ‘The preaching of the Word of God is the Word of God’ 
(praedicatio verbi Dei est verbum Dei).6 The article of which these words are the 
marginal heading says that ‘when this Word of God is now preached in the church by 
preachers lawfully called, we believe that the very Word of God is preached, and 
received of the faithful’, and speaks of how ‘the Word itself which is preached is to be 
regarded, not the minister that preaches; who, although he be evil and a sinner, 
nevertheless the Word of God abides true and good’. What is meant by ‘this Word of 
God’ that is preached is illuminated by the fact that this article appears in a chapter 
entitled ‘Of the Holy Scripture being the true Word of God’.7 Peter Adam comments: 

 
. . . the statement ‘The preaching of the Word of God is the Word of God’ needs some careful 
theological treatment . . .  
   Perhaps the best way of describing it is to say that when human beings explain the Word of God, 
preach it, teach it, and urge people to accept it, then the Word of God achieves its purpose, and this 
is one of the normal ways in which God brings his Word to human beings. It is perhaps helpful to 
describe this in terms of the work of the Spirit. We must assert that the Spirit was involved in the 
creation of the Word of God, that is, Scripture. For Scripture is inspired by God (2 Tim. 3:l6), and 
‘no prophecy ever came by human will, but men and women moved by the Holy Spirit spoke from 
God’ (2 Pet. 1:21). We must also recognize the work of the Spirit in the activity of the preacher, 
and the activity of the Spirit in the minds, hearts and wills of the hearers. The Scripture itself is a 
product of the Spirit, and when the Spirit works in the preacher and in the hearers, the words of God 
are mediated and bear fruit in the lives of those who hear.8 
 

Peter Adam’s own practical definition of preaching (among other ministries of the 
Word) is ‘the explanation and application of the Word to the congregation of Christ, 
in order to produce corporate preparation for service, unity of faith, maturity, growth 
and upbuilding’.9 
 Lest we should think that ‘speaking the very words of God’ exalts us as possessing 
some kind of papal infallibility or specially privileged position above others, Calvin 
saw God’s use of human preachers as an accommodation to our weakness, and as a 
way of teaching us humility and obedience: 

 
He also provides for our weakness in that he prefers to address us in human fashion through 
interpreters in order to draw us to himself, rather than to thunder at us and drive us away.10 
 
Again, this is the best and most useful exercise in humility, when he accustoms us to obey his 
Word, even though it be preached through men like us and sometimes by those of lower worth than 
we . . . when a puny man risen from the dust speaks in God’s name, at this point we best evidence 
our piety and obedience toward God if we show ourselves teachable towards his minister although 
he excels us in nothing.11 
 

God’s gracious and condescending action, rather than any exaltation of the preacher, 
is in view: 

                                                
6  Quoted in Adam, Speaking God’s Words, p. 112. 
7  Adam, Speaking God’s Words, p. 113. 
8  Adam, Speaking God’s Words, pp. 114, 118. 
9  Adam, Speaking God’s Words, p. 75. By ‘the Word’, Adam here means the Scriptures. 
10  John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, IV.i.5; quoted Adam, Speaking God’s Words, p. 140. 
11  Calvin, Institutes IV.iii.1; quoted in Adam, Speaking God’s Words, pp. 139–40. 
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Therefore when the gospel is preached among us, God’s applying himself in that way to our 
weakness is as much as if he came down to us himself . . . how greatly he loves us in that he deals 
with us according to our own small capacity.12 

GOD AT WORK 

Preaching, then, is not just the preacher’s words, nor the reiteration of Scripture in 
however engaging a fashion. Behind and through and at the forefront of this is the 
saving action of God: 

 
. . . the Gospel of this grace . . . is an act and a power: it is God’s act of redemption before it is 
man’s message of it. It is an eternal, perennial act of God in Christ, repeating itself within each 
declaration of it. Only as a Gospel done by God is it a Gospel spoken by man. It is a revelation only 
because it was first of all a reconciliation. It was a work that redeemed us into the power of 
understanding its own word. It is an objective power, a historic act and perennial energy of the holy 
love of God in Christ; decisive for humanity in time and eternity; and altering for ever the whole 
relation of the soul to God, as it may be rejected or believed. The gift of God’s grace was, and is, 
His work of Gospel. And it is this act that is prolonged in the word of the preacher, and not merely 
proclaimed.13 
 

Preaching, for Forsyth, is ‘sacramental’. We need to understand carefully what he 
means by this: 

 
The preacher’s place in the Church is sacramental . . . In true preaching, as in a true sacrament, 
more is done than said . . . A revelation may be something exhibited, but in a sacrament there is 
something effected. And the one revelation in the strict sense is the sacrament of the Cross, the 
Cross as an effective act of redemption . . .  
   The preacher, in reproducing this Gospel word of God, prolongs Christ’s sacramental work. The 
real presence of Christ crucified is what makes preaching. It is what makes of a speech a sermon, 
and of a sermon Gospel . . . We do not repeat or imitate that Cross, on the one hand; and we do not 
merely state it, on the other. It re-enacts itself in us. God’s living word reproduces itself as a living 
act . . . Every true sermon, therefore, is a sacramental time and act. It is God’s Gospel act 
reasserting itself in detail. The preacher’s word, when he preaches the gospel and not only delivers 
a sermon, is an effective deed, charged with blessing or with judgment.14 
 

Forsyth names some of the things that get in the way of this happening: 
 
It is this sacramental note that I fear our preaching often loses. It is this objective power, overruling 
both the temperament of the preacher and the temper of his time. We speak freely and finely about 
the Gospel, but does the Gospel come to its own in it all? Does it preach itself through us with 
power? Are our sermons deeds, ‘action-sermons’? They cost much labour, and what do we take by 
it? They are not without some effect, but are they real causes in the religious life? If they are not, is 
it because they lack will-power, because they are exercises more than acts, productions more than 
powers, which aim at impression more than change? 15 
 

Lest we should think that it is all up to us and our own lone willpower, Forsyth goes 
on: 
                                                

12  John Calvin, Sermons on the Epistle to the Ephesians (on 4:11–14), Banner of Truth Trust, Edinburgh, 
1973, p. 376; quoted in Adam, Speaking God’s Words, p. 140. 

13  Forsyth, Positive Preaching, p. 3. 
14  Forsyth, Positive Preaching, pp. 53–56. 
15  Forsyth, Positive Preaching, pp. 57–58. 
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Is it because they lack behind them the volume of a Church’s conviction, a Church’s faith, the 
impact of a whole Church’s will?16 
 

A renewal of true preaching will need not just the renewal of the individual preacher 
but the renewal of the whole church in conviction, faith, and robustness of will. 
 What we are talking about here is illustrated by a couple of accounts of Geoffrey 
Bingham’s preaching. The first is told in a story entitled ‘The Glory on the Inside’, 
from the time of Geoffrey’s ministry at Miller’s Point in the 1950s. One woman had 
found that ‘His preaching was too sincere, too related’ to allow her to drowse during 
it. ‘It kept pinging against her mind, impinging on her feelings.’17 She later tells the 
preacher: 

 
John and I were secular—both of us—but then you changed it all for me. It happened when I saw 
the Glory . . . I used to sit in the church and see this great golden glow around you. It was on you 
and about you, and the only times it was never there were when you were angry at something 
people had done. Those times your words were apart from the Glory . . .  
   The Glory was like that right up to the first Temple Day, and then after that I never saw it but 
once, and that was the night the church changed, the night Trudi became a new person . . .  
   The Glory never really left . . .  
   That night when the Glory was around you and you preached like you never had before, and we 
were all brought to tears, that was when the Glory came to stay amongst us . . .  
   That night . . . the Glory passed into Trudi. I saw it actually go from you into her. She shone with 
it . . .  
   It came in this new way to more of us also; you and your lovely wife, in fact those of us who 
wanted it. It just didn’t have to be with you: it was for all of us.18 
 

 The other account comes from a teaching Mission at St Luke’s Church, Thornleigh 
NSW in August 1962, when Geoffrey was on furlough from missionary service in 
Pakistan. During this Thornleigh mission one woman said: 

 
 ‘When Mr Bingham was speaking there, he just suddenly disappeared, and there was Jesus there in 
the pulpit, and he looked right through me, and I know now I am forgiven.’ She was a changed 
woman from that point onwards.19 
 

 What happened with the apostle Peter in the house of Cornelius should be the 
prayer of every preacher: 

 
While Peter was still speaking, the Holy Spirit fell upon all who heard the word (Acts 10:44). 

THE PREACHER AND SUFFERING 

What is necessary for this to come through? Forsyth says of the preacher: 
 
He is a living element in Christ’s hands (broken, if need be) for the distribution and increment of 
Grace. He is laid on the altar of the Cross . . . No true preaching of the Cross can be other than part 

                                                
16   Forsyth, Positive Preaching, p. 58. 
17  Geoffrey Bingham, 3 Special Stories, NCPI, Blackwood, 1983, p. 10. 
18  G. Bingham, 3 Special Stories, pp. 23–24. 
19  Interview with John Dunn, recorded 9th September 2008. The woman was John Dunn’s mother, not 

normally accustomed to attending religious meetings. 
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of the action of the Cross. If a man preach let him preach as the Oracle of God, let him preach as 
Christ did, whose true pulpit was His Cross.20 
 

Preachers must first of all know themselves, in God’s dealing with them: 
 
When we know the dark reaches of dread and guilt, the grey, wraith-like angst of the fearful human 
heart, then we can understand what God must do to purge away every stain, and to dissolve the 
enormous clouds of wrath that lie over the human heart to trouble it up to death and through all 
eternity . . .  
   This preacher, then, has not only a thinking knowledge of these things, but a living experience of 
them. He has been drawn down into the depths of intolerable shame. His own heart has been deeply 
convicted by the evil of the human heart, and he has long ago acknowledged the perfectness of God 
in His wrath upon evil.21 
 

This is to be in no way downplayed, ‘lest the cross of Christ be emptied of its 
power’.22 ‘He must face the cringing, hating world with the unadulterated truth that 
God is wrathful when they violate His creation, and confront His holiness with their 
pollution.’23 Only so will the full glory of the gospel come through: 

 
If he so much as minimize God’s wrath on sin one iota, or maximize the good of man one degree 
then he shall lose sight of overwhelming grace which works out on the Cross the full meed of 
wrath, and the full exercise of love and mercy. God-in-Himself deals with the anguish of man’s evil 
and his alienation from the Father-Creator, and reconciles the world unto Himself. The wonderful 
dimensions of this are what bear down on the human heart and liberate it, and make it love God and 
agree to do all that He requires, not only in moral obedience, but in the obedience wrought by grace 
and love to tell others of the God of love. This living, pulsing, warm and palpable thing in the heart 
is the true kerugma which the preacher knows . . . This is the true constraint, and the passing over 
it, many times, of pain, loss, and persecution will not prevent the kerugmatic utterance, ‘God is 
love!’ 24 
 

Maintaining this stance will inevitably arouse opposition, and with it the consequent 
suffering. Under a heading ‘The Suffering Apostle and the Non-Suffering Super- 
Apostle’—we can pick which type we want to be!—Geoffrey wrote of the opposition 
Paul encountered in Corinth: 

 
It appears that Paul had opponents in the Corinthian assembly. These were people whom he calls—
with some disgust—‘superlative apostles’([2 Cor.] 11:5; 12:11). They seemed to accuse Paul of 
being dull, a poor preacher, weak when present although able to write powerful letters at a distance! 
They appeared to be attractive, dynamic, and brilliant—far outclassing Paul.  
   Paul’s answer to their criticism of him is virtually to ask, ‘How do these people suffer?’ He is 
really saying, ‘You show me a person who suffers in the preaching of the Gospel and I will acclaim 
him as a true preacher. However, show me a man who does not suffer and I will show you a 
charlatan.’25 
 

He then peruses 2 Corinthians 6:3–10 and 11:2b–29, in which Paul catalogues his 
sufferings as an apostle of Christ on account of the offence of the Cross, and exhorts 

                                                
20  Forsyth, Positive Preaching, pp. 54–5. 
21  Bingham, True Preaching, pp. 32–33. 
22  1 Cor. 1:17, RSV. 
23  Bingham, True Preaching, p. 33. 
24  Bingham, True Preaching, pp. 33–34. See further ‘The Word of God’, ch. 2 in A Quiet Revival: Geoffrey 

Bingham in Life and Ministry, ed. Martin Bleby, yet to be published. 
25  Bingham, True Preaching, pp. 64–65. 
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us ‘to turn to our own preaching and ask whether it stirs up such opposition, calls for 
such suffering, and thus has such effects’.26 He concludes: 

 
We conclude rightly that genuine proclamation will inevitably bring suffering, but will also be 
powerful and effective preaching.27 

PREACHING: A FEW PRACTICALITIES 

We conclude by looking at three practical aspects of preaching: length and frequency 
of preaching, the matter of application, and the use or non-use of notes. 

Length and Frequency of Preaching 

 On the length of a sermon Forsyth observes: 
 
I should like to say here that in my humble judgment the demand for short sermons on the part of 
Christian people is one of the most fatal influences at work to destroy preaching in the true sense of 
the word. How can a man preach if he feel throughout that the people set a watch upon his lips? 
Brevity may be the soul of wit, but the preacher is not a wit . . . If the preachers are not satisfactory, 
let the Church take steps to make them so. If they bore the people, let the people not be too patient. 
But let us not go wrong as to what preaching is for the Gospel, or for any Church that is in earnest 
with the Gospel. A Christianity of short sermons is a Christianity of short fibre.28 
 

Luther, on the other hand, had this to say: 
 
To me, a long sermon is an abomination, for the desire of the audience to listen is destroyed, and 
the preacher only defeats himself. On this account I took Dr. Brugenhagen severely to task, for 
although he preaches long sermons with spontaneity and pleasure, nevertheless it is a mistake.29 
 

But for Luther, however, how long is long? Luther gave this advice to a discouraged 
preacher who complained that preaching was a burden and his sermons were always 
short: 

 
If you cannot preach an hour, then preach half an hour or a quarter of an hour.30 
 

Calvin preached for forty minutes, presumably fitted to his congregation’s ability to 
hear.31 
 In Ephesus, Paul the apostle, after three months of speaking in the synagogue, 
‘argued daily in the lecture hall of a certain Tyrannus, from eleven o’clock in the 
morning to four in the afternoon. This continued for two years’ (Acts 19:8–10, with 
footnote). Five hours a day for two years amounts to 3,650 hours of teaching. The 
Reformers followed suit: 
                                                

26  Bingham, True Preaching, p. 65. 
27  Bingham, True Preaching, p. 67. 
28  Forsyth, Positive Preaching, p. 75 
29  From Thomas Kepler, ed., Table Talk of Martin Luther, Baker Book House, 1979; quoted in The Parish 

Herald, Eudunda Lutheran Church, July 1983, p. 5. 
30  Quoted in Roland Bainton, Here I Stand: Martin Luther, Lion Publishing, Tring, 1978, pp. 349–50. 
31  Publisher’s Introduction to Calvin, Ephesians, p. xv, n. 1; referred to in Adam, Speaking God’s Words,  

p. 153. Eight years after Calvin’s death the Council of Geneva issued a decree that ministers should preach shorter 
sermons and not exceed one hour. 



The Proclaimed Word 

 13.9 

The reformers at Wittenberg undertook an extensive campaign of religious instruction through the 
sermon. There were three public services on Sunday: from five to six in the morning on the Pauline 
epistles, from nine to ten on the Gospels, and in the afternoon at a variable hour on a continuation of 
the theme of the morning or on the catechism. The church was not locked during the week, but on 
Mondays and Tuesdays there were sermons on the catechism, Wednesdays on the Gospel of Matthew, 
Thursdays and Fridays on the apostolic letters, and Saturday evening on John’s Gospel. No one man 
carried this entire load. There was a staff of the clergy, but Luther’s share was prodigious. Including 
family devotions he spoke often four times on Sundays and quarterly undertook a two-week series 
four days a week on the catechism. The sum of his extant sermons is 2,300. The highest count is for 
the year 1528, for which there are 195 sermons distributed over 145 days.32 

 
Following the practice of many of the church fathers, but even more extensively, Calvin preached 
through whole books of the Bible Sunday after Sunday or day after day . . .  
   At first he preached, we must assume, twice on Sundays and once on every Monday, Wednesday, 
and Friday. But in the autumn of 1542 some who appreciated his preaching urged him to preach 
more frequently, ‘which I have already commenced and shall endeavour to do until the others have 
become more acceptable to the people’. But this proved too heavy a burden and after two months 
the council released him from preaching more than once a Sunday. In October 1549, however, 
sermons were ordered for every day and from now he usually preached on every day of alternate 
weeks as well as twice on Sundays. 
   His custom was to expound the Old Testament on weekdays, the New on Sundays, although 
sometimes he gave up Sunday afternoons to psalms.33 

 
These practices put to shame even New Creation Teaching Ministry’s extensive pro-
gram of weekly classes and short-term schools! 

Application 

 While some make an art of application which is sometimes a little forced, trendy or 
artificial, others eschew intentional application on the grounds that simply speaking 
the word should be enough, and the word can be trusted then to do its own work in 
people (and we don’t want to be tainted by any suspicion of works-righteousness, so 
we won’t ever tell anybody what to do!). Neither of these approaches matches the 
freedom and love of the great preachers. Jesus, with his parables, images and humor-
ous wisecracks (he had a good line in camel jokes!), as well as in his direct rebukes 
and exhortations, rooted his teaching inescapably in the daily lives of his hearers. 
Also the apostles and evangelists, when they needed to, did not mince words (see e.g. 
Acts 5:3–4, 9; 7:51–53; 13:9–11; Gal. 3:1–5; 5:2–6; Eph. 4:25–6:20; 2 Pet. 2:1–22). 
Augustine of Hippo was keen to accommodate his message to the conditions of his 
hearers: 
 

It will likewise make a considerable difference, even when we are discoursing in that style, whether 
there are few present or many, whether they are learned or unlearned, or made up of both classes 
combined; whether they are city-bred or rustics, or the one and the other together, or whether again, 
they are a people composed of all orders of men in due proportion . . . I find myself variously 
moved, according as I see before me, for the purposes of catechetical instruction, a highly educated 
man, a dull fellow, a citizen, a foreigner, a rich man, a poor man, a private individual, a man of 
honours, a person occupying some position of authority, an individual of this or the other nation, of 
this or the other age or sex, one proceeding from this or the other sect, from this or the other 

                                                
32  Bainton, Here I Stand, pp. 348–9. 
33  T. H. L. Parker, John Calvin, Lion Publishing, Tring, 1975, pp. 108–9. 
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common error . . . although the same charity is due to all yet the same medicine is not to be 
administered to all.34 
 

The Puritans almost made a science of careful application: 
 
The ways of application are chiefly seven according to the divers condition of men and people 
which is sevenfold. 
 I.  Unbelievers who are both ignorant and unteachable . . . 
 II.  Some are teachable, but yet ignorant . . . 
 III.  Some have knowledge, but are not as yet humbled . . . 
 IV.  Some are humbled . . . 
 V.  Some do believe . . . 
 VI.  Some are fallen . . . 
 VII.  There is a mingled people . . . 35 
 

Spurgeon included five chapters of his Lectures to My Students on illustrations and 
anecdotes, which liberally sprinkled his own highly influential preaching, as well as 
chapters on ‘The Need of Decision for the Truth’, ‘The Blind Eye and the Deaf Ear’, 
and ‘On Conversion as our Aim’.36 
 P. T. Forsyth sums it up: 

 
He is not a mere reporter, nor a mere lecturer, on sacred things. He is not merely illuminative, he is 
augmentive. His work is not to enlighten simply, but to empower and enhance. Men as they leave 
him should be not only clearer but greater, not only surer but stronger, not only interested, nor only 
instructed, nor only affected, but fed and increased. He has not merely to show certain things but to 
get them home, and so home that they change life, either in direction or in scale.37 

Prepared Notes 

 It would appear that the apostles did not have notes prepared for the sermons they 
preached in the Acts of the Apostles. Nevertheless it is evident that they had a personal 
knowledge of Christ (as in Acts 4:13), and that they had at their fingertips passages 
from the (Old Testament) Scriptures on which they could draw most readily. 
Sometimes it is said that they were ‘filled with the Holy Spirit’ (Acts 4:8) and spoke 
from that; at most other times this goes without saying. A number of these occasions 
were in situations of persecution, where Jesus had told them not to prepare beforehand 
what to say (Matt. 10:19–20)—an injunction he did not extend to general preaching! 
 It seems that having a sermon written out in full beforehand is not necessarily 
detrimental in its effects. Jonathan Edwards was not scheduled to preach at the 
Enfield meetinghouse on 8th July 1741 but substituted for someone else by reading 
out a sermon he had recently given in his own church, ‘Sinners in the Hands of an 
Angry God’ (later called the most famous sermon ever preached in America), which 
was so interrupted by moans and cries like ‘What shall I do to be saved?’ that he was 
obliged to desist before finishing.38 
                                                

34  Augustine, On Catechising, English translation, T. and T. Clark, Edinburgh, 3rd edition, 1883, pp. 300–1; 
quoted in Adam, Speaking God’s Words, p. 136. 

35  William Perkins, An Instruction Touching Religious or Divine Worship, quoted in Adam, Speaking God’s 
Words, p. 136. 

36  C. H. Spurgeon, Lectures to My Students, Marshall, Morgan & Scott, London, 1954. 
37  Forsyth, Positive Preaching, p. 54. 
38  See Iain H, Murray, Jonathan Edwards: A New Biography, Banner of Truth Trust, Edinburgh, 1992,  

pp. 168–9. 
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 Calvin preached without notes, probably directly from his Hebrew Old and Greek 
New Testament—he had, after all already written commentaries on most of the books 
he was expounding. He did say, however: 

 
If I should enter the pulpit without deigning to glance at a book, and should frivolously think to 
myself, ‘Oh well, when I preach, God will give me enough to say’, and come here without troubling 
to read or thinking what I ought to declare, and do not carefully consider how I must apply Holy 
Scripture to the edification of the people, then I should be an arrogant upstart.39 
 

Charles Simeon of Cambridge (1759–1836) usually took twelve hours to prepare one 
sermon, often over two or three days.40 He published twenty-one volumes of 2,536 
sermons in all, some written out in full, but mostly ‘skeletons’ and (rather full) 
sermon outlines, to help fellow preachers.41 
 Let Martin Luther have the last word: 

 
Pray that God will give you a mouth and to your audience ears. I can tell you preaching is not a 
work of man. Although I am old [he was forty-eight] and experienced, I am afraid every time I have 
to preach. You will most certainly find out three things: first, you will have prepared your sermon 
as diligently as you know how, and it will slip through your fingers like water; secondly, you may 
abandon your outline and God will give you grace. You will preach your very best. The audience 
will be pleased, but you won’t. And thirdly, when you have been unable in advance to pull anything 
together, you will preach acceptably both to your hearers and to yourself. So pray to God and leave 
all the rest to him.42 

                                                
39  Quoted in Parker, Calvin, p. 110. 
40  Adam, Speaking God’s Words, p. 166. 
41  James M. Houston, ed., Evangelical Preaching: An Anthology of Sermons by Charles Simeon, Multnomah 

Press, Portland, 1986, p. xv. 
42  Bainton, Here I Stand, p. 350. 
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STUDY 14 

On Being Pastors of the Cross 

Ian Pennicook 

Two statements from the Acts of the Apostles are significant: ‘great grace was upon 
them all’ (4:33) and ‘When [Barnabas] came [to Antioch] and saw the grace of God, 
he rejoiced’ (11:23).1 Perhaps we should acknowledge the range of meaning which 
the word translated as ‘grace’ can have.2 In the first statement there is the possibility 
that the reference to grace is to the ‘favour’ with which the believers were regarded by 
the people, if not by the Jewish leaders (cf. Acts 2:473). But the second statement does 
set the principle more clearly. If it was ‘favour’ that Barnabas saw, it was the favour 
of God. What is more, given the whole biblical picture of humanity, that favour did 
not rest upon them because of any virtue they had. So translating the word as ‘grace’ 
in Acts 4:33 would mean that the great power in the apostles’ testimony and also the 
transformation in the attitudes within the community of believers were no less than 
the action of God’s grace. 
 But historical studies and questions concerning words, while having their place, 
must not lead us away from the astounding reality that ‘great grace is upon the 
church’. In particular, that means that we understand the church as being totally under 
the direction of her Saviour and completely dependent upon his work. Grace is not a 
theological preference, distinct from some other approach which others may have; it 
is the way things are and must be. 

JESUS: THE SHEPHERD OF THE CROSS 

In stark contrast to the false shepherds of Israel, Jesus was (and is) the righteous 
shepherd. The Lord, the shepherd, leads the flock in paths of righteousness for his 
name’s sake. He has concern for his holy name and for the holiness of his Father’s 
name. Thus: 
 

I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep. 12 The hired hand, who 
is not the shepherd and does not own the sheep, sees the wolf coming and leaves the sheep and runs 

                                                
 1  Unless otherwise indicated, all Scripture references are from the New Revised Standard Version or are my 

own translation or paraphrases. 
2  cavri~ (charis). See the lexica for the various uses. It is important that we do not assume that a word always 

carries the same translation meaning. 
3  ‘Having the goodwill [cavrin, charin] of all the people.’ However, that ‘favour’ need not be taken as 

‘popularity’ as shown in Acts 5:13. 
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away—and the wolf snatches them and scatters them. 13 The hired hand runs away because a hired 
hand does not care for the sheep. 14 I am the good shepherd. I know my own and my own know me, 
15 just as the Father knows me and I know the Father. And I lay down my life for the sheep. 16 I 
have other sheep that do not belong to this fold. I must bring them also, and they will listen to my 
voice. So there will be one flock, one shepherd. 17 For this reason the Father loves me, because I lay 
down my life in order to take it up again. 18 No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own 
accord. I have power to lay it down, and I have power to take it up again. I have received this 
command from my Father (John 10:11–18). 

 
The only way that Jesus can be the good shepherd is to die for the sheep, to actually 
lay down his life in obedience to the Father’s command. Hebrews 9:14 reminds us 
that he can only do that ‘through the eternal Spirit’ so that the whole action of bring-
ing all the flock into the fold is Trinitarian. But again, that is not merely a theological 
preciseness. If he is to be the righteous shepherd then he must be led by the Spirit.  
 The issue that lies at the heart of this is the matter of human guilt. The shepherd 
cannot lead in the paths of righteousness until guilt is removed. He came to save his 
people from their sins and to take away the sin of the world and that means his death 
is essential to the divine purposes. He was, then, the Lamb slain from the foundation 
of the world. He is only the great shepherd of the sheep through the blood of the 
eternal covenant. Otherwise, those who attempt to ascend the hill of the Lord and to 
worship in his holy presence will not have clean hands or a pure heart and will then 
suffer the fate of those offering unholy fire (cf. Heb. 6:4–8). But the shepherd admin-
isters the eternal covenant so the flock is purified and made holy through him. 

THE FLOCK LIVES BY THE CROSS 

As Paul reflects on his unique apostolic ministry, he makes the following observa-
tions: 
 

I myself feel confident about you, my brothers and sisters, that you yourselves are full of goodness, 
filled with all knowledge, and able to instruct one another. 15 Nevertheless on some points I have 
written to you rather boldly by way of reminder, because of the grace given me by God 16 to be a 
minister of Christ Jesus to the Gentiles in the priestly service of the gospel of God, so that the 
offering of the Gentiles may be acceptable, sanctified by the Holy Spirit (Rom. 15:14–16). 

 
He regards his ministry as the expression of all that Israel ought to have been and 
done. He is a minister of Christ Jesus, though he does not use the word normally 
associated with such serving, that is, diavkono~ (diakonos). Instead he uses the word 
leitourgov~ (leitourgos) which refers to a service often performed in association with 
‘religious’ (meaning civic) duty.4 He serves in ‘the priestly service5 of the gospel of 
God’ and he brings ‘the offering of the Gentiles’. Whether this is the offering from the 
Gentiles (Rom. 15:31; 1 Cor. 16:1) or the offering which comprises the Gentiles 
(Rom. 1:5–6) is not plain (I lean towards the latter), but the offering is acceptable 
because it has been sanctified by the Holy Spirit.  
                                                

4  leitourgov~ in Arndt and Gingrich, Greek English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian 
Literature, Chicago University Press, Chicago (1958), 1979, p. 471. See also H. Strathmann, R. Meyer, leitourgevw 
ktl in Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, vol. 4 (Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1977), pp. 215–31 who see 
this as particularly pertaining to the verb.  

5  iJerourgoùnta, hierourgounta. 



On Being Pastors of the Cross 

 14.3 

 This is the picture of the nations standing alongside Israel, all completely holy. 
Were they not holy, none could stand before God. But the stress is that their holiness 
is a gift and is received by faith alone: 

 
I will rescue you from your people and from the Gentiles—to whom I am sending you 18 to open 
their eyes so that they may turn from darkness to light and from the power of Satan to God, so that 
they may receive forgiveness of sins and a place among those who are sanctified by faith in me 
(Acts 26:17–18). 
 

The notion that sanctification is a process, subsequent to justification, whereby we 
move towards holiness is deadly to the church. It goes without saying that at no stage 
is there any room for licence—living in sin that grace may abound—but neither is 
there place for measuring ourselves and others against law. Sanctification is a gift 
(Rom. 6:22–23) to be received by faith and not ever by acts of obedience to law.  
 It is by the work of the cross that the church is freed to live in its holiness. The 
position of Israel as a sanctified, worshipping community was always dependent on the 
sacrifice of atonement (so Lev. 16:1–22, 23ff.); the same is true for the community of 
the redeemed. Their worship is dependent on and derives from the mercies of God 
(Rom. 12:1–12). 
 What is sadly conspicuous from the New Testament churches onwards is the 
human inclination to return to law as the standard by which we measure ourselves and 
others. There are a number of results which emerge from this. The first is that we may 
become totally discouraged by our own failures or those of others. The second is its 
opposite, namely that there may be an arrogance based on assumed success. A third is 
that the truth of the gospel is submerged under the very thing from which we have 
been freed, namely the law’s power to condemn, so that discouragement or arrogance 
cannot be brought to the light of the gospel at all. Gerhard Forde, analysing Luther’s 
arguments on this matter, wrote: 

 
The law cannot save. The shocking fact is that the law is not a remedy for sin, although we never 
quite seem to believe that. Indeed, when righteousness before God is at stake, it only makes matters 
worse . . . 
 Therefore the law can’t save us. To think that it can is the fundamental mistake of the theologian 
of glory. The law is not a remedy for sin. It does not cure sin but rather makes it worse. St. Paul 
says it was given to make sin apparent, indeed, even to increase it. It doesn’t do that necessarily by 
increasing immorality, although that can happen when rebellion or the power of suggestion leads us 
to do just what the law is against. But what the theologian of the cross sees clearly from the start is 
that, more perversely, the law multiplies sin precisely through our morality, our misuse of the law 
and our success at it. It becomes a defense against the gift.6 
 

Where there is need of correction or direction then it will not come through imposed 
regulations. What results from that is not correction but conformity. So often there is 
pressure to measure up or leave, or even to be sent to some form of ‘Coventry’, 
especially within groups that have a greater measure of control over their adherents. 
But the Scriptures take a different line: 
 

My friends, if anyone is detected in a transgression, you who have received the Spirit should restore 
such a one in a spirit of gentleness. Take care that you yourselves are not tempted. 2 Bear one 

                                                
6  Gerhard O. Forde, On Being a Theologian of the Cross: Reflections on Luther’s Heidelberg Disputation, 

1518, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1997, pp. 24, 27. 
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another’s burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ. 3 For if those who are nothing 
think they are something, they deceive themselves. 4 All must test their own work; then that work, 
rather than their neighbor’s work, will become a cause for pride. 5 For all must carry their own loads 
(Gal. 6:1–5). 

THE JUSTIFIED CHURCH 

 Paul insisted that many of the problems within the Corinthian congregation were the 
fruit of them failing to see that they were a justified people. This was the case with the 
factions that divided the church (1 Cor. 1:10–18) and with the attitude towards 
wrongdoers. In 1 Corinthians 6, dealing with the matter of application to non-
Christian legal processes within their relationships, he notes that it is better to bear the 
losses rather than wrong other believers. And far better not to cause offence in the 
first place. The readers needed to realise that sin is deadly, but they also needed to 
realise that there was more than just a warning; the truth was that: 

 
. . . this is what some of you used to be. But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were 
justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and in the Spirit of our God (1 Cor. 6:11). 
 

Peter’s first letter commences with a similar recognition: 
 
 [You] have been chosen and destined by God the Father and sanctified by the Spirit to be obedient 
to Jesus Christ and to be sprinkled with his blood (1 Pet. 1:2). 
 

The issue is not in which order things happened, but in this sentence sanctification 
was with the purpose of and resulted in justification: 

 
He himself bore our sins in his body on the cross, so that, free from sins, we might live for 
righteousness; by his wounds you have been healed. 25 For you were going astray like sheep, but 
now you have returned to the shepherd and guardian of your souls (1 Pet. 2:24–25). 
 

 The justified church is the church which cannot be held by any condemnation. That 
includes the individual members of the church also. The principle is then that neither 
the church nor its individual members may be manipulated or coerced by law, that is 
by guilt. This is not merely a matter of good business practice but the simple and plain 
stance of the Scriptures:  

 
What then are we to say about these things? If God is for us, who is against us? 32 He who did not 
withhold his own Son, but gave him up for all of us, will he not with him also give us everything 
else? 33 Who will bring any charge against God’s elect? It is God who justifies. 34 Who is to 
condemn? It is Christ Jesus, who died, yes, who was raised, who is at the right hand of God, who 
indeed intercedes for us (Rom. 8:31–34). 
 

There is no place for control within the church of God. There is one shepherd, to 
whom the under-shepherds submit as do the rest of the flock (Heb. 13:7, 17). Even 
when there are clear disagreements over some issues, the fact of the church’s 
justification prohibits judgement being imposed (as distinct from discernment):  
 

Who are you to pass judgment on servants of another? It is before their own lord that they stand or 
fall. And they will be upheld, for the Lord is able to make them stand . . . 7 We do not live to 
ourselves, and we do not die to ourselves. 8 If we live, we live to the Lord, and if we die, we die to 
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the Lord; so then, whether we live or whether we die, we are the Lord’s. 9 For to this end Christ 
died and lived again, so that he might be Lord of both the dead and the living (Rom. 14:4, 7–9). 

 
Given this, the under-shepherds must not ‘lord it over those in [their] charge, but 
[must be] examples to the flock’ (1 Pet. 5:3). I should add that there is no place for 
under-shepherds to be entrepreneurs, either; rather they should be humble servants. Of 
course, ‘gifted’ people should use their gifts.  

THE CHURCH DOES NOT NEED TO JUSTIFY ITSELF 

If one of the battles in the early church was against the demand that the church prove 
its justification by its adherence to or adoption of Jewish law (Acts 15:1–30; Gal. 
passim), then the same battle is being waged now. However, the forms of required 
‘proof’ may vary. Always, though, it seems that the battle between the theology of the 
cross and the theology of glory remains at the heart.  
 The wisdom of God is found in his choice to be the God who sent his Son to the 
cross for the justification of God. So when Paul did not come proclaiming the mystery 
of God in lofty human wisdom there is good sense in the choice. 7 The wisdom of God 
is hidden ‘in a mystery’ (1 Cor. 2:7)8 and attempts to impress others with the wisdom 
of God are actually attempts to remove the foolishness and the scandal of the cross. 
Were the church to prove itself by means of its success, in whatever form, then the 
cross would be emptied. The mystery of the cross has brought into being the mystery 
of the church: 
 

Consider your own call, brothers and sisters: not many of you were wise by human standards, not 
many were powerful, not many were of noble birth. 27 But God chose what is foolish in the world to 
shame the wise; God chose what is weak in the world to shame the strong; 28 God chose what is low 
and despised in the world, things that are not, to reduce to nothing things that are, 29 so that no one 
might boast in the presence of God (1 Cor. 1:26–29). 

 
This is not to suggest that a growing church is not healthy or desirable or that a 
passion to ‘go’ with the great truths of the gospel should be hindered;9 merely that it 
will always be the Lord who causes the church to grow (Acts 2:47; Matt. 16:18). The 
church which has ‘a name for being alive’ is in grave danger; it may in fact be 
moribund (Rev. 3:1–2). Neither size nor prosperity, neither weakness nor affliction, 
neither theological acumen nor simple intellectual understanding prove anything.  

                                                
7  In 1 Cor. 2:1 the choice is between musthvrion and martuvrion, with the textual evidence favouring the 

former and the translations the latter. 
8  ajlla; lalou'men qeou' sofivan ejn musthrivw/, th;n ajpokekrummevnhn. 
9  The matter of the church going with the gospel is not in question here; see Geoffrey Bingham, Christ’s Living 

Church—Today (NCPI, Blackwood, 1993), p. 33: ‘. . . unless it is essentially a going church, it will not truly be 
a “going” concern’. My present concern here is simply that where evangelism is with a view to something 
other than or beside the wisdom of God in the cross then there will be a defective proclamation and a defective 
view of our justification. Were an evangelist to be concerned to prove his own capacities as an evangelist , 
thus justifying his call, it would be small wonder that the evangelised followed that pattern. Of course we will 
all lament our mixed motives in these things. Geoff Bingham continued: ‘There are churches which seem to be 
going concerns, yet if the gospel preached is examined, it may be seen that this or that congregation is a church 
starved of grace but heavily supplied with law’ (p. 33). 
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THE POWER IN THE CHURCH 

For the good shepherd to die for the sheep required great power, but of himself he had 
none. All the power lay in the Father’s command: 
 

No one takes [my life] from me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have power to lay it down, 
and I have power to take it up again. I have received this command from my Father (John 10:18). 

 
 Against so much that is taught, Christ was crucified in weakness (2 Cor. 13:4). His 
humanity was not that of a super-man but that of a (the) true man, totally dependent 
on the Father. We should see the same thing in 1 Corinthians 2:3–5: 
 

And I came to you in weakness and in fear and in much trembling. 4 My speech and my 
proclamation were not with plausible words of wisdom, but with a demonstration of the Spirit and 
of power, 5 so that your faith might rest not on human wisdom but on the power of God.  

 
 But from the beginning was the word. It brought the original creation into being 
and also the new creation (2 Cor. 4:6; James 1:18). It is the same utterance by which 
faith was born (Rom. 10:17) that sustains the creation through to the goal (Heb. 1:3). 
It is also the word which sustains the church: 
 

The gatekeeper opens the gate for him, and the sheep hear his voice. He calls his own sheep by 
name and leads them out. 4 When he has brought out all his own, he goes ahead of them, and the 
sheep follow him because they know his voice (John 10:3–4). 

 
 There are three occasions when Paul analysed his ministry in terms of the powerful 
word:  
 

. . . by the power of signs and wonders, by the power of the Spirit of God, so that from Jerusalem 
and as far around as Illyricum I have fully proclaimed the good news of Christ (Rom. 15:19). 

 
I became its servant according to God’s commission that was given to me for you, to make the 
word of God fully known . . . (Col. 1:25). 

 
But the Lord stood by me and gave me strength, so that through me the message might be fully 
proclaimed and all the Gentiles might hear it. So I was rescued from the lion’s mouth (2 Tim. 4:17). 

 
On each occasion Paul says more than just that he has fully preached. In Romans 15 it 
is not that ‘I have fulfilled the gospel’ but that the gospel has been fulfilled!10 This is 
what Christ, not Paul, has done (Rom. 15:18)! In Colossians, Paul saw his commission 
as being ‘to fulfil the word of God’11 and in Timothy, it was that ‘the proclamation 
should be fulfilled’.12 These are not mere disputes over words, I trust. The issue is that 
the word of God, the gospel of Christ, the proclamation, all ultimately the same thing 
because the same God in Christ speaks, contains a dynamic which is at work and which 
will not rest until all is brought to the goal (Isa. 55:10–11). And that is the word of 

                                                
10  w{ste me ajpo; ∆Ierousalh;m kai; kuvklw/ mevcri tou' ∆Illurikou' peplhrwkevnai to; eujaggevlion tou' Cristou. 
11  kata; th;n oijkonomivan tou' qeou' th;n doqei'savn moi eij" uJma'" plhrw'sai to;n lovgon tou' qeou. 
12  i{na di∆ ejmou' to; khvrugma plhroforhqh'/. 
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God, which is not the Bible per se,13 but the living word of the living God, the Spirit 
speaking to the churches. Hence the great gift of prophecy to the church (see 1 Cor. 
14). The risen Lord speaks to his people, the shepherd goes on speaking to the flock 
so that the flock will go on hearing and following. 
 It is the great shepherd of the flock by the blood of the eternal covenant who 
speaks and leads. Under-shepherds will not only humbly serve the flock because they 
serve the great shepherd, but they too will delight to hear his voice and to live by it. 
Why should they—we—want to be anything other than pastors of the cross? The 
great grace upon the church is upon us all. To see that grace is transforming joy! The 
grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God and the fellowship of the Holy 
Spirit is with us all. 

                                                
13  We should not need to say this, but I must stress our total submission to ‘the Word written’ because it is the 

definitive prophetic and apostolic testimony to Christ, but that Christ himself remains the effective speaker in all 
things. 
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STUDY 15 

The Pastor and the Gift 
of the Spirit 

Deane Meatheringham 

APPOINTED BY THE HOLY SPIRIT 

To serve the word of God in the ministry of preaching, in the giving of wise counsel 
and to meet the demands of leadership, it is indispensable for the pastor to be empow-
ered perpetually with the Holy Spirit. It is the Spirit who both endows and empowers. 
Learning is no burden for the pastor wanting to develop and understand the gift of 
ministry, but these significant contributions do not of themselves produce pastors. The 
effectiveness of ministry is not due to human competency, but to the power of God. 
 The Holy Spirit appoints shepherds and overseers of God’s people. To the elders  
at Ephesus Paul says: ‘Keep watch over yourselves and all the flock, of which the 
Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to shepherd the church of God, that he obtained 
with the blood of his own Son’ (Acts 20:28).1 The work of the Spirit is to conform our 
humanity into the shape of Christ. Whilst this is essential for the whole body of 
Christ, Christ shapes pastors with the particular ingredients of being shepherds after 
his own likeness.  
 After Christ’s sacrificial self-giving in his atoning death, the risen Jesus appeared 
in the midst of his disciples, engendering peace and joy to the shattered group who 
were just like small children who had lost their mother and father. Then Jesus com-
missioned them for ministry: 
 

 ‘As the Father has sent me, so I send you.’ When he had said this, he breathed on them and said to 
them, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain 
the sins of any, they are retained’ (John 20:21–23).  

 
 The forgiveness of sins is a transcendent act of God which delivers and affects 
those who hear with an action that no pastor can do. Forgiveness of another person’s 
sins is beyond my capabilities. As a pastor I am called to proclaim absolution in the 
preaching of the Gospel and at a personal level. But, unless the Holy Spirit authorises 
me and communicates divine pardon for all sin, my presence and eloquence is, at best, 
an echo or mimicking of the promise of God.  

                                                
1  Unless otherwise stated, all Scripture quotations in this study are from the New Revised Standard Version. 
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 At the festival of Pentecost after the Spirit was poured out on all flesh, the apostles 
proclaimed that the crucified Jesus was Lord and Christ whilst also proclaiming the 
forgiveness of sins which was received in repentance and new life (Acts 2:36–38; 
10:43–44). 
 By the innateness of the Holy Spirit, the risen and ascended life of Christ is work-
ing in the pastor: 
 

Jesus Christ is become a Priest after the power of an endless life. These precious words are the key 
to the higher life. Jesus lives in heaven as High Priest in the power of an endless life. And as he 
lives, so he works in that power . . . He works with us as a life, as our own life, so that it is our very 
nature to delight in God and in his will. His priesthood acts as an inner life within us, lifting us up, 
not in thought but in spirit and in truth, into a vital fellowship with God. He breathes his own life in 
us. And he works it in us as the power of life, a life that is strong and healthy, because it is his own 
from heaven.2 

 
 Summarising, the pastor is appointed to service by the Holy Spirit, who is witness 
to God’s own presence, ‘and therefore entitled to right of way before all arguments 
based on an a priori reasoning’.3 

PASTORAL GIFT EMPOWERED BY THE SPIRIT 

In Ephesians 4:7–13, amongst the gifts given to the Church by Christ are ‘pastors and 
teachers’. (The ‘and’ between pastors and teachers does not have to be so translated, 
for it can read: ‘pastors, that is, teachers’, or ‘pastors, in particular, teachers’.) The 
giving of the diversity of gifts to God’s people is seamlessly one with Christ’s ascen-
sion.  
 Jesus the man’s ascension, is of one piece with the resurrection and transformation 
of Jesus Christ from the grave. The resurrection means that Jesus has stripped the 
devil and the tyrants of this world of their power, death is defeated, sin has been 
conquered and God’s new creation has begun. In this worldly present age Jesus has 
been raised, so he is the Messiah and therefore he is the world’s true God.  
 Ephesians 4 says that the risen Jesus has ascended as conqueror to the Father’s right 
hand having disarmed and captured the world powers. In ancient times, after every 
conquest by a king, there was a receiving of tribute and a giving of largesse. The gift of 
God’s grace is Christ (Eph. 1:6; Rom. 6:23; 8:32). Christ then is the measure of God’s 
gift (Eph. 4:7). When Christ gives gifts he gives himself, his true humanity, to us. This 
greatest of gifts is disclosed as the various gifts given to the Church.  
 The coming of the Holy Spirit is dependent on the atoning death of Christ and his 
resurrection (Acts 2:23, 32f.; John 15:26; Acts 1:21–22). The gifts, then, are the 
actions and the powers of the ascended Jesus at work in the Church for the consum-
mation of God’s kingdom. 
 The ascension of Jesus is the ascension of the glorified flesh and blood of Jesus 
into the presence of the Father. He ascends as bone of our bone and flesh of our flesh, 
still knitted to us and brings us in him into the face to face presence of God (Heb. 

                                                
2  Andrew Murray, The Holiest of All: An Exposition of the Epistle to the Hebrews, Flemming H. Revell Co., 

Old Tappan, n.d., p. 241. 
3  Lesslie Newbigin, The Household of God, SCM, London, 1955, p. 89.  
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9:24). The incarnate Son of God lived in our flesh; we participated in Jesus’ dying 
flesh. When Christ rose we rose with him and he carried us, in his humanity, into the 
presence of God.  
 The point I am making is that there is no break in our union with Christ so that in 
God’s gift of Christ to us we receive all of Christ and the gifts of his true humanity. 
As pastors we derive our life and ministry from Christ. Jesus is the true shepherd, 
teacher, prophet, healer and leader of his flock and he continues his priestly ministry 
in the gifts he has given to the Church. The gifts of Christ or of the Spirit are not 
properties we gain or tools that we control. Therefore the gift of pastor does not 
become our property. No! We have the gifts as we participate in Christ and in the 
body of his people, the Church.  
 The Holy Spirit actualises the gift of pastor which we have in Christ. While we 
remain outside of Christ all that he has done remains useless to us. While we have the 
gift of pastor but are not filled with the Spirit our pastoring will lack cutting edge, we 
will be lame and the Gospel dishonoured. Our creedal orthodoxy avails us nothing. 
Paul bluntly says: ‘Anyone who does not have the Spirit of Christ does not belong to 
him’ (Rom. 8:9). 

PASTORS AS MINISTERS OF THE SPIRIT 

As we have already seen, teaching shepherds are given to the Church to equip the 
whole body for works of service of every kind (Eph. 4:11ff.). The service of pastors, 
elders and bishops probably belong together: 1 Timothy 3:2 and Titus 1:9 stipulate that 
‘a bishop must be . . . an apt teacher . . . able to give instruction in sound doctrine’. The 
book of Acts makes it abundantly clear that the Holy Spirit was given for power to 
witness to Christ. As that witness was powerfully and fruitfully declared, it is reported 
in Acts that the word of the Lord grew and multiplied.  
 Amongst the pastor’s primary gifts is the priority of being a minister of the word of 
God. To preach the word is to proclaim Jesus Christ, his deeds, words and particularly 
his death for the reordering of human relationships with God and with each other. 
Because Jesus has been raised from the dead we must act as his heralds, announcing 
Christ’s lordship to the entire world.  
 The word we preach is Christ’s own word and we receive that word from the origi-
nal prophets and apostles in the Bible. God speaks in the Bible and, when the Bible is 
proclaimed, God speaks to men and women as the living Christ works his salvation 
and leads his people who hear with faith. 
 Nevertheless, ministers of the word must also be ministers of the Spirit. To amplify 
this essential point we need to read 2 Corinthians 3:1–11. In verse 6 Paul says he is a 
minister of the Spirit. Those who have come to faith are themselves a recommenda-
tion that it was the Spirit’s work in their hearts who commended Paul’s ministry, and 
not any written authorisation. Paul argues that he was not competent to achieve this 
marvellous work apart from the Spirit. We are never capable of bringing the trans-
cendent transformation event of the new world into people’s lives.  
 We are not questioning the power of the authority of the scriptures as coming from 
the Holy Spirit (cf. 2 Tim. 3:16; 2 Pet. 1:20f.; Matt. 5:17). These are written and 
prescribed for our salvation. Paul is not in favour of the Spirit over against scripture. 
However, the written word (gramma, v. 6) kills and the Spirit gives life. Apart from 
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the Spirit, a ministry of teaching the scriptures is deadly. Like the law it works in con-
cepts and theological ideas and propositions. Not only are these abstractions power-
less to save, they also act to condemn us because of our inability to do them (Rom. 
7:11f.; 8:2, 6). Without the Spirit, scripture is veiled, whatever its origin and no matter 
how great its glory. Pastors do not have the Gospel in their hands when they have an 
excellent knowledge of the Bible and the skills to teach it. The Word of God is the 
living Christ. For example, we are not saved by learning the doctrine of justification 
by grace alone through faith alone. We are saved by Christ alone. The Spirit of the 
Lord removes the veil over our minds because we do not have the capacity to know 
divine things (1 Cor. 2:11ff.). John Calvin in dealing with the contrast between letter 
and Spirit says: 
 

. . . by the letter he means an external preaching which does not reach the heart, and by the Spirit 
lifegiving teaching which is, through the grace of the Spirit, given effective operation in men’s 
souls. Thus the term ‘letter’ means literal preaching which is dead and ineffective and perceived 
only by the ear: but the Spirit is spiritual teaching that is not uttered only with the mouth but 
effectively makes its way with living meaning into men’s minds.4  

 
 To be a minister of the Spirit we must have first received the Holy Spirit and deter-
mined to have our ministry directed all the way by the Spirit (John 16:13; Eph. 5:18). 
We will then expect the effusion of the remainder of gifts given to the congregation to 
wisely and enthusiastically empower the service of the congregation. While the full-
ness of the Spirit does not mean chaos, it can mean the unexpected happening as the 
Spirit interrupts our managed orders of service in worship, preaching, healing and 
evangelisation. It would also mean that we would have new ideas (often called fresh 
expressions) for ministry and outreach that do not necessarily come off a whiteboard 
planning session. Our teaching would be biblical, but not stuck in the text, not com-
mentary on the text, but as revelatory as the word of God lifts the bar and demolishes 
mediocrity. 

LEADER OF THE COMMUNITY SPIRIT 

From previous schools we will recall that the Holy Spirit is the Spirit of community, 
fellowship, and radical hospitality (2 Cor. 13:13; Eph. 4:4f., 15f.). The Spirit is a 
divine person within the divine Trinity of persons, the community of the Father, Son 
and Holy Spirit. Theirs is a communion of love where each person makes room in 
their inner self. In the hospitality of the Godhead each person is in the other, serves 
the other, and receives from the other in perfect knowledge of each other. In the ever- 
blessed Trinity there are no secrets, but communication, harmony and no separation. 
This is the community of love that goes out to create and redeem so that ultimately 
humanity may participate in the divine nature. 
 The incarnate Son, Jesus, shows us the nature of the Triune community as he pours 
himself out obediently for the sake of those outside the community of God. This 
pouring out of himself or self-emptying is called kenosis (Phil. 2:7): 

 

                                                
4  John Calvin, The Second Epistle of Paul to the Corinthians, and the Epistles to Timothy, Titus and Philemon, 

Calvin’s NT Commentaries, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1980, p. 42. 
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He puts himself in a position where only he knows himself in the way that the Father knows him. In 
the unknowability into which he enters, it is certainly the Father’s part to reveal him . . . He emptied 
himself of the form of God in taking our form . . . God’s Equal forgoes asserting himself as such, 
enters into the obscurity of human nature, seeks not to be called good (Mark 10:18) but like all 
other men to live by grace. 5  
 

 Jesus descended to the deepest depths on the cross for our sake. The Holy Spirit 
upon whom Jesus depends for the entirety of his ministry is already familiar with 
abiding in human flesh and is the Spirit who forms the pastor into one who finds his 
real existence in the presence of others.  
 In the community of the Holy Spirit the pastor as leader will need to teach the 
congregation that we quench the Spirit when we introvert the gifts for our own sake. 
We will adjust our lives to the lives of others, not wanting to please ourselves. The 
pastor will find the reality of being a person of the Spirit, not studying at his desk but 
out and in with his community.  
 The community of the Spirit’s radical hospitality does not wait until people show the 
fruit of conversion before it includes them but will accept them as God in Christ accepts 
us. The pastor will assist people to receive the life-changing Spirit. Neither can pastors 
of this community set themselves arrogantly above the rest to rule as a monarch. 
Rather, in the giving of leadership he will listen with the company of bishops (Phil. 
1:1), in the congregation to the whole community as together they seek the will of God.  
 This is the one community that does not live for itself but for the world: 
 

. . . a Church which has ceased to be mission contradicts part of the essential character of the 
Church, so we must also say that a mission which is not at the same time truly a Church is not a true 
expression of the divine apostolate. An unchurchly mission is as much a monstrosity as an 
unmissionary Church.6  

CALL ME 

Call on me in the day of trouble; 
   I will deliver you, and you shall glorify me (Ps. 50:15).  

 
We are all familiar with trouble in ministry. A serious component of our trouble may be 
our lack of the Spirit and power. We cannot presume to have the Spirit’s fullness (Eph. 
5:18). The trouble is we have grown defensive in the troubles we have seen so that now 
it is difficult for us to be told anything by our leaders or congregation. We may have 
chosen not to delegate ministry and to invert our ministry, thus quenching the Holy 
Spirit in the community. Legalism and exclusivity soon follows such a disposition. 
 Deliverance for us will come through a fresh flow of the liberty of the Spirit. We have 
tended to call upon every other power and resource in the place of the Spirit. We  
may call upon our theology, biblical knowledge, or humanistic schemes. However,  
we may be the problem and all the other sources we call on have the same problem as 
we do. To call on the Father in our situation is to call for the deliverance of the Spirit, in 
the name of our sympathetic High Priest, Jesus, and to do this with deliberative faith and 
surrender to his gracious will.  

                                                
5  Karl Barth, The Epistle to the Philippians, SCM, London, 1962, pp. 63f. 
6  Newbigin The Household of God, p. 148 (emphasis is mine). 
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STUDY 16 

The Shepherd Loves the Flock 

Martin Bleby 

TENDING THE FLOCK 

It was ‘Good Shepherd Sunday’.1 I had prepared a powerful sermon, and I was going 
to let the congregation have it, like both barrels of a double-barrelled shotgun. I forget 
now what it was about: maybe I thought they were not giving enough money to the 
church, or they needed to be praying harder or reading the Bible more. It was a 
scorcher of a sermon, very clever and very piercing. They would not have been able 
to sit comfortably in the pews for very long; they would have gone away with a flea in 
their ear, and I would have got that particular problem off my chest. 
 And I was going to do it! Too right I was—right or wrong—I had it all prepared, 
and I was going to serve it up. 
 I came into the church building first thing in the morning to pray before the ser-
vices. And it could not have been clearer if Jesus himself had been standing in front of 
me, telling me. I knew that, much as I might have wanted to, I could no longer preach 
that sermon. I believe Jesus was truly standing there, as my good shepherd. He was 
showing me what was really going on. The picture in my mind was that we—the 
congregation and I—had come to the edge of a very steep precipice. The congregation 
were all running towards it like a mob of silly sheep, and I was urging them on, and I 
was going to kick each one of them over the edge as they came up to it. 
 A horrifying picture, which came to me as a terrible shock when I realised that this 
was what I was about to do, and was wanting to do.2 And there was Jesus, the good 
shepherd, with his big strong rod, stopping me. He was saying: ‘You can go ahead if 
you like—and that’s what you’ll be doing—but I can show you a different way’. 
Then, along the very edge of the precipice, I could see a narrow, winding rocky path, 
leading down. Jesus started off along that path, inviting me to follow, and to bring all 
the congregation along it with me. I then knew that if we all went down that path, 
even though it could be dangerous and difficult in places, we would be safe there 
together with him, and on the way to the good pastures. 

                                                
1  Fourth Sunday of the Easter season in the Anglican liturgical calendar, on which the gospel reading is 

always from John 10. 
2  It was about this time also I was struck forcibly by these words in Geoffrey Bingham’s short story ‘Angry 

unto Death’ (in Angel Wings, NCPI, Blackwood, 1983, p. 19): ‘My considered opinion, from the story of Jonah, is 
that he carried a deep hatred for the Ninevites’—Jonah hated his congregation—he didn’t want them to be saved! 
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 So there I was, a few minutes before the service with no prepared sermon I could 
use—the notes were torn up—and I just had to get up into the pulpit and tell the 
people about the good shepherd—how he loves them more than I ever could, and how 
he is to be trusted, and followed, and listened to.3 
 I shudder to think what might have happened to that church, and to the people, and 
to me and to my ministry, if I had preached that other sermon. It could be that, in the 
purposes of God, we had come to a turning point. Probably none of us was aware of 
it. It could be that Jesus, as our good shepherd, is doing that for us all the time, and we 
don’t know the half of it. But when he shows us something like that—perhaps some-
thing awful, some unimagined horror, that he has saved us from or is saving us from, 
for something much, much better, and all his boundless loving-kindness is present in 
that—that is when our love for him is strengthened beyond measure. 

THREE QUALIFICATIONS FOR TRUE SHEPHERDING 4 

We might think, then, that what qualifies us for pastoral ministry must be a love for 
the people with whom we minister. True as that is, there is a greater love that must 
come first: 

 
When they had finished breakfast, Jesus said to Simon Peter, ‘Simon son of John, do you love me 
more than these?’ He said to him, ‘Yes, Lord; you know that I love you.’ Jesus said to him, ‘Feed 
my lambs.’ A second time he said to him, ‘Simon son of John, do you love me?’ He said to him, 
‘Yes, Lord; you know that I love you.’ Jesus said to him, ‘Tend my sheep.’ He said to him the third 
time, ‘Simon son of John, do you love me?’ Peter felt hurt because he said to him the third time, 
‘Do you love me?’ And he said to him, ‘Lord, you know everything; you know that I love you.’ 
Jesus said to him, ‘Feed my sheep’ (John 21:15–17).5 
 

What is happening here? We are mindful that before the crucifixion Peter denied three 
times that he belonged to Jesus (John 18:15–18, 25–27), and that this encounter after 
the resurrection is a threefold redressing of that situation. So is Jesus reminding Peter 
of his earlier sin—sticking the knife in and giving it a twist? That can’t be so: Jesus 
risen from death has already appeared to Peter and the others (with a special appear-
ance to Peter alone; Luke 24:34) and said, not, ‘Where were you lot when I needed 
you most?’ but (twice), ‘Peace be with you’ (John 20:19, 21). The peace of the for-
giveness of sins from God for all who receive it (as in John 20:23), wrought at great 
cost on the cross: ‘he showed them his hands and his side’ (John 20:20). So Jesus here 
is not seeking to convict Peter of sin—that happened at the time when ‘The Lord 
turned and looked at Peter’,6 and Peter ‘went out and wept bitterly’ (Luke 22:61, 62). 
Was Jesus, then, in view of Peter’s previous lapses, seeking to be sure that Peter had 
repented and was now a changed person who really loved Jesus, as if there might be 
some doubt about it? Before Peter’s denial, and fully aware of it, Jesus had prayed for 

                                                
3  I recall when a colleague of mine in parish ministry came across Ezekiel 34:15: ‘I myself will be the 

shepherd of my sheep . . . says the Lord GOD’. He couldn’t wait to tell his congregation: ‘This church has a 
Pastor—it is God Himself!’ 

4  After the fashion of the three key determinants of property value: location, location, and location! 
5  Unless otherwise indicated, all Scripture references are from the New Revised Standard Version. 
6  Even so, we are not told what was in that look, whether accusation, disappointment, ‘See, I told you so’, or 

just the scorching beams of grace-filled holy love. 



The Shepherd Loves the Flock 

 16.3 

Peter that his faith would not fail (Luke 22:31–32). Peter’s ill-founded faith in himself 
and in his personal loyalty to Jesus did fail spectacularly (see Luke 22:33–34), but 
Peter’s faith that was fixed on Jesus did not fail, because Jesus did not fail Peter in 
carrying through his redemptive love for Peter—as Peter said later, ‘He himself bore 
our sins in his body on the cross, so that, free from sins, we might live for 
righteousness’ (1 Pet. 2:24)! Jesus already knew that, and he knew that Peter needed 
to be absolutely sure of it if he was going to have responsibility for the flock of God. 
The three questions Jesus put to Peter—all with the same answer7—are not asked so 
Jesus can find out whether or not Peter loves him. Peter’s reply each time is an 
acknowledgement that Jesus already knew the answer to the questions: ‘you know 
that I love you’; ‘you know everything’.8 No—Jesus asked Peter the questions so that 
Peter would come to know and be sure of the answer, perhaps much to his own 
surprise! Peter’s newfound deep love for Jesus was a gift that had been given to Peter, 
in answer to Jesus’ prayer that Peter’s faith not fail, and had been secured by Christ’s 
own redemption of Peter on the cross. In the light of this encounter with the risen 
Jesus, it is little wonder that Peter later said: 

 
Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! By his great mercy he has given us a new 
birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead (1 Pet. 1:3). 
 

 As a result of this love for Jesus his Redeemer on the part of Peter, Jesus 
commissions Peter to pastoral ministry: ‘Feed my lambs . . . Tend my sheep . . . Feed 
my sheep’.9 Love for Jesus, as Saviour and Lord, is the primary qualification. When 
Jesus asked in the first question, ‘do you love me more than these?’ he may have 
meant, ‘do you love me more than these others do?’ referring to Peter’s earlier 
protestation, ‘Even though all become deserters, I will not’ (Mark 14:29).10 But it 
could be saying, ‘do you love me more than you love these others?’: 

 
Peter had three times denied Jesus, so that his devotion must be held to be suspect. But he had 
remained with his fellows and gone fishing with them. Where did his supreme affection lie? With 
his companions with whom he resorted, or with Jesus whom he denied?11 
 

If our relationships with members of our congregation—as ‘fishing mates’—is more 
important to us than our primary relationship with our Saviour, then the deadly sin of 
people pleasing12 may be in play. But our love for Jesus also needs to be of a different 
order from that of ‘fishing mate’. It must be love for and on account of the one who 
has saved us through his longsuffering loving-kindness and sacrificial propitiating 
grace: 

 
                                                

7  The Greek for ‘do you love’ in Jesus’ first two questions is ajgapa'/", agapas, and for the third question is 
filei'", phileis; and for ‘I love’ in all three of Peter’s answers is filw, philō. While B. F. Westcott (The Revelation 
of the Risen Lord, Macmillan and Co., Cambridge, 1891, pp. 123–136) and others make something of this 
distinction, Leon Morris (The Gospel According to John, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1971, pp. 869–77) after an 
exhaustive survey concludes: ‘It is simplest to see here a further example of John’s love of variation in triple 
repetitions’ (p. 873). 

8  Peter’s humble demeanour under the circumstances would rule out any self-justifying protestation here on 
Peter’s part. 

9  Again, ‘most people see the variation as no more than stylistic’; L. Morris, John, p. 874. 
10  In John 13:37 it is simply, ‘I will lay down my life for you’. 
11  L. Morris, John, pp. 870–71. 
12  See Study 13, pp. 13.1–13.2. 
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We are sometimes inclined to think that a question about Peter’s love was superfluous. But this is 
not the case. His actions showed that Peter had not wanted a crucified Lord. But Jesus was 
crucified. How did Peter’s devotion stand in the light of this? Was he ready to love Christ as He 
was, and not as Peter wished Him to be? That was the question and it was an important one. Peter 
must face it and answer it.13 
 

And so must we. Especially if what Jesus says about where the pastoral ministry will 
take Peter is true of us too. Peter will be taken to situations that are not of his choos-
ing where matters are not determined by his will and are outside his control. He will 
need to trust the One in whose hands they are, who has chosen him for this task: 

 
Very truly, I tell you, when you were younger, you used to fasten your own belt and to go wherever 
you wished. But when you grow old, you will stretch out your hands, and someone else will fasten 
a belt around you and take you where you do not wish to go.’ (He said this to indicate the kind of 
death by which he would glorify God.) After this he said to him, ‘Follow me’ (John 21:18–19). 

LOVE IS A CHOICE 

We may be disturbed when we hear Paul say: ‘Let anyone be accursed who has no 
love for the Lord’ (1 Cor. 16:22). It simply means that unless we know and love Jesus 
as the one who has come to us with salvation, we remain under the curse that rests on 
the whole of unsaved humanity. Or when we hear Peter say: ‘Although you have not 
seen him, you love him; and even though you do not see him now, you believe in him 
and rejoice with an indescribable and glorious joy’ (1 Pet. 1:8); we may wonder with 
some concern whether we truly love Jesus like that. We may respond by trying to gee 
ourselves up, at least in public, to some more effusive emotional attachment to Jesus. 
Or we may dully despair of ever making the acceptable grade. Or we may take it 
simply that we do. 
 In the musical Fiddler on the Roof, Tevye, struck by the young people’s preference 
for a marriage based on love rather than one arranged by their parents, asks his wife a 
question: 

 
(Tevye)  Do you love me? 
(Golde)  Do I what? 
(Tevye)  Do you love me? . . .  
(Golde)  Do I love you?  
   For twenty-five years I’ve washed your clothes 
   Cooked your meals, cleaned your house 
   Given you children, milked the cow 
   After twenty-five years, why talk about love right now? . . .  
(Tevye)  But my father and my mother 
   Said we’d learn to love each other 
   And now I’m asking, Golde 
   Do you love me? 
(Golde)  I’m your wife 
(Tevye)  I know . . .  
   But do you love me? 
 

                                                
13  L. Morris, John, p. 871. 
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(Golde)  Do I love him? 
   For twenty-five years I’ve lived with him 
   Fought him, starved with him 
   Twenty-five years my bed is his 
   If that’s not love, what is? 
(Tevye)  Then you love me? 
(Golde)  I suppose I do 
(Tevye)  And I suppose I love you too.14 

 
 Marriage is a great mystery. How do we come to love another person, and what is 
involved in that? Is it because we are loved first, or is there something mutual in it, or 
is there something outside of us both that is drawing us together? However that may 
be, a point comes when the question is asked: 

 
Will you love her . . . 
and, forsaking all others, 
be faithful to her, as long as you both shall live? 
 

And we answer, 
 
I will.15 
 

And so we do. 
 Love is a choice that is lived out in life. A choice that is not necessarily of our 
making. Certainly so in the case of our relationship with Jesus, who said, ‘You did not 
choose me but I chose you’ (John 15:16). Once we are aware of his choice of us, 
however, the choice is also ours. Jesus said to Peter, ‘Follow me’. And he did. 

SHEPHERD THE CHURCH OF GOD 

Once our relationship with Jesus is in place, we are then in a position to love others 
rightly. The New Testament sees all relationships—between elders and youngers, 
employers and employees, husbands and wives, parents and children, governments 
and citizens—explicitly in the context of a relationship with Jesus. Expressions such 
as ‘in the Lord’ or ‘for the Lord’s sake’ are commonly used.16 Outside of that context, 
our relationships are inextricably complicated by sin. Truly helpful closeness can 
come only when there is a certain distance between us that is occupied by the Saviour 
himself, who has taken sin away. As Jonathan said to David, ‘The LORD shall be 
between me and you’ (1 Sam. 20:42). That is our true bonding in love. 
 In particular in the church, Paul said we must relate with others primarily as 
servants of their Lord and ours: 

 
Who are you to pass judgment on servants of another? It is before their own lord that they stand or 
fall. And they will be upheld, for the Lord is able to make them stand (Rom. 14:4). 
 

                                                
14  Fiddler on the Roof, music by Jerry Bock, lyrics by Sheldon Harnick, book by Joseph Stein 

<http://www.stlyrics.com/lyrics/fiddlerontheroof/doyouloveme.htm> (accessed 4th July 2010). 
15  An Australian Prayer Book, AIO Press, Sydney, 1978, p. 549. 
16  See Martin Bleby, Power in Relationships: Issues of Love and Control, NCPI, Blackwood, 2008, pp. 82–92. 
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Dietrich Bonhoeffer observes: 
 
Because Christ stands between me and others, I dare not desire direct fellowship with them. As 
only Christ can speak to me in such a way that I may be saved, so others, too, can be saved only by 
Christ himself. This means that I must release the other person from every attempt to regulate, 
coerce, and dominate him with my love. The other person needs to retain his independence of me; 
to be loved for what he is, as one for whom Christ became man, died, and rose again, for whom 
Christ brought forgiveness of sins and eternal life. Because Christ has long since acted decisively 
for my brother, before I could begin to act, I must leave him his freedom to be Christ’s; I must meet 
him only as the person he already is in Christ’s eyes. This is the meaning of the proposition that we 
can meet others only through the mediation of Christ. Human love constructs its own image of the 
other person, of what he is and what he should become. It takes the life of the other person into its 
own hands. Spiritual love recognises the true image of the other person which he has received from 
Jesus Christ; the image that Jesus Christ himself embodied and would stamp upon all men.17 
 

 It was in the context of this relationship with the Saviour that Peter said, ‘Above 
all, maintain constant love for one another, for love covers a multitude of sins’ (1 Pet. 
4:8). Any ‘love’ outside of Christ, that is us trying to do the ‘loving’ thing, will not do 
that, but may only exacerbate the situation.  
 Not that this stopped Peter when necessary from saying things like this: 

 
. . . your heart is not right before God. Repent therefore of this wickedness of yours, and pray to the 
Lord that, if possible, the intent of your heart may be forgiven you. For I see that you are in the gall 
of bitterness and the chains of wickedness (Acts 8:21–23). 
 

Or Paul: 
 
. . . ‘You son of the devil, you enemy of all righteousness, full of all deceit and villainy, will you 
not stop making crooked the straight paths of the Lord?’ (Acts 13:10). 
 

The holy presence of the one who is between us will impact us both: 
 
My friends, if anyone is detected in a transgression, you who have received the Spirit should restore 
such a one in a spirit of gentleness. Take care that you yourselves are not tempted (Gal. 6:1). 

THE PASTORAL RELATIONSHIP 

Peter, on the basis of his relationship with Christ and his experience of pastoral minis-
try, wrote this: 

 
Now as an elder myself and a witness of the sufferings of Christ, as well as one who shares in the 
glory to be revealed, I exhort the elders among you to tend the flock of God that is in your charge, 
exercising the oversight, not under compulsion but willingly, as God would have you do it—not for 
sordid gain but eagerly. Do not lord it over those in your charge, but be examples to the flock. And 
when the chief shepherd appears, you will win the crown of glory that never fades away. In the 
same way, you who are younger must accept the authority of the elders. And all of you must clothe 
yourselves with humility in your dealings with one another, for 

‘God opposes the proud, 
   but gives grace to the humble.’  

                                                
17  Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together, SCM Press, 1954, pp. 25–26. Quoted in Bleby, Power in Relationships, 

p. 91. 
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   Humble yourselves therefore under the mighty hand of God, so that he may exalt you in due time. 
Cast all your anxiety on him, because he cares for you (1 Pet. 5:1–7). 
 

Similarly, Paul exhorted the elders from Ephesus: 
 
Keep watch over yourselves and over all the flock, of which the Holy Spirit has made you over-
seers, to shepherd the church of God that he obtained with the blood of his own Son (Acts 20:28). 
 

The Anglican ordination charge picks up on these texts: 
 
Have always . . . printed in your mind how great a treasure is committed to your care. For they are 
the sheep of Christ, whom he bought with his death, and for whom he shed his blood. The church 
and congregation whom you must serve is his bride and his body. And if it should come about that 
the church, or any of its members, is hurt or hindered as a result of your negligence, you know the 
greatness of the fault and the judgment that will follow.18 
 

 Johnathan Edwards, preaching at the installment of the Rev. Samuel Buel,  
as pastor of the church and congregation at East Hampton on Long Island on 19th 
September 1746,19 took as his text Isaiah 62:5: 

 
For as a young man marries a virgin,  
 so shall your sons marry you,  
and as the bridegroom rejoices over the bride,  
 so shall your God rejoice over you (RSV). 

 
The words ‘your sons’ Edwards took to be a reference to the ministers of the church. 
Thus he is able to say: 

 
The text thus opened affords these two propositions proper for our consideration on the solemn 
occasion of this day. 

I. The uniting of faithful ministers with Christ’s people in the ministerial office, when done in 
a due manner, is like a young man’s marrying a virgin. 

II. This union of ministers with the people of Christ is in order to their being brought to the 
blessedness of a more glorious union, in which Christ shall rejoice over them, as the 
bridegroom rejoiceth over the bride. 

 
Edwards brings out the implications of this comparison: 

 
A faithful minister, that is in a Christian manner united to a Christian people as their pastor, has his 
heart united to them in the most ardent and tender affection. And they, on the other hand, have their 
hearts united to him, esteeming him very highly in love for his work’s sake, and receiving him with 
honor and reverence, and willingly subjecting themselves to him, and committing themselves to his 
care, as being, under Christ, their head and guide. 
 

Of course, what we have said above about never relating directly with any other 
person but only through Christ applies no less to this pastoral relationship between 
minister and congregation. If it did not, the relationship would amount to little other 
than pastoral adultery.20 So Edwards is careful to say: 
                                                

18  An Australian Prayer Book, pp. 609–10. 
19  ‘Five Sermons. On Different Occasions, Sermon 2. The Church’s Marriage’, in Works of Jonathan 

Edwards, vol. 2, Ethereal Christian Classics, <www.ccel.org/e/edwards/works2.iii.ii.html> (accessed 4th July 2010). 
20  I can remember one possible pastoral appointment, from which the Lord mercifully spared me, being very 

much of this order in my thinking about it and glorying in it beforehand. 
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It is only with reference to Christ, as the true bridegroom of his church, that there is any union 
between a faithful minister and a Christian people, that is like that of a bridegroom and a bride.21 
 

Any marriage-like relationship between pastor and people must be only with a view to 
their marriage with Christ: 

 
Let us see to it that our hearts are united to them, as a young man to a virgin that he marries, in the 
most ardent and tender affection; and that our regard to them be pure and uncorrupt, that it may be a 
regard to them, and not to what they have, or any worldly advantages we hope to gain of them. And 
let us behave ourselves as those that are devoted to their good; being willing to spend and be spent 
for them; joyfully undertaking and enduring the labor and self-denial that is requisite in order to a 
thorough fulfilling the ministry that we have received. Let us continually and earnestly endeavor to 
promote the prosperity and salvation of the souls committed to our care, looking on their calamities 
and their prosperity as our own; feeling their spiritual wounds and griefs, and refreshed with their 
consolations; and spending our whole lives in diligent care and endeavor to provide for, nourish, 
and instruct our people, as the intended spouse of Christ, yet in her minority, that we may form her 
mind and behavior, and bring her up for him, and that we may cleanse her, as with the washing of 
water by the word, and purify her as with sweet odors, and clothed in such raiment as may become 
Christ’s bride. Let us aim that when the appointed wedding-day comes, we may have done our 
work as Christ’s messengers; and may then be ready to present Christ’s spouse to him, a chaste 
virgin, properly educated and formed, and suitably adorned for her marriage with the Lamb; that ye 
may then present her to himself, a glorious church, not having spot or wrinkle, or any such thing, 
and may receive her into his eternal embraces, in perfect purity, beauty, and glory.22 
 

 What is it that most delights a pastor’s heart? Seeing people come to Christ, and 
grow to maturity in their relationship with him. Equally what most distresses and 
grieves a pastor’s heart is the prospect of their departing from him: 

 
I feel a divine jealousy for you, for I betrothed you to Christ to present you as a pure bride to her 
one husband. But I am afraid that as the serpent deceived Eve by his cunning, your thoughts will be 
led astray from a sincere and pure devotion to Christ (2 Cor. 11:2–3, RSV). 
 

 What does it mean to say ‘The Shepherd Loves the Flock’? We love the people 
best when we love Christ first. 
 
Possible question for discussion: 
How does loving the flock fit with other responsibilities; for example, family and the 
wider ministries we may have? 

                                                
21  Works of Jonathan Edwards, ‘Five Sermons’. 
22  Works of Jonathan Edwards, ‘Five Sermons’. 
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STUDY 17 

The Church and the Spirit’s 
Fullness 

Randall Lawton 

To speak of the Holy Spirit and his work in the church is no small task. A quick scan 
through the New Testament alone will show that the Spirit is involved in every detail of 
the Father’s vast and all-encompassing action. Our study looks specifically at the life 
that the Spirit imparts to the church and how its leadership relates to this specially-
spirited body of people. They are unique in the world, indeed, holy, so we need to be 
directed and inspired by the Spirit himself in order to understand these things, and this 
is our prayer. 

THE COMMUNITY OF THE SPIRIT 

The New Community Generated by the Spirit 

 There are many facets of Pentecost that could be discussed, but one important 
outcome of the Spirit’s universal outpouring was the creation of a new international 
community, who were remarkable in that they had received the gift of the Spirit (Acts 
10:44–48; 11:17–18; Eph. 1:13). The Spirit created a new people of love. Paul speaks 
of ‘the love of the Spirit’ (Rom. 15:30)1 and encourages his readers to know that ‘God’s 
love has been poured out into our hearts through the Holy Spirit’ (Rom. 5:5). 
Furthermore, it is only the Spirit who makes love to be genuine (2 Cor. 6:6). This divine 
love of the Spirit infused into the community is what makes it live and marks it out as 
the true community of God. 
 It is possible to try to engineer a society, even mimicking the actions of the very 
early church in Acts; to live ‘by the book’, so to speak. It may be an attempt at 
‘authentic Christianity’, but inside it would be filled with something other than the 
Spirit of God. Contrary to this, the Spirit drives the church out to the world, into the 
chaos, and on to God’s goal under the Lordship of Christ. Therefore, the church will 
never take the same shape or exact expression across the ages or at any location. What 
is common to it all, though, is this new, stunning, pure, divine love, which shines so 
brightly in God’s people that the world system, along with all the evil celestial powers, 
will vehemently endeavor to snuff it out (Eph. 6:10–18; cf. 4:26–27; 3:14–19). 
                                                

1  Unless otherwise stated, all Scripture quotations in this study are from the English Standard Version. 
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The Spirit of Triune Love 

 This new community of love created by the Spirit is in reality the inclusion into the 
divine Trinitarian Love-Community. It is the love that is the life of the Trinity, the 
holy relational dynamics within the Godhead shared by the Spirit into the hearts of 
God’s new people. At the beginning of Acts, the disciples are ordered to ‘wait for the 
promise of the Father’ and they would be ‘baptized with the Holy Spirit’ (Acts 1:4–5), 
which John the Baptist promised as a gift of Christ (Luke 3:16). So the Father initiates 
the gift of the Spirit and the Son likewise gives him (John 15:26). The giving of the 
Son was a mighty gift, and now the wonderful giving of the Spirit was the affirmation 
of God’s love, for he gave his Son and his Spirit and therefore there was literally—
absolutely—nothing more to give. It is no wonder the Spirit formed this new dynamic 
community of love, which in virtue of that love is indestructible. 
 In the light of what we have said, this community is more than a gathering of 
incidental acquaintances, or a dull historical society living on the back of a bygone 
era, or the gluing together of a bunch of individuals for a common mission statement. 
This community knows and lives in true heavenly communion. This is the ‘fellowship 
[koinonia] of the Holy Spirit’, which is at one with the ‘grace of the Lord Jesus Christ 
and the love of God’ (2 Cor. 13:14). This koinonia is the in-house relational power of 
the Three shared with the community of faith, which overflows for all the world to 
see (1 John 4:12) and to believe in (John 3:16). Jesus spoke of this: 
 

If you love me, you will keep my commandments. 16 And I will ask the Father, and he will give you 
another Helper, to be with you forever, 17 even the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot receive, 
because it neither sees him nor knows him. You know him, for he dwells with you and will be in 
you . . . 
   In that day you will know that I am in my Father, and you in me, and I in you. 21 Whoever has my 
commandments and keeps them, he it is who loves me. And he who loves me will be loved by my 
Father, and I will love him and manifest myself to him (John 14:15–17, 20–21). 

 
The glory that you have given me I have given to them, that they may be one even as we are one, 
23 I in them and you in me, that they may become perfectly one, so that the world may know that 
you sent me and loved them even as you loved me (John 17:22–23). 

 
 In contradistinction to this, Paul warns about ‘the spirit of the world’, which is 
graceless and divisive. In our context, the whole understanding of true community is 
being increasingly destroyed by a culture, described by Patrick Sookhdeo, in the 
preface to his book, Islam: The Challenge to the Church : 
 

This book is written from within a Western context of massive loss of confidence among 
Christians, accompanied by confusion, uncertainty and sometimes even shame. This context is the 
result of a process which became evident after the end of the Second World War, a process in 
which individualism, utilitarianism, materialism and hedonism gradually gained prominence and 
influence.2 

 
 In other words, we are witnessing the catastrophic loss of community, faith, true 
spirituality, and service. When this is combined with the love of money, a deadly 

                                                
2  Patrick Sookhdeo, Islam: The Challenge to the Church, Issac Pub., Pewsey, 2006, p. 4. He goes on to say 

that this has left a vacuum which was first filled with secular humanism and lately by Islam. 
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relational dullness descends upon the people, not to mention serious mental health 
issues. An infiltrated church, for the most part, offers services for ‘my wellbeing’ 
and/or ‘my family’s comfort and wealth’. If the church courts this culture, which in its 
postmodernist neurosis spurns divine truth, it ends up dishing out piecemeal concoc-
tions of biblical ‘one liners’ that ‘help me’. 
 This way is rebellion against the revelation of the Spirit and needs to be repented 
of. We are called to enter into the life of the Trinity, and into the Trinitarian com-
munity, nothing less than this! This is the Spirit’s work in our lives. A small (or any) 
expression of this carries far more eternal significance than certain grandiose group-
ings of people all finding individualistic help so they get on with a selfish existence. 
Money may be poured into such ‘Babelistic’ enterprises (and indeed become the 
engine that drives it all) but much may be kept back. There always has to be some-
thing in return so that ‘I have more than originally given’! 

THE HOLY SPIRIT AND THE FILLING 

The Baptism of the Holy Spirit 

 As we have mentioned above, John the Baptist and Jesus promised baptism with 
the Spirit. At the event itself, Luke describes it as: ‘they were all filled with the Holy 
Spirit,’ which was accompanied by ‘other tongues . . . telling in [their] own tongues 
the mighty works of God’ (Acts 2:4, 11). As the story moves forward, the receiving of 
the Spirit is emphasised as the gospel is proclaimed in Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria, and 
to the ends of the earth (Acts 1:8). The Jews were familiar with the biblical ideas of 
faith, repentance, forgiveness, baptisms (washings) and Messianic expectation, but 
that the Spirit be ‘poured out on all flesh’ was a new experience, a new way of God to 
be grasped. 
 This ‘filling’ of the Spirit is important. This is a quantitative term with a relational 
meaning. To be ‘filled with the Spirit’ means that the Spirit gives of himself totally, 
without reserve. In the manner of the Trinitarian love dynamics outlined above, it also 
means that because the Spirit is ‘the Spirit of God’ or ‘the Spirit of Jesus Christ’, and 
so on, his distinct ministry in his filling is to fill us with Christ and with God. Paul in 
his extraordinary intercessory prayer in Ephesians prays to the Father, asking that he 
may ‘grant you to be strengthened with power through his Spirit in your inner being, 
so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith . . . that you may be filled with 
all the fullness of God’ (Eph. 3:16–19). He also speaks of Christ descending and 
ascending ‘that he might fill all things’ (Eph. 4:10). He is not saying that Father, Son 
and Spirit are contained within us, but that they completely and continually are giving 
themselves to us in love. To be empty of the Spirit is to be filled with all manner of 
the unholy (Rom. 1:21–31). 

Flesh Spirited by the Spirit 

 At creation Man was made as ‘spirited flesh’ by the breath [spirit] of God (Gen. 
2:7, 23; 9:17). At the Fall, Man died to God relationally, and thus became just ‘flesh’, 
that is, he rejected God’s Spirit and become self-determining and self-sufficient: he 
became ‘unspirited flesh’. Paul warns about the dangers of living in ‘the works of the 
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flesh’ which are contrary to a ‘walk by the Spirit’ (Gal. 5:16–26). Paul is able to 
encourage the church in this way because he knows that upon believing the gospel 
they received the Spirit. He says, ‘when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of 
your salvation, and believed in him, [you] were sealed with the promised Holy Spirit’ 
(Eph. 1:13). In Galatians he says much the same: 

 
Let me ask you only this: Did you receive the Spirit by works of the law or by hearing with 
faith? . . . Christ redeemed us . . . so that in Christ Jesus the blessing of Abraham might come to the 
Gentiles, so that we might receive the promised Spirit through faith (Gal. 3:2, 13–14). 
 

So through faith we are filled with the Spirit and the church does nothing apart from 
the Spirit. It regains its humanity, finds its feet and has direction. He is the church’s 
life for he is ‘the Spirit of life’ (Rom. 8:2). The church is ‘eternal’, for it is spirited by 
the ‘eternal Spirit’ (Heb. 9:14): it is not a ‘flash mob’, gathering momentarily for 
incidental fun, nor a flat-earth therapeutic ‘pick me up’ group. 

The Habitual Filling of the Spirit 
 The Spirit’s presence and power in our lives is not just ‘spiritual-energy’ (which 
would be to fall into utilitarianism) but ‘relational power’. We are called to acknow-
ledge his presence, respond and relate to him, to consciously choose his truth, and in 
him follow the Son as his disciples, and pray to the Father as his sons. Paul com-
mands, ‘be filled [plerousthe: present, passive, imperative!] with the Spirit’ (Eph. 
5:18), which is literally ‘go on being filled with the Spirit’. The present tense means 
the action is present–ongoing. The passive voice indicates that we are not having to 
fill ourselves with the Spirit in our own powers: we are opening ourselves relationally 
to his filling. The imperative mood is a command to actively obey, respond, choose, 
open ourselves to him. So a fuller translation could be, ‘allow yourselves to be 
continually filled with the Spirit’. That it is a passive verb must not diminish the fact 
that this is a command to obey. We are to ensure that we are filled, but this is only 
possible because we are already filled (Eph. 1:13; Acts 10:47). In other places Paul 
says, be ‘led by the Spirit’ (Rom. 8:14; Gal. 5:18) or ‘walk by the Spirit’ (Gal. 5:16). 
He exhorts Timothy, saying, ‘God gave us a spirit not of fear but of power and love 
and self-control’ (2 Tim. 1:7). No doubt this ‘spirit’ does not come by any other than 
the Holy Spirit. 
 If we look again to Paul’s intercessory prayer in Ephesians, he asks that the Father 
‘may grant you to be strengthened with power through his Spirit in your inner being’ 
(Eph. 3:16). This power is to know the extensive love of Christ which is incompre-
hensible, and is to be filled with all the fullness of God (Eph. 3:14–19). Therefore, 
this orders our churchly, familial and societal relationships. Paul sets out in Ephesians 
4–6 the way of true unity in Father, Son and Spirit, true harmony in love and the way 
of holiness. Finally, he emphasises the reality of the ever-present great cosmic battle 
which must be fought with the ‘sword of the Spirit’ and by ‘praying at all times in the 
Spirit’ (Eph 6:17–18). It is possible to live a powerless Christian life, snubbing the 
Spirit, relying on one’s own strength and leaving a gaping vacuum, which is filled 
with ‘the spirit of the world’ (1 Cor. 2:12)—the wreckage of ruined relationships 
riddled with unforgiveness and malice. This is to fall prey to the devil (Eph. 4:27,  
cf. vv. 25–32). It is no wonder that Paul says in his first letter to the Thessalonians: 
‘Do not quench the Spirit’ (5:19). 
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 The life of habituated filling of the Spirit is set out in part by Paul in Ephesians 5: 
singing melodious spiritual praises, teaching one another in this mode of worship, 
continually giving thanks to the Father, submitting to authority structures: wives to 
husbands, children to parents and slaves to masters. Persons in authority—husbands, 
parents and masters—are to live in genuine love, nurture and concern for their subordi-
nates. People in authority are to lead in the grace-way set out earlier in the book, which 
is the core business of the Spirit, and therefore leadership. It is the way of humility, 
gentleness, patience, bearing with one another, maintaining unity, kindness, tender-
heartedness and forgiveness (Eph. 4:1–3, 32). Whilst strong decisive action, discipline, 
even unpopularity, accompanies being in authority (e.g. Matt. 23; 2 Cor. 13:1–4; Gal. 
2:11–14), it is not given to stroke the ego or rocket it into space, but is a responsibility 
to follow and lead in the power and wisdom of the Spirit (Eph. 5:15; cf. 1:17). This is 
all played out in the great chaos of Satan and the world system as it pits itself against 
the Father’s eternal plan to bring nations together to be ‘a temple . . . a dwelling place 
for God by the Spirit’ and to ‘unite all things’ (Eph. 2:11–22; 1:10; 3:9; 1:4). 

Special Fillings of the Spirit 
 Further to this, there are times when the church or an individual may need a special 
filling of the Spirit, particularly at an important event or crisis. Peter, before the 
Sanhedrin, was ‘filled with the Holy Spirit’ (Acts 4:8). Obviously, he was filled at 
Pentecost (Acts 2:4), but at that moment needed a special filling to speak the truth. 
Likewise, Stephen was ‘full of the Holy Spirit’ (Acts 7:55) at his martyrdom, but was 
previously described as being chosen to serve as a man of ‘good repute, full of the 
Spirit and of wisdom’ (Acts 6:3–5). The church having already received the Spirit, 
prayed for ‘boldness’ and were ‘all filled with the Holy Spirit and continued to speak 
the word of God with boldness’ (Acts 4:29, 31). In the examples mentioned, Luke is 
reporting after the event, that they were ‘filled with the Spirit’. In other words, they 
were not themselves at that moment ‘finding a higher spirituality’, but the Spirit in 
them was acting, even when they were perhaps not consciously thinking: ‘I am now 
being filled with the Spirit’. They were ‘humanly’ responding by faith to the situation 
at hand as people of the Spirit who, as we have said, leads the church into and through 
the great cosmic battle just as the Spirit led Jesus into the wilderness to confront 
Satan. So the church need never think, ‘I could never cope with that situation’, for it is 
never called to in its own powers and the Spirit’s filling at that time would be real and 
tangible. 

SPIRIT-FILLED PASTORS SERVING  
IN THE SPIRIT-FILLED COMMUNITY 

Pastors in the Mix 

 We have outlined up to this point that the Spirit creates, leads, energises the church 
to be God’s community. The apostles see themselves within it for, like everybody else, 
they are sinners saved by grace (1 Tim. 1:15–16; Eph. 3:8): 

 
Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in Christ with every 
spiritual blessing in the heavenly places, even as he chose us . . . In love he predestined us . . . he 
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has blessed us . . . his grace, which he lavished upon us . . . making known to us the mystery . . . the 
Holy Spirit, who is the guarantee of our inheritance . . . Now to him who is able to do far more 
abundantly than all that we ask or think, according to the power at work within us . . . (Eph. 1:3–14; 
3:20, emphasis mine).  
 

He then shows that all church leadership is a gift from Christ for the church as a body 
to be in ministry (Eph. 4:1–16). 
 Paul warns about ‘super-apostles’ (2 Cor. 12:11) who have a ‘different gospel’ and 
a ‘different spirit’ (2 Cor. 11:4). They are boastful and see themselves as a distinct 
group from the church (2 Cor. 11:12–12:17). Leaders who are full of the Spirit in the 
New Testament are the likes of Paul, Tychicus, Epaphroditus, Titus, Epaphras, 
Timothy who, in their God-given love for the church, are called ‘ministers’ willing to 
suffer loss, pain, even their lives, for the sake of Christ and his church.3 This is in 
contradistinction to people—would-be leaders—who at times enter into the life of the 
church, but are never one with it. Jude warns the church in regard to people who: 

 
. . . have crept in unnoticed . . . ungodly people, who pervert the grace of our God into sensuality 
and deny our only Master and Lord, Jesus Christ . . . reject authority . . . These are blemishes on 
your love feasts, as they feast with you without fear, looking after themselves . . . cause divisions, 
worldly people, devoid of the Spirit (Jude 4, 8, 12, 19). 
 

Empty of the Spirit, they are completely selfish, factitious, and fractious at heart, 
worming their way in, mixing it in the ‘grace community’ by deceit to control the 
situation and ultimately to teach a different gospel. Jesus dressed down the Pharisees 
for: ‘They tie up heavy burdens, hard to bear, and lay them on people’s shoulders, but 
they themselves are not willing to move them with their finger. They do all their 
deeds to be seen by others’ (Matt. 23:4–5). These are extreme examples, but serve as 
a warning for leaders not to minister as outsiders and use the church. 

Little Shepherds 

 Peter says that elders are in effect ‘little shepherds’. He says do not be ‘domineer-
ing over those in your charge’, because they are under the ‘chief Shepherd’ (1 Pet. 
5:3–4). Paul’s admonition to everyone in the church is ‘not to think of [yourselves] 
more highly than [you] ought’ but this does not mean being unenthusiastic in offering 
real leadership: ‘the one who leads, with zeal’ (Rom. 12:3, 8). There is real authority 
given to leaders, but leaders are to understand the nature of the church as a whole, on 
whom ‘the Spirit of glory and of God rests’ (1 Pet. 4:14). 
 Church leadership therefore is conferred, functional and real, but not absolute, 
always pointing beyond itself, and operating for Christ and his gospel and the 
freedom given to the community. To be filled with the Spirit as a leader is to keep all 
these truths in dynamic tension. His role is for the growth and maturity of the church 
as the Spirit-filled community, teaching the truth, facilitating the gifts of the Spirit in 
others for the common good (1 Cor. 12). He is not to be the only person in ministry, 
or be regarded as an ‘expert’ in the sense that this reduces the rest of the people to 
‘onlookers’ or ‘in-house supporters’. That only reinforces the trend to utilitarianism. 
The ‘super-apostles’ mentioned above were unrelational ‘control freaks’, who, as Paul 
                                                

3  See for example Eph. 3:7; 6:21; Phil. 2:25; Col. 1:7, 23, 25; 4:7; 1 Tim. 4:6. Paul’s sufferings are docu-
mented in his Corinthian correspondence. 
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says, make slaves of you, devour you, take advantage of you, put on airs, strike you in 
the face (2 Cor. 11:20). True shepherds will gain strength from God’s mercy (2 Cor. 
4:1) and humbly build up the church in grace for its corporate prophetic, royal and 
priestly ministry to the world (1 Pet. 2:9–11; cf. 5:5). 

CONCLUSION 

Shepherding the church under Christ is to be neither like an ostrich nor an Alsatian: 
neither burying heads in the sand without any boldness or moral backbone, nor 
lacking relational grace and tenderness. A pastor or elder may become personally 
disciplined to resolve these extremes, but it could be just a matter of ‘personal 
pietism’. As the apostles show, life in leadership is to operate within the cut and thrust 
of the community, not over and above it. Detached professionalism can creep into the 
ministry and may explain the ‘loneliness’ that pastors feel. Concomitantly, there is 
often an aloofness of the people from their ever-moving and disconnected pastors. 
These are situations that need to be remedied by God’s grace. 
 The presence of the Spirit, the preaching of the gospel, the outcome of genuine 
love amongst the church must somehow work its way in pastoral ministry with the 
people. The current trend to individualism needs to be strongly resisted by all in the 
church. It causes relational immaturity for pastors and leaves the church short-
changed in their need for building up. It is ungodly, for it rejects the life of the Spirit 
who gives himself fully and leads us all in the Son to the Father, into true community. 
The outcome of this is true corporate worship of the Father and participation in his 
mission to the world. 
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STUDY 18 

True Submission in the Church 

Deane Meatheringham 

INTRODUCTION 

Submission in the Church is a subject rarely discussed. Submission to another is 
perceived to be degrading. Indeed, many who have sought the submission of others to 
their rule in the Church have been abusive and cruel. However, our reaction to a 
seeming subservience may stem from a natural disposition that resists anything that 
demands anything disagreeable or contrary to our own autonomy.  
 As we shall see, submission in the Church involves many interleaved matters, like 
authority in the Church, alongside the questions of who should exercise authority, 
how should leaders rule with integrity, and how far should our obedience go? Does 
the holy Church have the power to exercise discipline in a manner that does not turn 
its members into muted wimps?  
 God’s Gospel of mercy and grace in Christ Jesus sets us free from tyrants. Our 
master tyrant is ourselves. We are liberated by a master stronger than our own destruct-
ive rule. He saves us by the power of his lordship over our insidious autonomy to freely 
and gladly submit to the saving power of the Lord Jesus: 

 
But thanks be to God that you, having once been slaves of sin, have become obedient from the heart 
to the form of teaching to which you were entrusted . . . (Rom. 6:17).1 

MUTUAL SUBMISSION 

Because you fear Christ subordinate yourselves to one another . . . (Eph. 5:21).2 
 

This imperative is attached to the five preceding imperatives in verses 15–20. The 
impetus for mutual submission is the fear of Christ. Implicit in this fear is the 
expectation of Christ’s future appearing as our Judge. We are accountable to him who 
saves us by his grace. Ours is not an imposed submission, or the subversion of our 
wills as in the case of a totalitarian deliverer. Submission can be offered with 
enthusiasm by those who have come to faith, hope in Christ and live in the 
community of love (Eph. 4:1–6). 
                                                

1  Unless otherwise stated, all Scripture quotations in this study are from the New Revised Standard Version. 
2  Translation, Markus Barth, Ephesians 4–6, The Anchor Bible, Doubleday, Garden City, 1974, p. 607. 



True Submission in the Church 

 18.2 

 In Romans 12:3–8, describing the diversity of gifts given to the body of Christ, 
Paul says we are not to get above everyone else in self-importance. We are to think 
realistically about ourselves in relation to other people in the congregation. This is 
because we are individually members one of another. 
 True mutual submission in the Church, then, means regarding the value of the 
other and not undermining the service they bring in the holy worship of God. Each 
member will give to the other the honour they are due, they will be cooperative and 
when necessary will put themselves out for the sake of others. (Mutual submission 
does not mean the life of the congregation is like an every person amateur hour with 
applause for the favourite performer.) Because each member belongs to the other in 
the fellowship of Christ, we will take responsibility for giving the service needed and 
will carry the burden for our kith and kin (Gal. 6:1–3; 1 Cor. 16:15f.). 
 Therefore, it is essential that members connect with each other and take time to 
nourish those connections. It is in this way that rapport and emotional resonance 
grow. To submit to each other will mean openness and an information flow that is not 
distorted. In such an environment meetings will not have to operate on a prosecutor/ 
defendant model. 
 Dietrich Bonhoeffer argued for the indispensable truth that Christian community is 
in and through Jesus Christ: 
 

What does this mean? It means, first, that a Christian needs others because of Jesus Christ. It 
means, second, that a Christian comes to others only through Jesus Christ. It means, third, that in 
Jesus Christ we have been chosen from eternity, accepted in time, and united for eternity.3 

 
 Only in Christ who justifies sinners can mutual submission commence and con-
tinue fruitfully without being shocked by the failures and sins of each other. Mutual 
submission lays the foundation for an ordered community which is being equipped for 
Christ’s mission and for battle with the powers (Eph. 6:10ff.) Such a community is 
not passive and cannot submit to ‘moral and spiritual malaria’ because its life and 
Gospel will be controversial in its battle for truth and light.4 

KNOW YOUR LEADERS 

. . . we appeal to you, brothers and sisters, to respect [‘know them’, AV], those who labor among 
you, and have charge of you in the Lord and admonish you; esteem them very highly in love 
because of their work. Be at peace among yourselves (1 Thess. 5:12–13). 

 
 To know those who labour among you in the Church seems to cover everything 
that relates to leadership and governance in congregations. The labourers were 
possibly the elders of the congregation. To ‘know them’ is a rather intimate term for 
leaders and seems to indicate that they were one with the congregation and not 
officials once removed in a position of antiseptic safety. They are to be known for the 
role that they have, for the work they do and the authority they exercise for and over 
the Church. Hence their labour entitles them to respect. 

                                                
3  Bonhoeffer, Life Together, SCM, London, 1972, pp. 10–11. 
4  Peter Taylor Forsyth, Rome, Reform and Reaction: Four Lectures on the Religious Situation, General 

Books, La Vergne, 2010, p. 4.  
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 Pastor–leaders have charge over the life, worship and mission of a congregation. 
They have the authority to admonish the members regarding their life and doctrine. 
That is, pastor/elders are in place to speak to the wayward about their conduct and to 
remind people of what is remiss or lapsed in their behaviour and faith. It implies 
church discipline (Acts 20:28; 2 Tim. 4:1–5; Titus 1:5–9). 
 Hebrews 13:17 reinforces what has been said so far, but adds that the leaders of the 
congregation are accountable for themselves as well as for those who are committed 
to their care: ‘Obey your leaders and submit to them, for they are keeping watch over 
your souls and will give an account. Let them do this with joy and not with sighing—
for that would be harmful to you.’  
 It is hoped that on the day of reckoning the leaders will want to give a cheerful 
account of the cooperation of the people in their charge (Ezek. 3:18). The original 
leaders brought the Word of grace to them (Heb. 13:7) as they came in the name of 
the author of their faith (Heb. 12:2). The congregation received the faith initially 
brought by their leaders. (Their leaders preached the Gospel but did not mediate the 
grace of God to them.) The message of God’s grace is one with Jesus Christ in his 
past ministry to them. He is the same today, and not just a man of yesterday (Heb. 
13:8). For pastors, the Gospel we preach has a past, but is not shut up in the past. The 
Gospel is not settled in our time but relates to future times and to God’s ultimate 
future. 
 Possibly we are more interested in church leadership, authority and discipline as it 
is subjected to the current secular trends. Undermining leaders is often the norm as is 
fault-finding of those who are over us. Congregations seem to have a reactionary 
hostility to any ecclesiastical leaders who are bound to hold up a mirror to their life 
and mission. Pastors themselves duck and weave to avoid having to abide by rulings 
of their Church Council, Diaconate, Bishop, Presbytery, Synod or Assembly. Many 
rationalisations can be put up by a pastor to support their stance which may some-
times be reinforced by threatening legal action if their behaviour is challenged.  

CHURCH DISCIPLINE 

Already we have seen that those elected to leadership within the Church are given 
authority to rule, to exercise oversight and to call on the congregation to live lives that 
are consistent with the Gospel of Christ. The gracious God is the commanding God. 
What concerns Christ concerns his body also; his work of reconciliation on the cross. 
It encompasses his defeat of our corruption and death in his triumphant resurrection 
and his Kingly work bringing about a new heaven and a new earth. In all these parts 
of the salvation of the world, Christ is intimately one with his body the Church. 
Congregations, then, are charged by Christ to order their lives in such a way that they 
beat out the harmonious music of grace and truth. Pastors, leaders or elders are 
authorised to maintain the unity of Christ within the congregation, in its life of 
worship and mission. We must refuse to separate the truth of the Gospel from the 
government of the Church. Calvin wrote that when the governance of the Church is 
found to be in essential unity with the Gospel it is to be honoured and accepted: 
 

Let them show us a hierarchy in which bishops are distinguished, but not by refusing to be subject 
to Christ, in which they depend upon Him as the only Head, and act solely with reference to Him, 
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in which they cultivate brotherly fellowship with one another, bound together by no other tie than 
His truth, then, indeed, I will confess that there is no anathema too strong for those who do not 
regard them with reverence, and yield them the fullest obedience.5  

 
 Whether it is Episcopal bishops, or leaders of the local congregation, the unity of 
Christ and his body and the unity of leadership with the Gospel requires a discipline 
to uphold it, to keep it to its calling and to protect it from error and human arrogance.  
 The authority of the keys which open the Gospel of forgiveness to people or close 
it to the impenitent is very significant and demanding for the Church. After Peter con-
fessed Jesus to be the Messiah, Jesus said: 
 

And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will 
not prevail against it. I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind on 
earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven (Matt. 
16:18–19). 

 
And on resurrection day Jesus sent his disciples, and empowered them for their mis-
sion with the Holy Spirit, saying to them: 
 

If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained 
(John 20:23). 

 
The Augsburg Confession of 1530 interprets these powers as: 
 

. . . Being exercised only by teaching or preaching the Gospel and administering the Sacraments, 
according to their calling either to many or to individuals.6  

 
The Heidelberg Catechism on Lord’s Day 31, question 83: 
 

Q. What are the keys of the kingdom? 
A. The preaching of the holy gospel and the Christian discipline towards repentance. Both preach-
ing and discipline open the kingdom of heaven to believers and close it to unbelievers.7 

 
 Paul can address the Corinthian congregation severely about the way in which they 
relativised and minimised destructive evil within their community. He speaks of them 
being arrogant instead of mourning over their behaviour. Paul’s word of discipline 
comes from the grace of God. We could say that the whole power of the keys comes 
from the Gospel. The ministry of the keys should never be separated from the Gospel 
(1 Cor. 5:1ff.; 2 Cor. 2:5ff.; 12:21). John Calvin, while acknowledging the right of 
binding and loosing that Christ has conferred upon his Church, emphasises that this 
right is bound up with the word of the Gospel:  
 

For when the whole Church stands as it were at the bar of God, confesses her guilt, and finds her 
only refuge in the divine mercy, it is no common or light solace to have an ambassador of Christ 
present, invested with the mandate for reconciliation, by whom she may hear her absolution 

                                                
5  Quotation in T. F. Torrance, Conflict and Agreement in the Church, vol. 1, Lutterworth Press, Cambridge, 

1959, p. 85.  
6  Augsburg Confession AD 1530, Article XXVIII; Of Ecclesiastical Power (Concord of the Lutheran Church, 

Concordia Publ., Adelaide, 1952, p. 11). 
7  The Heidelberg Catechism 1563, CRC Publ., Grand Rapids, 1990, p. 47. 
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pronounced . . . But when we treat of the keys, we must always beware of dreaming of any power 
apart from the preaching of the Gospel. 8 
 

 Error and diverting from the truth is a prime cause of churches dividing and 
imploding. Pastors together with the leaders of a congregation have many tasks to 
fulfil, but one that we are strongly inclined to avoid is making the hard decisions. 
These often include the practice of Gospel discipline. We often want to pass the buck 
to another person or body, but to the detriment of the health of God’s people and the 
message of grace we have to tell the world (Rom. 2:24). Discipline must be exercised 
with gentleness (2 Tim. 2:25).  
 If the power of the keys is separated from the grace of the Gospel then we run the 
very serious danger of using power to shut doors that are not closed by God. In this 
manner discipline becomes legalistic and destructive, making us very lenient toward 
our own faults and severe to those of others. It is totally wrong in this matter to insist 
on the primacy of the Law with ruthless severity. Only God knows the thoughts of the 
heart. We cannot presume to use this role to act recklessly, crushing the consciences 
of the weak and lonely (2 Tim. 2:24ff.). The grace of the Gospel of the One who ate 
with sinners and welcomed them must first, and continue to, instruct leaders and 
congregations in this matter (2 Tim. 3:16f.). 

THE SUBMISSION OF LOVE 

Now as an elder myself and a witness of the sufferings of Christ, as well as one who shares in the 
glory to be revealed, I exhort the elders among you to tend the flock of God that is in your charge, 
exercising the oversight, not under compulsion but willingly, as God would have you do it—not for 
sordid gain but eagerly. Do not lord it over those in your charge, but be examples to the flock  
(1 Pet. 5:1–3). 

 
 Those who have the ministry of overseeing God’s people receive their authority 
from the Christ who suffered for them, ‘the righteous for the unrighteous’ (1 Pet. 
3:18). They tend the flock for no self-gain, or status. They know the Son of God who 
loves the Father and submits to his will in love. Total love is total obedience (1 John 
5:2). Apart from love, all talk about submission will be formal, fed by the politics of 
guilt and pity, and will be arrogant, controlling and deaf to the cries of people. But in 
love the shepherds are one with their people, they don’t exercise discipline in safe 
isolation. The people learn love from their leaders whom they now love. This is a 
mutual submission and a willing service to all. Elders who live in submission to 
Christ’s authority will have the power to effect that authority in their ministry of the 
Gospel (Luke 7:1–10).  
 

                                                
8  John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, vol. 1, tr. Henry Beveridge, book 3, ch. 4, pt 14, Eerdmans, 

Grand Rapids, 1970, p. 546. 
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STUDY 19 

The True Shepherd Works  
His Service 

Trevor Faggotter 

‘THE LOVE WAS SPILLED OVER’ 

The work of the Triune God in creation is well described in one of Martin Bleby’s 
hymns: ‘the love was spilled over to make all creation so others could join in the 
fun!’1 Similarly, the work of the Triune God in redemption, flowing from Christ’s 
cross, spills over in the outpouring of the Holy Spirit by the Father, through the Son, 
so that we may receive overflowing grace, and once again ‘join in the fun’ eternally, 
rejoicing in the Lord always! Great grace (charis) is upon the church, for service—as 
together, amidst the suffering2 inherent in the gospel action, we join in proclaiming 
the good news of redemption in Jesus Christ, to the world that God so loves.  
 Recently, I was listening to ABC radio presenter Peter Goers broadcasting from  
the Adelaide Zoo. Some local politicians and media personalities were joining with 
St. Vincent de Paul, to have an overnight sleepout in the open, to highlight the plight 
of the homeless, and to raise money to support the work of Fred’s Van and other 
ministries of mercy to ‘the poor’—some of our fellow human beings here in Adelaide. 
In a moving comment, Peter Goers said: ‘I am not a very good Christian, but one of 
Christ’s statements which has left a deep impression upon me is where he said: “just 
as you did it to one of the least of these [who are members of my family] you did it to 
me” ’. Goers left out the bracketed words, as many people often do! Even so, it was 
not his theology of helping the poor so much as his statement about himself which 
stood out to me: ‘I am not a very good Christian, but . . .’ It stood out for a couple of 
reasons. Firstly, claims to being a Christian are rarely inserted into public conversa-
tion in such a natural manner. Secondly, I thought, yea, Peter Goers would not be 
alone in his quite frank self-appraisal: I am not a very good Christian. I suspect it is 
this way for most. Indeed, it ‘goes with the territory’ of being ‘in Christ’. One is often 
acutely aware of thoroughgoing inadequacy.  
 Even so, it is a very lovely thing, a very gracious matter that Christ Jesus does 
indeed involve us in what he is doing, in filling all things. Not only does he call us 

                                                
1  Martin Bleby, no. 281, v. 2, in New Creation Hymn Book, NCPI, Blackwood, 2010. 
2  See 2 Cor. 4:10, ‘always carrying in the body the death of Jesus’. Unless otherwise stated, all Scripture 

quotations in this study are from the New Revised Standard Version. 
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and empower us for glad and eager participation in the wonderful work of the gospel, 
he also sustains us and renews us—even when we are bogged down in accidie, when 
enthusiasm has virtually dried up. His mercies never come to an end. Christ pours out 
his gifts upon us, and his gifts and the calling of God are irrevocable.  

THE QUESTION OF OUR COOPERATION 

Some years ago, I came across this passage by Karl Barth (it is a comment on 2 Cor. 
5:19). It has been both a matter for quiet contemplation, and also one of enormous 
encouragement: 

 
The question arises indeed whether God and the world would not be far better served by a ‘word of 
reconciliation’ . . . spoken by Jesus Christ Himself and alone, without any cooperation on the part of 
Peter and Paul, let alone the rest of us. May it not be that Christians with their assistance actually  
do more to compromise, disrupt and hinder the prophetic action of Christ than to further it?3  
 

 Our pastoral efforts can sometimes be quite lame, and even unhelpful. It was also 
Barth who said something like, ‘It is God who speaks to us . . . no one ever heard the 
gospel from the lips of a man’. Paul says, ‘So faith comes from what is heard, and 
what is heard comes by the preaching of Christ’.4 That is, the living Christ preaches to 
people, personally, and they know whom they have believed. Since it is Christ who 
preaches, what then of you and of me? I ask this, as a person who, when in utter need, 
was directed to the Bible by my mother. She was not present when I read it, only 
Christ was. And he converted me, and no one else (I guess mum was home praying). I 
am often thankful that no person, preacher, or ‘five-steps sinner’s prayer’ ever did the 
trick! Even so, people often—perhaps mostly, I do not know—come to Christ with 
much assistance and help from others. Barth continues, with these words: 

 
If this cooperation of theirs is actually demanded by Christ in their unity with Him . . . and if it is 
not ordained in vain, this is to be established and explained only by the fact that the free action of 
Christ even in this prophetic form, being bound neither to anyone nor to anything, is . . . the action 
of free divine grace, and as such it does not exclude but includes this human cooperation. It 
certainly does not need it. But it expresses its freedom in it. In a distinctive overflowing of divine 
grace it would have it so. He thus calls Christians to Himself, to His side, to His discipleship, to His 
service, and uses them as His heralds.5 
 

So God doesn’t need us. That can seem like a mild rebuff; sometimes it is a huge 
comfort. However, the thing to see is that Christ is pleased to incorporate us into what 
he is doing. Not only that, but he equips the whole church, that he may use us (utilise 
us), or employ us ‘as His heralds’. In equipping the church, the gifts of Christ, 
through the Spirit, include the dorea, domata and charismata (see my previous study 
7), along with the gifts given to Israel, and those given at and in creation. 
 The lists of the gifts given to the church are mentioned in the New Testament, and 
they include Ephesians 4:11, Romans 12:6–8, 1 Corinthians 12, and 1 Peter 4:9–11, as 
well as the gifts to Israel mentioned in Romans 9:4–5. The apostles’ lists are probably 
not meant to be exhaustive. The domata and charismata seem to have some overlap: 
                                                

3  Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, vol. 4, ‘The Doctrine of Reconciliation’, pt 3 second half (CD. 4.3.2),  
T & T Clark, Edinburgh, 1962, p. 607. 

4  Romans 10:17, RSV. 
5  K. Barth, CD, 4.3.2, pp. 607f. 
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And God has appointed in the church first apostles, second prophets, third teachers; then deeds of 
power, then gifts of healing, forms of assistance, forms of leadership, various kinds of tongues  
(1 Cor. 12:28). 

 
This is one of those matters in the Bible where it seems more beneficial that we are 
given the gist of the list in an orderly bundle, but not a precise inventory. Even so, for 
those who like lists, they can be set out in that format. The gifts, services and 
workings for ministry, inspired and apportioned individually, by the one Spirit, are 
given corporately, en masse, to the church (the gifts given to Israel are listed first): 
 

• The sonship (Rom. 9:4)  
• The glory  
• The covenants  
• The giving of the law  
• The worship  
• The promises 
• The patriarchs 
• The Christ 

• The Holy Spirit (Eph. 4:7) 
• The apostle (Eph. 4:11) 
• The prophet 
• The evangelist 
• The pastor  
• The teacher  

• Prophecy proportionate to faith (Rom. 
12:6) 

• Ministry 
• The exhorter  
• The giver, in generosity 
• The leader, in diligence 
• The compassionate (acts of mercy) in 

cheerfulness 

• Speaker/Preacher (1 Pet. 4:11) 
• One who renders service 

• The utterance of wisdom (1 Cor. 12:8) 
• The utterance of knowledge 
• Faith 
• Gifts of healing 
• The working of miracles 
• The ability to distinguish between spirits  
• Various kinds of tongues 
• The interpretation of tongues 
• Hospitality 

• The deacon (Phil. 1:1) 
• Overseer (Episcopal vision) 

• ‘All these are inspired by one and the same 
Spirit, who apportions to each one individu-
ally as he wills’ (1 Cor. 12:11, RSV). 

 

 
When we consider the largesse and types of the gifts given to Israel (Rom. 9:4),  
the possibilities for an expanded list could include elements such as the creation,  
the Father, the gospel, the mysteries of the kingdom and so on. Even people whose 
prayers, teaching and books on our shelf we draw upon could be included; ‘For all 
things are yours, whether Paul or Apollos or Cephas’, or Barth, or Brunner, or  
N. T. Wright. To ensure that all is encompassed, we can go on to include ‘the world 
or life or death or the present or the future—all belong to you’ (1 Cor. 3:21–22).  

GOD THE ACTIVATOR 

Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit; and there are varieties of services, but the same 
Lord; and there are varieties of activities, but it is the same God who activates all of them in 
everyone. To each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good . . . All these are 
activated by one and the same Spirit, who allots to each one individually just as the Spirit chooses 
(1 Cor. 12:4–7, 11). 
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 The True Shepherd works his service in and through the body of Christ. He gives 
gifts to the church, which he activates, energises and inspires, so that each member 
can truly participate in what he is doing. The services, activities and gifts differ 
according to the grace given, and they are allotted to God’s people, just as the Spirit 
chooses. And every member is included. Ernst Käsemann says: 

 
Eternal life does not encourage sleeping partners or uninvested capital . . . For there is no divine gift 
which does not bring with it a task, there is no grace which does not move to action. 6 
 

It is very helpful to view the gifts given by God for the work of ministry, in terms of 
what he is doing, and what he is activating rather than from the perspective of ‘who 
gets what?’ It would appear that one reason the very gifted Corinthian church 
received such a stinging letter from the apostle was that they had begun to focus upon 
individuals, and upon certain gifts and their use, rather than upon the Giver and all 
that he had abundantly and graciously given to the church. Time and again the focus 
needs to be upon mutuality—members one of another—serving one another and the 
needs of the whole body of Christ, and beyond that, of course, the needy world! 

 
Like good stewards of the manifold grace of God, serve one another with whatever gift each of you 
has received (1 Pet. 4:10). 
 
. . . we are members one of another. We have gifts that differ according to the grace given to us 
(Rom. 12:5b–6a). 

THE TRUE SHEPHERD—TRUSTS THE FATHER 

One of the most underrated characteristics of Jesus’ life is his plain humanity:  
 
Jacob’s well was there, and Jesus, tired out by his journey, was sitting by the well (John 4:6).  
 
On that day, when evening had come, he said to them, ‘Let us go across to the other side.’ And 
leaving the crowd behind, they took him with them in the boat, just as he was (Mark 4:35–36). 
 
Accordingly, though Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus, after having heard that Lazarus 
was ill, he stayed two days longer in the place where he was (John 11:5–6). 
 

 Undergirding his earthly ministry, Jesus functioned with a simple trust: ‘My Father 
is still working’. J. B. Phillips translated Romans 12:3b in this way: ‘Don’t cherish 
exaggerated ideas of yourself or your importance, but try to have a sane estimate of 
your capabilities by the light of the faith that God has given to you all’. While the 
True Shepherd goes in search of the lost sheep, he also trusts in the drawing power of 
the gospel itself to stir, awaken and bring the nations in (Isa. 2:3; Micah 4:2; John 
12:32). One temptation in ministry is to try to do everything—except to trust the 
Father. This temptation can arrive in the terms of a minister’s job description: 
 

In a major study done in 1934, the minister was seen to have five roles: teacher, preacher, worship 
leader, pastor, and administrator. A study done in 1980 found that these roles had almost doubled to 
nine. In addition to the older functions, the minister was expected to have an open and affirming 

                                                
6  Ernst Käsemann, ‘Ministry and Community in the New Testament’, in Essays on New Testament Themes, 

SCM Press, London, 1971, p. 65. 
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style, know how to foster friendship in the church, be aware of things denominational, and be able 
to lead the church’s participation in political discussions as well as provide a witness against the 
world’s injustice.  
   By 1986, another study found that the expectations of the pastor had expanded still further to four-
teen roles. And interestingly, these expectations were largely unaffected by whether or not the church 
was evangelical. Pastoral responsibility was stretched across an ever-widening terrain in the church. In 
evangelical churches, the top priority was given to planning ability, facility in leading worship, and 
sensitivity to the congregation. This was followed, in order, by spiritual development of the congrega-
tion, pastoral counseling for the needy, visiting the sick, and support of the church’s stewardship 
program. These were followed by three equally ranked activities: providing administrative leadership, 
the ability to involve the laity in the church’s programs, and support for the church’s mission in the 
world. And holding issues of social justice before the congregation was now last as a pastoral priority. 
   Fortunately, there are ministers who have broken the professional mold. But they have done so 
against great odds and have had to work on the fringes of evangelical life.7 
 

 A renewed humanity embraces our creaturely limitations. In a chapter on visiting 
the sick, Jay Adams explains how beneficial it is to give attention to the ministry of 
the whole church, and just not leave the gaps for the pastor to fill: 

 
Yet many aspects of calling visitation as they are now carried on by pastors could be conducted by 
elders, deacons and others within the congregation—to the great benefit of all involved. It is just 
simply a fact that if the pastor does not mobilize the entire congregation for the work that all can 
(and ought to) do, it will not be done, what is done will be partial and spotty, and the pastor soon 
will find himself carrying about the load of guilt of the unmade call. Therefore, perhaps the chief 
task of the modern pastor consists of planning for and instructing, training and encouraging a 
congregational ministry to them.  
   Perhaps one of the main reasons why pastors leave their congregations so frequently these days is 
to escape from the ever-increasing weight of unfulfilled obligations.8 

THE GIFTS—IGNORED, HIDDEN, ABUSED 

Sadly, the gifts given to the church can be hidden ‘under the bushel basket, or under 
the bed’ (Mark 4:21), or ignored, or abused. A ‘Christian lone-ranger’ is an oxy-
moron. To function apart from the body, avoiding accountability and the discipline of 
daily exhortation (Heb. 3:13) can lead to the abuse of God’s good gifts. Local 
churches can harden to Christ, abandon the love known ‘at first’ (Rev. 2:4–5), and 
virtually lose sight of grace and self-giving. We can operate blithely unaware of 
Satan’s cruel devices. We can downplay sin’s capacity to conspire with ‘the flesh’. 
We can take the good gifts of God and twist and pervert their intended use and noble 
purpose. We must face this. Gifts are given to the whole church, not to a bunch of 
individuals, or to a select few. The doctrine of the priesthood of all believers helped 
fire the Reformation, or vice versa. It may need to be recovered more fully, and not 
viewed as a momentary feature, now consigned to past history: 

 
As it is, there are many members, yet one body. 21 The eye cannot say to the hand, ‘I have no need 
of you,’ nor again the head to the feet, ‘I have no need of you.’ 22 On the contrary, the members of 
the body that seem to be weaker are indispensable, 23 and those members of the body that we think 

                                                
7  David F. Wells, ‘The D-Min-ization of the Ministry’, in Os Guinness & John Steel (eds), No God But God 

(Moody Press, Chicago, 1992), pp. 183–4. 
8  Jay E. Adams, Shepherding God’s Flock: vol. 1—The Pastoral Life, Presb. and Reformed Pub., USA, 1976,  

p. 112. 
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less honorable we clothe with greater honor, and our less respectable members are treated with 
greater respect; 24 whereas our more respectable members do not need this. But God has so arranged 
the body, giving the greater honor to the inferior member, 25 that there may be no dissension within 
the body, but the members may have the same care for one another. 26 If one member suffers, all 
suffer together with it; if one member is honored, all rejoice together with it (1 Cor. 12:20–26). 

‘The Church without Laymen and Priests’ 

 In his Ephesians commentary, Markus Barth confronts a common error which has 
developed within churches all across the world. He argues from Ephesians that there 
is not really a Christian church with laymen and priests but, rather, the whole church 
is ‘the clergy appointed by God’:  
 

He is a ‘pastor’ of God’s flock, who understands himself as a minister to ministers. 
   In turn, the task of the whole church and of every saint is to carry out a work of service for the 
praise of God and the benefit of all who need it. There are needy people inside the church—the 
‘lonely men at the top’ may well belong among them. There are even more people in want outside 
the church . . . Divers books of the NT show that all ‘clerical’ titles available from Israel’s history 
and literature have been conferred upon Jesus Christ and comprehended in him. If after Christ’s 
coming and under his rulership any legitimate clergymen are left in the world, then all saints and 
the whole church are these clergymen of God, installed for the benefit of those as yet unaware of 
the Messianic peace.9 

 
Although never confined to ‘clergy’, as such, the ‘New Creation Pastor’s School’ was 
changed in 2002 to be called ‘New Creation Ministry School’. A fresh revelation had 
come of the importance of being built up as the whole church. It is all ‘the saints’ that 
are to be equipped. The saints are all of us who are Christians.10  
 In recent years, the lack of ordained ministers willing to serve in country areas has 
spawned the invention of ‘Lay Ministry Teams’. Many hidden talents have subse-
quently been unearthed among local church memberships. People without a theologi-
cal degree have helpfully presided at the Lord’s Supper.11 Farmers and business 
people have been renewed in their hope, having discovered afresh a love for the Lord, 
an enthusiasm for the gospel, and—more importantly—a way to participate that had 
not previously been required, nor sought after. With the apprehensive advent of Lay 
Ministry Teams, it would appear that the Lord gave gifts to the church to meet the 
circumstances of history. However, it begs the question, ‘were many gifts lying 
dormant for years, due, in part, to false clergy-laity structures?’ If so, why do church 
structures have an inbuilt capacity to ignore many gifts given to the church? 
 One major problem is surely the perpetuation of a false, unbiblical divide between 
so-called clergy and so-called laity. In reality, all are ministers of Christ. All are the 
laity, that is, the people. Many men, in particular, have struggled to fully participate in 
                                                

9  Markus Barth, Ephesians 4–6: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, The Anchor Bible, 
Doubleday, New York, 1974, p. 481. 

10  Praise the Lord, for the fruitful ministry of Mary MacKillop—a member of the Roman Catholic Church; but 
the Protestant point still needs to be made: biblically, she is not Australia’s first saint. There are millions of them. 

11  I noticed, in a local library, that the Roman Catholic and Anglican Churches were both having a week or so 
of celebrating ‘the Priesthood’. One book on the shelf was about 10 Roman Catholic priests who continue to 
celebrate the Latin Mass; many do so because they believe that it alone conserves the authentic Priesthood; some 
believe that the ‘liberty’ flowing from Vatican II was unhelpful, to say the least. Another book on the same shelf 
was decrying the scandalous abolition of women priests in the early centuries of the Christian church. As I left the 
library, I felt the pressing need to cry a quote from one of my family members: ‘My giddy Aunt!’  
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the real action of the ascended, reigning Christ. Having painted the gutters, and 
carried the offering plates to the front of the church, men then join Rotary, Apex or 
Lions: 
 

All members of Christ’s body are ministers (diakonoi) and the changes history has wrought in the 
Church have been unhappy ones. I have made the point that the outward form of ministry is wrong, 
but that Christ has raised up both domata and charismata in succeeding years. Underneath the 
clergy-laity order, the true order of the Church must have been—and is—in spite of the imposition 
of the biblically wrong clergy-laity division.12 

Gifts Meet Deep Need and Serve All Creation 

 Christ is the head over all things for the church (Eph. 1:22–23). Blessed in Christ 
with the whole spiritual blessing (Eph. 1:3), the church serves creation in gospel 
power. The Great Shepherd’s church is bursting with gifts for ministry. A love-
hierarchy of eldership and overseers is a functional blessing given to the church, as 
are the service gifts of domata and charismata. As the Father sends both the Son and 
the Spirit, and all mutually indwell one another in joyful service, so too the church 
community is sent, in union with the love hierarchy of the Triune Community. All 
members drink of the oneness Spirit (1 Cor. 12:13), displaying God’s union and unity 
of purpose as they tell the good news of him ‘who fills all in all’.  
 The common good is paramount: ‘To each is given the manifestation of the Spirit 
for the common good’ (1 Cor. 12:7). Christ keeps giving and energising the gifts and 
the opportunities and capacities to share in his mission to a needy world. All may 
confess therefore: ‘Though unworthy, and unable, I have been called, equipped, 
justified, sanctified, forgiven, given eternal life, and I know the secret of life—Jesus 
Christ. Because of his grace, his gift of the Spirit, the charismata he gives, and his 
unbounded joy, I am enabled to share daily in Christ’s work. Therefore, I can, and 
need to find suitable expression—helpful outlets—for this bursting joy that I know, to 
love and serve him, humanity and all creation.’ 

                                                
12  Geoffrey Bingham, The Beautiful City of God, Redeemer Baptist Press, Castle Hill, 2001, p. 149. 



20.1  

STUDY 20 

All with the Goal in View 

Ian Pennicook 

There is an assumed convention in our schools that might lead us to treat our topics  
as beginning with Genesis 1 and ending with Revelation 22 and, as someone has 
suggested, having the cross of Christ appear somewhere near the middle. That is 
hardly a wrong approach, given that we are working within the framework of the 
scriptures as they have been passed on to us. What is more, as believers we are 
captured by the centrality of the cross, not only as a key theological feature but also as 
the very heart of our capacity to understand the multifaceted purpose of God. 
 One of the problems with such conventions, however, is that teaching, and so 
ministry, can become formulaic. In other words, we may tend to search for methods 
by which our particular ministry can be shaped to function more successfully in our 
present context, however we may come to understand that context. We will attempt to 
protect ourselves from any ragged edges in our lives and ministries.1 What I want to 
suggest is that ragged edges, or whatever we may call them, will appear whenever we 
see ourselves as defining who we are and what we do unless, of course, we have 
totally secured ourselves against the unforeseen. 

JESUS IS LORD  

Therefore let the entire house of Israel know with certainty that God has made him both Lord and 
Messiah, this Jesus whom you crucified (Acts 2:36).2 

 
There is a superficial ambiguity in The Acts of the Apostles. When the word ‘Lord’ is 
used it is not immediately clear whether it refers to God, either directly (Acts 3:20; 
4:24–30) or to Yahweh/the LORD (Acts 2:20–21; cf. Joel 2:31–32) or to Jesus. 
Probably the majority of uses of ‘Lord’ are in fact referring to Jesus, so that state-
ments such as Acts 2:47 indicate something quite substantial: 
 

. . . praising God and having the goodwill of all the people. And day by day the Lord added to their 
number those who were being saved (Acts 2:47). 
 

                                                
1  I am not suggesting that there may not be helpful advice around. See as a recent example: 

http://www.sydneyanglicans.net/ministry/churchlife/anxiety_busters_healthy_ministry/ (sourced 30.05.2010). 
2  Unless otherwise indicated, all scripture references are from the New Revised Standard Version or are my 

own translation or paraphrases. 
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It is the Lord who is in action in the growth of the church and that Lord is Jesus  
(cf. Matt. 16:18). Perhaps the two uses of ‘Lord’ in Acts 1 help to show a dramatic 
change in the thinking of the apostles. Acts 1:6 is the conventional title which equates 
with ‘Sir’ (cf. John 4:11; 9:36), while Acts 1:24 seems addressed to God. But without 
explanation of how the change took place the coming of the Spirit transformed the 
understanding of the believers. They now knew that Jesus is Lord and that his reign, 
as Yahweh and as the last Adam, is over all things. What we might style as 
‘Christological development’ is open to speculation and research but one thing seems 
certain: in matters of life and ministry, they knew that Jesus is ‘Lord of all’ (Acts 
10:36). When it came to the security of the church, the believers were disciples of the 
Lord (Acts 9:1): 
 

After they had proclaimed the good news to that city and had made many disciples, they returned to 
Lystra, then on to Iconium and Antioch. 22 There they strengthened the souls of the disciples and 
encouraged them to continue in the faith, saying, ‘It is through many persecutions that we must enter 
the kingdom of God.’ 23 And after they had appointed elders for them in each church, with prayer 
and fasting they entrusted them to the Lord in whom they had come to believe (Acts 14:21–23). 

 
While persecutions (trials, testings etc.) may come unexpectedly and unpleasantly, 
nothing was outside the protection of the Lord. Put another way: 
 

Then one of the elders addressed me, saying, ‘Who are these, robed in white, and where have they 
come from?’ 14 I said to him, ‘Sir, you are the one that knows.’ Then he said to me, ‘These are they 
who have come out of the great ordeal; they have washed their robes and made them white in the 
blood of the Lamb.  

15 For this reason they are before the throne of God,  
       and worship him day and night within his temple,  
       and the one who is seated on the throne will shelter them.  
16 They will hunger no more, and thirst no more;  
       the sun will not strike them, nor any scorching heat;  
17 for the Lamb at the center of the throne will be their shepherd,  
       and he will guide them to springs of the water of life,  
    and God will wipe away every tear from their eyes’ (Rev. 7:13–17). 

 
A couple of things here should be noted. The first is that this ‘great multitude’ (Rev. 
7:9) is described as those ‘who have come out of the great ordeal’ (v. 14 NRSV, also 
RSV, NIV). The ESV has ‘these are the ones coming out of the great tribulation’, 
which most accurately expresses what was written.3 These are the ones continually 
coming out of their suffering. It is only for a little while and their safe deliverance is 
because they are stainless, their robes washed white in the blood of the Lamb. And 
here is the point. They are secure before the throne of God, ‘for the Lamb at the center 
of the throne will be their shepherd, and he will guide them to springs of the water of 
life’. The Lamb is the Pastor, the Shepherd. The springs of the water of life are the 
promised refreshment in the new heavens and the new earth (Rev. 21:6), the river 

                                                
3  oiJ ejrcovmenoi, hoi erchomenoi. The great multitude ‘are coming’; the word used is a present participle. The 

AV, RSV and the NIV support the NRSV sense of a past action, possibly indicating that the passage is anticipating 
a future deliverance which is then being described as completed. But other translations, ASV and NASB have the 
present tense ‘the ones who come out’.  
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which flows through the city (Rev. 22:1–2). The church is being kept by the Shepherd 
with the goal of the new heavens and new earth in view. 

THE MAN WHO REIGNS 

Our aim must not be to push our theological barrows for their own sake, or for ours. 
But if the theological is true, then we are obliged to urge the church of God to see 
themselves as they are in Christ. And if they are in Christ then the full glory of that 
position must be presented. The church is human—and so is its Shepherd!  
 

For there is one God and one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus (1 Tim. 2:5, 
NIV). 

 
The purposes of the triune God are effected through Jesus the Messiah of Israel, who 
himself is the word who became flesh. Far from this being a theological abstraction, 
this should be a source of great confidence for those who put no confidence in the 
flesh (Phil. 3:3): 
 

With all wisdom and insight 9 he has made known to us the mystery of his will, according to his 
good pleasure that he set forth in Christ, 10 as a plan for the fullness of time, to gather up all things 
in him, things in heaven and things on earth (Eph. 1:8–10). 

 
Modern Jewish and Gentile believers, separated by time and space from the New 
Testament, are not returning to the past for their comfort but are caught up into the plan 
for the fullness of time when all things are gathered up in Christ. The significance of 
this can be lost if we do not recognise that ‘Christ’ is not primarily a name but a func-
tion. The Christ is the Jewish Messiah through whom Israel’s role in history is climaxed 
and fulfilled. All of history will be gathered together, or ‘summed up’,4 in him.  
 From the whole of the revelation of the scriptures we can see that ‘things in heaven 
and things on earth’ refers to the whole of creation (Gen. 1:1; Rev. 21:1) and in par-
ticular to the church which, while seated with Christ in the heavenlies yet struggles 
with earthly weakness and sin (Eph. 4:17–5:17) and struggles against the powers which 
seem to dominate the heavenlies (Eph. 6:12), though they have been disarmed (Col. 
2:15).  
 Yet their Shepherd is not just the one who cares for the sheep, he is their guarantee, 
their surety. The power of God to achieve his purpose in the church is displayed in 
Christ’s glorified humanity: 
 

God put this power to work in Christ when he raised him from the dead and seated him at his right 
hand in the heavenly places, 21 far above all rule and authority and power and dominion, and above 
every name that is named, not only in this age but also in the age to come. 22 And he has put all 
things under his feet and has made him the head over all things for the church, 23 which is his body, 
the fullness of him who fills all in all (Eph. 1:20–23). 

 
God put all things under his feet because that is a characteristic of true created 
humanity (Ps. 8:6). We do not yet see all things under our feet but we do see Jesus 

                                                
4  See Peter T. O’Brien, The Letter to the Ephesians, Apollos, Leicester, 1999, pp. 111ff. and n. 97. 
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(Heb. 2:8–9). And God has made him head over all things for the church, which is his 
body, his Bride (Eph. 5:29–30). And his love for the church is with a view to him 
presenting the church to himself in splendour, without a spot or wrinkle, holy and 
without blemish (Eph. 5:27). And he must do this, since the church is his fullness. He 
finds himself in her as his Bride. The last Adam cannot fill all things (Gen. 1:26) 
without her. What is not good for the first Adam (Gen. 2:18) is not good for the last.  

NO RAGGED EDGES 

. . . do not be foolish, but understand what the will of the Lord is (Eph. 5:17). 
 
So often we hear people urged to understand God’s purposes as being for our safety 
or prosperity or whatever. Jeremiah 29:11 looms large. But that prophet was saying to 
the people that they must go through the judgement. They will be returned to their 
inheritance but not before their hearts are turned from willful rejection into those 
which seek the LORD. And even then, if they do seek him, he will let them find him. 
But the principle enunciated by the apostles is that ‘through many trials we must enter 
the kingdom’ (Acts 14:22). We should be aware of some of the New Testament 
indications of this: 
 

As for yourselves, beware; for they will hand you over to councils; and you will be beaten in 
synagogues; and you will stand before governors and kings because of me, as a testimony to them. 
10 And the good news must first be proclaimed to all nations. 11 When they bring you to trial and 
hand you over, do not worry beforehand about what you are to say; but say whatever is given you at 
that time, for it is not you who speak, but the Holy Spirit. 12 Brother will betray brother to death, 
and a father his child, and children will rise against parents and have them put to death; 13 and you 
will be hated by all because of my name. But the one who endures to the end will be saved (Mark 
13:9–13). 

 
If the world hates you, be aware that it hated me before it hated you. 19 If you belonged to the world, 
the world would love you as its own. Because you do not belong to the world, but I have chosen 
you out of the world—therefore the world hates you. 20 Remember the word that I said to you, 
‘Servants are not greater than their master.’ If they persecuted me, they will persecute you; if they 
kept my word, they will keep yours also. 21 But they will do all these things to you on account of 
my name, because they do not know him who sent me (John 15:18–21). 

 
. . . when they had called in the apostles, they had them flogged. Then they ordered them not to 
speak in the name of Jesus, and let them go. 41 As they left the council, they rejoiced that they were 
considered worthy to suffer dishonor for the sake of the name (Acts 5:40–41). 

 
I myself will show him how much he must suffer for the sake of my name (Acts 9:16). 

 
. . . and if children, then heirs, heirs of God and joint heirs with Christ—if, in fact, we suffer with 
him so that we may also be glorified with him (Rom. 8:17). 

 
Therefore, to keep me from being too elated, a thorn was given me in the flesh, a messenger of 
Satan to torment me, to keep me from being too elated. 8 Three times I appealed to the Lord about 
this, that it would leave me, 9 but he said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for power is made 
perfect in weakness.’ So, I will boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses, so that the power of 
Christ may dwell in me. 10 Therefore I am content with weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, 
and calamities for the sake of Christ; for whenever I am weak, then I am strong (2 Cor. 12:7–10). 
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In this [salvation] you rejoice, even if now for a little while you have had to suffer various trials, 
7 so that the genuineness of your faith—being more precious than gold that, though perishable, is 
tested by fire—may be found to result in praise and glory and honor when Jesus Christ is revealed 
(1 Pet. 1:6–7). 
 

Also, the Book of the Revelation abounds in descriptions of the believers suffering, 
from dragon, beast, and false prophet and from their celestial and terrestrial devotees. 
The victory of the saints is not that they avoid the suffering but that Christ has tri-
umphed on our behalf and continually gives us his victory (1 Cor. 15:57). The 
brothers and sisters have conquered the dragon by the blood of the Lamb and the word 
of their testimony (Rev. 12:11). It is for that reason that the accusations of the dragon 
cannot hold them in their former guilt. And it is for that reason that true pastoral care 
will always keep men and women in the fullness of the cross. It is the Lamb who is 
the Shepherd. 
 There can be little doubt that the pain is often severe and fully intended to cause 
believers to recant in some way, even if only through private and personal compromise, 
or suffer because of their refusal. But what is also clear is that these intentions of the 
enemy are not beyond the knowledge and care of the Shepherd. He himself knew that it 
was necessary that the Messiah should suffer and then enter his glory (Luke 24:26). It 
was not merely unavoidable but essential. Peter spoke of the sufferings of Christ and 
the subsequent glory (1 Pet. 1:11). Geoffrey Bingham said often that ‘suffering is not 
the cost of glory, it is the way to glory’. This was not masochism but awareness that 
these things must be. 
 Hebrews 12 looks at the matter of suffering from a different angle, noting that 
because we are already sons we must endure the essential discipline that trains us in 
that sonship. The discipline may include punishment but is not restricted to it. The 
aim is participation in his holiness, ‘the peaceful fruit of righteousness’ (Heb. 12:10–
11). This is not an afterthought but the process that has already been established in 
Jesus, the elder brother: 

 
It was fitting that God, for whom and through whom all things exist, in bringing many children to 
glory, should make the pioneer of their salvation perfect through sufferings. 11 For the one who 
sanctifies and those who are sanctified all have one Father. For this reason Jesus is not ashamed to 
call them brothers and sisters . . . 5:8 Although he was a Son, he learned obedience through what he 
suffered; 9 and having been made perfect, he became the source of eternal salvation for all who 
obey him (Heb. 2:10–11; 5:8–9). 
 

 In Christ there are no ragged edges. There is nothing unforeseen or outside the 
Shepherd’s care and control. Obviously, so much happens that is unexpected in the 
thinking and experience of the believers, but:  

 
We know that all things work together for good for those who love God, who are called according 
to his purpose. 29 For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of 
his Son, in order that he might be the firstborn within a large family. 30 And those whom he 
predestined he also called; and those whom he called he also justified; and those whom he justified 
he also glorified (Rom. 8:28–30). 
 

Things are only unforeseen by us. But our destiny has been set—and accomplished! 
The pioneer of our salvation has already been made perfect through suffering (Heb. 
2:10). 
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THE GOAL UNSEEN 

. . . in hope we were saved. Now hope that is seen is not hope . . . (Rom. 8:24). 
 

To be saved in hope seems strange to those who want things neatly presented. But 
that is not the nature of faith. Faith is our reliance on what God has said and on that 
alone. We declare the glories of the holy cross and still see the shameful presence of 
sin; we speak of the victory of Christ and still see him ridiculed and maligned, even 
by those who claim him as their own. But faith comes by hearing and hearing by the 
utterance 5 of Christ (Rom. 10:17). He who spoke creation into being has spoken the 
new creation into being and we have heard him. He has given us the faith through 
which we have come into this great salvation (Eph. 2:8–10). So no matter what we 
may see, we believe what he said, and walk by that (2 Cor. 5:7).  
 So what of the declaration that believers are washed clean from sin and are not 
under law’s condemnation? The temptation to doubt the reality must be recognised 
but so also must the fact that the flock which is eschatological is also provisionally so. 
The sin in the believers and in the church as a whole is no less sin because we are 
saved. But it is the ontological which exposes the provisional, without excusing it. It 
is the ontological which is known by faith. It is the coming of the Holy Spirit which 
reveals the depths of sin. It is our life in Christ which makes us aware of the horror 
and ugliness of the body of death (cf. Ezek. 36:25–27, 31).  
 Faith believes what God has said of us and to us, and so lives in that, painful and 
difficult though it may be. The essence of suffering is moral: will we believe what 
God has said and remain faithful to that or not (cf. Rev. 14:12)? That was the issue in 
Eden, it was the issue set out in our Lord’s temptations, and it remains the issue now. 
Attempts to construct any other situation besides that, in order to by-pass the good 
fight of faith, are supremely foolish and disobedient, because ‘faith is the substance of 
things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen’ (Heb. 11:1, AV).  

THE COMING SHEPHERD  

And when the chief shepherd appears, you will win the crown of glory that never fades away  
(1 Pet. 5:4). 

 
Whether called to be shepherds of the flock or gifted in other ways, our hope is for the 
appearing of the Chief Shepherd. This will not just be the climax or the end, so much 
as the beginning of all that God has purposed for his Son and the Bride. For the 
present, Paul’s prayer is that: 
 

. . . with the eyes of your heart enlightened, you may know what is the hope to which he has called 
you, what are the riches of his glorious inheritance among the saints, 19 and what is the immeasur-
able greatness of his power for us who believe, according to the working of his great power (Eph. 
1:18–19). 

 
To know the hope to which we are called, and then to lead a life worthy of that calling 
(Eph. 4:1), is immensely rich and liberating. It means that, knowing the goal, we can 
                                                

5  rJh`ma, rhēma. 
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receive all that comes to us as gift, in view of what lies ahead. Our calling is not only 
to some present state or dignity but also to the life as participants in the divine nature 
(2 Pet. 1:4), which can be known only in the action of the members of the divine 
family; the Father, the Son, the Spirit and the Bride together in the home prepared. 
But knowing the hope to which we are called will put us in conflict with all those 
powers which try to call the purposes of God into question and to cause our attempt to 
live a life worthy of our calling to be most painful at times. 
 Given that this hope and this conflict are the present state which faith knows, it is a 
tragic travesty for those who are under-shepherds to present the situation as otherwise. 
The Chief Shepherd himself has told his flock: ‘Surely I am coming soon’ (Rev. 
22:20).  
 

The Spirit and the bride say, ‘Come.’  
And let everyone who hears say, ‘Come.’  
And let everyone who is thirsty come.  
Let anyone who wishes take the water of life as a gift. 
. . . Amen, Come, Lord Jesus! (Rev. 22:17, 20). 
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