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“You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their great ones exercise 
authority over them. Not so shall it be among you: but whosoever would become great 
among you shall be your servant.” (Matthew 20:25, 26) 
 
When Jesus said, “I will build my church’ it is doubtful that He had in mind the kind of 
institution which we know today as the church, with its various officers, committees, 
professionals, regularly scheduled business meetings, etc. This kind of corporate 
organization has been copied from the world and put in place as a substitute for the real 
function of Christians as servants of Christ. 
 
The early church was a functioning body in which all were to serve according to each 
one’s ability. There were no “officers” The word translated deacon is a word meaning 
servant and indicates that some were given special jobs to perform. The elders were the 
men older in the faith. The “office” to which some were appointed, in the Greek is praxis, 
meaning function, not a place of superior power. The Greek word for authority, “exousia” 
is never used in the New Testament in connection with elders. The elders were to lead by 
example and service, not by exercising authority over the rest of the people. They were 
pastors and shepherds, protecting and feeding the sheep, not driving them nor coercing 
them by authoritative power. 
 
There were no professionals in the early church. Even the apostles held no titles but were 
called simply peter, John, Paul, etc. Every Christian was a minister, which is another 
word for servant. There was no distinction of clergy and laity; all were on the same level 
in Christ. Their purpose was simple: to live Godly lives and make the gospel known to 
others. This they did so well that it was said that they “turned the world upside down” 
and the sound of the gospel went out to the whole world (Acts l7:6; Romans l0:18). 
 
The modern church, including the centrally controlled denominations as well as those 
who think of themselves as “independent,” has become a bureaucratic system, run by 
professionals and organized after the order of the secular state or business corporation. 
The servant role is the exception rather than the rule. Congregations employ preachers to 
represent the church to the community and to minister to the sick, the needy, and to make 
the gospel known. There are several reasons for employing a professional to do the 
serving. One is our mistaken idea of the weekly worship service. Instead of meeting to 
edify one another it has become a program to be performed. We want to see the program 
done well, to go smoothly, no hitches, everything up to snuff. Not every Christian can do 
that; in fact, not very many. Once when asked to give the communion meditation, an 
elder said to me, “You can do this better than I, or any of us. You are trained for it. I 
would rather you do it.” Just how many other activities are refused by sincere Christians 
because they think the professional can do them better? Is worship of God more pleasing 



to Him when directed in a more sophisticated manner? Have we made the simple 
communion a ritual that requires professional training for participation? 
 
Another factor contributing to professionalism is laziness. Even to sing a song of praise 
requires at least some exercise and practice. Why shouldn’t every Christian be willing to 
make the effort to learn the songs? But, instead, such praise is assigned to the choir. In 
some churches I have attended if one enters fully into the singing he will stand out like a 
sore thumb because the choir does the singing with only a few others mouthing the words 
with as little volume as possible. Instead of worshippers we become spectators, and the 
bigger the crowd the less the personal participation. 
 
We are an entertainment oriented society. We are accustomed to expecting the 
spectacular in sports, in politics and in church. The worship hour is often a time for a 
performance by talented musicians and becomes a production far removed from anything 
we read in scripture about the assembly of the saints. I am a great lover of music and see 
music as a means of praising God and inspiring fellow saints, but also I am aware of the 
temptation it affords to present a performance in order to gain personal recognition and 
praise. 
 
In its pressing desire to grow, the church competes for attendance and seeks a powerful 
pulpiteer with charisma that will bring in the crowds. He becomes their star, and the 
strength and witness of the church depends upon him. It is then perceived by believers 
that their chief duty is to be faithful pew-fillers and contributors to maintain the plant and 
support the star, so he can perform before bigger and bigger audiences. The more popular 
the star “minister” the more he is seen as master rather than servant. In many places he 
clothes himself in a special uniform or robe to further distinguish him apart from the rest. 
The people fall into the habit of inviting others to come hear their star, rather than telling 
others the message of Christ. It is understandable how the preacher may succumb to the 
temptation to build his own personal dynasty. As the flock grows, more staff is hired, and 
the preacher becomes the Senior Minister. (How does “senior servant” strike you?) Even 
though he may have the desire to be no more than a humble servant, if he is to succeed in 
the modern church system, he must accept a professional title and position as chief. 
 
In the words of Ray Downing in Viewpoint, “Minister as a title means servant. It’s 
appropriate for EVERY member of every Christian congregation. We need no CHIEF 
servant, however, and properly admire and serve with older sisters and brothers who may 
do the work of an evangelist or a pastor or teacher. No title should be acceptable to set 
aside a professional clergy in the Lord’s church…” 
 
Another reason for abandoning personal service and leaving it for the professionals is our 
fear of controversy. The early Christians were not afraid of confrontation. They went 
straight to the synagogue to tell the people that their religious system was no longer 
valid! They “went everywhere preaching the gospel” in the face of bitter opposition. 
 
We don’t like to run the risk of controversy. Even Jesus fell into disfavor with many of 
his disciples when he got into a heated controversy with the Pharisees (John 6:26-66). 



Rather than run the risk of controversy, we hire someone else to confront the world with 
the challenge of God’s truth. Of course, we don’t want him to be too controversial. We 
want our star to be popular with everyone and never be criticized by the press or people 
of other persuasions, but if that happens, at least he has taken the pressure off the rest of 
us. 
 
When one comes to Christ he must come, not only to be saved from sin and death, but to 
become a disciple, a follower of Christ, Who “emptied himself, taking the form of a 
servant, humbling Himself in obedience even to the point of death (Phil. 2:7, 8). The 
serving we are called to do is not the “busy work” of keeping the bureaucracy of the 
organization going but the personal and daily work of feeding the hungry and clothing the 
naked, assisting the sick, the imprisoned, the widow and the orphan, and holding forth the 
Word of Life to everyone. 
 
Great congregations with millions of members and multimillion dollar edifices permeate 
the land. Yet we are watching the moral values, family values, economic integrity and 
judicial principles erode day by day. It is obvious that something is seriously wrong with 
“the church.” Absent is the dynamic life, the exhilarating freedom, the spontaneous 
witness and the unselfish service that marked the Christian community of the first 
century. Many faithful believers sit in the pew each Sunday through a religious 
performance but go away with no more enthusiasm, clarity of purpose and spiritual 
wisdom than when they came. 
 
In spite of this, the risen Christ is alive and active. His light is beginning to penetrate the 
darkness created by man’s hallowed traditions and to break down the walls of 
sectarianism. People are beginning to think for themselves and to unite in the spirit of 
Christ and His truth. 
 
It is time for the “church leadership” to examine themselves to see if they are servants or 
lords. It is time for “church members” (not a Biblical term) to examine ourselves to see if 
we are serving Christ or the bureaucracy. 
 
John pictures the New Creation as our perfect eternal home and mentions only one 
activity: “and his servants shall serve him” (Rev. 22:3). There is no better way to please 
the Father than to imitate the Son, Who said He came “not to be served, but to serve” 
(Matt. 20:28). 
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