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Foreword


I
was there when Gordon Fee delivered this series of lectures at the Regent College Pastors Conference in 2002
. My soul was gripped then—and now, as I revisit them years later. These four lectures provide a detailed analysis of the context of Paul’s writing, including the patron-client system, the household, and the values of the ancient world. But through it all Fee expounds Paul’s grasp of the gospel of Christ, and how this leads people to embrace a cruciform life. This is exactly what we need today.

In the first lecture, Fee demolishes the widespread identification of vocation with occupation. Vocation is a truly redemptive and renewing summons to be in the fellowship of Christ (both in fellowship with the Lord and in fellowship with the Lord’s people). “In fact, this is the only understanding of calling in the New Testament,” says Fee. In this context, he deals strategically with the grossly misunderstood words of Paul in 1
 Corinthians 7
:17
, 20
, and 24
. In my opinion, his treatment of this complex and often badly translated passage is worth the whole book. But there is more in the second lecture.

There is more because Paul’s context for his teaching is the first-century household. In the ancient world, the household was where work and industry were accomplished together, unlike today where human enterprise and human dwelling are largely separated. Further, in the social structure of the Greek and Roman worlds, the male was normally husband, master, and patron. But instead of exerting absolute authority in these relationships, such male leaders were called through Christ to make a radical reversal. “The church would not survive,” Fee concludes, unless the man “willingly submitted himself to the whole family and chose to live as one who would offer his life for the sake of others.” Pastoral leadership style is a crucial matter; remuneration is another. Fee’s comments on pastoral salaries and fees for service are as revolutionary today as they were then. So, appropriately, in the next lecture Fee turns to the subject of Paul and work.

In the social context of the first century, the privileged people, unlike the vast majority, did not work with their own hands. Here, Fee unpacks the ironic passage where Paul defends his right to be supported financially as an apostle, but then refuses that right for himself by working with his own hands. And the reason? To avoid hindering the gospel. In wrestling with this enigma, Fee challenges the contemporary professional, commercial, and corporate models of pastoral ministry where income for living is viewed as salary rather than gift. By expressing this high view of work, in which both God and neighbor are served, Fee effectively destroys the dualism that plagues the global church today: some work (pastoral ministry) is holy; other work is secular. This distinction is gone with Paul.

Finally, Fee turns to the subject of ministry in the Pauline letters. He debunks the usual understanding of two-level ministry: ordinary ministry for Christians who earn their living in the so-called secular workplace, and “the” ministry for people called into pastoral leadership or traditional missionary service. He argues convincingly that there simply is no clergy/laity division in the New Testament vision of the people of God. Ministry is simply serving God and others. Full stop. And so Fee ends with a great vision of churches not only recognizing people who are stepping into church positions, but also praying for and commissioning those whose ministry is primarily in the world through their daily work. All of this, Fee concludes, requires a person who, “with a renewed mind, conforms themselves to the image of Christ . . . in service to the world.” Yes.

This is classic Fee: personally passionate (yes, even in print), impeccably exegetical, and eloquently (and disturbingly) applicable to our contemporary situation. Simply beautiful.

R. Paul Stevens

Professor Emeritus, Marketplace Theology, Regent College

Chairman, Institute for Marketplace Transformation


Editor’s Introduction


I
n a series of four lectures given at a conference at Regent College in 2002
, Gordon Fee explored the Pauline understanding of “Vocation, Work, and Ministry.” His aim was to help pastors and laypeople serving God in a variety of settings to become theologically and biblically formed for their “full-time” service for God. These materials have been edited with attention to making an oral text readable, while retaining the more informal and personal communication inherent in a lecture presentation. I am especially grateful to Richard Wu for his assistance in the preparation of this manuscript. Readers should bear in mind that these lectures do not intend to offer a comprehensive treatment of the subject, but to provide an insightful biblical perspective on major themes in relation to vocation, work, and ministry. My hope is that a new generation of students, pastors, and lay Christians, whose daily work encompasses all walks of life, would be challenged and encouraged by this teaching from one of the leading evangelical scholars of his generation.

Jeffrey P. Greenman

President, Regent College
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Think of What You Were

Paul and the Concept of Vocation

Introduction


T
his book will explore the themes of vocation, work, and ministry in Pauline perspective. As we begin, I want us to note that our sociology, meaning our social experience both in the church and in the larger culture, is radically different from that of the New Testament. While I was thinking through these themes one afternoon, I walked across the street to a corner grocery and picked up the weekend issue of our local paper. I was struck by the different sections: Careers
, Business
, Homes
, Wheels
, Travel
. That’s the world we live in. Try to put the apostle Paul into that world!

The more I study the New Testament, the more aware I am of the vast differences between my own cultural assumptions and those of its original inhabitants. Consider the core values that shape us, for example. First-century culture was constructed around four basic values: honor and shame; patron-client relationships; kinship and the meaning of family and household; and purity in relation to the religious laws at the time.
1


When we take these differences seriously, we become conscious of our need to pay careful attention to the hermeneutical issues that inevitably arise. So with regard to the questions of vocation, work, and ministry, we must ask: How do we translate what we find in the biblical text into our own radically different culture?

The challenge of our contemporary culture

In the chapters that follow, I intend to explore some Pauline texts that don’t usually receive much attention. This is partly because they don’t lend themselves to straightforward devotional treatments. How many pastors have ever preached from 1
 Cor 7
:17
–24
? Incidentally, this is the crucial passage that addresses the theology of calling and vocation in the New Testament. Before turning to these texts, however, I’d like to briefly consider three cultural turning points which have occurred in the last five hundred years—turning points which have created enormous shifts in our understanding of who we are in relation to the world.

The first turning point was the Enlightenment. For our purposes, the significance of the Enlightenment is that it shifted the West’s cultural focus from the community to the individual. This is not to say that in the biblical world there was a lack of concern for the individual, because that simply isn’t true. But in the ancient world, individuals were always understood in relation to their larger group. For Israel, this group was the people of God. In the Old Testament, the idea of “election” was centered on belonging to the elect people, although it’s clear that individuals could opt out for various reasons. In the New Testament, an individual would join the people of God through faith in Jesus and the gift of the Spirit, but the overarching focus was still on the group—that is, the people of God. In other words, the focus was not so much on an individual’s isolated, one-on-one relationship with God; rather, it was on persons as they were part of a community. The Enlightenment taught the church to read the Bible poorly in this regard.

The second important cultural turning point was the nineteenth-century Industrial Revolution. What this did was radically shift the focus of work and production from the home to the factory. A single statistic from the United States tells the story. In 1885
, approximately 85
 percent of all consumer goods in the United States were produced and consumed in the home. By 1915
—just one generation later—that figure had been reversed: 15
 percent of goods were now made in the home and 85
 percent were made in the factory. Our society today is the fruit of that thirty-year period. This stunning reversal is now firmly established in modern America, and its effects continue to reverberate throughout our culture’s understanding of the family, home, and church. This period is especially relevant when one considers the deep links between the Industrial Revolution and the individualism of the Enlightenment.

Third, the postmodern revolution took all of this even further by shifting our culture’s understanding of authority from something which was located outside of ourselves (e.g., in religion), to something which now resided in each individual. Today, we live in a society where the only acceptable norm for determining one’s values is to claim that there are none. That’s the only norm. We celebrate the choices of one’s own autonomous self and the assertion of one’s own individual rights. The ability to determine everything ourselves is our highest value. This sort of individualism is played out to the extreme in our culture through every imaginable form of self-centeredness. Take, for example, the arguments for abortion, which make no reference to anything outside of oneself, or to communal values. These arguments are usually only concerned with an individual’s choices and their rights to their own body. Little else is taken into account.

Now my point in all this is not to bemoan these cultural shifts, but to simply lay them out before us, as they will shape how we understand our New Testament texts. These shifts remind us that we are products of our own age.

Our cultural concept of vocation as occupation

Let’s begin by examining the concept of vocation. At the outset, I must point out that “vocation,” at least in its contemporary sense, is not a biblical idea at all. It’s a very modern concept, and the biblical world had no place for it. I mentioned this to a couple of friends after church on a Sunday morning. One of these friends, a lawyer, offered a very sophisticated definition of the word that granted it some theological legitimacy. But another friend, a doctor, countered that most people on the street would simply assume that you were talking about their occupation or business. And he was right! We can come up with a sophisticated meaning for ourselves, but “vocation” usually refers to one’s occupation or business profession. That’s the first definition you’ll see if you look the word up in a dictionary, and below that you may find an extra definition which refers to the kind of vocation expressed in religious orders.

Now, my hunch is that “vocation” is in fact an elitist word. It’s the kind of word used by professionals, not by the person bucking rivets on airplanes, cleaning kitchens in restaurants, or scrubbing toilets in dormitories. “Vocation” isn’t used to describe those sorts of occupations—those are (supposedly) just “jobs.” Those of us who have the luxury of sitting down to ponder the meanings of words might speak of our “vocation,” while others might simply think of their work as “work.” But the impact of this notion of vocation on our culture is extremely significant, both in the secular and Christian worlds.

Just think about the way that we identify ourselves in our culture today, and how different this is from the way that people identified themselves in the Scriptures. In our world, our identity is completely wrapped up in what we do. Almost always, the first question we ask after being introduced to someone is “what do you do?” This is our first, most natural question after discovering someone’s name. To be clear, I don’t think this is a bad question. I hear it being condemned in our church communities sometimes, but I acknowledge that it’s simply the norm in our society. We’re living in a culture where we are identified by what we do, and on that basis it’s an easy way to get acquainted. The problem is that if we stop there, then this becomes an unhelpfully narrow form of identification.

Let’s recall how people identified themselves in the ancient Jewish and Greco-Roman world. In churches today, people pay barely any attention to the biblical genealogies. Yet do you know how fundamentally important these genealogies were for the people in the Bible? This is what gave them their identity. They belonged to a family, a kinship group. They belonged
. The important thing wasn’t what one did, but the kinship group to which one belonged. “My father was named Timaeus and therefore I am Bartimaeus, which means ‘Son of Timaeus.’”
2
 You were identified by your father, and that was how your father would have been identified. That’s how their culture understood identity: everything had to do with family kinship, and that in turn shaped their understanding of vocation.

Another example of how identity worked in the Scriptures can be seen in the book of Ezra. In the seventh chapter, a great deal is made of the fact that Ezra belongs to a particular group of Levites, namely, the first of the twenty-fourth order of Levites, who were recognized as the most important in their tribe. This meant that Ezra was a descendant of Israel’s first high priest, Aaron, and came from a lineage that gave him a strong sense of vocational identity. Such is the pattern in ancient biblical culture.

Paul and apostleship

So I would contend that the concept of vocation found in our contemporary culture is entirely foreign to the New Testament. In fact, the notion of vocation-as-occupation only occurs twice in the New Testament: once in 1
 Cor 1
:1
, and again in Rom 1
:1
. In both places, Paul introduces himself with the phrase, “Paul, called to be an apostle.”
3


Paul does not think of apostleship as a vocation (i.e., an “occupation”) into which he has been called. He doesn’t say, for example, that “there’s this pre-existing vocation called apostleship, and I’ve been called into it.” Biblically speaking, the vocation doesn’t precede the calling. It’s the calling that shapes the vocation. Paul is simply called to be a messenger of the gospel and a founder of churches. Then, as a result of that ministry, the vocation begins to take shape and eventually becomes titular. He functions
 as an apostle first, and only later takes on the title. But the title (i.e., his vocation/occupation) wasn’t the first thing to exist—it only came into being after he had begun to live out his calling.

In fact, Paul frames his apostleship as something that emerges from the bottom-up. Listen to his argument in 1
 Cor 9
:1
: “Have I not seen Jesus our Lord? Are you not the result of my work in the Lord?” Those two questions reveal his definition of what it means to be an apostle. He saw Jesus, which meant that he had been commissioned by Christ Himself, the risen Lord. This almost certainly refers to his Damascus experience, but it may also refer to a later encounter where he was commissioned for a second task, which was to take the gospel to the gentiles. He then essentially says, “you, the church in Corinth, are the evidence of my apostleship.”
4
 That reflects a functional understanding of apostleship, not a titular one. He doesn’t frame his apostleship from the top-down, as though he were superior. He refuses to say, “I’m a VIP in the church, so you should call me apostle.” Rather, for Paul apostleship comes from below, from his experience of ministry and service for the gospel.

If we’re going to be faithful to the New Testament on this topic, we have to shift our thinking from the world’s interpretation of vocation as “occupation” to a fuller, more biblical understanding of divine calling. The biblical concept of calling had almost no counterpart in ancient Greco-Roman culture, and the same is certainly true today. But the word “calling” needs to be reexamined in light of the Scriptures, since in our evangelical context it has come to be associated with either vocational ministry, or with the will of God. When you start to confuse the concept of calling with the will of God, you’re going to produce what the church in my generation has created: huge numbers of schizophrenic people who live their lives in total anxiety about whether or not they’re in the will of God, and who are therefore obsessed with finding his will in order to live out their calling.

I come from a church tradition where this took place in dramatic ways. I still remember sitting in church as a ten- or eleven-year-old, where my dad was the pastor. We were visited by a missionary family, and one of the women told a story about receiving a vision in prayer that was so vivid that every specific detail was emblazoned in her memory. She knew this was from God. It was a call to the mission field, but she had no clue what the picture meant. The next year, while sitting in a doctor’s office, she picked up a copy of the National Geographic
 and saw a photo of her exact vision right there on the front cover. It had been taken in Indonesia, so the family moved there and went on to become some of the best missionaries that the Assemblies of God had ever sent. Eventually, the woman even won over the main person in that cover photo to Christ. I grew up with these kinds of stories—this really happened!

But can you understand what this also did to my ten-year-old soul? Having a “calling” felt normal because almost every missionary seemed to speak of one. They weren’t all as dramatic as the above story, but this notion of calling was always present, nevertheless. And then I had to try to fit that concept with the idea of the will of God. I remember preaching in chapel at Wheaton College, where I used to teach. My topic was God’s will, and I suggested to the students that aside from prayer and listening to friends, one finds the will of God by choosing
, and then trusting God with your choice. That must have been one of the most discombobulating moments at Wheaton’s chapel services in years, because that was not
 how one expected to find the will of God! I still believe this is true, however. My colleague Bruce Waltke also believed this and wrote about it more extensively.
5
 The point is that when you make a choice, you take stock of who you are—you don’t make a blind choice. If you’re always waiting for a voice from heaven, you may not ever do anything. The biblical view is that the will of God is primarily about walking in Christ, not with some occupation.

Tying the will of God to a specific occupation is a strange misconception to which evangelicals are guilty of subscribing. It’s not based on the Scriptures. Walking in the will of God means being his person in the world, regardless of the occupation that you’re gifted for. Hopefully your occupation and your gifts fit together, although that isn’t always everyone’s experience.

The Greek word kaleo

To make sense of the New Testament material, we need to understand the Greek verb kaleo
. This word had two primary meanings within its cultural context. The first meant “to name,” or to call someone by name, which is how we still use it today (e.g., “She is called
 Susan”). The verb’s second usage, however, has much more significance for us. It’s the language for invitation which occurs in 1
 Cor 10
:27
, which states: “
If an unbeliever invites
 you to a meal and you want to go, eat whatever is put before you without raising questions of conscience.”
6
 To “call” someone was to invite them. We have abundant evidence from ancient papyrus invitations that the verb kaleo
 was used very frequently. This is how we know that it belonged to the genre of invitation: someone would invite you to the temple of Serapis on Friday at 9
:00
 p.m. for a meal. The invitation was a call.

Additionally, there was a third usage which was derived from kaleo
’s second meaning as “invitation.” It occurs within the framework of patron-client relationships, where the patron summons the client. This was a feature of the ancient world, where there were patrons and clients, and where clients’ entire lives were dependent on their patrons. All of the people in a household, for example, were actually clients to the patron—wife, children, and everyone else. This was simply part of the fabric of their culture. And in a patron-client relationship, the patron would “call” (kaleo
) people, which was obviously more significant than a mere invitation; it was closer to a summons. You were being called into the presence of this person with whom you stood in a patron-client relationship.

Think of the story in the Old Testament where Esther doesn’t dare to go into the presence of the king. She has to wait until she’s called or summoned.
7
 That’s an extreme form of this relational framework, but it’s deeply ingrained within the entire culture. It’s from within this framework that we get the primary New Testament usage of the verb, kaleo
. God calls people to Himself, and his invitation is also a summons.

Paul’s concept of calling in 1 Corinthians 1:1–9


1
 Paul, called to be an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God, and our brother Sosthenes,


2
 To the church of God in Corinth, to those sanctified in Christ Jesus and called to be his holy people, together with all those everywhere who call on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ—their Lord and ours:


3
 Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.


4
 I always thank my God for you because of his grace given you in Christ Jesus. 5
 For in him you have been enriched in every way—with all kinds of speech and with all knowledge— 6
 God thus confirming our testimony about Christ among you. 7
 Therefore you do not lack any spiritual gift as you eagerly wait for our Lord Jesus Christ to be revealed. 8
 He will also keep you firm to the end, so that you will be blameless on the day of our Lord Jesus Christ. 9
 God is faithful, who has called you into fellowship with his Son, Jesus Christ our Lord.

Turning now more directly to Paul’s concept of calling, we begin with the thanksgiving at the start of 1
 Corinthians (see above). Paul’s thanksgiving is carefully crafted for a people who are gifted, but who are moving toward dissension rather than unity. He recognizes their spiritual gifts, but doesn’t actually thank God for those gifts in and of themselves. Instead, he thanks God for them
, as people. I often advise people who are involved in teaching, guiding, or pastoral ministries to learn from the apostle Paul and to stop thanking God for things
. Instead, they should thank God for the very people over whom they have responsibility, precisely because they belong not to them, but to God. They’re God’s
 people, and because of that Paul could always thank God for them—even for the Corinthians. “I always thank my God for you,” he exclaims.
8


During my first year in pastoral ministry, I remember struggling with what to preach on Thanksgiving Sunday in the United States. Through the Holy Spirit, this was the text that seemed to burst into my soul, and it changed my relationship with many of the church members whom I felt were giving me grief. I realized that they were God’s people, and I was able to thank God for even the small measure of grace that I sensed they had received.

At the end of his prayer, Paul bursts into doxology: “God is faithful, who has called you into fellowship with his Son, Jesus Christ our Lord.”
9
 The word “fellowship” here is the Greek term koinonia
, which most likely refers to a close-knit fellowship, relationship, or association with another. In this context, it’s primarily concerned with the Corinthians’ relationship with Christ. God called them into koinonia
 with Christ, which is a sharing, a fellowship, a relationship. But the apostle picks up this same word in chapter 10
, where he addresses the issue of eating food that was used for worship in pagan temples. He corrects their thinking by beginning with the Lord’s table. “Remember the bread that we break,” he says. “Is it not the koinonia
 of the body of Christ?”
10
 That’s clearly a double entendre. It’s certainly fellowship with Christ himself. But he immediately shifts their attention to the interpretation of the bread that we find throughout the New Testament. “Because there is one loaf, we who are many, are one body.”
11
 So the koinonia
 is not just with Christ. It’s with the body of Christ, the believers, as well.

Believers have been called into this incredible koinonia
, and notice that the apostle’s thanksgiving contains a prominent reference to the Son: “God is faithful, who has called you into fellowship with his Son, Jesus Christ our Lord.”
12
 Paul doesn’t use the language of sonship very often, so why does he include it here? He’s extolling the faithfulness of God, who calls us into koinonia
 with his Son. This is relational: Father, Son, and God’s people! And this is about God’s
 divine calling—it’s not us
 choosing God because we heard a sermon and received an invitation. This is about calling, which is much more significant than an invitation. It’s a summons. It’s the Spirit pulling, pushing, urging, drawing. We are summoned, so we fall on our faces before a Holy God and confess that we don’t deserve anything but wrath, and yet we experience his grace and mercy. This is all God’s invitation, all his calling. It’s a description of what it means to become a part of God’s family. “God is faithful, who has called you into koinonia
 with his Son, Jesus Christ our Lord.” And to be in the Son means to be in his people
, which is the primary understanding of calling in the New Testament. In fact, this is the only understanding of calling in the New Testament.

Calling and status in 1 Corinthians 1:26

Let’s look at two other texts which show how this calling gets worked out in the world. The first is 1
 Cor 1
:26
: “Brothers and sisters, think of what you were when you were called. Not many of you were wise by human standards; not many were influential; not many were of noble birth.” Here Paul appeals to their calling, referring back to the faithfulness of God that he described in 1
 Cor 1
:9
.

For reasons that are not entirely clear, the Corinthian church had succumbed to certain problematic ideas about wisdom. Although they had been called by God, most of them didn’t have status in their society. In their culture, people without status had to be attached to a patron. The majority of these Corinthians didn’t have status, but they had now been called into a koinonia
 with the Father, the Son, and his people.

In a culture oriented around honor and shame, the Corinthians were embarrassed about this fellowship because it was centered around a Jewish messianic figure who had been subjected to the ultimate form of shame in Greco-Roman culture. He had been crucified as a political insurgent, and now they had become his followers. So the Corinthians attempted to do an end run around the cross. They liked the work of the Spirit because that elevated their status while allowing them to avoid the shame of the Crucified One. Paul takes this head on. In the first chapter, he directly refutes their thinking and argues that if they’re going to be the people of God, then they have to come to terms with the fact that God’s wisdom is found in the foolishness of the cross. Hence in 1
 Cor 1
:22
–25
 he writes:


22
 Jews demand signs and Greeks look for wisdom, 23
 but we preach Christ crucified: a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, 24
 but to those whom God has called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God. 25
 For the foolishness of God is wiser than human wisdom, and the weakness of God is stronger than human strength.

From an ancient pagan viewpoint, no god in his right mind would have tried to redeem people with a crucified messiah. That would have been the ultimate oxymoron. Crucifixion was the ultimate expression of shame, whereas being the Messiah was supposed to be the ultimate embodiment of power. The Corinthians were bypassing that shame. Paul, however, argues that that’s precisely where the wisdom and power lie—in the shame and scandal of the cross. In this scandal, the eternal God gets himself mixed up in the messy business of our world by being crucified at the hands of his enemies.

Of course, you and I have no way to feel how utterly shameful this would have been for first-century Christians. It’s easy for us to criticize the Corinthians for their mistakes, but in our own day we’ve created thousands of ways to get around the shame and scandal of the cross. We’re glad it’s there for conversion, but don’t ask us to live
 this way—don’t ask us to live our lives in ways marked by the cross! That’s what the Corinthians were trying to avoid, so Paul reminds them in 1
 Cor 1
:26
: “Think of what you were when you were called.” He’s not referring to vocation as an occupation; rather, he’s pushing them to remember their lives when God called them into fellowship with his Son. Before this calling there were not many who were wise, influential, or of noble birth. This is most likely a play on Jer 9
:23
–24
:


23
 “Let not the wise boast of their wisdom

or the strong boast of their strength

or the rich boast of their riches,


24
 but let the one who boasts boast about this:

that they have the understanding to know me,

that I am the Lord
, who exercises kindness,

justice and righteousness on earth,

for in these I delight,”

declares the Lord.

Paul is saying, “not many of you were of status.” They belonged on the lower rungs of the social ladder, yet God chose them in order to bring to nothing those things which do
 have status in the world.

One of the problems for the church in today’s culture is that it’s constantly trying to make the world think of Christians as people who are powerful. But the New Testament has it right. It’s precisely when we recognize that the power of God lies in the shame and weakness of the cross that we can have hope for our world. God called the Corinthians in their weakness, and they experienced a kind of “transvaluation of values” that radically transformed their status, even as they remained who they were. The call of God imparts value in and of itself, and in doing so it upends our cultural norms. God, we must remember, seldom chooses the same people that we would.

Perhaps we should bear in mind the admonition found in Jas 2
:1
–4
. If a poor person comes to church, we seat them at the margins, but if a rich person enters—“Oh, boy! Let’s sit them over here, in a place of importance.” This is the world’s value system, not Christ’s. Christ chooses the nobodies and makes them somebodies. That doesn’t always change their status in society, but the true change is that they become sons and daughters of the living God. And that is change enough.

Paul’s concept of vocation in 1 Corinthians 7:17–24


17
 Nevertheless, each person should live as a believer in whatever situation the Lord has assigned to them, just as God has called them. This is the rule I lay down in all the churches. 18
 Was a man already circumcised when he was called? He should not become uncircumcised. Was a man uncircumcised when he was called? He should not be circumcised. 19
 Circumcision is nothing and uncircumcision is nothing. Keeping God’s commands is what counts. 20
 Each person should remain in the situation they were in when God called them.


21
 Were you a slave when you were called? Don’t let it trouble you—although if you can gain your freedom, do so. 22
 For the one who was a slave when called to faith in the Lord is the Lord’s freed person; similarly, the one who was free when called is Christ’s slave. 23
 You were bought at a price; do not become slaves of human beings. 24
 Brothers and sisters, each person, as responsible to God, should remain in the situation they were in when God called them.

This brings us to 1
 Cor 7
:17
–24
. I’m struck by the fact that eight of the twelve occurrences of the verb “call” in 1
 Corinthians appear in this passage. Let’s start by examining how this paragraph is framed. Verses 17
, 20
, and 24
 are almost carbon copies of each other. We’ll focus on verse 20
, which when translated literally from the Greek can be read as follows: “Each in the calling in which he or she was called, let that person remain.”

In other words, remain in the place that you were when you were called. That’s what verses 17
 and 24
 are also about. Together, these three verses refer to one’s ethnicity (Jew and gentile), and socioeconomic reality (slave and free) to illustrate their point. One’s calling is not to be a Jew or a gentile—that’s not what calling refers to. If you’re Jewish, that’s not a calling; it’s something you’re born into. And slaves aren’t called to be slaves; in their society, a slave just happened to be a slave.

What makes this passage so intriguing is that it appears to have nothing to do with the surrounding topics in chapter 7
, which are all about marriage and sexuality. What is it doing here, then? The answer lies in verses 17
, 20
, and 24
. The Corinthians are looking for change—change in marriage through divorce, or through abstaining from sexual relations because their spirituality has supposedly advanced beyond physicality. When you walk through this passage, you’ll see that the same answer is given in each of its eight paragraphs. Stay as you are. Remain where you are, as you are. Paul’s point is clear.

What is his rationale for this? Paul isn’t sanctioning an extreme, absolute notion of remaining where you are. Rather, he’s sanctifying the place where you were when you received God’s call, and showing that it’s possible to live out this call in every situation. If you were a slave, your call is to Christ. You can outdo all others in service to Christ because you are called to him. Furthermore, it doesn’t matter if you’re Greek or Jewish. God doesn’t care a whit—circumcision and uncircumcision don’t mean a thing to him. What matters is that you walk in the calling of those who have been invited into the koinonia
 of God, wherever your context may be. This koinonia
 sanctifies every situation. It doesn’t mean that we’ll always like our current context, but it does mean that we can inhabit it in view of our greater calling to Christ, which far surpasses any “vocation-as-occupation.” Our calling is nothing less than a summons to fellowship with the Son. And no matter what our circumstances are when we receive this call, we’re invited to ask ourselves, “How do I love God and my neighbor in this setting? What does it mean to live fully in God’s calling here?”

For those of you who are in ministry, I would urge you to take Paul’s perspective seriously, and to help people experience their present reality as a place where they can live out God’s call. This calling isn’t necessarily related to a person’s occupation in the regular sense of the word. There is much that we could say about the challenges of our occupations, but in the New Testament, the notion of divine calling is primarily about being the people of God in any and every situation.

In sum, the call to fellowship with Christ transcends the context in which it is received. The point of 1
 Cor 7
:17
–24
 is that you can walk in that calling regardless of where you are in life, and that it’s therefore acceptable to remain where you are when you are called. Paul insists that there is no inherent virtue in change, although it’s quite clear that there isn’t any virtue in remaining, either. Virtue is found in living out the calling of God, wherever that may be.
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Submit to One Another

Paul on the Household, Church, and Workplace

Introduction


I
n the previous chapter, I highlighted some of the enormous sociological and cultural differences that exist between Christians in the New Testament and us in our contemporary world today. If the notion of “vocation-as-occupation” was nonexistent in the ancient world, the idea of a workplace had already been firmly established. But again, their concepts were radically different from our own. To explore this further, we’ll look at the texts that are often referred to as the “household codes,” namely, Col 3
:12
—4
:1
 and Eph 5
:18
—6
:9
. We’ll also discover how the book of Philemon helps us to read them with fresh eyes, as though we were there ourselves.

My focus for this chapter will be on how ancient households functioned as workplaces. I will not say much about what this means for us today, as our primary goal will be to understand the inner workings of the first-century household and how different they were from our own. As we progress, we will see hints of how the notion of “calling” that we explored in the first chapter affected the relationships within the household, and hence in the workplace as well.

A privileged perspective

Before turning to Paul’s letters, we will begin by examining the nature of the workplace in the Greco-Roman world. That said, I must first offer a note of caution. Our knowledge of this subject comes primarily from literary remnants, and in the Greco-Roman world, literature was almost exclusively the domain of the privileged. Unsurprisingly, this constituted a very small minority across the imperial territories of Egypt and Asia. What we know therefore comes from a tiny sliver of the population. Aside from a few exceptions, such as the Latin satirist Martial, what we have in the literature is a view from the perspective of the elite. Their perspective does not tell the whole story, so we have to continually weigh the evidence that they left behind. On the other hand, apart from such literature and various archaeological discoveries, this is the only evidence that’s available for us to work with.

We must also keep in mind that in Aristotle’s influential book, Politics
, he vehemently argues that slaves are fundamentally different from free people. In his view, their very nature was constituted differently. Clearly he had no concept of creation in the biblical sense. Aristotle, who had an enormous influence on medieval theology, flat out believed that slaves were literally of a different constitution from free people. It is astounding that a person of such intelligence could be so foolish in this regard, but one’s view on this matter is inseparable from one’s theology. Aristotle’s perspective reflected the privilege of the privileged, and he was certainly not alone in holding these beliefs. As we shall see, this was a very different world.

The patron-client relationship

In the Greco-Roman culture, this worldview expressed itself through a society that was thoroughly patronal—that is, built entirely upon patron-client relationships. We will need to unpack this concept further because everything we see in our Pauline texts is predicated upon this reality. Despite some shaky analogies, nothing in today’s world is truly comparable, so we must parse these patron-client relationships in more detail. For our purposes, patronage can be defined as the mutual relationship that existed between people from different levels of the social hierarchy, wherein each party was understood to benefit the other. So even though the patron and client were unequal within the larger social order, it was clearly understood that the benefits of their relationship went both ways.

Most North Americans today would find this reality to be utterly distasteful. I was raised in a culture where we got ahead on the strength of our own ingenuity, and where our practical needs were met through our own everyday work. Those who got ahead by purchasing favors were scorned. Such a mindset would have been utterly alien in Paul’s time as Greco-Roman society was quite the opposite. It was predicated on a world that was “bottom-heavy,” with only a tiny minority constituting the privileged elite. Everyone else had to depend on maintaining good standing with their patron, whoever that might be.

That lower group of “clients” included the vast majority of people. If they wanted to live above the subsistence level, they needed to establish some sort of relationship with a patron. In one of his tractates, the Stoic philosopher Seneca wrote that the giving and receiving of favors was the central practice constituting the chief bond of human society.
13
 This practice is vividly illustrated in the Paul’s letter to Philemon. Philemon was evidently Paul’s patron, but he was also his friend.
14
 As his client, Paul was able to conclude his letter by asking Philemon for his hospitality. “Prepare a guest room for me, because I hope to be restored to you in answer to your prayers.”
15
 As Philemon’s friend
, however, Paul is able to request an even greater act of reciprocity: he intercedes for the life of Onesimus.

The implication here is that they owed certain benefits to each another. In Paul’s eyes, Philemon owed him the benefit of his own life in Christ. The whole letter is steeped in this worldview of patronage and reciprocity. What Paul does is to raise that social reality infinitely higher by joining it to Christ. He requests a favor that no person in their culture would have dared to make, even on the basis of friendship. Paul urges Philemon to receive a runaway slave back into the household as a forgiven brother in Christ, without any repercussions. It is hard for us to grasp the shocking nature of this text—it completely upends the cultural and social boundaries of his day.

Why does he ask for this? Because of the framework of patronage and friendship. Patronage was also related to kinship; people like Onesimus needed to be in some kind of relationship with others in order to survive. This dynamic between patronage, kinship, and dependence also crops up in the “household codes” which we shall examine later in this chapter. For now, though, we will turn our attention to the actual physical structures of these households, as they offer us important clues about how the home and workplace were intertwined in Paul’s time.

Ancient households: considering the archaeology

By the time that Paul was writing these letters, the majority of people would not have been attached to a household, especially in larger cities such as Rome, Ephesus, and Alexandria. The number of privileged households was simply too small to accommodate the rest of the population. This meant that huge swathes of the empire’s inhabitants lived in large insulae
, which were essentially low-rise apartment buildings that occupied a city block. Those who did not live in these apartments resided in slum-like areas that included those whom we might regard as “street people.”

These structures are still visible today. If you are ever in Italy and are interested in archaeology, I would recommend visiting Ostia, which was an ancient seaport at the mouth of the Tiber River. Paul landed in Ostia when he first traveled to Rome—it was a bustling city in his time. Archaeologically, it is equally as important as Pompeii because the ruins are so well-preserved. You can actually still see two-story insulae
 in Ostia’s streets. The dwellings from Paul’s time remain preserved in these ruins.

Let us consider a typical insula.

16
 Osiek and Balch write, “the most famous of these buildings at Ostia, the House of Diana, had what must have been a rather pleasant central courtyard with fountain and mosaics, shops on the ground floor facing the street, large windows on the second-floor facade, and probably a gallery across the front of the building on the third floor.”
17
 It is quite likely artisans such as Priscilla and Aquila would have lived and worked in one of these insula
. On the ground floor, they would have had a shop with a street-level entrance, and upstairs they would have had larger rooms, including one where their church would meet.

This is the kind of place where Paul would have done his evangelizing. He was not walking around from house to house. Neither was he out preaching in the agora
 (the city’s public square). Most likely, he was making tents in Priscilla and Aquila’s shop on the ground floor of an insula
. It was the kind of place where people would come and spend the day chatting about philosophy. Paul spread the gospel here in the workplace as a tentmaker. In the next chapter, we will see what this means for Paul’s understanding of his own ministry.

The other kind of residence that existed in Paul’s time was called a domus
. Those who lived in insulae
 did not have slaves, but rather servants, or hired workers. A person of greater status such as Philemon, however, probably lived in a domus
. The entrances of these homes would usually open up right into an atrium. Although there may have been a slave serving as a doorkeeper, people could usually come in and out of the atrium as they pleased. That is where visitors would do business with the household—either in the atrium, or in a side room which functioned as an office.

This is clearly the kind of household that Paul had in mind when writing to the Colossians, Ephesians, and to Philemon. Churches probably met in these sorts of residences. They were not privatized, enclosed spaces—often the entryway would not even have a door! Needless to say, this is not how we think about households today. The domus
 was where business happened. Women mostly resided in the back quarters, and many homes had an actual curtain to separate their space from the front of the building. Young girls would grow up in these quarters until they were brought out for marriage when they were fourteen or fifteen years old.

My point is that the home itself was, at least in part, a public place. The basic social framework behind this domus
 was one of patronage, which was itself founded upon the master of the household, known as the pater familias.
 He, of course, was its patron. Under Roman law, he possessed patria potestas
—an extensive legal authority over his family, children, and entire household.

For those who lived in an insula
 or domus
, the household was generally one’s primary place of work. Outside of these households, however, various trade guilds often had their own workplaces. Pottery was typically made in a potter’s place. Tents were often constructed in shops. Purple dye, made famous by the biblical character of Lydia, was likely produced in households. These sorts of trades were frequently carried out in shops that did not quite resemble factories, but which functioned as public, accessible spaces where people could obtain the goods they produced.

“Household” churches

It should be clear by now that the “household codes” in Colossians and Ephesians were addressed to a small subset of the population—namely, those who lived in a domus
. Both passages also assume that the church was meeting in these households for worship. In fact, the “codes” or “rules” are always mentioned in the context of worship, which shows that for them, worship and the household were not separate things. Today we live at home and go to church elsewhere, but for them, the household was
 the church. It was the primary nucleus for the local Christian community, and included not just the members of the household, but those who had joined the church from elsewhere.

This is a crucial insight when attempting to interpret Paul’s letters: the text is addressed to all
 of these members—not just to the husband, wife, and children, as we might have initially imagined, but to the entire domus
. It is easy for us to forget this as our culture is so centered around the modern notion of the nuclear family. Hardly anyone in the ancient world would have thought in those terms as such a concept did not exist. The gap between our respective understandings of the household is so wide that to hear these letters in their original context—let alone to infer what they might mean for us today—represents one of the toughest hermeneutical challenges in New Testament exegesis.

The central feature of these households, of course, was the pater familias
, whose authority under Roman law was absolute. No one else in the household had the legal means to redress their grievances. There were no laws in Rome to protect the rights of wives, slaves, or children. In Paul’s time, as many as 10
 percent of all children born in the Greco-Roman world were left in public dumps to die simply because they were unwanted. The father had full authority to do this, and there were no laws against it. Unsurprisingly, the people who made these laws were members of the highest levels of society and often engaged in these kinds of actions themselves.

In view of this authority, the pater familias
 would often require his entire household to serve his gods. Most households would keep their gods in a lararium
, which was a corner that had been set aside as a sacred space. Each morning, the members of the household would begin their day by praying or making various offerings to these gods.
 They did this not because they were “religious” (in our modern sense of the word), but because they were superstitious. They saw the gods as being responsible for disrupting or maintaining order, and as a result people were expected to offer them worship. It was very uncommon for a person to be devoted to a single god; on the contrary, most people would worship any number of gods with hardly a second thought.

This was the cultural backdrop behind many New Testament letters. The book of 1
 Peter, for example, addresses a situation where a slave or wife has become a Christian in a pagan household. The author encourages them in the midst of the severe punishments that they are facing, which most likely stemmed from their refusal to worship the household gods. In Colossians and Ephesians, however, Paul is addressing households in which every member has decided to follow the God of the pater familias
, namely, Jesus Christ. This context will serve as an important clue to help us to interpret and apply Paul’s instructions.

Philemon as the pater familias

Before we proceed, it is important to note that the books of Ephesians, Colossians, and Philemon were very closely related to each other. Unfortunately, their relative distance from each other in the New Testament canon tends to obscure this fact. Such a separation would have been unthinkable in the case of 1
 and 2
 Corinthians, and yet the association between these three letters was actually much stronger.
18
 We should therefore always read these letters with the other two open before us. This will help us to remember the original context in which they were read—namely, in the midst of a congregation that was meeting for worship at a domus
.

Of course, this means that each of these letters would have been read publicly to the church with both Philemon and Onesimus present. You can imagine how shocking this must have been for the congregation! Paul’s “household codes,” which only appear in Colossians and Ephesians, were almost certainly written to guide their community through the extraordinary turn of events that restored Onesimus back to Philemon, and hence to their church. To get a more visceral sense of how this may have felt, try substituting the generic terms in Col 3
:18
–22
 with personal names: “Apphia, submit to Philemon as is fitting in the Lord. Onesimus, obey your earthly master, Philemon, in everything.”

The moment you insert Onesimus’s name, you get a fuller sense of the dramatic nature of the text. The injunction to Philemon would have been equally startling: “Philemon, provide your slaves, including Onesimus, with what is right and fair, because you know that you also have a Master (kyrios
) in heaven.”
19
 Remember: Philemon was the patron upon whom everyone depended. Paul was boldly speaking a new, Christian reality into this household. He reimagines the idea of the patria potestas
, not to diminish the all-powerful role of the pater familias
, but to incorporate it into the work of Christ by bringing the entire household into the family of God.

The household codes

My reason for emphasizing this backdrop is that Paul’s “household codes” were a direct response prompted by specific historical circumstances. Indeed, they were to be read right in the midst of the church’s worship. In Eph 5
:18
, Paul says “be filled with the Spirit.” As they are filled with the Spirit, they are to then teach and admonish one another in song. It is in this context of Spirit-filled worship that Paul enjoins the church to “submit to one another.”
20
 He then elaborates on this command by offering a set of guidelines for three types of relationships: wives and husbands, children and fathers, slaves and masters.

At this juncture, we must call attention to the multiple roles that the pater familias
 inhabited. On the surface, it looks like Paul is addressing six separate parties: wife and husband, children and parents, and slaves and masters. However, in each of these cases the second party is actually the same person—the pater familias.
 He occupies three powerful offices as the husband, father, and master. By contrast, the other parties are much more vulnerable and have no standing under Roman law. A marriage between two slaves within the household, for example, would not have been legally recognized. This meant that their master could separate them at his whim, as they were his property. Intriguingly, this also meant that the “head” of a wife in a slave marriage (see Eph 5
:23
) was not
 her own husband, but the pater familias
. While this stretches the metaphor to its limits, it also shows the absolute authority that the patron held over his household.

Christlike leadership in household, church, and workplace

With this backdrop firmly in place, I can now make some critical exegetical observations. Unfortunately, these household codes have become the center of the so-called “gender wars” plaguing the church.
21
 Paul would have been greatly distressed if had he known this would take place. To address this controversy, we must investigate his use of the word “head” in Ephesians 5
:23
, which reads as follows: “Wives, submit yourselves to your own husbands as you do to the Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church, his body, of which he is the Savior.”

In his household, the pater familias
 was referred to by the title kyrios
, which meant “lord” or “master.” Paul refers to him by this title when describing the master-slave relationship, yet he conspicuously avoids it when addressing him in relation to his wife. Instead, Paul first refers to him as her “husband,” and then as her “head” (kephale
).
22
 The exact meaning of this metaphor is hard to pin down, as evidenced by how it was handled by the translators of the Septuagint. They used two different Greek translations for the Hebrew word rosh
, depending on whether it was referring to an actual anatomical head, or to the leader of a group. In the end, however, a clear pattern emerged: whenever rosh
 was used in its anatomical sense, the Septuagint rendered it as kephale
 in Greek. Conversely, whenever rosh
 referred to the leader of a clan (about one hundred and eighty times), the Septuagint translated it as arche
 (leader) instead.

There are only about three exceptions to this pattern throughout the entire Septuagint. Such consistency demonstrates that the translators clearly did not understand kephale
 to mean “leader.” Consider an illustration from Philo, a first-century Alexandrian Jew, whose first language was Greek. “The virtuous one,” he notes, “whether single man or people will be the head (kephale
) of the human race and all the others like the limbs of a body which draw their life from the forces in the kephale
 at the top.”
23
 Philo believed that the virtuous person would supply whatever was needed for his people to grow in virtue by drawing from the life forces of the kephale
. This was how the metaphor of kephale
 was used in his culture.

At that time, people recognized that the body couldn’t function without the head. The head was its chief part. Still, they would never have conceived of it as the body’s “ruler” or “lord.” Instead, they believed that it provided every resource necessary for life. In fact, some ancient medical writers noticed that phlegm, which comes from the nose or throat, had a similar appearance to semen; on that basis, they concluded that semen must be produced in the head! Everything
, they believed, came from the head.

This was not because the head was “lord,” but because it supplied all of the body’s needs. How does this relate to our texts? Paul, we must remember, was a man of two worlds. Frankly, his usage of kephale
 as a metaphor is quite mixed, but he was nevertheless consistent. At times he uses the word in its customary Hebrew sense, as “ruler” or “lord.” In Col 2
:10
, for example, he describes Christ as “head over every power and authority” to denote his rule over the demonic powers.

By contrast, in Eph 1
:22
 he writes: “God appointed him head over everything for the church.” Notice that he does not say head over the church
, but head over everything for
 the church, his body. Intriguingly, Paul never uses the metaphor in its conventional Hebrew sense (i.e., as “leader”) when speaking of Christ as the head of the church. Instead, he invariably turns to the Greek metaphor, which depicts Christ as the source for all of the body’s needs. We see this in Col 2
:19
, for example, where he describes false teachers: “They have lost connection with the head, from whom the whole body, supported and held together by its ligaments and sinews, grows as God causes it to grow.”

Turn to the companion text in Eph 4
:15
–16
, and you will find exactly the same imagery: “we will grow to become in every respect the mature body of 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.” Here, the head is responsible for supplying all of the body’s needs for life, health, and growth. Indeed, it would have made no sense for Paul to use the word “head” to describe Christ’s lordship over the church, as he constantly proclaims this without using any metaphors. Why rely on a metaphor when you can directly say that “Jesus is Lord”? Paul uses this word for a very specific purpose: namely, to illustrate that the church is absolutely dependent on its Head for all that it is and does.

Here is where it gets really interesting, as this is the precise imagery that Paul uses to address the pater familias
 in relation to his wife. Paul could have referred to him as “lord,” since he uses this exact term to discuss the master-slave relationship. But instead he uses the word “head,” as it perfectly illustrates the household’s total dependence upon its patron, the pater familias
. As the “head,” he supplies the household with everything necessary for its ongoing life and sustenance, just as Christ does for his church. It is on this basis that the wife is urged to submit to her husband, just as she would to Christ.

This brings me to my final point, which is that Paul’s primary focus in this passage is not on the wife, slave, or child, but on the pater familias
. This is apparent in his instructions regarding marriage, which reserve many more words for him than for his wife. Bear in mind that for a marriage in a typical Greco-Roman household, the average age of the husband would have been thirty, whereas the wife would have been about sixteen or seventeen. Such wives were completely dependent upon their husbands, and were never thought of as equals. There were a few exceptions to this, of course: patronal homes with a higher status would occasionally arrange marriages between their similarly-aged offspring. For the most part, however, marriage involved a young girl joining the household and relying upon her husband to teach her all that she needed to know. She was wholly dependent upon him and extremely vulnerable.

That social context is the backdrop for this text. Paul is primarily concerned with the pater familias
, and for good reason. The instructions to him are four times longer than they are for his wife. Conversely, in the other two relationships his instructions are only half as long as they are for the others (i.e., the children and the slaves). In each case, Paul’s concern is that the pater familias
—the husband, father, and master who alone possesses patria potestas—
would use his power as Christ did, by giving himself up for the household and living a cruciform life for the welfare of others.

You must understand that in Paul’s mind, this was critical: without this, the church would not stand a chance. Like it or not, the pater familias
 was the church’s leader, simply by virtue of the fact that he was allowing it to meet in his home. The church would not survive unless he willingly submitted himself to the whole family and chose to live as one who would offer his life for the sake of others. Only in that kind of context would the members of his household truly consider accepting the faith.

If this did not happen, the members of the household might simply adopt a superficial form of the faith as a result of their subservient position. Indeed, the pater familias
 had to experience the grace of God for himself in order to establish a genuinely Christian household and workplace. Thankfully, this appears to be what happened to Philemon. How do we know? Because the books of Colossians and Philemon were preserved. If Philemon had punished Onesimus according to the customary laws of the time—that is, by crucifixion—there would have had little reason to keep these letters. But we are still reading them today!

Philemon did exactly what God’s grace had called him to do. He gave up his place of authority and walked in the way of Christ, accepting a slave who deserved crucifixion, and welcoming him back as a brother in the Lord. Some scholars believe that this is the same Onesimus who was addressed by one of the earliest bishops, Ignatius of Antioch. Ignatius writes to a person named Onesimus, now himself a bishop in Ephesus, and calls him a “man of inexpressible love.”
24
 This is exactly what the gospel does: it takes hold of a man like Philemon and radically transforms the whole household by making a servant out of the master, such that one of its slaves eventually becomes a bishop in the great city of Ephesus.

Do you serve or lead the church in some way? Isn’t this picture striking? There is an undeniable relationship between the household, the church, and the workplace. No one in Christ’s church has patria potestas
—that belongs to Christ alone. What we do
 have is the privilege of offering our lives for others as Christ did, so that they might know that the head is not the “master,” “lord,” or even “boss,” but the one who exists to support the whole community so that it can live, thrive, and grow.
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With Our Own Hands

Paul’s Countercultural Approach to Work

Introduction


I
n this chapter, we will examine a series of texts that help us to understand Paul’s perspective on work.
25
 We’ll begin with his instructions in 2
 Thess 3
:6
–15
 and discover how his approach to financial support evolved over the course of his missionary travels. We’ll then see how Paul’s work challenged Corinthian perceptions of apostleship in 2
 Cor 11
, 1
 Cor 9
, and 1
 Cor 4
, as well as how it provided an instructive example for the Thessalonians in 1
 Thess 4
 and 2
 Thess 3
. Finally, we will conclude with some observations about what Paul’s approach might mean for those in salaried ministry positions today.

These texts are among the more difficult in the Pauline corpus, partly because of what
 Paul says, but even more so because of why
 he says them. So as the chapter progresses, it will be important to bear in mind all of the cultural dynamics that we have gleaned thus far. While these texts will help us to understand the topic of work in the Pauline corpus, we must also familiarize ourselves with how work was viewed by those in the apostle’s own Greco-Roman context. Hopefully this will help us to discern the radical differences between Paul’s attitude to work and those of his contemporaries.

Before we proceed, I should clarify my position on the chronology of Paul’s writings. In line with the church’s historic view, I am convinced that 1
 and 2
 Thessalonians were the first epistles that Paul wrote, and that Galatians was written later, closer to when he wrote Romans. I don’t have space here to argue this in detail, but this should help to frame the contents of this chapter going forward.

Paul’s evolving support strategy: 2 Thessalonians 3:6–15

Let us begin with Paul’s comments on work in 2
 Thess 3
:6
–15
:


6
 In the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, we command you, brothers and sisters, to keep away from every believer who is idle and disruptive (ataktoi
) and does not live according to the teaching you received from us. 7
 For you yourselves know how you ought to follow our example. We were not idle when we were with you, 8
 nor did we eat anyone’s food without paying for it. On the contrary, we worked night and day, laboring and toiling so that we would not be a burden to any of you.


9
 We did this, not because we do not have the right to such help, but in order to offer ourselves as a model for you to imitate. 10
 For even when we were with you, we gave you this rule: “Anyone who will not work shall not eat.” 11
 We hear that some among you are idle and disruptive. They are not busy; they are busybodies. 12
 Such people we command and urge in the Lord Jesus Christ to settle down and earn the food they eat.


13
 And as for you, brothers and sisters, never tire of doing what is good. 14
 Take special note of anyone who does not obey our instruction in this letter. Do not associate with them, in order that they may feel ashamed.
26
 15
 Yet do not regard them as enemies, but warn them as fellow believers.

Although we will explore this passage more fully at the end of this chapter, it offers us two helpful starting points for our discussion. First, it tells us that some Thessalonians were being “ataktoi
.” What does this Greek word mean? Those of us on the NIV translation committee settled on the phrase, “idle and disruptive.” In its broadest sense the word refers to being disorderly, but it is clear that the disorderliness in this context is specifically related to not working—or as we might say, to “sponging off” of others.

The second thing to note is that Paul chose to work with his own hands so that those who were ataktoi
 might imitate his example. Although it’s easy to gloss over this detail, there were several layers of complexity behind this decision. First of all, Paul’s support strategy was never static, but continued to evolve throughout his missionary travels. Second, most people in the ancient world would not have expected an apostle to work with his own hands. Third, Paul’s work eventually became a major point of contention between him and the Corinthians. We will explore the evolution of Paul’s support strategy in this section before moving to the other two points later on.

One of the first instances in which Paul receives support for his ministry occurs during his stay in Philippi, toward the early part of his European mission (often referred to as his second missionary journey). In Acts 16
:15
, Paul accepts the patronage of a woman named Lydia. After her baptism she invites Paul and his companions to reside at her home. “If you consider me a believer in the Lord,” she insists, “come and stay in my household.”
27
 Recall the two kinds of structures that we explored earlier—Lydia would have had a domus
. We are not sure if she was widowed or unmarried, but her household most likely accommodated several widows.
28
 In the end, the apostle and his companions obliged.

As Paul later testifies in his letter to the Philippians, his relationship with this church eventually grew into a warm friendship.
29
 In the ancient world, however, friendship was an almost contractual form of relationship. People did not just become friends by coincidence; they chose
 to be friends. This was not only the case in patron-client relationships, but also among equals as well. Aristotle explored this at length in his Nicomachean Ethics
, and earlier we noted that Seneca viewed the giving and receiving of favors as an integral component of society. People were expected to choose their friends, and through such friendship both parties would benefit each another as equals.

Of course, such a system could be easily abused. Many philosophers would even speak of friendship in commercial terms, such as credit and debit. Paul himself draws upon this language in Phil 4
:15
, where he writes: “as you Philippians know, when I set out from Macedonia, not one church shared with me in the matter of giving and receiving, except you only.” So they were the only church whom Paul counted as “friends” in this specific, mutually beneficial way. Yet Paul’s friendship with the Philippians extended beyond this framework of exchange. In his letter to Philemon (which also details his experience in Philippi), he begins with an unexpected greeting: “Paul, a prisoner,” as opposed to the customary “Paul, an apostle.” Evidently their friendship was not merely built on shared benefits, but on shared suffering as well.

As Paul’s missionary journey progressed, so did his means of support. We see this in Acts 16
–18
, which narrates his travels through Philippi, Thessalonica, and eventually Corinth. In Philippi he accepts the patronage of Lydia; he then moves to Thessalonica, where he chooses to work with his own hands while continuing to receive provisions from the Philippians. He continues with this strategy in Corinth, supplementing the aid from other churches with his own labor. Meanwhile, he refuses to accept support from the Corinthians in order to avoid burdening them. As we shall discover, this leads to an intense conflict wherein Paul is forced to defend the legitimacy of both his work and his apostolic ministry.

Paul on patronage and weakness: 2 Corinthians 11:5–11

With this chronology as our backdrop, we can now look in more detail at Paul’s correspondence with the Corinthians in 2
 Cor 11
. Verses 8
 and 9
 get to the heart of the matter:


8
 I robbed other churches by receiving support from them, so as to serve you. 9
 And when I was with you and needed something, I was not a burden to anyone, for the brothers and sisters who came from Macedonia supplied what I needed. I have kept myself from being a burden to you in any way, and will continue to do so.
30


These verses offer us a clue into Paul’s missionary strategy and his countercultural perspective on work. For now, though, we will focus on Paul’s rocky relationship with the church in Corinth. Much of the bad blood between them could be pinned on two factors: first, Paul would not accept their patronage even though he continued to receive support from Philippi; second, he had chosen to work with his own hands. The Corinthian church was in the process of rejecting his apostleship on the basis of these two concerns.

Let us examine these issues more closely. In 2
 Cor 11
 Paul continues to accept benefactions from other churches, but resolutely refuses to receive them from the Corinthians. It’s no surprise that this chapter doesn’t get preached very often, as this is Paul at his feistiest—he’s ticked off, and it shows. Meanwhile, the Corinthians are so appalled by his refusal to accept their patronage that they go so far as to question his apostleship. Yet this is not their only criticism: apparently, they find his life of weakness to be just as objectionable. Simply put, he does not fit their image of a powerful apostle of the Lord Jesus Christ.

We must remember that Paul’s words in 2
 Cor 11
:5
–11
 come after his opening salvo, in which he attacks the false apostles whom the Corinthians had gladly welcomed.
31
 These were an early version of the “Judaizers” who would eventually re-emerge in his letter to the Galatians. Paul openly accuses them of being purveyors of another gospel, another Spirit, and a different Jesus. He chastises the Corinthians for receiving them and stubbornly defends himself in 2
 Cor 11
:5
–11
:


5
 I do not think I am in the least inferior to those “super-apostles.” 6
 I may indeed be untrained as a speaker, but I do have knowledge. We have made this perfectly clear to you in every way. 7
 Was it a sin for me to lower myself in order to elevate you by preaching the gospel of God to you free of charge? 8
 I robbed other churches by receiving support from them so as to serve you. 9
 And when I was with you and needed something, I was not a burden to anyone, for the brothers who came from Macedonia supplied what I needed. I have kept myself from being a burden to you in any way, and will continue to do so. 10
 As surely as the truth of Christ is in me, nobody in the regions of Achaia will stop this boasting of mine. 11
 Why? Because I do not love you? God knows I do!
32


Paul’s defense begins with a clear assertion of knowledge. “I do not think that I am in the least inferior to these super apostles. I may indeed be untrained as a speaker, but I do have knowledge [gnosis
].
”
33
 Gnosis
 was a favorite buzzword among the Corinthians, and he plays this card right back at them: “We have made [our gnosis
] perfectly clear to you in every way.” Furthermore, he stands by his decision not to receive their patronage: “Was it a sin for me to lower myself in order to elevate you by preaching the gospel of God to you free of charge?”
34
 The absurdity of their logic is underscored in verse 21
: “you even put up with anyone who enslaves you or exploits you or takes advantage of you or puts on airs or slaps you in the face. To my shame I admit that we were too weak for that!”

The apostle then recites a long list of his weaknesses and reprises several points related to his stance on patronage. “I have worked harder,” he exclaims; “I have labored and toiled . . . and have often gone without food.”
35
 He concludes with a stinging remark: “How are you inferior to the other churches, except that I was never a burden to you? Forgive me this wrong!”
36
 You can almost taste the sarcasm. He is essentially saying, “forgive me for not accepting money from you—I surely must have wronged you in this!” Such talk reveals just how heated this topic of patronage had become.

Paul on giving up one’s rights: 1 Corinthians 9:1–18

This exchange takes us back to 1
 Corinthians, where it becomes obvious that the issue of patronage had been brewing for some time. We see this in 1
 Cor 9
:1
–18
, where Paul defends himself in a passage brimming with irony:


1
 Am I not free? Am I not an apostle? Have I not seen Jesus our Lord? Are you not the result of my work in the Lord? 2
 Even though I may not be an apostle to others, surely I am to you! For you are the seal of my apostleship in the Lord.


3
 This is my defense to those who sit in judgment on me. 4
 Don’t we have the right to food and drink? 5
 Don’t we have the right to take a believing wife along with us, as do the other apostles and the Lord’s brothers and Cephas? 6
 Or is it only I and Barnabas who lack the right to not work for a living?


7
 Who serves as a soldier at his own expense? Who plants a vineyard and does not eat its grapes? Who tends a flock and does not drink the milk? 8
 Do I say this merely on human authority? Doesn’t the Law say the same thing? 9
 For it is written in the Law of Moses: “Do not muzzle an ox while it is treading out the grain.” Is it about oxen that God is concerned? 10
 Surely he says this for us, doesn’t he? Yes, this was written for us, because whoever plows and threshes should be able to do so in the hope of sharing in the harvest. 11
 If we have sown spiritual seed among you, is it too much if we reap a material harvest from you? 12
 If others have this right of support from you, shouldn’t we have it all the more?

But we did not use this right. On the contrary, we put up with anything rather than hinder the gospel of Christ.


13
 Don’t you know that those who serve in the temple get their food from the temple, and that those who serve at the altar share in what is offered on the altar? 14
 In the same way, the Lord has commanded that those who preach the gospel should receive their living from the gospel.


15
 But I have not used any of these rights. And I am not writing this in the hope that you will do such things for me, for I would rather die than allow anyone to deprive me of this boast. 16
 For when I preach the gospel, I cannot boast, since I am compelled to preach. Woe to me if I do not preach the gospel! 17
 If I preach voluntarily, I have a reward; if not voluntarily, I am simply discharging the trust committed to me. 18
 What then is my reward? Just this: that in preaching the gospel I may offer it free of charge, and so not make full use of my rights as a preacher of the gospel.

This passage is part of a larger argument wherein Paul forbids the Corinthians from participating in their local temple feasts. The Corinthians’ counterargument is largely theological: there is only one true God, so the “gods” that idols purport to represent do not actually exist. On that count, God doesn’t care if Christians eat food that has been offered to idols, let alone if they eat it at a temple. Paul counters by reminding the Corinthians of Israel’s years in the desert. They too believed in one God, yet their idolatrous practices resulted in their bodies being “scattered in the wilderness.”
37
 Idolatry, Paul argues, is the worship of demons, and one cannot presume to be a guest at both their table and the Lord’s.
38
 This was not the first time that Paul had forbidden this practice: in 1
 Cor 5
:9
 he refers to a previous letter (no longer extant, unfortunately) which contained similar instructions. As 1
 and 2
 Corinthians attest, this was hardly a settled issue.

Why was this instruction so difficult for the Corinthians to follow? Because these feasts provided the basic structure for social gatherings in Greco-Roman culture. Today we tend to think of idolatry in a much more religious and cultic sense. What ancient pagans did, however, was to gather in temples. Each guild had its own patron deity, and members would go to these temples to sacrifice food and present it on the god’s table. They would then hold a huge feast, which was frequently accompanied by sexual immorality and temple prostitutes. In those times, people would worship their god by eating in its presence on the most important days of the year.
39
 If you were a new Christian and part of a trade guild, there was a high social cost to avoiding these feasts. Hence the Corinthians’s argument: if idols are not even real gods, why can’t we just participate and enjoy the food? Yet Paul remains firm. In his view, this could jeopardize the faith of those without the same neat theological distinctions. Many Christians had developed a strong aversion to idolatry that was deeply woven into their nervous system, and such behavior could wind up destroying those for whom Christ died.

Paul’s instruction to forgo these rights brings us back to 1
 Cor 9
, where he writes: “Am I not free? Am I not an apostle? Have I not seen Jesus our Lord? Are you not the result of my work in the Lord? Even though I may not be an apostle to others, surely I am to you! For you are the seal of my apostleship in the Lord.”
40
 Having established his apostleship, Paul vigorously defends his right to receive the Corinthians’s support. “Don’t we have the right to food and drink? Don’t we have the right to take a believing wife along with us, as do the other apostles and the Lord’s brothers and Cephas? Or is it only I and Barnabas who lack the right to not work for a living? Who serves as a soldier at his own expense? Who plants a vineyard and does not eat its grapes?”
41
 Paul isn’t pulling any punches here—on the contrary, he masterfully exposes the irony in the Corinthians’s thinking.

It is in verse 12
, however, that we finally arrive at the crux of his argument. Immediately after proving his right to patronage, he declares that he has given it up—“But we did not use this right.” Why would Paul argue so fiercely for the right to their patronage, only to surrender it a moment later? “We put up with anything,” he explains, “rather than hinder the gospel of Christ.”
42
 This approach enables him to model the freedom of the gospel by preaching it without charge. And yet this freedom is not for his own benefit. “Though I am free and belong to no one,” he writes, “I have made myself a slave to everyone, to win as many as possible.”
43


In this passage, we have seen that Paul vigorously defends his right to the Corinthians’s support. This was necessary as they were contesting his apostleship on account of his refusal to accept their aid. Hence, Paul forcefully reasserts his right to patronage while refusing to claim its benefits. This is easy for us to miss, as most modern-day sermons point to this passage to endorse one’s right to be supported in ministry. Paul would agree, but his entire focus here is on the giving up
 of these rights. Why he did so will become clear below.

Paul on sharing in Christ’s shame: 1 Corinthians 4:8–13

If we turn back a few chapters, we can see some clues as to what may have shaped Paul’s thinking on this issue. In 1
 Cor 4
:8
–13
, he writes:


8
 Already you have all you want! Already you have become rich! You have begun to reign—and that without us! How I wish that you really had begun to reign so that we also might reign with you! 9
 For it seems to me that God has put us apostles on display at the end of the procession, like those condemned to die in the arena. We have been made a spectacle to the whole universe, to angels as well as to human beings. 10
 We are fools for Christ, but you are so wise in Christ! We are weak, but you are strong! You are honored, we are dishonored! 11
 To this very hour we go hungry and thirsty, we are in rags, we are brutally treated, we are homeless. 12
 We work hard with our own hands. When we are cursed, we bless; when we are persecuted, we endure it; 13
 when we are slandered, we answer kindly. We have become the scum of the earth, the garbage of the world—right up to this moment.

What a striking portrayal of apostleship! Paul sums up his experience by drawing on the imagery of an imperial victory procession marked by a massive parade.
44
 Such processions would usually culminate in Rome, where the triumphant general would be acclaimed for his conquest over a foreign people. At the tail end of the procession were the captives who were destined for execution in the Roman arena. Paul locates himself right in the company of these prisoners. He contrasts his lot with that of the Corinthians: “You are honored, we are dishonored.”
45
 Such words would not have been taken lightly in an honor/shame culture, and he paints a vivid picture of what this shame entails. “To this very hour,” he notes, “we go hungry and thirsty, we are in rags, we are brutally treated, we are homeless. We work hard with our own hands.” This was a veritable catalog of shame and dishonor.

Most shameful of all, however, was the final item in his description: “We work hard with our own hands.” Unless we understand how degrading this was in Paul’s day, we will miss his point. Indeed, this practice fueled much of the Corinthians’ disdain toward him. Here was a man who claimed to be an apostle of the risen Lord Jesus Christ, yet he lived in weakness and hunger, as a battered human being. This seemed utterly incongruous with his ministry. “If you’re an apostle of the risen Christ,” they reasoned, “your ministry should be powerful, or at least respectable!” Paul’s approach, however, was modeled on Christ himself. In 1
 Cor 1
–4
 he recounts the shame that Christ endured at his crucifixion. In the same way, a true apostle was to share in this shame by living a cruciform life. By working with his own hands, Paul was living out this call.

To understand how countercultural this was, we can turn to ancient accounts that describe how Greco-Roman philosophers maintained their livelihoods. The most favorable option was the practice of patronage, but this carried an inherent danger—the patron could easily dictate what the philosopher could or could not say.
46
 The next best option was to accept gifts (e.g., for teaching or giving lectures). The third option was to beg. And the fourth option was—you guessed it—to work with one’s own hands. This was the lowest that one could go; it was even below begging! No philosopher would stoop to this level. To miss this is to miss the gravity of Paul’s actions: in a culture of shame, people with privilege, dignity, and honor did not work with their own hands. Yet Paul freely accepted such work as a way to walk in the path of the Lord Jesus Christ.

Paul on love and community: 1 Thessalonians 4:9–12

Now that we have a better grasp of how Paul approached his work, we can return to his earlier correspondence with the Thessalonians. Let us start by looking at 1
 Thess 4
:9
–12
:


9
 Now about your love [philadelphia
] for one another we do not need to write to you, for you yourselves have been taught by God to love each other. 10
 And in fact, you do love all of God’s family [adelphos
] throughout Macedonia. Yet we urge you, brothers and sisters, to do so more and more, 11
 and to make it your ambition to lead a quiet life: You should mind your own business and work with your hands, just as we told you, 12
 so that your daily life may win the respect of outsiders and so that you will not be dependent on anybody.
47


Paul’s concern in this passage is with a specific kind of love: philadelphia
. We often translate this Greek word as “brotherly love,” but to do so here would miss his point entirely. The other key word in this passage is adelphos
, which refers to the family, or people, of God. Paul is therefore writing about love within the community of faith
—or philadelphia
, in short. After initially commending the Thessalonians for their love, he switches gears and urges them to aspire toward three things. First, they are to live in quietness: “Make it your ambition to lead a quiet life,” he writes (quietness, in this case, refers to a disposition).
48
 Second, he says to “mind your own business”—each is to focus on their own work. And third, they are to work with their own hands.

These instructions are directed toward a specific group of Thessalonians who were refusing to work, and who had thus become a destructive element in the community. They were doing the opposite of what Paul had instructed—being “busybodies” instead of being busy.
49
 He admonishes them again in 1
 Thess 5
:14
: “we urge you, brothers and sisters, warn those who are idle and disruptive [ataktoi
], encourage the disheartened, help the weak, be patient with everyone.” Apparently, the ataktoi
 were not just avoiding work, but were also causing unnecessary trouble. Paul’s concern was with how love was being shared within the community—as far as the ataktoi
 were concerned, it was only going one way. While the church was called to care for those in need, this group was not in need. On the contrary, they had stopped working and were now expecting others to provide for them.

Paul on working with one’s own hands: 2 Thessalonians 3:6–15

This brings us back to where our chapter first started, namely, to 2
 Thess 3
:6
–15
. As we saw earlier, this passage describes how Paul worked with his hands while ministering in Thessalonica:


6
 In the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, we command you, brothers and sisters, to keep away from every believer who is idle and disruptive and does not live according to the teaching you received from us. 7
 For you yourselves know how you ought to follow our example. We were not idle when we were with you, 8
 nor did we eat anyone’s food without paying for it. On the contrary, we worked night and day, laboring and toiling so that we would not be a burden to any of you. 9
 We did this, not because we do not have the right to such help, but in order to offer ourselves as a model for you to imitate. 10
 For even when we were with you, we gave you this rule: “The one who is unwilling to work shall not eat.”


11
 We hear that some among you are idle and disruptive. They are not busy; they are busybodies. 12
 Such people we command and urge in the Lord Jesus Christ to settle down and earn the food they eat. 13
 And as for you, brothers and sisters, never tire of doing what is good.


14
 Take special note of anyone who does not obey our instruction in this letter. Do not associate with them, in order that they may feel ashamed. 15
 Yet do not regard them as an enemy, but warn them as you would a fellow believer.
50


Let us briefly review our chronology up to this point. Paul accepted Lydia’s patronage in Philippi, but when he arrived in Thessalonica he chose to support himself by working with his own hands.
51
 He continued with this strategy in Corinth, and despite the significant controversy that it generated, it allowed him to speak boldly into their situation. Recall what he says in 1
 Cor 14
:37
: “If anyone thinks they are a prophet or otherwise gifted by the Spirit, let them acknowledge that what I am writing to you is the Lord’s command.” Try saying that to a church that’s paying your bills!

Paul’s freedom came from working with his own hands. Although such work was heavily looked down upon, it afforded him two great advantages. First, it gave him total freedom. Only a free person could choose to be a slave to all. Second, it enabled him to model a cruciform life for the Thessalonians. If an apostle
 was willing to stoop to this level, then those who were in the working class—and who were thus already accustomed to this form of labor—would surely be able to follow his example.

Paul’s key concern in this passage was not with “work” per se, but with the relationships in the church. Those who refused to work were exploiting the generosity of others and disrupting the community. Paul thus commands them to work: simply put, if they wouldn’t work, they wouldn’t eat. His concern was not to increase productivity or to provide a sophisticated theology, but to urge them toward obedience. God had given them work, and hands to work with. Through this work the ataktoi
 could supply their own needs instead of harming the community.

Why were they refusing to work? The traditional answer—that they were expecting the imminent return of Jesus—is almost certainly wrong and should be scrapped. Frankly, there is nothing in the text that supports this. Although 1
 Thessalonians speaks of the second coming, there is no evidence that the ataktoi
 had actually based their position around this belief. My hunch is that their attitude stemmed from a privileged (and mistaken) view of work. “As children of God,” they may have reasoned, “we are now above all menial tasks.” In a culture where the privileged were exempt from manual labor, such an approach may have had a certain appeal.
52


The gift of ministry in today’s world

What does all of this mean for our contemporary context? I believe it has particular relevance for those who serve Jesus Christ in what we typically think of as “full-time ministry.” Of course, it would probably be unrealistic for most pastors to follow Paul’s example and take up a second profession (although perhaps we should ask if our model should be closer to that of the house church than the megachurch). What I want to argue for here, however, is a biblical framework for understanding a minister’s salary. In my view, those who are financially supported by their churches must recognize that support as a gift
. At its core, it is not a wage, stipend, or payment for “services rendered.” It’s a gift. Everything is gift.

If you serve your church in some sort of paid role, then take this to heart: God has given you gifts, and you yourself are a gift to your congregation. Likewise, their support is a gift that should enable you to serve them well. The moment that we interpret this as a kind of payment, we’re in trouble. This gift is an opportunity to set your hands free so that you can do the work of the ministry. I cannot stress this enough. In fact, if a candidate who is applying for a pastoral position at my church wants to discuss their salary early on in the interview, I move on to the next applicant. Why? Because I cannot believe that a person who puts the topic of finances at the top of their list has a biblical bone in their body. They need to get saved! That is, they need to get saved in the sense of truly becoming what God has saved us for
. Paul himself also urges us to recognize that everything is a gift. In 1
 Cor 4
:7
 he asks, “What do you have that you did not receive? And if you did receive it, why do you boast as though you did not?” To be clear, I am not against the idea of a pastor having a salary. What I am
 against is the notion that the pastor’s salary is essentially a wage, rather than a gift.

To conclude, we must remember that the entire people of God—including both the laity and the clergy—are ministers who are called to serve in all times, places, and circumstances. God has granted gifts to all of us, and each person is called to represent him in their particular sphere. His calling sanctifies the work of our hands and empowers us to serve him faithfully, with the full range of our skills and talents. As we see in Paul’s letters, the New Testament recognizes the dignity of human labor and embraces the gift of working with one’s hands. Furthermore, it invites those who serve in pastoral ministry to view the support that they receive as a gift from the community—one that frees them to shepherd their flock so that all might share in the work of bringing the gospel to the marketplace, and to the world.



25
. This is not an easy task for me, because I worry that it could leave me vulnerable to the accusation of being a workaholic. My problem, of course, is that all I do is play! I have to learn to slow down now and then and play at a slower pace. In any case, I must admit that my work doesn’t fit neatly into Paul’s category of working with one’s own hands.

26
. Here, Paul is referring to the experience of feeling cultural shame.

27
. Acts 16
:15
, my own translation. I was not able to persuade the Committee on Bible Translation to render the Greek term oikos
 as “household,” but I will translate it that way here as that is what the word is referring to.

28
. This kind of care for widows is described more fully in 1
 Tim 5
, especially in verse 16
.

29
. As noted in the previous chapter, my perspective on this theme is articulated in greater (but hopefully still accessible) detail in the introduction to my commentary on Philippians: Fee, Paul’s Letter to the Philippians
, 1
–53
.

30
. 2
 Cor 11
:8
–9
.

31
. 1
 Cor 11
:1
–4
.

32
. 2
 Cor 11
:5
–11
.

33
. 2
 Cor 11
:5
.

34
. 2
 Cor 11
:7
.

35
. 2
 Cor 11
:23
, 27
.

36
. 2
 Cor 12
:13
.

37
. 1
 Cor 10
:5
.

38
. 1
 Cor 10
:20
–21
.

39
. Even Israel’s worship revolved around feasts. Read through the Old Testament, and you will find that eating in the presence of one’s god is a common practice all the way through up to Daniel. There, the king and his retinue are feasting in a temple when the God of Israel begins to write on the wall (Dan 5
:5
–6
).

40
. 1
 Cor 9
:1
–2
.

41
. 1
 Cor 9
:5
–7
.

42
. 1
 Cor 9
:12
.

43
. 1
 Cor 9
:18
–19
.

44
. 1
 Cor 4
:9
.

45
. 1
 Cor 4
:10
.

46
. This is also one of the greatest challenges for paid clergy. The congregation can function as a patron and silence the prophetic voice, since they pay the bills.

47
. Editor’s note: the verb philadelphia
 is actually conjugated as philadelphias
 in verse 9
, and adelphos
 is conjugated as adelphous
 in verse 10
. We have used the most basic forms of these words for simplicity’s sake.

48
. This is the same word that has unfortunately been translated as “be silent” in 1
 Tim 2
:12
, where Paul writes about women teaching. This has nothing to do with being silent—rather, it is about a person’s manner of life.

49
. Paul uses this exact wordplay in 2
 Thess 3
:11
.

50
. 2
 Thess 3
:6
–15
.

51
. Paul’s reasons for this are not completely clear. I suspect that he intuited something when he moved from Philippi to Thessalonica that led him to make this decision.

52
. Of course, we cannot know for certain what they were thinking—all we know is that they were not working, and that this was causing disruption in the community.
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Living Sacrifices

The Ministry of Christ’s Body in the World

Introduction


T
hroughout the course of this book, we have been seeking to uncover how Paul understood vocation, work, and ministry. In chapter 1
 we looked at the meaning of vocation
, and I suggested that there was no New Testament equivalent for its modern definition as one’s “occupation” or “profession.” We saw that Paul’s usage of “calling” does not refer to one’s occupation, but to God’s summons to be joined to his Son, and thus to his people. Within that call, we are summoned to live as God’s people regardless of our current workplace or station in life. Our primary call is to belong to God.

In chapter 2
, we explored how early Christian households functioned as workplaces, and focused specifically on the relational dynamics between its different members. The role and identity of the pater familias
—who alone held patria potestas
—was especially paramount, as he set the tone for how Christianity would (or would not) be lived out within the household.

In the third chapter we set our sights on Paul’s understanding of work
, noting how he intentionally decided to support himself by working with his own hands. This culturally shameful practice helped him to conform his apostleship to Christ’s own pattern of suffering, and also served as an example to those who were exploiting the community instead of offering up their lives for its sake.

This brings us to our final chapter, where we come to the most difficult, delicate, and dangerous of these three words: ministry
. Our approach will support the idea that every member of the church has a ministry—a notion often referred to as “the ministry of the whole people of God.” But because many Christians have had only minimal exposure to the biblical texts that speak of ministry in this way, I have decided to focus on a very well-known passage: Rom 12
:1
–8
.

Before we begin, a brief note on terminology. When we use the words “minister” or “ministry,” we are following a long tradition of biblical translation (stretching back to the King James Version and William Tyndale) that renders the Greek words diakonos
 and diakonia
 in this manner. The New Testament, however, never actually refers to what we would today call “the clergy.” That word would not have meant anything to Paul. In the New Testament, diakonos
 does not refer to an office, except when used in the later Pauline letters to refer to some who are called diakonoi
. Today we do not translate that term as “minister,” but as “deacon.” This is a direct transliteration from Greek to English, and the word was originally rendered this way to distinguish it from the term episkopos
, which also appears in the same passages.

But in its Pauline context, diakonos
 does not
 refer to an office. We usually assume that we are being biblical when we speak of “being in ministry,” or being “called to the ministry.” That’s the language that I grew up with—in fact, that’s the language that I used when, as a young teenager, I announced that I felt called to ministry. From that point on I was treated differently from the other young people in the church, because I had somehow become more special on that account. The fact that the church granted me such treatment is an indication of how poorly we read the New Testament. It would have found this notion to be completely foreign. Indeed, the word “ministry” in the New Testament is about the people of God in the service of others. Most of the time, it is used in reference to the relationships within the faith community, as well as to those who do not know Christ.

The misuse of this word is similar to what I have often said about the word “love,” which has been tragically destroyed in our culture. “Love” now refers to the feelings that I might have toward you, and it is primarily oriented around me, not you. That has very little to do with the biblical understanding of agape
. I often say that love is not a noun, but a verb, and the moment that you turn it into a noun, you are in trouble. The same is true with joy. Joy is a verb. It is “rejoice,” not merely a feeling that one might happen to have. It is an activity, an action. Similarly, ministry, in the biblical sense of diakonos
 or diakonia
, is an activity. It is not an idea, or a thing, or a noun. Even when it is used as a noun, it is verbal. And it is always chiefly about service to others.

The argument of Romans

The reason I turn to Rom 12
:1
–8
 is that it is a wonderful summary of what is necessary for all of God’s people to minister in this way. But we cannot start in Rom 12
; we need to first understand the general argument of Romans as a whole.
53
 Despite its long history of being read as a compendium of Pauline theology with an emphasis on the doctrine of justification by faith, this is simply not what it is. Luther and Calvin taught us to read the book this way, and they were 95
 percent correct. But the 5
 percent which they got wrong has led us to misread this marvelous text for many years.

A faithful interpretation of Romans must be predicated on the totality of Paul’s argument, which begins in Rom 1
:16
, and which concludes with his benediction in Rom 15
:13
. He presents this argument to the church in Rome, which was composed of Jews and gentiles, and which was dealing with the tensions of welcoming back Jews who had been kicked out of Rome over ten years earlier. By this time the church had become primarily gentile, and the tension between the Jewish and gentile Christians had grown into a very thorny issue. Paul’s goal was to get both parties in the Roman church to embrace his life’s calling and passion, which was the gentile mission.

From beginning to end, Romans is driven by the call to bring Jew and gentile together as the one people of God. This would happen through justification by faith, but the book as a whole does not revolve around this doctrine. Rather, it is primarily about the Jews and gentiles uniting as God’s people. And the only way this could happen was through the work of Christ in the Spirit. I would suggest that with this hint alone, you could go back to read Romans and emerge with a very clear picture of what is going on.

The story, then, is about the fulfillment of the Abrahamic covenant. God chose the Jews precisely so that he could bless the nations. His aim has always been to restore what went wrong in Eden, so he chooses one people in order to bless the nations. The prophets never miss this—it hass always been a strong element in their thinking. One day, the gentiles will join God’s people and go up to Jerusalem to worship Yahweh. Paul understands his calling as one of bringing this covenant—and hence Yahweh’s longing to gather the nations together as his people—closer to its fulfillment.

God’s way of pulling this off, so to speak, is by bypassing the law. That is why the law gets such negative press in Romans, because God himself does an “end run” around it! The only possible way for Jews and gentiles to become the one people of God is by offering them a righteousness on the basis of grace, which is manifested in Christ Jesus and made available to them through faith alone. Think of the text that we know so well, but which we almost never quote in context: “for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.”
54
 We often cite this when evangelizing to make sure that people know they are not up to God’s standards. But Paul’s main point is that the gentiles (who don’t have access to the law) and the Jews (who do
 have access to it) both
 fall short of that glory.
55


The whole argument of Rom 2
 hinges on the fact that the Jews think they have an advantage with God because they have Torah (that is, the Mosaic law). Paul’s rebuttal runs something like this: “The gentiles who supposedly don’t have Torah demonstrate by their actions that they actually do
. Meanwhile, you who have the Torah don’t obey it, so the fact that you have it gives you no advantage whatsoever.” Everyone is equally disadvantaged by sin. Both Jew and gentile have fallen short of the glory of God, so both must receive grace through faith. Indeed, most of the first eight chapters of Romans are an attempt to establish that God had to “short-circuit” his Torah, since it did not offer any advantages for Israel and turned out to be absolutely ineffective in curbing sin. This is what Rom 7
 is about—the Torah’s powerlessness vis-à-vis sin.

Chapters 3
–6
 and 8
 provide a wonderful demonstration of how God, by sending his Son and giving us his Holy Spirit, has accomplished what the law could not do. Paul expounds upon this through a marvelous theological move that most translators are not quite sure how to deal with. While discussing the Torah in chapter 7
, he essentially says, “The law was given but was accompanied by another law—the law of sin that leads to death.”
56
 He is fascinated by the dynamics of the law and its power, so he begins Rom 8
 by declaring: “Therefore, there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus, because through Christ Jesus the law of the Spirit who gives life has set you free from the law of sin and death.”
57


Through this twist Paul is saying, “Oh, but there’s another
 law.” Think of how audacious it was for him to frame the Spirit as a kind of “law”—only he could get away with this! The law of the Spirit, Paul insists, does away with its first two predecessors. It even brings life, for what the Torah could not do, God himself did through Jesus Christ. And the purpose of this was that “the righteous requirement of the law might be fully met in us, who do not live according to the flesh but according to the Spirit.”
58


At this point, chapters 9
–11
 take up the question of how God’s faithfulness relates to Israel’s unfaithfulness. Without delving into too much detail, Paul’s answer emerges toward the end of chapter 9
, where he notes that God had always planned that there would be a remnant of Israelites and gentiles who would become his one, united people through faith. In fact, Paul still holds out hope for Israel, but it is a hope that is no longer based on Torah. Instead, it is based on God’s faithfulness and mercy. In the marvelous language of Charles Wesley’s hymn, “’Tis mercy all, immense and free, and oh my God, it found out me.”
59
 This mercy is not the result of Israel’s lineage or history. Although it continues to hold these things in view, Israel’s hope now rests entirely on God’s grace.

This brings us to the last major section of Romans, which begins with the passage that will soon become this chapter’s central focus. But before we proceed, I must stress that Rom 12
–15
 are not an afterthought to the doctrine of justification by faith. To the contrary, chapters 14
 and 15
 are where the argument has been heading all along. Theology is useless if it has no bearing on our behavior. Paul’s purpose in writing Romans was not merely to change how people thought
, but how they lived
.

One of the key questions for the Roman church was how kosher-keeping Jews and non-kosher gentiles could come together as the one people of God. Paul’s entire argument builds toward Romans 15
:5
–6
, which proclaims that “with one voice Jew and Gentile together will glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.”
60
 This was the objective of his letter. Paul then cites a string of Old Testament passages about gentile inclusion, the last of which speaks of their shared hope in Israel’s messiah, the Root of Jesse.
61


This in turn raised the question of how Jew and gentile could truly be united. How could they be the one people of God if some were adhering to Jewish practices (e.g., observing the Sabbath, circumcision, and food laws) while others were not? These practices were a constant point of contention for Paul, as they were integral to Jewish identity throughout the Diaspora. For now, he skips the question of circumcision as it is not relevant to salvation. Instead, he focuses on how those who have been saved can live a shared life on the basis of a common foundation: namely, by having faith in Jesus Christ and walking in the Spirit. This brings us to our key passage, Rom 12
:1
–8
.

Ministering as living sacrifices: Romans 12:1–8


1
 Therefore, I urge you, brothers and sisters, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God—this is your true and proper worship. 2
 Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will.


3
 For by the grace given me I say to every one of you: Do not think of yourself more highly than you ought, but rather think of yourself with sober judgment, in accordance with the faith God has distributed to each of you. 4
 For just as each of us has one body with many members, and these members do not all have the same function, 5
 so in Christ we, though many, form one body, and each member belongs to all the others. 6
 We have different gifts, according to the grace given to each of us. If your gift is prophesying, then prophesy in accordance with your faith; 7
 if it is serving, then serve; if it is teaching, then teach; 8
 if it is to encourage, then give encouragement; if it is giving, then give generously; if it is to lead, do it diligently; if it is to show mercy, do it cheerfully.
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Let me repeat that we must not approach Rom 12
:1
–8
 as though it were some sort of tacked-on afterthought. Our lived ethical practices are not secondary to the “real stuff” of theology. This is
 the real stuff. If our theology does not work at this level, then something is desperately wrong with how we have received and internalized the good news.

To that end, these eight verses tie everything that Paul has previously said into the next phase of his argument. When he writes, “I appeal to you on the basis of the mercies of God,” he is referring to the entire exposition that has just preceded.
63
 This takes us all the way back to the beginning of the letter, and incorporates Paul’s whole argument through Romans up to this point. As we just saw, the main thrust of Rom 9
–11
 was to show that the Jews and gentiles were on the same footing before God—both were entirely reliant upon his mercy. The gentiles had now received mercy because of the Jews; conversely, Israel’s rejection meant that they were no better off than the gentiles, as now they
 had become the branches who were cut off from the root. Yet in his mercy, God was now using the obedience of the gentiles to woo Israel back to himself, so that they might be regrafted into his people. Mercy has always been the one constant for both Jew and gentile, just as it is for us today. It’s as recipients of mercy that we are moved to share God’s mercy with others. Everything is grace, and God is a god of mercy.

In Rom 12
:1
, Paul urges us, in view of these mercies, to “present your bodies.” This is a direct echo of the language that he uses in chapter 6
. Pay attention to Rom 6
:12
–13
 in particular: “
Therefore do not let sin reign in your mortal body so that you obey its evil desires. Do not offer any part of yourself to sin as an instrument of wickedness, but rather offer yourselves to God as those who have been brought from death to life; and offer every part of yourself to him as an instrument of righteousness.” When Paul says “do not let sin reign in your mortal bodies,” he is not arguing that sin somehow exists in the flesh of one’s body. Rather, to speak of the “mortal body” was a way of identifying us in light of our present humanity. This is something we all share in common—we all have mortal bodies. It is in our very humanity that sin is to reign no more. Then in Rom 6
:13
 Paul writes, “no longer present your members as instruments of unrighteousness unto sin, but present yourselves to God.”
64
 Here he uses the same verb, “present,” as in Rom 12
:1
. To be a living sacrifice means to present
 your bodies. Sin no longer reigns; present your bodies as those who are alive from the dead.

The specifics that follow spell out what it means to present oneself as a living sacrifice. This notion of “presenting our bodies” alludes to the Old Testament sacrificial system. It is one of the rare places, in fact, where Paul directly invokes the imagery of temple sacrifice. This only occurs three times throughout his letters (excluding his use of the word “blood,” which always refers to sacrifice). Since he was an apostle to the gentiles, Paul seldom needed to draw upon such vocabulary. It was not that the gentiles were unaware of this system; on the contrary, it is more likely that in Paul’s mind these sacrifices had been so completely fulfilled in Christ. So it is striking that he draws us back to this imagery and calls us to be “a living sacrifice,” holy and well-pleasing to God.

Paul then qualifies this description with a word that is nearly impossible to translate into English: logikos
, which is derived from the Greek word, logos
.
65
 (The English word “logical” is directly descended from this term.) When I was working on my book, God’s Empowering Presence
, I remember sitting at the dining table and complaining to my wife, Maudine, about how difficult it was to translate this word.
66
 Historically, it had been rendered in so many ways that every possible variant seemed like it would send people down the wrong path. The King James Version uses “reasonable service,” which is actually fairly accurate. The problem is that in English, the word “reasonable” does not have much to do with reason anymore.

For this reason, others began to translate Paul’s phrase as “spiritual service.” Now, “spiritual” is what I call an “accordion word”: that is, a word with so many possible meanings that it constantly changes depending on how much air is blown into it. Of all the accordion words in the New Testament, “spiritual” must be the worst—it almost never really means what people think it means.
67
 Furthermore, in popular usage the word “spiritual” rarely has anything to do with the Holy Spirit. Usually it gets flattened to a sort of vague, personalized interiority.

Remember, logikos
 is not a Jewish word—it is Greek. So in this verse Paul is drawing upon ideas from the Jewish sacrificial system, but expressing them in very Greek terms. Unsurprisingly, logikos
 had to do with the activity of the mind. But the word does not just refer to mental activity, as it was mostly used to distinguish human beings from animals. Human beings were “logikos
”—they were rational beings who could think, reason, and understand. In that vein, philosophers would often use the term to describe the differences between humans and other creatures. Here is a line from the Stoic philosopher Epictetus, for example: “If, indeed, I were a nightingale, I should be singing as a nightingale. If I were a swan, as a swan. But as it is, I am logikos
, therefore I must be singing hymns of praise to God.”
68
 While Epictetus certainly was not referring to Yahweh, his point was that we owe “God” a response that reflects our capacity for thought, reasoning, and understanding.

I am convinced that Paul deliberately uses logikos
 to refer back to the first chapter of Romans. This is especially evident in his description of gentile sinfulness in Rom 1
:20
–23
:


20
 For since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities—his eternal power and divine nature—have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that people are without excuse. 21
 For although they knew God, they neither glorified him as God nor gave thanks to him, but their thinking
 became futile and their foolish hearts were darkened. 22
 Although they claimed to be wise, they became fools 23
 and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images made to look like a mortal human being and birds and animals and reptiles.
69


This is the ultimate downfall of the logikos
 mind. We have been created in God’s image to glorify him, but instead we make gods out of material things and declare, “These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you out of Egypt!” Paul’s use of logikos
 is a direct reference to this tendency. To highlight this, Maudine suggested the translation, “the sacrifice that makes sense”—that is, the sacrifice that makes sense for human beings who know what God has made them to be. This is close to what Paul was trying to convey, which was the service or ministry of a rational mind that has been created in God’s image and renewed by the Spirit. Paul is speaking of what such a mind can offer to God. But this does not easily lend itself to a one-word translation.

All this, of course, builds toward verse 2
, which contains Paul’s key point. First, we present ourselves as living sacrifices, which is what a new creation with a renewed logikos
 mind would do. Then Paul says that we are not to be “conformed.” Our minds are to stand over and against this present age in a very countercultural way. This is easily one of the most difficult texts that I have wrestled with as a pastor, professor, and follower of Jesus, because this age is hell-bent on conforming us to its mindset. And this happens to us mostly through the insidious process of osmosis.

I have a strong aversion to the commercial nature of American and Canadian television, but I have learned to sit through the ads in order to come face-to-face with what the world is selling: namely, a shared consumerist mentality that dominates our culture. This is frightening beyond imagination, and we are constantly imbibing these messages at every turn. We live in a society where getting ahead is widely considered to be an essential part of what it means to be human. This fallacy is broadcasted incessantly, and it is now our culture’s highest value. No wonder cruciformity is so difficult for Christians to hear and understand!
70
 Those of us who teach in churches must understand how inimical our society is to the way of the cross. We are utterly immersed in a culture that tries to conform us to a pagan worldview that will soon pass away.

For good reason, then, Paul’s concern is that we would become living sacrifices with minds that are renewed and transformed by the Spirit, so that we can continually be remade in God’s image. And no, God doesn’t care if we get ahead or not. What he cares about is whether we live out his ministry in this world—whether we live out his call to active, humble service.

“Be not conformed, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind.” Friends, we cannot do this just by singing charismatic choruses. I am not going to delve into any church music debates, but music is an educative process in itself. Ultimately we learn to follow God by exalting him, and in doing so we are reminded that our minds must be continually renewed and shaped into his image. And we know what that image is, because his Son bears the perfect image of the Father in his humanity. Just a few chapters before this, in Rom 8
:29
, Paul says that we are being conformed into the image of his Son—that is our goal! Our task as pastors is to be immersed in the Spirit so that through our lives, God might create communities of people who enthusiastically lay hold of their ministries. This means giving themselves sacrificially to the world and to each other. That
 is ministry; that is what Jesus was about. And to be conformed to his likeness means that our minds must be captured by God, not by the advertising industry. This demands nothing less than the constant giving of ourselves.

What is the reason for all of this? Let’s come back to Rom 12
:2
: “Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will.” When the apostle speaks of knowing “what God’s will is,” he is not talking about where to work or who to marry. Rather, he is concerned with whether or not we are living godly lives in this world. To know “what God’s will is” refers to God’s purposes for the human race, for Jew and gentile. It is in light of these purposes that Paul now directs us to the imagery of the body, which he also uses in 1
 Corinthians.

Notice how he begins: “For by the grace given me I say to every one of you: Do not think of yourself more highly than you ought, but rather think of yourself with sober judgment, in accordance with the faith God has distributed to each of you.”
71
 Such “sober judgment” requires that we assess ourselves not in comparison with one another, but in relation to God’s own image, Jesus Christ. Likewise, to evaluate ourselves “in accordance with the faith God has distributed” is to affirm the distinct apportionment of faith that God has granted to different people. Here Paul is not talking about saving faith, but the specific gifts that God allocates to us as we place our faith in him—gifts which should ultimately be shared with Christ’s body, the community of faith.

Paul’s argument is that each person, whether Jew or gentile, must conform their lives to Christ. Once this is in place, then each person is free to exercise their gifts to their fullest extent. If your gift is prophecy, prophesy! If it’s teaching, teach! If it’s showing mercy, then show mercy! And so forth. Note that Paul isn’t even attempting to be comprehensive with these examples—he’s offering an ad hoc sampling of the rich diversity of ministries found within the body of Christ. In addition, these gifts also have a strong incarnational dimension. Christ was born in a body like ours; he suffered, was crucified, was raised to life, and now—as prophesied in Psalm 110
—he sits at the right hand of God, crushing his enemies under his feet. Yet at the same time, his body, the church, still remains on earth. The incarnation is still present in the world. Christ ministers here and now through us, his church.

In Rom 12
:6
–8
, Paul makes no comparisons between gifts. God’s gifts, he affirms, are so diverse and bountiful that the body needs each of them in order to function and be whole. Each part is essential, which means that the church must stop thinking in terms of “clergy” and “laity.” We must stop equating “the ministry” with what pastors do. Instead, we must learn to speak of the ministry of Christ’s body in the world, so that we can celebrate the full, manifold expression of God’s gifts to his people. An encouraging example of this are churches that do not merely recognize those who serve in official ministries (e.g., Sunday School teachers), but who also publicly pray for and bless those in other occupations. Imagine laying hands on the lawyers in your church, and commissioning them to practice law as a form of ministry in a world where the word “lawyer” is almost equivalent to an expletive. To pray for them is to recognize their work as a place where Christ’s ministry can be exercised in our world.

It is time for the church to sanctify these kinds of callings, as they challenge us to be fully present in the world, and to embody Christ there. Such a task requires a renewed mind and a public, unequivocal affirmation that we are his body. There is only one head to our body, and it is not the local pastor, regardless of what he or she may think. That head is the Lord Jesus Christ. His desire is that we would function under him who, as our head, supplies us with everything that we need to live as God’s people in both the church and the world. That
 is ministry: the person who, with a renewed mind, conforms themselves to the image of Christ by offering their life in service to the world.



53
. For more on this argument, see the introduction to Romans in the commentary section of Fee, God’s Empowering Presence
.

54
. Rom 3
:23
.

55
. See Rom 1
 for Paul’s account of the gentiles, and Rom 2
 for his account of the Jews.

56
. Rom 7
:1
–12
.

57
. Rom 8
:1
–2
.

58
. Rom 8
:4
.

59
. From Charles Wesley’s hymn, “And Can It Be That I Should Gain.”

60
. Editor’s note: this is a slight paraphrase of Rom 15
:6
. The word “you” (second-person plural) has been substituted with “Jew and Gentile.”

61
. Rom 15
:7
–12
.

62
. Rom 12
:1
–8
.

63
. Rom 12
:1
.

64
. Editor’s note: this appears to be Fee’s own translation.

65
. Editor’s note: logikos
 is conjugated as logiken
 in the actual verse.

66
. Fee, God’s Empowering Presence.


67
. Editor’s note: for more on this subject, see Fee, “On Getting the Spirit Back,” 36
–44
.

68
. Epictetus, Discourses
, 111
.

69
. Emphasis mine.

70
. Editor’s note: for more on the Pauline theme of cruciformity, see Gorman, Cruciformity.


71
. Rom 12
:3
.
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