Dear list members. This is a stimulating discussion. I am going to send a couple messages with excerpts from some conference papers that I hope can further our discussion. I am a graduate of Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary and at present serve as a missionary for the ELS in Lima, Peru. This will be long, a couple pages, on Ephesians 4:11-12. The Greek will probably not come through. I apologize for that. I hope it will be helpful, even if only tangentially.

In Christ,

David Haeuser

11. Kai; aujto;" e[dwken tou;" me;n ajpostovlou", tou;" de; profhvta", tou;" de; eujaggelistav", tou;" de; poimevna" kai; didaskavlou",
And he himself gave some as apostles, some as prophets, some as evangelists, some as shepherds and teachers.

In verse 7 Paul spoke of Christ as the giver of special and different spiritual gifts to each Christian. After his brief digression to describe the giver of the gifts, he now turns his attention to the purpose of the gifts, with special reference to those individuals whom he gives to exercise their gifts in performing the duties of certain offices in the church. The grammar seems to indicate four groups here, indicated by tou;" me;n … tou;" dev. The construction is distributive, some belong to one group, some to another. The first of the groups is the apostles. They are the foundation of the church through their inspired writings, the special witnesses whom Christ appointed to be the permanent teachers of the church through the inspiration of the Spirit. The prophets were probably persons in the New Testament church who received special revelations of the Spirit to guide the congregations in specific circumstances in the time before the Scriptures were finalized. Evangelists would be those who were sent out to establish new congregations rather than pastors of fixed congregations. Pastors and teachers, the fourth category, would be those who had responsibility in specific congregations for the spiritual care and nourishment of the members. While there are many other spiritual gifts (see the enumeration in Romans 12 and 1 Corinthians 12), Paul here lists only those gifts which have to do with the public ministry of the word. Some exercise this ministry in one form, others in another, “Are all apostles? Are all prophets? Are all teachers?” (1 Cor. 12:29), yet all those who are in the public ministry are gifts of the ascended Lord to his church. 

While this verse presupposes that God also gives to the individuals those gifts that are necessary to carry out the particular form of ministry which is commended to them (v. 7), it should be noted that in this verse it is the men themselves that are Christ’s gifts to the church so that they might carry out God’s purpose of blessing his church through them.

 Stoeckhardt emphasizes that Christ gave these individuals to the church:

No one can fail to see that this is true in the case of the Apostles, who were inspired by God, and also of the prophets, to whom God gave revelations. But also the regular shepherds or pastors of the individual congregations, in short, all Christian preachers are gifts of Christ to His Church. That does not exclude the human preparation for this office. Those who are willing to serve in this office and have the proper ability are to be educated and trained for this work and are then to be called by the congregations, which have the right and duty to extend such a call. The exalted Christ, however, is the One who creates in them the will, the determination, to serve Him in His Church; He also blesses their study, adds spiritual gifts of grace to the natural abilities, bestows upon them a special measure of His Spirit, opens to them the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven, and in this way renders them “apt to teach” didaktikouv". He, Christ, is also the One who through the congregation calls them into their specific office and places them where He will. It is in this way that Christ gives to His Church shepherds and teachers. Moreover, after He has done this, He still assists them, does not withdraw His helping hand from them, but endows them with His Spirit, gifts, and spiritual devotion to render them ever more able and skillful to perform the work of the Gospel ministry of the New Testament. (Stoeckhardt, p. 201).

It is sometimes pejoratively said of certain individuals that “they think they’re God’s gift to the church”. When it is a reaction to an improper pride or a domineering spirit in carrying out the office, the attitude of such ministers deserves censure. They above all should be examples to the flock of the humility, meekness, patience and forbearing mentioned in verse 2. Nevertheless, in the sense of this passage, all those in the public ministry should recognize that they are Christ’s gift to the church, with all the responsibility that this implies. They are in the office not for their own gain or convenience, nor for the sake of honor or prestige, but only because Christ himself wishes to benefit the church through their ministry. It should humble us and make us redouble our efforts to understand, teach, preach and apply the word to the members who are commended to our spiritual care. 

At the same time, the members of the congregation should recognize that their evangelists, shepherds and teachers have been given for their benefit by God himself, and thus humbly receive their faithful proclamation of the word. Only thus will the purpose which Paul expresses in the remainder of this text be realized. 

v. 12. pro;" to;n katartismo;n tw`n aJgivwn eij" e[rgon diakoniva", eij" oijkodomh;n tou` swvmato" tou` Cristou`,
to prepare the saints for their work of service, to build up the body of Christ,

This verse also has given rise to a great variety of interpretations. It obviously depends on the previous verse. The question is how each element of this verse relates to verse 11. There are three prepositional phrases in the verse, one that begins with prov", the other two beginning with eij". The first question is whether there are three phrases, each of which depends independently on verse 10, giving three functions of those who are named as belonging to the public ministry of the word, or whether this verse names one or possibly two purposes for which God gave apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors and teachers to the church, with the other phrase or phrases rather naming the result of the first purpose.

Some take this verse as giving three functions or purposes of the public ministry, “to prepare the saints, to do the work of the ministry, to build up the body of Christ”. The editors of the Nestle Aland text could have indicated this as their preference if they had placed a comma after the word aJgivwn. The punctuation is a late addition to the Biblical manuscripts, however, and so despite the editors’ tipping their hand here by omitting to place a comma in that position, we cannot appeal to the punctuation of this edition of the Greek text as being decisive against this interpretation. 

Others take the first phrase as giving a purpose of Christ’s giving the individuals named as gifts to the church, with the second phrase indicating the intended result of carrying out this first purpose, yielding: “to prepare the saints for their work of service”. In this interpretation the second phrase does not describe the work of the public ministry, but rather the service of whatever kind that takes place among the members when those in the public ministry prepare the saints by their faithful public and private proclamation of the word and administration of the sacraments so that all the saints may serve one another in love. 

This still leaves the last phrase. Is it a third function of the public ministry, or a second function of the public ministry, or is it something that results when the members of the congregation serve one another? Again, all three positions are represented in the commentaries. The two chief options are to see it as what results when the saints, the members, carry out their work of service, or to see it as one of the functions of the ministers of the word mentioned in the previous verse. Since the true edification of the church occurs through the means of grace, the gospel in word and sacrament, it seems preferable to take this as a direct result of the proclamation of the word by those whom Christ has given to the church for that purpose. On the other hand, the other opinion is not impossible either, in light of 1 Thessalonians 5:11: “Therefore encourage one another and build each other up, just as in fact you are doing.” 

Luther comments on this passage that the second great office of the ascended Christ is that “he gives and abundantly distributes gifts to men, that is, he sends them the Holy Spirit, and adorns them with many gifts, as Paul demonstrates them in Ephesians 4:11-12: ‘Christ’, he says, ‘has placed some as apostles, some as prophets, some as evangelists, some as pastors and teachers, that all the saints might be prepared for the work of service, so that by this the body of Christ would be built up’, etc. That is, he gives so many gifts among his believers so that the gospel would be preached in many languages throughout the world, and many sinners brought to faith, grow in grace and knowledge and be saved. It contributes to this purpose that one interpret the Scripture, another have the ability to test the spirits, a third know many languages, and others interpret, etc, 1 Cor. 12:8 ff.”[1]
On the other hand, Melanchthon, in the Treatise on the Power and Primacy of the Pope, writes: “For wherever the Church is, there is the authority [command] to administer the Gospel. Therefore it is necessary for the Church to retain the authority to call, elect, and ordain ministers. And this authority is a gift which in reality is given to the Church, which no human power can wrest from the Church, as Paul also testifies to the Ephesians when he says, Eph 4, 8: He ascended, He gave gifts to men. And he enumerates among the gifts specially belonging to the Church pastors and teachers, and adds that such are given for the ministry, for the edifying of the body of Christ.” [2] Thus Luther appears to interpret the passage as giving one main purpose of the ministry, preparing the saints for their work of service by which the church will be edified, while Melanchthon appears to see three separate functions (two of which he mentions, the work of the ministry and the edification of the church) of those who hold the office of the public ministry.

Stoeckhardt takes the second phrase as primary: the individuals are “given and appointed to the ‘work of ministering,’ or ‘the business of the service,’ and this ministering is the ‘building up of the body of Christ,’ of the church; it consists therefore in teaching and preaching.” He sees the first phrase as dependent on this primary purpose: “The purpose, however, of this service is the ‘perfecting of the saints.’”

Lenski sees it much as Luther does, that the saints are to be prepared “for ministration work”, and calls attention to the lack of articles in the phrase “eij" e[rgon diakoniva"”. He affirms: “This is not the Christian ministry as some have thought. It is a task of ministering to each other, for ‘ministry’ signifies a service rendered to benefit others.” He considers the upbuilding of the body of Christ to be the result of this service of all the saints one to another.

Westcott says that “the work of the ministry is directed to the preparation of the saints … Every believer is charged with the duty of personal service to his fellow believers and to his fellowmen … and has some part in building up the fabric of the Christian society.”

Some of Barth’s comments are especially unfortunate. He says, for instance, “All the saints, (and among them, each saint) are enabled by the four or five types of servants enumerated in 4:11 to fulfill the ministry given to them, so that the whole church is taken into Christ’s service and given missionary substance, purpose, and structure. This interpretation challenges both the aristocratic-clerical and the triumphalistic-ecclesiastical exposition of 4:11-12. It unmasks them as arbitrary distortions of the text. Are, therefore, the existence and function of a clergy simply dispensable? Indeed, the traditional distinction between clergy and laity does not belong in the church. Rather, the whole church, the community of all the saints together, is the clergy appointed by God for a ministry to and for the world.”[3] Barth does not deny the special function of the men who are listed as gifts in verse 11, and expresses a correct application of the verse when he says: “the dignity and usefulness of the special ministers given to the church are as large or small as their effectiveness in making every church member, including the smallest and most despised, an evangelist in his own home and environment”[4], but the verse clearly distinguishes between the e[rgon diakoniva", the work of service, of all the members of the congregation and the special function of the ministers of the word who are to prepare them for this work. To call all Christians clergy only creates confusion between the universal priesthood of all believers and the called ministry which the exalted Christ gives to the church. 

The Greek work διακονία is not in the first place a technical term for what we generally think of as “the ministry”. It and the related verb διακονέω is the general word for service. The angels performed διακονία for Jesus after his temptation by the devil (Mar. 1:13). Peter’s mother in law did the same for Jesus and his disciples after Jesus had healed her (Mar. 1:31). It is used for preparing a meal. Martha was worried and occupied with much διακονίαν (Luk. 10:40). It was also used for the works of service that the individual Christians did for each other in accordance with their spiritual gifts. “Each one should use whatever gift he has received to serve others, faithfully administering God’s grace in its various forms. ﻿If anyone speaks, he should do it as one speaking the very words of God. If anyone serves, he should do it with the strength God provides.” (1 Peter 4:10-11). Note that here the gifts that have to do with serving are in contrast with the gifts of speaking. In the pastoral epistles, it is used of an office in the church, the deacons, which is distinct from that of the bishops or overseers. It is only of the latter that Paul specifies that they must be apt to teach. 

It is my opinion that the sense indicated by the punctuation in the Nestle Aland text best fits the context. The role of the special ministers is the preparation, καταρτισμός, of the saints, all the members of the Christian congregation, for their work of service. They are to preach and teach so that each one understands the privilege and duty of serving one another in love (Gal. 5:13). This may involve speaking so as to encourage one another, “If a man’s gift is … encouraging, let him encourage” (Rom. 12:6-8). Nevertheless, the range of this service is much fuller than speaking the word on a private and individual basis. “If it is contributing to the needs of others, let him give generously; if it is leadership, let him govern diligently; if it is showing mercy, let him do it cheerfully” (Rom. 12:8). The motivation and guidance for performing these services will be lacking unless the called ministry in the church views its own peculiar service as the public use of word and sacrament to prepare all the individual Christians to dedicate their lives to serve their Lord in loving service to one another. 

I use the translation “service” on purpose. The modern English word “ministry” has a different range of meaning than διακονία in Greek. The semantic realities which we face will only produce confusion and misunderstanding if we first translate here with the term “for their work of ministry” and then on the basis of this translation erase the difference between the priesthood of all believers and the called ministry. It concerns me that some may be misled by the mixed terminology, and others may be led to question the sound doctrine of people who in fact have the correct concept and teach it, but their terminology taken out of context can be used to accuse them of a position which they do not hold. 

Rather than take the last phrase of the verse as an additional function of the saints in general, I take this to be a second function of the called ministers whom Christ has given to the church (v. 11). They are given “for the edification of the body of Christ”. This is followed with a series of goals, unity in faith and understanding, spiritual maturity, the ability to withstand false doctrine, etc. These are effects which only the word can produce. “The proclamation of the divine Word is the only means through which the Church of Christ is built” (Stoeckhardt).
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