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Part 4 of this Big Issues series discusses some problems 
associated with main stream church concepts of 'working 
together in unity', and the scripturally based alternatives. 

  

  

1. Working Together 
I would prefer to interpret the Ephesians passage to mean that all those ministry giftings 
are required to work together, that is humbly in submission to each other before the 
body of Christ can gain unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God and 
become mature ... but in the end that is the most difficult of all options for leaders to 
accept ---- isn't it? In practice, picking up the towel and washing the feet of others as a 
way of ministry is the most difficult road of all for leaders to follow. As a public ceremony 
the washing of feet is uncomfortable but possible, however in practice true humility is 
extremely difficult to practice. In the difficult moments of life when the rubber hits the 
road most just can't do it – and just have to be seen to be in full control – their ministry 
decisions usually reflect this. This failing is nothing to be ashamed of, very few have a 
natural gift of humility, and it proves that without the grace of God we are all destined to 
repeat the well intentioned mistakes of countless generations. 

As stated at the start of the previous article, in today’s church leadership culture it would 
seem that bringing the official structures back into line with Biblical ministry structure 
now is an impossible thing to arrange. All the definitions and roles within different 
denominations have become a little confused, misunderstood and perhaps even turned 
upside down. Never the less we still all have to work with each other, so we will have to 
rely even more heavily on the grace of Christ. 

  
  

2. Since when, did working together in unity, ever change it's meaning to, 
'I'm in charge here, so you had better fall in line? 

a) You may have noticed that the standard corporate structure and the success ethic 
(that's measured by $-dollars-$), has tended to infiltrate almost every committee and 
organization these days. This familiar ethic believes in success and performance, or else 
forced restructure and retraining. Once this ethic has been established the fact that 
people normally don't want to retrain and might be fulfilled in what they are already doing 
becomes irrelevant. Since the 1990's this culture has become well established in the 
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church; though it allows for measurable goals and outcomes, it also changes the nature 
of church authority, because it excludes many traditional values. For example, charitable 
work is no longer acceptable on an ethical basis only, it has to pay for itself and make a 
profit or find a generous donor, otherwise the people that enjoy working in these 
traditional areas will be encouraged or even forced to do something else with their 
valuable time because the previous program / support will be cancelled (the lock out 
principle). This creates a shift in the Biblical foundations of the church and therefore 
requires much reinterpreting of Scripture (of course most people don't rely on any solid 
Biblical foundation and just operate from a combination of opinion / life experience and 
general religious principles). Anyway the point is that a business authority structure can 
not cope with: 
(1) A plurality of leadership as happened in Antioch (see Acts, because somebody must 
be seen giving the orders and encouraging the workers).  
(2) A holiness ethic (because with a holiness ethic money becomes almost irrelevant). 

(3) A charity based ethic (or others). Therefore, when it comes to the ministry gifts 
working together in unity it just doesn't happen because somebody always insists on 
taking charge of the situation and coordinating their own response. Some people say 
you can combine one of these with a business approach, but that involves much 
compromise and always creates tension. As everybody knows, the tension of 
compromise can not be held forever, when it comes to the crunch, the money ethic 
usually wins. The next thing you know, most of those that believe in the working together 
in unity (rather than delegated authority and following orders) have left the church, and 
the work they were involved with dissolves with them --- what a surprise! 

  

b) When it comes to leaders applying various reasons why they should be giving orders 
to congregational members, some of the strangest doctrines appear to be clutched at 
apparently at random and readjusted to suit. One of the strangest applications I have 
come across is the concept of apostolic succession. The real principle is quite simple 
and I agree with it totally. It goes like this - apostolic authority is the authority of Jesus 
who prayed for the original apostles and is passed on by the laying on of hands, from 
generation to generation.  This is the same apostolic authority that is passed on today 
from church leader to the next generation of leaders. This is a perfectly reasonable 
argument; the problem is in the definition and application. 

The main issue is once again, who has been given authority, except this time the issue 
is divine authority. I find it all very tedious and largely an argument of convenience, 
because by way of example, plenty of people have laid hands officially on me (even 2 
Anglican bishops), therefore this does not in itself put some people over others. If 
anything, apostolic succession was originally designed to include people, not exclude 
them (e.g. Peter and John prayed for all the believers, not just a few!). Also, if you really 
want to follow that exclusive definition and authority path, then apostolic succession is 
for apostles and not for the average pastor, teacher or evangelist, etc. On the other hand 
we could have a serious discussion about the Scriptural concept of prophetic 
succession, and prophetic succession is a principle clearly visible in the Bible. 
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c) Other Scriptures used to enforce the singular leadership of the pastor are 
shepherding quotes, for example (1Pet 5:2) 'Be shepherds of God's flock ... serving as 
overseers'. 

The one person in charge concept may be the way it is conveniently interpreted today, 
but the trouble is, this request is given to all leaders including prophets and elders. 
1Peter 5:1 was written 'To the elders among you'. It is reasonable therefore to assume 
that the shepherding Scripture in the next verse was never intended to back up a 
concept of singular leadership. The entire context is one of working together in care and 
nurturing. Once again it seems the problem is our concept of church leadership; the 
conflict is not in Scripture. After all, why would any real prophet want to lead the flock 
astray? There may for instance be occasional discussions, comments or warnings about 
a current or future direction, but that is the opposite of leading astray. Another further 
complication is that this passage is actually centered on acting humbly and being the 
servant of all. Therefore it is not a relentless expression of singular authority; it is in fact 
a confirmation of the need for leaders to operate out of humility to work together. 
Therefore the church needs to bite the bullet and appoint those with a humble servants 
heart (All of this reminds me a little of the problems St. Frances had with church 
authority). So once again we are back to the practical difficulty of washing one another’s 
feet as a way of ministry, being a servant of all rather than the person that takes charge 
and protects their authority. 

(1Pet 5:2) '... not because you must, but because you are willing, as God wants you to 
be; not greedy for money, but eager to serve; (5:3) not lording it over those entrusted to 
you, but being examples to the flock.' 

This brings back into focus concepts that Jesus tried to impress on the apostles, that is; 
not lording it over others as the gentiles do! It also begs the question; will we ever learn 
the lesson? 

  

  

3. Since when did working together in unity, ever change it's meaning to, 
working together for success? 
Working together in unity now has a tendency to be modified into, "working together for 
success." I hear some saying what's wrong with success? Of course nothing is wrong 
with success, we all like success but the word success is loaded with assumptions, and 
the biggest assumption is that success includes financial success. Why is that a 
problem? To illustrate the basic dilemma, Mother Teresa’s ministry was and is a great 
success, but it never makes money, in fact it loses money, it is a large drain on 
resources, and the problem is compounded because it will never create a large 
congregation; the people cared for are dying. Some churches measure success by the 
increase in income of its members. Of course there is nothing wrong with earning more, 
but the idea of measuring church success by bums on seats or the dollars a church 
generates is irrelevant (and perhaps even obscene!). 

  

What would Jesus do? 
Jesus created many difficulties for the religious leaders of his day, and because they all 
arise from the failings of our human nature, the seeds of these difficulties are alive an 
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well today. To illustrate this dilemma, I only need to use one example. In  today's 
standard church there's no doubt that a born again tax collector would have been quickly 
elevated to a senior money job, with orders to lay a foundation ready for large scale 
financial growth and investment. Everyone would agree that this is a most reasonable 
scenario, and it is not a new concept, there were plenty of rich religious leaders and 
traders around doing exactly that.  

The dilemma is that if Jesus wanted to organize things that way, it would have been very 
easy to achieve. However, we all know he did not do it.  

  

What did Jesus Really do? 
Jesus was never impressed by bums on seats. In fact what Jesus really did, was once 
deliberately preach a sermon that was so hard and offensive it drove his congregation 
away. We also know he was not impressed by money, because what Jesus really did, 
was deliberately allow a thief (Judas) to carry the common purse and knowingly use it for 
himself. Now there is a sermon topic I have never heard preached before, but there can 
be little doubt Jesus was fully aware Judas used to help himself to the cash.  

A big question arises whether we can decipher what this all means. Our standard of 
morality says it not possible to deliberately allow these issues to continue once you are 
aware of them. In fact we are at a loss to know how to process information like this. It 
does not fit any normal spiritual or moral framework.  

There is really only one way to process these and other home truths, and that is to say 
that for Jesus, his spiritual investment in people was of paramount importance, all the 
other issues paled into insignificance; this was not just a theoretical framework, Jesus 
was able to operate like this. When I look around at the church today I can not avoid 
seeing a large scale use of opposite values.  

These things may be conveniently ignored by most in the church and left in the too hard 
basket, but these difficult issues are essential to consider if the church is to reflect on the 
true character and life of Christ, not just a simple popular view. 
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