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READ THIS FIRST! 

ome may think writing on a subject like fulltime ministry 

in the local church is a moot subject. What‘s the big 

deal—simply hire a pastor and let him do his thing. On 

the other hand, some think that if the elders are functioning 

properly, the need for a fulltime pastor will be rendered unnec-

essary and unbiblical. But there is a middle ground espoused in 

Scripture that is critical for us today, one that is often over-

looked or dismissed.  

This subject, fulltime ministry for the Lord in the local 

church, is significant and warrants in-depth biblical study for a 

number of reasons:  

The church’s ministry is greatly impacted by its under-

standing of the nature of fulltime ministry. How the fulltime 

worker and the church relate to one another directly affects the 

fruitfulness of the church. It can affect the health of the body as 

well as the numerical growth of the body.  

The life work of one or more individuals is profoundly af-

fected. Misunderstanding, miscommunication and differing ex-

pectations can significantly impact the joy and well-being of the 

fulltime servant of God and his family.  

A substantial amount of money is involved. Support for a 

fulltime pastoral worker can be one of the larger budget items in 

most churches‘ finances.  

Very little has been written in depth on this subject. As-

sumptions are easily made and embraced without a thorough 

study of this subject. On the one hand the pastoral model is so 

pervasively endorsed and practiced by the majority of churches 

that the thought of a church not having a pastor seems extreme 

and almost cultic. It is assumed that the Bible teaches this prac-

tice, yet there is little serious defense of this perspective from 

the Word of God. On the other hand, the pendulum can swing in 

the opposite direction, when some insist that having a fulltime 

person in the local church is always unbiblical because it impli-

citly, in their minds, violates the plurality-of-elders principle 

and the priesthood of all believers. Again, the arguments      
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proffered are biblically unconvincing and frequently based on 

fear of a ―one-man ministry‖ rather than sound biblical inter-

pretation.  

I believe the Word of God teaches that there is a place for 

those who are called by the Lord into fulltime ministry in the 

local church. Further, I believe the biblical picture differs from 

the standard protestant ―Pastor‖ model. This short book presents 

a biblical understanding of fulltime ministry in the church, how 

it is to be viewed and how it can work in practical terms. 

A Special Note of Clarification: What we are writing about 

in this book has to do with workers who are financially sup-

ported in their work in the local church. However, there are 

many individuals who may serve just as well or give just as 

much time who are not supported for their work. This may be 

due to their living on a pension, being independently wealthy or 

having other means of income. The work and relationship to the 

local church is the same. The question we are writing about here 

is the special situation of a worker in the local church who is 

being supported by that church.  

 

Necessarily, writing on a topic like this will reflect some   

limitations. On the one hand, this subject will probably not be 

taken up by one who is not in fulltime ministry because of his 

lack of time, interest or the insight to write adequately on the 

subject. A fulltime worker, on the other hand, who undertakes 

this may be perceived as self-serving or self-promoting. With 

that caveat I humbly offer the following thoughts and analysis 

for the reader‘s consideration. 

 

                        Chuck Gianotti, June 2009  
   (revised from an earlier version 2004) 

 



INTRODUCTION 

 

ll Christians are called to ―fulltime‖ ministry for the 

Lord, in the broadest sense of the word, and to live by 

faith. Some who work in secular employ bristle when 

they hear it said of fulltime Christian workers that they live ―by 

faith.‖ The objection is valid, in that all Christians are called to 

live by faith, not just those who have left secular employment. 

For most, their fulltime ministry assignment involves being 

Christ‘s ambassador as they infiltrate the secular work world. 

By secular, however, we don‘t mean secondary—the Lord 

strategically places Christians all over the world into many 

different jobs, careers and vocations. They are the Lord‘s repre-

sentatives, modeling Christ-likeness and sharing His love and 

truth everyday as they rub shoulders with non-Christians. Their 

jobs, no matter how great or menial are important to God and 

His program for bringing glory to His Son. As one physician 

confessed, ―My profession is really a ‗tent‘ repair business. My 

real work is reaching and ministering to the souls within.‖ 

The Lord at times calls people to spend more time in specific 

ministry-related activities. This may be a retired person who can 

live on a pension. Sometimes a person is independently wealthy 

or otherwise self-supporting. I have known of individuals who 

have been able to work 3 or 4 days a week for a living, then 

devote the rest of their time to ministry. 

The Lord at times calls some men and women to serve in 

fulltime vocational Christian ministry, to use their time for 

ministry that would otherwise be used in secular employment. 

Sometimes this ministry is connected with a local church; at 

other times it is performed outside the church. They may be 

called to serve overseas or in cross-cultural situations or they 

may be called to serve at home in their own culture.  

What does God‘s Word say about such individuals? How 

does the Lord provide for their physical and material needs? 

Does He always send ravens with food as He did for the prophet 

Elijah (1 Kings 17)? Are missionaries to spend years in   

A 
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Therefore, I exhort the elders among you,  

as your fellow elder and witness of the sufferings of Christ, 

and a partaker also of the glory that is to be revealed, 

shepherd the flock of God among you,  

exercising oversight not under compulsion,  

but voluntarily, according to the will of God;  

and not for sordid gain, but with eagerness;  

nor yet as lording it over those allotted to your charge,  

but proving to be examples to the flock.  

And when the Chief Shepherd appears, 

 you will receive the unfading crown of glory.  

(1 Peter 5:1-4) 
 

deputation (i.e. fund raising), are fulltime workers to negotiate a 

salary? What about individuals specifically serving fulltime in a 

local church? How they do they relate to the leaders and how 

should they be financially supported? 

Perspectives vary widely from denomination to denomina-

tion and from group to group. Our task in the limited space of 

this book is to focus on what God‘s Word says about those who 

serve in the local church on a fulltime basis, to provide some 

biblical clarity and offer some practical application of how it 

can work in the local church leadership and ministry. 
 



 TERMINOLOGY 

irst, a word about terminology. The words we Christians 

use both reflect our beliefs and also affect our beliefs. 

Concerning a subject that has such a great impact on the 

biblical functioning of the church, we ought not take our words 

for granted. Scripture uses various terms and phrases to describe 

people who were significantly immersed in the Lord‘s work in 

New Testament times. Christian culture of today uses terms and 

phrases which often convey different connotations than their 

biblical counterparts. Surrendering to convenience by using 

―Pastor‖ or ―Minister‖ or ―Priest‖ to describe individuals in 

fulltime ministry leads to accepting concepts of ministry that 

can be misleading So, we must consider our terminology more 

closely.  

Biblical terminology 

Servant  

This was the common word used in biblical times for a slave 

or a subservient one. It is translated from the Greek word dou-

los, occurring 120 times in the NT, and is frequently rendered 

bond-servant or bond-slave. It can denote a person who is a 

slave in the common sense of the word today, but it can also 

simply mean servant. The word refers to one whose life duty is 

in the service of someone else.  

In general first century usage, doulos was not particularly 

flattering, commonly used of someone of a lower class. Yet the 

Lord Jesus, their Master, gave the disciples an example of 

servanthood in the upper room when He washed their feet.
1
 Paul 

writes that ― . . . [He took] the form of a bond-servant 

(doulos)…‖ (Phil 2:7). It is no wonder the term servant, then, 

became a favorite self-description of the apostles and leaders of 

the church. They understood the sentiments of the psalmist who 

wrote,    

                                                   
1 John 13:5-20 

F 
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… I would rather be a doorkeeper in the house of my God 

than dwell in the tents of the wicked. (Ps 84:10b NIV) 

Following their example, the term became an appellation among 

succeeding generations of Christians and it conveyed both an 

humbleness as well as a sense of honor.  

Here are some combination forms found in the English 

translations: 

Bond-servant of Christ Jesus (Rom 1:1, Gal 1:10, Phil 

1:1,Col 4:12, 2 Peter 1:1, Jude 1) 

Bond-servant of God (James 1:1) 

The Lord’s bond-servant (2 Tim 2:24, 2 Cor 4:5). Or simply 

translated as the Lord’s servant (NIV, NKJV) 

Minister  

This is the common word in our culture and is also found in 

Scripture. Our English Bibles use this to translate various Greek 

words: diakonos (used 29 times in Scripture, meaning servant, 

or one who serves), hupereten (used 20 times, meaning an 

underling, attendant or assistant) and finally leitourgos (used 5 

times, meaning a public or religious servant). Some 

combinations occurring in the NT are: 

Minister of Jesus Christ (Rom 15:16, Eph 6:21)   

Minister of the Gospel (Eph 3:6-7, Col 1:23)
2
  

Worker 

This generic term was used frequently in the NT for Christ-

ians engaged significantly in ministry. One of Paul‘s favorite 

descriptive phrases for his co-workers was fellow workers, 

many of which he named (e.g. Timothy, Urbanus, Epaphroditus, 

Tryphaena, Tryphosa, Philemon, Prisca and Aquila). The em-

phasis was on those who worked hard, and whose work often 

was discharged in conjunction with Paul‘s ministry. 

 

 
                                                   
2 The description, ministers of God is used in Rom 13:4 of governmental rulers. 
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Contemporary terminology 

Pastor
3
  

This term translates the word poimen which can also be ren-

dered shepherd. As a title the word is used only of the Lord 

Jesus Christ.
4
 The verbal form refers to the work of elders in 

watching over the local congregation.
5
  

Paul refers in Eph 4:11 to the spiritual gift of pastor-teacher 

where the Greek word poimen is listed as one of the four equip-

ping gifts. Although it is rendered pastor
6
 in that passage, the 

context shows it is not used as a title or ―office‖ of the church. 

Rather it describes the spiritual gift of shepherding others. 

Interestingly, nothing in this passage indicates that the gift of 

shepherding is limited to one person. In fact when speaking of 

leadership in the local church, the Scripture refers to elders and 

deacons, but nowhere does it cast a single man in the role or 

office of ―The Pastor.‖ The leaders are called elders and dea-

cons, there are always more than one, and they are not neces-

sarily in fulltime ministry.
7
  

Missionary 

While this term is not used in the NT for a vocational Christ-

ian worker, many would see in it the modern day equivalent of 

the biblical word apostle (which is simply a transliteration of 

the Greek word apostolos). An apostolos, in the most basic 

sense, is one who is sent on a mission, or to put it more loosely, 

a missionary.  

Apostolos is mostly used in Scripture for exclusive reference 

                                                   
3 Variations of this are ―Senior Pastor,‖ ―Associate Pastor,‖ ―Youth Pastor,‖ etc.  
4 See John 10:11-14, Heb 13:20, 1 Peter 2:25, 5:4 
5 See Acts 20:28, 1 Peter 5:2 
6 Many view ―pastors and teachers‖ in Eph 4:11 to be not two but one gift, 

namely that of ―pastor-teacher.‖ There is some warrant in the Greek grammar for this 
interpretation.  

7 An in-depth study of Biblical Eldership and in particular the plurality and 
functioning of elders in the church is beyond the scope of this booklet. See ―Biblical 
Eldership‖ by Alexander Strauch (Lewis and Roth Publishers) and www.bible-
equip.org/esn, by the author of this book.  
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to the original twelve disciples plus Paul.
8
 This was a closed 

group of authoritative eye-witnesses of the Lord. They were 

part of the foundation for the building of the Church.
9
  

The word apostolos was also used occasionally in a wider 

sense in reference to others including Barnabas
10

 and James, the 

half-brother of Jesus.
11

 Although they did not have the same 

authority as the Apostles, they were people who were sent out 

on a mission. Similarly, in this sense, we believe modern day 

missionaries are sent out to function as this second kind of 

apostolos, sharing the good news and planting churches.  

The English word ―apostle‖ today is often wrongly used to 

refer to an authoritative individual who oversees a group of 

churches in a geographical region.
12

 However, this narrow 

concept of the apostolos is found in Scripture only with the 

original authoritative, eye-witnesses. Since that time, the clear 

biblical teaching is that the elders of the local church are the 

highest human authority in the church and are directly account-

able to God. Therefore, although using the term apostle in a 

wider sense of missionary can be technically accurate, it is 

fraught with confusion for 21
st
 century believers.  

Bishop 

This contemporary word comes from some English transla-

tions of the Greek word episkopos, which occurs five times in 

the NT, and is translated variously as elder, overseer or bishop. 

This refers to the same individuals elsewhere called elders and 

denotes those who oversee the work of the Lord in the local 

church. There is no warrant to the modern understanding of one 

who presides over multiple churches. Nor is there any NT sup-

port for an apostolic succession of bishops from the time of 

                                                   
8 Acts 1:26, 2 Cor 12:12, Eph 2:20 
9 Eph 2:20 
10 Acts 14:14 
11 Gal 1:19 
12 In some denominations the analogous term used is bishop. Ironically, the word 

bishop, as used in some translations as the KJV, is translated in other versions as 
overseers, and comes from the Greek word episkopos (which means ―one who 
oversees, watches over‖). The references are all to individuals within a local church. 
There is never a sense of such an individual presiding over groups of churches.  
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Peter up to the present day. The term episkopos simply refers to 

one of the functions of the elders in the local church.  

Because the word bishop carries confusing connotations in 

our modern era, we feel the translation of overseer is a better 

English rendering because it 1) better describes the episkopos 

functioning of elders and 2) avoids the faulty meaning of the 

word bishop today. 

Priest  

A common term in Old Testament liturgical worship, the 

word priest is used today in Roman Catholic and Orthodox 

churches as well as in other denominations that embrace ―high 

liturgy,‖ such as Episcopalian or Anglican churches. The term 

refers to one who mediates between God and man. 

However, since the coming of Christ, ―… there is one God, 

and one mediator also between God and men, the man Christ 

Jesus‖ (1 Tim 2:5). The book of Hebrews argues that the priest-

hood of Jesus Christ completely eclipses all human priesthoods. 

He alone is our necessary and sufficient Mediator and Advocate 

(1 John 2:1)—our Great High Priest (Heb 4:14). There is no 

longer any human priesthood needed to approach God.  

Further the NT never uses the word priest for a special, sepa-

rate class of believers. In fact all believers are called priests,
13

 

for we all have direct access into the very presence of God 

through our great High Priest Jesus Christ.
14

 We need no human 

mediator! Therefore to use the term priest uniquely for one who 

would be considered part of a priestly class or clergy is grossly 

misleading and contrary to scriptural teaching.  

Clergy (clergyman) 

These generic terms, although not found in the Bible, are 

used to describe the formal religious leadership within a given 

religion. While people use the word in many different ways, our 

society tends to attach a special implication of a separate and 

                                                   
13 1 Peter 2:5, 9, Rev 1:6 
14 Heb 4:14-16, 10:19-22 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Religion
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holy class of believers. We feel this term conveys unbiblical 

concepts.  

Ordained minister 

This refers to someone who is recognized and authorized by 

a governing ecclesiastical body to serve in an official capacity 

in ministry. Often this involves an impartation of spiritual auth-

ority. While the word minister does occur in Scripture, the word 

ordained does not occur in this sense.  

The Scripture does speak, however, of ―appointing‖ people 

to the use of spiritual gifts,
15

 to travel in service of the Lord,
16

 to 

do the work of an elder
17

 and to apostleship and preaching.
18

 

Paul refers to ―laying on of hands,‖
19

 which apparently was a 

recognition of and identification with someone in their ministry 

or spiritual gifting.  

Some, without warrant, have seen in this an ―ordination‖ to 

ministry, in the sense of conveying spiritual authority. The basic 

concept of ―appointing‖ someone to service seems to be simply 

a public recognition and ratification of the Holy Spirit‘s direct-

ive in the person‘s life and ministry. It is the Lord who does the 

appointing, the church simply recognizes it and affirms it out-

wardly.  

In summary, the word ordination, as used today, carries ec-

clesiastical baggage and can be misleading. The word appoint-

ment may be more acceptable so long as it is made clear that the 

fulltime worker is appointed by the Lord. 

Vocational Christian worker  

This describes in contemporary parlance one who draws his 

or her income from Christian ministry. Certainly, many Christ-

ians in the NT are described as workers (as we saw above). The 

term Christian distinguishes what we are talking about from 

purveyors of other religions. The word vocational indicates the 

                                                   
15 see 1 Cor 12:28 
16 2 Cor 8:19 
17 Acts 14:23, Titus 1:5 
18 Phil 1:16, 1 Tim 2:7, 2 Tim 2:11 
19 1 Tim 5:22, 2 Tim 1:6 
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individual spends his or her full time in Christian endeavors 

rather than in secular money-earning activities—in other words, 

this is his career.  

While the phrase vocational Christian worker avoids high 

ecclesiastical misconception and is an accurate, generic des-

cription of what we are talking about, it is quite cumbersome to 

use.  

Commended worker  

While this specific phrase does not occur in Scripture per se, 

the two words do occur and the phrase itself is used in some 

Christian circles today. The singular term ―commend‖ (Greek 

paradidomi) enjoys some prominence in Scripture in regards to 

our topic, notably in the book of Acts: 

From there they sailed to Antioch, from which they had been 

commended to the grace of God for the work that they had 

accomplished. (Acts 14:26) 

… but Paul chose Silas and left, commended by the brothers 

to the grace of the Lord. (Acts15:40 NIV)
20

 

The term in other translations is rendered ―committed‖ or ―to 

entrust to.‖ Saul and Barnabas were commended by the church 

in Antioch to a missionary journey (the first of four such trips 

for Paul) and they reported back to Antioch upon completion of 

their tour of duty. In each reference, the commendation was ―to 

the Lord‖ or ―to the grace of the Lord.‖  

While it is possible the word ―commended‖ was used simply 

to describe an entrusting of the two apostles to the Lord, the 

repeat of the word at the end of their trip suggests something. In 

fact, the term is used in 2 Cor 3:1 where Paul refers to ―letters 

of commendation.‖ In the defense of his apostleship and author-

ity, Paul explains that he did not need a letter of commendation 

                                                   

20 In 2 Corinthians 12:11, Paul may have had a formal ―commendation‖ in mind, 
but this is not certain. The English word commend is also used in Acts 14:23 but 
there the underlying Greek word is paratithemi, which means, ―to set before or 
beside.‖  
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to minister to the people he had led to Christ. But his comment 

gives evidence of such a practice in general.
21

 This is a practice 

that can be useful for today as a record and introduction of a 

person being sent out into ministry.  

On the whole, the phrase commended worker can find some 

usefulness in capturing the sense of the apostolic example and 

the support of a sending church.  

Fulltime Worker  

While this combined appellation does not occur in Scripture, 

it is certainly not contrary to biblical principle. Its use empha-

sizes the distinction of those who serve in a directly spiritual 

capacity in contrast to a secular occupation. All faithful Christ-

ians work for the Lord in various ministry capacities on a part 

time basis, but some give their full time to it, that is, ―fulltime 

worker.‖   

Why is this important?  

On a practical level, describing a person as being in fulltime, 

vocational Christian service who is financially supported by 

looking to the Lord is accurate but cumbersome. But words like 

―minister‖ or ―Pastor‖ carry strong connotations of being a 

separate, special class of believers. Using such terms or titles 

minimizes the biblical truth of the priesthood of all believers 

and the importance of the plurality of elders, as well as mini-

mizing the importance of those with pastoral gift who may not 

be in fulltime ministry. 

This writer tends to favor the terms servant and worker 

which avoid the clergy/laity connotations inherent in other 

terms. The fuller appellations, ―The Lord’s servant” or “full-

time worker,” have the advantage of being true to Scripture and 

                                                   
21 Some suggest that Paul is contrasting in 2 Cor 3:1 a true servant of the Lord 

(i.e. himself) who is authorized by the Lord versus those who ―need‖ an official letter 
of authorization from humans. But this is specious because he makes a similar 
contrast in defending his apostleship as coming directly from the Lord, and not from 

the other apostles. In so defending himself, he is not denigrating the legitimacy of the 
other apostles. So, too, by analogy, in 2 Cor 3:1 Paul simply states that for some of 
the Lord‘s servants, using a letter of commendation is valuable, but for him it is not 
needed—because he was the one who originally led them to Christ.  
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convey the true nature and work of one in fulltime, vocational 

Christian service. The phrase ―commended worker‖ is biblically 

accurate as well and can be useful today, although it may sound 

sectarian to some.
22

 

We do not mean by using these descriptions that there is a 

special class of Christians who have some sort of prerogative or 

inside access to God. Rather these are simply designations for 

those who give themselves over to fulltime, vocational Christ-

ian ministry.  

In this booklet, we will use ―the Lord‘s servant,‖ ―fulltime 

worker‖ or ―commended worker‖ somewhat interchangeably—

as they are all consonant with scriptural teaching and practice. 

These terms may equally be applied to a person who serves 

primarily in one location or to a person who has a more itinerate 

or missionary focus. 

A Look Ahead 

As we continue this subject of the Lord‘s servants, we will 

discover that the Old Testament sheds some backlight (or ante-

cedents) for the practice of the early church and its commended 

workers. We will then look at the example of Jesus and His 

apostles during His earthly ministry. Following that, Paul‘s and 

Barnabas‘ early ministry will be examined. Finally, we will 

consider the teaching of the NT concerning this subject along 

with practical application for our time and our culture.  

 

                                                   
22 Some could well argue that these three descriptions contain some ecclesiastical 

―baggage‖ because they are commonly used among the so-called ―brethren 
assemblies.‖ This could well be the case, depending on one‘s perspective. In time, all 
terminology can become laden with extra-biblical connotations. 



OT BACKGROUND 

he Old Testament presents certain individuals who were 

devoted to the Lord‘s service, some of whom drew 

financial and material support from their work. Although 

the biblical data on this subject is a bit sketchy, we do see that 

the concept of financially supporting someone dedicated to the 

work of the Lord is clearly evident long before the New Testa-

ment church comes on the scene.  

Nation of Israel 

The patriarchs were all self-supporting nomadic herders. Ab-

raham, the first of them, was called out by God from among 

pagans and given a special promise of a land, many descendants 

and a promised blessing to the world, which ultimately would 

be the Messiah.
23

 Interestingly, Abraham, who worked to 

supply his own needs, is considered the prototype of faith for 

New Testament believers:  

Even so Abraham believed God, and it was reckoned to him 

as righteousness. Therefore, be sure that it is those who are 

of faith who are sons of Abraham…So then those who are of 

faith are blessed with Abraham, the believer. (Gal 3:6-7, 9)  

So all Christians, not just those in fulltime ministry, are called 

to the same kind of faith that Old Testament Abraham lived. 

Indeed, the Lord tells Habakkuk that, ―The just shall live by 

faith‖ (Hab 2:4 NKJV)—and this statement is quoted three 

times in the NT!
24

 Faith is to be a way of life for all followers of 

God.  

Of note during the time of Abraham, there was a priest of 

―the Most High God‖ named Melchizedek. Abraham gave him 

a tenth of the ―spoils‖ of war. The writer of Hebrews makes a 

big deal about this, relating it to the offerings given to the Le-

vites.
25

 So even though Abraham was clearly a servant of the 

                                                   
23 Genesis 12:1-3 
24 Rom 1:17, Gal 3:11, Heb 10:38 
25 Heb 7:1-5 

T 
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Lord, he provided some degree of financial remuneration to 

another who was a servant of the Lord.
26

  

Of Abraham‘s children the promises were passed on to 

Isaac.
27

 He had a special relationship with God because of the 

Abrahamic blessing. Of Isaac‘s sons, Jacob was chosen to 

inherit that relationship with God as the channel of the Abra-

hamic promises and blessing.
28

  

Some 400+ years later God refers to the descendants of Ja-

cob (called Israel) as ―my firstborn‖.
29

 This meant that the 

Israelites had a privileged position among all the nations of the 

world. They were set apart from the other nations
30

 for God‘s 

special purpose and ministry in the world, to carry the blessing 

and promises forward and to make God and His ways known to 

everyone else. 

God did not, however, distinguish between the various child-

ren of Jacob as He did with Abraham and Isaac—all twelve of 

Jacob‘s sons were considered heirs of the promises and were 

therefore treated as special by God. They became the heads of 

the twelve tribes of the nation of Israel.  

First-born 

At the time of the Exodus, when God led His people out of 

Egyptian slavery, He set apart the firstborn of each family as 

special to Him. They were to be a constant reminder of the   

Passover when God preserved the firstborn of every family 

during the death angel‘s passing over Egypt. So while Israel 

was God‘s firstborn among all the nations, He now wanted to 

treat the firstborn son of every Jewish family differently: 

                                                   
26 Of course, Hebrews makes it clear that this was a special priesthood that 

prefigured Christ‘s priesthood; but the point is clear that Abraham‘s giving to 
Melchizedek was a form of ―offering to the Lord‖ in support of his ministry. 

27 Genesis 17:19, 22:17, 26:2 
28 Genesis 27:29, 35:11-12, 46:3, 48:4 
29 Exodus 4:22 
30 Leviticus 20:24 
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Sanctify to Me every firstborn, the first offspring of every 

womb among the sons of Israel, both of man and beast; it 

belongs to Me” (Exodus 13:2, see also 13:12-15, 22:29).  

Levites 

As God prepared the nation for the law and the required 

forms of sacrificial worship, He separated out one of the twelve 

tribes of Israel, namely the Levites:  

Then Moses said, “You [Levites] have been set apart to the 

LORD today, for … he has blessed you this day” (Exodus 

32:29 NIV). 

In fact, the Levites replaced the firstborn in having a special 

role in Israel:  

Again the Lord spoke to Moses, saying, “Now, behold, I 

have taken the Levites from among the sons of Israel instead 

of every firstborn, the first issue of the womb among the sons 

of Israel. So the Levites shall be Mine. For all the firstborn 

are Mine; on the day that I struck down all the firstborn in 

the land of Egypt, I sanctified to Myself all the firstborn in 

Israel, from man to beast. They shall be Mine; I am the 

Lord.” (Numbers 3:11-13) 

The Levites were set apart for ―fulltime service‖ for the Lord 

and the rest of the Israelites were to support them.
31

 They were 

dedicated to taking care of the Tabernacle (a portable worship 

facility which was in fact a huge, elaborate tent—called also the 

―Tent of Meeting‖) and its contents.
32

 They were responsible 

for its setup, take-down and transportation, and they were to 

assist the priests in various aspects of the worship.
33

  

Among the Levites, there was a sub-group called the priests. 

These were direct descendants of Aaron (who was Moses‘ older 

brother).
34

 The priests‘ work was to receive the offerings that 

                                                   
31 There is no historical/biblical evidence that the first born children were ever 

supported by the people of Israel to serve in the worship of Israel.  
32 Numbers 1:50-53 
33 Numbers 3:6-9 
34 See Exodus 29:9, 40:15 
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the Israelites brought as part of the worship (Leviticus 1:5) and 

to perform the hands-on sacrifice on behalf of all who brought 

offerings to the Lord.  

God instructed the Israelites about supporting the Levites: 

―Be careful that you do not forsake the Levite as long as you 

live in your land‖ (Deut 12:19). The Israelites were to support 

the Levites with what amounted to 10% of their agricultural 

produce and livestock. This offering was called a tithe
35

 and 

was given along with other offerings and gifts.  

The Levites in turn were to provide support for the priests by 

taking 10% of what they received from the people and giving it 

as an offering to the priests.
36

 So even the Levites who received 

financial support for serving the Lord were also expected to 

give financial support to others of the Lord‘s servants.  

When Israel entered the promised land under Joshua‘s 

leadership, Canaan was divided among the tribes. The tribe of 

Levi, however, was the exception. The only land they could 

own was in the immediate vicinity of a few specified cities 

scattered among the other tribes. While the other tribes had a 

permanent connection with a contiguous piece of land, the 

Levites and the priests had a different situation:  

“Therefore, Levi does not have a portion or inheritance with 

his brothers; the Lord is his inheritance, just as the Lord 

your God spoke to him.” (Deut 10:9)  

In practical terms this meant they did not own a contiguous 

portion of land like the other tribes did. Their inheritance in the 

land consisted of living in a few cities scattered around Israel. 

Though they were allowed to own houses and land around these 

towns,
37

 the inheritance of the Levites had a larger perspective 

than just land and houses: 

                                                   
35 Numbers 18:24 
36 Num 18:26-28 
37 Numbers 35:2-8 
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Only to the tribe of Levi he did not give an inheritance; the 

offerings by fire to the LORD, the God of Israel, are their 

inheritance… (Joshua 13:14) 

But to the tribe of Levi, Moses did not give an inheritance; 

the LORD, the God of Israel, is their inheritance, as He had 

promised to them. (Joshua 13:33) 

Notice that these two verses identify the inheritance both as 

being the offerings by fire to the Lord and as being the Lord 

Himself. The Lord is their ―inheritance,‖ and their benefit in the 

land comes from what belongs to the Lord, namely the offer-

ings. This is an important distinction, for none of the tribes of 

Israel can lord it over the Levites by claiming to be their sup-

porters. The Levites were to consider their income as not com-

ing from the people, but from the Lord‘s portion of Israel‘s 

offering.  

The Israelites, in turn, were to consider their support of the 

Levites simply as part of their worship offerings to the Lord. A 

portion of that which was given to the Lord was then used for 

the Levites‘ support, but the offerings at that time no longer 

belonged to the Israelites, they belonged to the Lord.  

To avoid the danger of the Levites and the priests getting less 

than acceptable quality of support, God instructed the Israelites 

to give the best of what they had to the Lord. In fact, the priests 

were to get the best of the best portions of the offerings.
38

  

From a human perspective, the livelihood of the Levites    

depended upon the faithfulness of the rest of Israel. When 

everyone faithfully followed God and His ways, there would be 

plenty of support to go around. When either the Levites or the 

rest of the people wandered from the Lord, the Levitical system 

would not be supported as God intended.  

To summarize, by the time of entry into the promised land, 

certain people were devoted to the work of the Lord and were 

supported by the rest of the people. These people, called Levites 

and priests, drew their living from fulltime work for the Lord.  

                                                   
38 Numbers 18:12 
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Leaders, Judges & Kings 

Joshua was commissioned
39

 to lead the Israelites into the 

promised land of Canaan.
40

 Clearly he was set apart for a spe-

cial role and given authority for his role,
41

 although no mention 

is made of his means of support. Being from the tribe of Eph-

raim, he was not a Levite and was therefore not part of that 

support system. However, after Israel entered the land and 

partitioned it among the various tribes, Joshua
42

 and Caleb
43

 

were singled out for a special allotment of land as individuals. 

We have no further sense of how Joshua supported himself. 

Following the time of Joshua came the years of Israelite 

judges who were largely self-supporting. The last of these, 

Samuel, though he was from the tribe of Ephraim, was dedi-

cated by his mother and he ―…ministered before the LORD 

before Eli the priest‖ (1 Samuel 2:11). Presumably while living 

with Eli young Samuel was being supported as a member of the 

priestly family. When he grew to adulthood, he continued living 

a dedicated life for the Lord, though there is little written about 

his means of support. He may have had some residual benefit 

from having so closely identified with the priesthood in his 

younger days, but that is mere conjecture.  

We need to digress for a moment by pointing out that, to be 

sure, where there is ―fulltime‖ service for the Lord, there can 

also be abuse of that role. The sons of Eli the priest lived wan-

ton lives, taking some of the offerings to which they had no 

right. Instead of faithfully serving as priests, they consumed 

their time earning the inspired writer‘s judgment of them as 

―worthless men.‖
44

 They were worthy of neither the position of 

priest nor the support of the people. This unfortunate story 

serves to warn that great responsibility is expected of all who 

                                                   
39 Or, inaugurated (NKJV), given a charge (KJV),  
40 Deuteronomy 31:14, see also Numbers 27:18-21 
41 Numbers 27:18-21 
42 Joshua 19:49-50 
43 Joshua 14:14, 15:13 
44 1 Samuel 2:12 
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serve the Lord, for the consequence of dishonoring the Lord is 

great.
45

 

Following the time of the judges came the kings of Israel. 

The kings were supported by taxes on the people which was 

different than support out of the offerings brought to the Lord.
46

 

This was civil support rather than ministry support. 

During the time of the kings, the role of priests and Levites 

continued and by the reign of Solomon their ministry revolved 

around the permanent temple rather than the portable taber-

nacle. The Levites‘ work expanded to include, among other 

things, singing,
47

 instrumental music
48

 and organized/structured 

praise.
49

 The priests continued to serve in offering up the sacri-

fices.  

Prophets 

Finally, the prophets were spokespersons of God. Some were 

priests
50

 and therefore would have been supported because of 

that connection. Others, like Elijah, were ―professional proph-

ets,‖ the living situation of which we know very little. We do 

know that Elijah and Elisha, for example, saw the Lord provide 

for their physical needs in sometimes miraculous ways.  

Other men belonged to the ―sons of the prophets‖ or as the 

NIV renders it, ―the company of the prophets.‖
51

 Little is known 

about these groups, but it is reasonable to believe they were 

devoted to the Word of God and communicating that Word to 

the people. Some were employed in ―secular‖ vocations.
52

  

While it is clear that the prophets were individually called by 

God,
53

 it not so clear the manner or degree to which they were 

supported in their work as prophets.  

                                                   
45 see 1 Samuel 2:11-36 
46 1 Samuel 8:14-17 
47 2 Chr 5:12 
48 2 Chr 7:6 
49 2 Chr 8:14 
50 Ezekiel 1:3, Jeremiah 1:1 
51 2 Kings 2:3 
52 Amos 1:1 
53 For example, Jeremiah 1:5 
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Conclusion 

In the Old Testament various individuals and groups were 

devoted to ―vocational‖ ministry in which the majority of their 

focus was on serving the Lord. Often, though not always, these 

people were supported in their service by the offerings and gifts 

of others. 

 

 



NT PRECEDENT 

e will now move to the New Testament to consider 

the examples of Jesus, His disciples and the Apostles 

Paul and Barnabas. In the next chapter we will look 

at the specific NT teaching concerning the Lord‘s servants. 

Importance of New Testament examples 

New Testament history provides examples of individuals 

dedicated to fulltime ministry for the Lord. We are specifically 

encouraged to imitate their example: 

The things you have learned and received and heard and 

seen in me [Paul], practice these things . . . (Phil 4:9)
54

 

Of course, some things the early believers practiced may be 

peripheral or impractical today. For example, the Lord Jesus 

and the apostle Paul traveled on foot and by ship, whereas we 

would rather travel more efficiently by car or airplane. Scripture 

does not assign significance to these kinds of incidentals. But 

the subject of fulltime ministry was essential to the expansion 

and consolidation of the early church. Paul in his letters speaks 

about the ongoing importance of various ministries for the 

spiritual growth of the body of Christ, and we have examples 

and teaching regarding individuals who serve fulltime. This 

subject is not incidental and warrants a clear biblical perspective 

on its precedents, principles and practices. 

Jesus and the apostles (pre-resurrection) 

Prior to His ministry years, Jesus presumably carried on in 

the tradition of His earthly step-father Joseph who was a car-

penter by trade.
55

 A son following in the vocational footsteps of 

his father was common among first century residents of Pales-

tine. The situation changed when Jesus was baptized by John 

                                                   
54 See Phil 3:17, 1 Cor 4:16, 1 Cor 11:1, for additional examples of Paul inviting 

people to imitate his example. See also Heb 13:7. 
55 See Matt 13:55. Commonly thought to be a carpenter, Jesus‘ father‘s 

profession more accurately would have been that of a builder whose work could have 
involved both wood or stone.  

W 



NT Precedent 23 

 
and subsequently devoted Himself to announcing the kingdom 

of God and teaching His disciples and the multitudes. He spent 

His time going from town to town:  

“… so that I [Jesus] may preach there also; for that is what I 

came for.” He went into their synagogues throughout all 

Galilee, preaching and casting out the demons. (Mark 

1:38b-39) 

There is no record of the Lord spending time in money-

earning endeavors during His ministry years. At times He used 

His miraculous powers to provide for His own and His dis-

ciples‘ needs. When funds were needed for the two-drachma 

tax, He instructed Peter to go fishing and bring back a fish 

which had a coin in its mouth, enough to pay the required 

taxes.
56

 And if He could feed the multitudes with a few loaves 

and fishes, He could presumably have fed Himself in a similar 

manner all the time. However, using miraculous powers was 

probably not His normal mode for obtaining sustenance. 

The practice of a roving rabbi or teacher with his band of 

followers was not uncommon in those days.
57

 The rabbi‘s 

followers (called disciples) brought along their resources to help 

in the expense of living. Sometimes the rabbi and his disciples 

lived off the goodness (i.e. financial help) of people in the areas 

where they lived and traveled.  

Jesus‘ ministry resembled just such a practice. In our terms, 

He was a full-time worker, giving Himself over to ministry full-

time rather than to income-producing employment. Peter, James 

and John left their fishing business
58

 from which they may have 

had some residual income or savings to support themselves and 

Jesus. Matthew (aka Levi) left his tax business.
59

 Some of the 

                                                   
56 Matt 17:27 
57 The New International Dictionary of New Testament Theology. In Zondervan 

Reference Software, Colin Brown, ed., Grand Rapids, Michigan, Feb. 22, 1999, s.v. 
disciple. 

58 Matthew 4:20 
59 Mark 2:14 
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women followers provided support.
60

 The family of Mary, 

Martha and Lazarus received Jesus into their home and their 

recorded interactions with Jesus give evidence of practical 

hospitality to the Lord.
61

 

The Lord, early in His earthly life, had a sense of mission. 

Luke records His response to His earthly parents, ―Why did you 

seek Me? Did you not know that I must be about My Father’s 

business?‖ (Luke 2:49 NKJV). That business was preaching the 

kingdom and repentance.
62

 Ultimately, His goal was to glorify 

His Father through obedience and His death on the cross.
63

  

In time, the core group of followers began to gel. He en-

gaged them in various ―short-term‖ mission trips, preparing 

them to carry on the work He was doing:  

He summoned the twelve and began to send them out in 

pairs, and gave them authority over the unclean spirits; and 

He instructed them that they should take nothing for their 

journey, except a mere staff—no bread, no bag, no money in 

their belt … They went out and preached that men should 

repent. And they were casting out many demons and were 

anointing with oil many sick people and healing them…The 

apostles gathered together with Jesus; and they reported to 

Him all that they had done and taught. (Mark 6:7-13, 30)
 64

 

Luke gives further record of this same mission trip:  

“Stay in that house, eating and drinking what they give you; 

for the laborer is worthy of his wages. Do not keep moving 

from house to house.” (Luke 10:7)  

The mission was well planned and structured: 1) it was clearly 

defined, 2) they were not to supply their own needs, but rely, 

presumably, on others along the way, and 3) they reported back 

to the Lord what had happened on their trip.  

                                                   
60 Luke 8:2-3 
61 John 12:1-2 
62 Matt 4:17 
63 John 17:1 
64 See also Matthew 10:9-10, Luke 10:4-7 
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At other times, the Lord sent out His disciples and required 

them to bring along their own provisions: 

And He said to them, “When I sent you out without money 

belt and bag and sandals, you did not lack anything, did 

you?” They said, “No, nothing.” And he said to them, “But 

now, whoever has a money belt is to take it along, likewise 

also a bag, and whoever has no sword is to sell his coat and 

buy one.” (Luke 22:35-36) 

So we see that during Jesus‘ pre-resurrection time He sent 

out men on both self-supporting mission trips and trips sup-

ported by others. If these models of ministry carry any enduring 

precedence, then both kinds of financial arrangements are valid 

methods for doing the Lord‘s work today.  

The apostles (post-resurrection) 

After the death and resurrection of our Lord, He commis-

sioned the twelve to go into all the world preaching the gos-

pel.
65

 He specifically instructed Peter to shepherd those who 

would later become followers of Himself.
66

 While all believers 

are challenged by the ―Great Commission,‖
67

 the twelve apos-

tles were positioned at the core of this assignment. In the last 

earthly conversation He had with them, Jesus said: 

… you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come 

upon you; and you shall be My witnesses both in Jerusalem, 

and in all Judea and Samaria, and even to the remotest part 

of the earth. (Acts 1:8) 

Soon after Jesus ascended, the disciples began to do what the 

Lord had instructed them. By the time Pentecost was over, three 

thousand people were saved and baptized, and the newly born 

community of believers ―were continually devoting themselves 

to the apostles’ teaching . . .‖ (Acts 2:42). The twelve clearly 

had a prominent role in the emerging church in Jerusalem, not 

                                                   
65 Mark 16:15 
66 John 21:15-17 
67 Matt 28:18-20 
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only in their teaching ministry (as authorized witnesses of 

Jesus‘ teachings) but also through their ―wonders and signs‖ 

ministry (Acts 2:43).  

Peter became the most prominent of the original twelve in 

the first part of Acts, which records the historic spread of the 

church after Christ‘s resurrection.
68

 We see first a consolidation 

and then an initial spread of the Christian way in Jerusalem. The 

mission moved into both Judea and Samaria and then finally 

into the Gentile world.
69

 After the initial expansion, the ministry 

of the apostle Paul becomes prominent in the biblical record and 

commands center stage beginning in Acts 9 (his conversion) 

and from chapter 13 to the end of the book of Acts (which 

outlines his missionary efforts to the uttermost parts of the 

world).  

The Lord Jesus, as we saw above, had prepared the apostles 

by example for various means of financial support while en-

gaged in ministry. That they were in fact financially supported 

through their ministries by the Christian community is evident 

from Paul‘s defense to the Corinthians:  

Do we not have a right to eat and drink? Do we not have a 

right to take along a believing wife, even as the rest of the 

apostles and the brothers of the Lord and Cephas
70

? Or do 

only Barnabas and I not have a right to refrain from 

working? Who at any time serves as a soldier at his own 

expense?” (1 Cor 9:4-7a).  

The inspired Paul assumed the fact that original apostles 

(even Peter) were financially supported. We would take this 

apostolic example referred to by Paul as extending to all indi-

viduals dedicated to fulltime, vocational Christian service.  

                                                   
68 Acts 1-12 
69 Acts 1:8 serves as an outline for the book of Acts.  
70 Cephas is Peter‘s original name, the name Paul customarily used in referring to 

him.  
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Barnabas and Saul (Paul) – the early days 

Our next historical stop has to do with Barnabas and Paul 

(aka Saul). Barnabas was a highly trusted believer in the church 

in Jerusalem and his reputation for being an ―encourager‖ was 

widespread. In fact, his given name, Joseph, was replaced by 

the apostles with a new name, Barnabas, which means ―Son of 

Encouragement.‖
71

 He risked his reputation among the early 

church by vouching for the newly converted Saul
72

 who had 

formerly been a persecutor of the church. Barnabas provided 

Saul access to the believing community in Jerusalem.
73

  

With Barnabas‘ backing, Saul boldly preached the Word in 

Jerusalem until he was sent away by the believers to his home 

town of Tarsus. This was necessitated by the disturbance his 

preaching caused and the believers‘ evident fear for his life. 

Barnabas, on the other hand, apparently stayed on in Jerusalem 

where he remains hidden from our view until chapter 11.  

Barnabas‘ standing within the church in Jerusalem carried 

significant influence, so much so that the believers there sent 

him to check out reports of a powerful movement among the 

Gentiles: 

The news about [the large number of conversions in Antioch 

in Syria] reached the ears of the church at Jerusalem, and 

they sent Barnabas off to Antioch. Then when he arrived and 

witnessed the grace of God, he rejoiced and began to 

encourage them all with resolute heart to remain true to the 

Lord; for he was a good man, and full of the Holy Spirit and 

of faith. (Acts 11:22-24a) 

                                                   
71 Acts 4:36 
72

 Some assume erroneously that Paul was given his name as a result of his 

conversion to Christ. However, Paul went by two names: Paul was his Greek name, 
while Saul was his Hebrew name. The book of Acts uses his Hebrew name until 

partway through his first missionary journey with Barnabas (Acts 13-14), then 
switches to his Greek name for the remainder of the story. This booklet follows the 
same pattern in referring to Saul/Paul.  

73 Acts 9:26-27 
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There had been a startling outbreak of conversions in the city 

of Antioch located north of Israel, in Syria. This was the first 

record of another congregation of believers outside of Jerusalem 

and most of them were non-Jews. Barnabas was selected for this 

mission because of his exemplary character and reputation.
74

 

Barnabas‘ mission to Antioch consisted of being the ―Jeru-

salem-sent‖ witness who was sent out to investigate and vali-

date what was happening there. On behalf of the sending church 

in Jerusalem he encouraged the new converts in Antioch—

something he was particularly gifted at doing.
75

  

Barnabas, the consummate encourager, perceived in Saul the 

teaching gift that was needed at Antioch and influenced him to 

return from Tarsus and use his considerable gift in building up 

this new Gentile church.
76

 For an entire year they connected 

with and taught the large number of new converts.  

What these men did to financially support themselves is no-

where indicated in the immediate context. We do know from 

later biblical record that Saul was a tent-maker by trade, which 

provided some income from time to time, as was the case in 

Corinth.
77

 In addition, his status as a Roman citizen, having 

grown up in a Roman city (Tarsus), together with his exemplary 

Jewish learning and accomplishment, could mean that he may 

have had some significant financial means at his disposal. At 

the least, his ability to pick up and move so readily would indi-

cate either he had sufficient finances of his own or that someone 

was underwriting his expenses.  

Barnabas, on the other hand, had been (and possibly still 

was) a land owner of some means. He had sold at least part of 

his holdings to provide for the needs of believers in the    

                                                   
74Acts 11:19-21. It may have helped that Barnabas was born in Cyprus (4:36) and 

one of the main groups of evangelists in Antioch were from Cyprus, suggesting a 
cultural or ethnic affinity. 

75 Acts 11:23 
76 Acts 11:25-26. Whether Paul worked in a ―secular‖ occupation during this time 

or was in fulltime ministry was apparently not a concern to the author of Acts, thus 
we have no way of knowing this one way or the other.  

77 Acts 18:3 
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emerging church in Jerusalem years earlier.

78
 So he may have 

sold other parts of his real estate to make resources available for 

his travels. He could also have helped underwrite Saul‘s ex-

penses. What is obvious is that they were able to engage exten-

sively in both a local and also itinerate evangelistic and teaching 

ministry.  

Barnabas and Saul gained a growing reputation for being 

trustworthy. In response to a prophecy about an upcoming fam-

ine in Judea, the believers in Antioch took up a collection and 

entrusted the two with delivering the funds to the believers at 

the Jerusalem church.
79

 Originally the Jerusalem church sent 

Barnabas to Antioch and now the Antioch church (possibly 

under the encouraging influence of Barnabas) reciprocates by 

sending Barnabas with Saul back to Jerusalem. One wonders if 

Saul‘s later development of a compassionate heart for the ma-

terial needs of believers took root during the years spent under 

Barnabas‘ influence. 

While Barnabas and Saul were in Jerusalem, James and Peter 

were imprisoned for their faith. James became the first of the 

twelve apostles to be executed, while Peter was miraculously 

released.
80

 Despite this persecution of key Christian leaders in 

Jerusalem, the Word of God kept spreading. There was appar-

ently no further need for Barnabas‘ and Saul‘s teaching ministry 

there in Jerusalem. Nor was such a ministry among Jews to be 

Saul‘s primary focus anyway, for he was called of God to be an 

apostle to the Gentiles.
81

 With the mission completed in Jerusa-

lem, they returned to Antioch along with a new member of the 

team, Barnabas‘ cousin, a young man by the name of John 

Mark.
82

 

                                                   
78 Acts 4:36-37 
79 Acts 11:27-30 
80 Why the Lord allowed James to die but rescued Peter is a fascinating 

discussion, but beyond the scope of this study.  
81 Acts 9:15, Gal 2:8-9 
82 It was in John Mark‘s mother‘s home that the believers prayed for Peter‘s 

release from prison (Acts 12:12). See also Col 4:10. 
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Commendation 

Back in Antioch, Barnabas and Saul continued their on-

going ministry of teaching and shepherding the young Gentile 

church there: 

Now there were at Antioch, in the church that was there, 

prophets and teachers: Barnabas, and Simeon who was 

called Niger, and Lucius of Cyrene, and Manaen who had 

been brought up with Herod the tetrarch, and Saul. (Acts 

13:1)  

Barnabas and Saul both had a background suitable for a minis-

try outside the context of the Palestinian Jews. Barnabas was of 

Cyprian background and was comfortable in either Jewish or 

Gentile settings. Saul was born and raised in the Roman city, 

Tarsus, with Roman citizenship and was well schooled in Greek 

thought as well as Jewish learning. Thus, the two were more 

readily usable by the Lord for reaching the non-Jewish world 

than the original twelve apostles, all of whom were apparently 

born and raised in Israel.   

Three other men also rose to prominence in the Antiochian 

church. Together these five leading men of the church are re-

ferred to as ―prophets and teachers.‖ They were all men of God, 

mature in their faith and actively serving in ministry.  

God spoke through and to this group of leaders, and as a re-

sult we get a first time glimpse into the ―commendation‖ of 

individuals for the work of the Lord: 

While they were ministering to the Lord and fasting, the Holy 

Spirit said, “Set apart for me Barnabas and Saul for the 

work to which I have called them.” Then, when they had 

fasted and prayed and laid their hands on them, they sent 

them away. So, being sent out by the Holy Spirit, they went 

down to Seleucia and from there they sailed to Cyprus. (Acts 

13:2-4) 

When they finished the ministry trip the writer of Acts records 

that: 
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They [Saul and Barnabas] sailed to Antioch, from which 

they had been commended to the grace of God for the work 

that they had accomplished. When they had arrived and 

gathered the church together, they began to report all things 

that God had done with them and how He had opened a door 

of faith to the Gentiles. (Acts 14:26-27) 

A close inspection of this passage will uncover some insights 

into commending individuals to the Lord‘s work. The following 

is a brief summary:  

The context 

The ones God used to send Barnabas and Saul on their min-

istry trip were godly individuals, as indicated by the phrase 

―they were ministering to the Lord and fasting.‖ Fasting was an 

indication of their commitment to prayer. The ones to be sent 

(i.e. Barnabas and Saul) were already serving the Lord, utilizing 

their spiritual giftedness.  

The role of the Holy Spirit 

 The text specifically indicates that it was the Holy Spirit who 

selected Barnabas and Saul for this mission. 

 The Holy Spirit was the initiator of the matter. 

 The Holy Spirit revealed His mind to both the senders and 

the sent ones (Barnabas and Saul were part of the group to 

whom the Holy Spirit spoke).  

 Barnabas and Saul were not ―lone-rangers‖ doing their own 

thing regardless of what anyone else thought—all were in 

harmony with the Spirit.  

 The Holy Spirit guided the process. 

 The Holy Spirit sent out Barnabas and Saul. 

The role of the senders 

The whole group evidently continued praying and fasting in 

response to the Lord‘s revelation to them. They laid hands on 

Barnabas and Saul, symbolic of setting them apart for that 

which the Holy Spirit appointed them. This was a form of pub-

lic identification and commissioning to the work. It signified 
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that ―we affirm God‘s call in your life and are willing to vouch 

for you and stand by you.‖ Later in his ministry, Paul
83

 in-

structed his young protégé Timothy to ―not lay hands on anyone 

hastily‖ (1 Timothy 5:22). He saw the wisdom of requiring 

sufficient time and maturity for a convert to prove himself in his 

spiritual walk before being given greater responsibility in min-

istry. In the case of Barnabas and Saul, they had both been 

Christians for at least 15 years by this time and had spent much 

of that time in active Christian ministry.  

Notice that verse 3 indicates the church sent them out, but 

verse 4 says the Holy Spirit sent them also. Who, then, sent out 

the two new missionaries? The answer is—both the Holy Spirit 

and the church! Actually, the word translated ―sent away‖ in 

Acts 13:3 literally means ―to release.‖ The church was releasing 

Barnabas and Saul to do what the Lord had sent them to do. 

This is a classic case of the Lord‘s people working in concert 

with God, keeping in step with the Holy Spirit
84

 and agreeing 

with the Holy Spirit.
85

 He is the sender, they are the means.  

The commendation
86

 

The writer of Acts identifies the process of sending Barnabas 

and Saul on their ministry trip: ―they had been commended to 

the grace of the Lord for the work‖ (Acts 14:26). From this we 

can learn a number of principles that instruct us today in 

commending people to serve God fulltime. 

 Commendation was an action taken by the local church.  

 Commendation by the assembly concerned members of their 

church and thus were well known to them. 

 Commendation was to the Lord for His work. 

 Commendation involved an on-going relationship between 

the workers and the assembly which sent them out—Barna-

bas and Saul returned to Antioch and reported on the results 

of the trip.  

                                                   
83 Paul was the name he was known by later in his ministry. 
84 Galatians 5:25 
85 Acts 15:28 
86 Thanks to MSC Canada for some of the points delineated here.  
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The mission 

All involved were willing to trust God‘s leading in the matter 

without knowing all the details. But the mission was clear. They 

were sent to ―proclaim the Word of God‖ as indicated at the 

first stop of their itinerary.
87

 As the particulars unfold in Acts 13 

and 14, we find Barnabas and Saul touring through a series of 

towns and cities in what we would now call Asia-Minor in the 

eastern Mediterranean area. Their ministry included the 

preaching of the gospel and establishing churches with elder 

leadership in each city.
88

 

Finally, Paul
89

 and Barnabas returned to Antioch, their mis-

sion completed which they were sent to do. It was of limited 

duration, about 1-2 years in length. Paul left for a second min-

istry trip and, according to Acts 15:40, he and his new partner 

Silas were ―committed by the brethren to the grace of the Lord.‖ 

The word translated committed in some Bible versions is from 

the same Greek word paradidomi as in Acts 14:23 and can be 

translated commended (NIV, NKJV). Paul was again com-

mended, just like for the first trip. At the end of that second tour 

he returned to Antioch, the sending church,
90

and apparently 

reported on what God had done.  

For Paul‘s third ministry trip, the book of Acts makes no 

comment about his being commended or returning afterward to 

report back to Antioch. This lack of historical notation can be 

explained as the writer‘s assumption that Paul‘s commendation 

did not necessarily have a time limit. We must also keep in 

mind that Acts was written as a history, not as a detailed manual 

for missionary endeavors.  

                                                   
87 Acts 13:5 
88 Acts 14:23 
89 Two things happened in the narrative of this trip relative to the apostle. The 

writer of Acts (Luke) switches to using his Greek name ―Paul.‖ Also, he begins to list 

Paul‘s name first when speaking of him and Barnabas. The commonly understood 
explanation for this is that Paul, on this mission, had become more prominent than 
Barnabas. The mentoree apparently moved past his mentor.  

90 Acts 18:22 
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As noted above, Paul, as a master teacher and inspired 

writer, often called on people to follow his example.
91

 The 

pattern in his life of ministry seems to be well established, that 

those going out into fulltime service for the Lord are ―com-

mended‖ to the work for which the Holy Spirit calls them.  

Financial support  

Paul had no reluctance or hesitation about raising funds for 

the needs of other Christians, particularly those who were suf-

fering.
92

 But no mention is made in the book of Acts or in any 

of Paul‘s writings about either his or Barnabas‘ raising financial 

support for themselves. He did later assert that they both had a 

right to financial support,
93

 but he quickly added that at times he 

set that right aside.
94

  

There is no evidence that anyone in the NT record spent time 

in ―deputation,‖ a modern day concept where a missionary 

travels from church to church raising support for his or her 

ministry. Normally an argument from silence is not convincing 

by itself. However, in the case of Paul‘s ministry trips the si-

lence is noteworthy—especially since he does address the topic 

of finances in his writings.  

The Christian community today is somewhat divided on this 

subject. On the one hand, many feel that making people aware 

of one‘s needs is simply providing them an opportunity to join 

the team in prayer and financial support. How can people know 

what the worker needs unless he actively makes those needs 

known? On the other hand, some would argue that if ―deputa-

tion‖ were a valid, biblically supported activity, there would be 

some scriptural support for it, or at least some inference. But the 

Scripture is plainly silent on this subject. Can not the Lord make 

the needs of the worker known without the worker having to do 

this? George Mueller is probably the most well-known example 

                                                   
91 See 1 Cor 4:16, 11:1, Phil 3:17 
92 See Acts 11:29-30, 2 Cor 8-9 
93 1 Cor 9:3-11 
94 1 Cor 9:12 
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of this kind of ―faith ministry,‖ but many others have served the 

Lord without using the deputation process.  

While we would not suggest that a person is wrong in going 

through deputation, we feel there needs to be serious cautions 

when doing so. In such a tangible thing as finances, the oppor-

tunity for a real working of God is present. Is God not able to 

provide for all of the worker‘s needs? In the end, we must be 

careful not to ―judge another man‘s servant.‖ Each worker must 

hold his own conviction on this.  

The people of God need to be taught to seek the Lord‘s guid-

ance in sacrificial giving. For the workers and the gifted teach-

ers to do this has a ring of self-benefit. It is the elders‘ responsi-

bility to make sure the believers are taught the whole Word of 

God, including giving to the Lord and His servants. 

The motivation of Barnabas and Paul was not to develop a 

career or become financially stable—no mention of that at all. 

Paul does later talk about the Philippians‘ financial support: 

You yourselves also know, Philippians, that at the first 

preaching of the gospel, after I left Macedonia, no church 

shared with me in the matter of giving and receiving but you 

alone. (Phil 4:15)  

His purpose was not to influence their continued giving—but 

rather to thank them for their financial help (― … in view of your 

participation in the gospel from the first day until now‖ Phil 

1:5). He pointedly asserts that he does not write to them because 

he seeks their financial support: 

Not that I seek the gift itself, but I seek for the profit which 

increases to your account. (Phil 4:17) 

He affirms them in their support of him because of the spiritual 

benefit it brings to them.  

While we might be tempted to question someone‘s ulterior 

motive in making this statement, we must remember Paul is 

speaking under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. Such suspi-

cions might be warranted for TV evangelists or those whose 

lifestyle is questionable in other areas. But hardly could such 
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duplicity be characteristic of the Apostle who was fully aware 

of the high standard of his calling which he articulated earlier in 

this letter to the Philippians.
95

 When he wrote the Corinthians 

about not wanting himself to be ―disqualified,‖
96

 he could well 

have been including actions such as being disingenuous with 

the Philippians. Therefore, we take Paul‘s statements to the 

Philippians at face value. 

He goes on to seemingly bend over backwards explaining 

that he has more than enough for his needs: 

But I have received everything in full and have an 

abundance; I am amply supplied, having received from 

Epaphroditus what you have sent, a fragrant aroma, an 

acceptable sacrifice, well-pleasing to God. (Phil 4:18)  

So we see that the apostle did not request funds from the 

Philippians or any other church for his own personal needs. 

In addition to the unsolicited support of the Philippians, help 

came when he stayed in people‘s homes where the hospitality of 

believers would have assisted in meeting his practical needs.
97

 

The apostle was also not averse to engaging his tent-making 

trade at times: 

… because he [Paul] was of the same trade, he stayed with 

them (Aquila & Priscilla) and they were working, for by 

trade they were tent-makers. (Acts 18:3) 

You yourselves know that these hands [of Paul’s] ministered 

to my own needs and to the men who were with me. (Acts 

20:34) 

This is where the modern concept of a ―tent-making ministry‖ 

comes from, people serving the Lord in a self-supporting way.  

Clearly, financial support for the Lord‘s work comes in var-

ied ways. But as a servant of the Lord, Paul‘s financial support 

was never the focal point. He had developed an important     

                                                   
95 Phil 3:16 
96 1 Cor 9:27 
97 See Acts 16:34 
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attitude necessary for anyone who desires to serve the Lord in a 

fulltime capacity: 

Not that I speak from want, for I have learned to be content 

in whatever circumstances I am. I know how to get along 

with humble means, and I also know how to live in 

prosperity; in any and every circumstances I have learned 

the secret of being filled and going hungry, both of having 

abundance and suffering need. I can do all things through 

him who strengthens me (Phil 4:11-13). 

Paul sometimes suffered financial hardship and sometimes 

had more than enough to live on. Either way he was content 

because the focus was not on his standard of living but on 

serving the Lord.  

Becoming the Lord‘s servant in a fulltime capacity means a 

willingness to accept difficulties, but it does not require a vow 

of poverty or necessitate constant financial depravation. Nor 

should others expect that of the worker. What is required is that 

finances not be seen as the final goal, as though serving the 

Lord were just another way of making a living. 

Conclusion  

The apostolic example shows that there were workers
98

 who 

traveled from church to church ministering as the need arose 

and as the Lord led them. Such men were commended by 

sending churches and received financial support for their min-

istry and needs. They sometimes refused their right to support 

from those to whom they ministered, but at other times enjoyed 

abundant provisions. At times the Lord‘s servants worked at 

secular jobs to supplement their support.  

                                                   
98 While we have only mentioned Paul and Barnabas, others that were apparently 

in fulltime ministry included Timothy and Epaphroditus. 



NT TEACHING 

We have seen the historical background to fulltime ministry 

as seen in the apostolic examples of Paul (primarily) and Barn-

abas, whose ministries could be described as ―missions‖ or 

―itinerate.‖ Now we move from their example to specific in-

structions in the New Testament regarding fulltime ministry. 

We will see that, in addition to itinerate workers, the Scripture 

also teaches about workers who spend significant time in a 

more limited area and even within individual churches.  

First we must reiterate that a healthy, maturing local church 

should have a plurality of biblically qualified, functioning 

elders. This group of men has the overall responsibility for 

shepherding the flock of God.
99

 That task is not delegated to a 

single individual apart from the elders themselves.
100

  

In addressing the teaching about fulltime workers, one must 

not only interpret correctly what Scripture says, but also exer-

cise caution when drawing inferences and conclusions from 

what Scripture does not say. Where the Word is silent, we must 

use clear interpretative principles to guide us, lest we derive  

erroneous conclusions conditioned more by our preferences or 

traditions than sound judgment. Having said this, there are some 

observations and principles we can draw from pertinent Scrip-

tures. 

Biblical basis for a fulltime worker in the local church 

The functioning of the local church is Paul‘s focus in his first 

letter to Timothy, which he clearly states: 

I am writing these things to you, hoping to come to you 

before long; but in case I am delayed, I write so that you will 

know how one ought to conduct himself in the household of 

God, which is the church of the living God, the pillar and 

support of the truth. (1 Timothy 3:14-15) 

                                                   
99 1 Peter 5:2, Acts 20:28 
100 1 Tim 3:1-7, Titus 1:7-9 
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Among other things, the apostle instructs the church to iden-

tify certain qualified individuals for special consideration: 

The elders who rule well are to be considered worthy of 

double honor, especially those who work hard at preaching 

and teaching. For the Scripture says, “You shall not muzzle 

the ox while he is threshing,” and “The laborer is worthy of 

his wages.” (1 Timothy 5:17-18) 

Some have attempted to minimize the significance of this pas-

sage or downplay its import for our subject. Upon close inspec-

tion, this passage instructs that we should identify certain men 

who are:  

 recognized for spiritual maturity (i.e. being elders). 

 doing well as leaders in the church (―rule well‖—in other 

words, people follow their lead).
101

 

 serving in the ―preaching and teaching‖ of the Word. 

 putting considerable effort into their ministry (―work hard‖). 

When you have an elder who stands out in these areas, he 

should be recognized. It is not a criticism of the other elders but 

simply a recognition of the exemplary work of one who is 

deemed ―worthy.‖ The apostle Paul assumes the other elders 

have sufficient character qualities and the spiritual maturity 

necessary for acknowledging one of their own for honor—and 

to do so freely without jealousy or envy or fear. 

What is the ―double honor” Paul writes about? First, the 

concept includes respect. While certainly the church body as a 

whole should honor those ―deemed less honorable‖ (1 Cor 

12:23), this doesn‘t mean we should withhold honor to those 

who serve well. This is similar to what Paul says of Epaphrodi-

tus: 

                                                   
101 This ―rule well‖ is not so much a matter of control as it is a matter of example 

and influence. See Believers’ Bible Commentary: New Testament, by William 
MacDonald, A&O Press, Kansas. 1989, p. 912.  
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Welcome him in the Lord and honor men like him, because 

he almost died for the work of Christ, making up for the help 

you could not provide (Phil 2:29-30 NIV).  

When Paul says we should double-honor men who rule well 

he is talking also about financial remuneration, for in the next 

breath he quotes a verse that occurs two other times in Scrip-

ture, ―The laborer is worthy of his wages‖ (1 Tim 5:18).
102

 

Thus, to double-honor an elder who rules well and works hard 

at preaching and teaching includes showing respect and pro-

viding monetary support.
103

  

Hendriksen in his commentary on 1 Timothy says,  

“[This] does not imply that every elder, or even every 

excellently ruling elder receive a salary [sic]. All who rule 

well deserve double honor, and in the case of those who 

devote themselves entirely to church-work this implies the 

right of remuneration.”
104

 

Why then, some might ask, does the apostle Peter teach that 

elders should serve ―because you are willing, as God wants you 

to be; not greedy for money‖ (1 Peter 5:2 NIV)? Does this not 

contradict the interpretation given above in Paul‘s writing to 

Timothy? No, it does not. Peter‘s point is that an elder‘s 

primary motivation is not for monetary reward. That does not 

mean he cannot receive it, if offered him. By analogy, the 

Christian who gets paid for his secular work is not by default 

greedy, is he? Of course not. Likewise, it is specious to claim 

that an elder who receives double-honor is thereby greedy for 

money. Having said this, Peter‘s caution is well noted, for there 

                                                   
102 Ibid., p. 912-13. Deut 25:4, Luke 10:7 
103 See The Bible Knowledge Commentary, ed. by Walvoord & Zuck, (Wheaton 

IL: Victory Books, Division of SP Publications), 1 Timothy 5:17-18. William 
MacDonald, Believers’ Bible Commentary, (Wichita, Kansas: A & O Press), 1 

Timothy 5:17-18).  Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, (Grand Rapids: Zondervan 
Publishing), 1 Timothy 5:7-18. 

104 New Testament Commentary: Exposition of the Pastoral Epistles, (Grand 
Rapids: Baker Book House), 1 Timothy 5:17.  



PRACTICAL MATTERS 41 

 
can be a danger of greed in all of our lives. Elders particularly 

need to guard against it, even those who receive double-honor. 

Why not give financial support to all elders who do well? Fi-

nancially, on the surface of it, the church simply may not have 

enough resources to do this. But what about a financial bonus 

occasionally? In the business world, the employee who does 

well often receives a bonus or retirement gift in honor of faith-

ful service to the company. In the church, why not do the same 

for all the elders who serve well, as a bonus or reward to show 

appreciation? Certainly, there is no mandate against this in 

Scripture. But is this ultimately what the honor is about, simply 

a bonus? No, we believe the ―double-honor‖ is to subsidize an 

elder so that he can give more of his focused attention to the 

ministry. 

Many who are not elders or leaders in the church serve well. 

Why single out one individual for this special recognition? The 

answer is this: given the example Paul uses to support his 

teaching (―A laborer is worthy of his wages‖), the principle 

applies to someone for whom this is (or will become) his pri-

mary labor. One can easily see the practicality of this. Providing 

for the worker can relieve the pressure and time constraints of 

having to work a secular job in order that he may be able to give 

more time to the Lord‘s work. 

Paul is himself an example of someone who labored in one 

local church for at least two years (Ephesus, see Acts 19:9-10). 

Though we have no historical record of his financial arrange-

ments, it is clear from his writings (as we saw above), that he 

practiced what he taught, that the worker should be supported 

whether in a traveling mode or in a residential mode. If and 

when people or churches did support him, he gladly accepted 

their gifts provided the effectiveness of his work was not com-

promised. 

I do not believe the Lord provided an exhaustive list in 

Scripture of the only situations in which fulltime ministry can 

be undertaken in the local church. But what we have seen so far 

does provide an example to follow. I believe we can also apply 



42 FULLTIME MINISTRY IN THE CHURCH 
 

this teaching to an individual who concentrates his efforts on 

teaching, leading, youth work, women‘s ministries, children‘s 

work or a myriad of other special interest works. The principles 

would apply to anyone who is being used in a significant and 

exemplary way, in order to free him or her up to spend more 

time in ministry.  

This could be what Paul had in mind when, as we noted 

above, he exhorted the Philippian believers to,  

…welcome [Epaphroditus] in the Lord with great joy, and 

honor men like him because he almost died for the work of 

Christ, risking his life to make up for the help you could not 

give me. (Phil 2:29-30 NIV) 

Epaphroditus had been sent by the Philippians to assist Paul and 

now Paul is sending him back to the Philippians, most likely to 

minister to them as well. In fact, he also sent to them Timo-

thy
105

 who was a proven worker.
106

 So there very likely were 

two fulltime workers at some point in the church at Philippi. 

Value of a fulltime worker 

There is value to the local church in having a fulltime 

worker. This in no way implies that every church must have a 

fulltime worker or that those who do have one are in some way 

superior. While the Lord doesn‘t specifically outline what that 

value is, some practical observations may prove helpful.  

As the local church grows there is often simply too much 

shepherding for secularly-employed elders to do or to do effect-

ively. Anyone who has been an elder and shouldered the burden 

of counseling, teaching, leading, administrating, attending 

meetings and many other responsibilities associated with being 

an elder, knows the huge burden this entails. A fulltime worker 

who assists by carrying the administrative work, for example, 

provides a huge relief for the other elders so that they can attend 

to more appropriate, pastoral work. A fulltime worker‘s gift in 

the area of teaching or leading or discipling can be made more 

                                                   
105 Phil 2:19 
106 Phil 2:22 
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available than if he has to spend 40-50 hours a week in secular 

employment. He can give more concentrated time to ministry. 

Of course some churches don‘t need this help. For example, 

the church that has gifted men who are retired and yet young 

enough to have the energy and stamina to be engaged in minis-

try to a significant extent, may not need a supported fulltime 

worker. Their workers would be self-supporting. Or there may 

be individuals whose secular job situation is such that they can 

work fewer hours and devote more time to ministry. Happy is 

the church who has sufficient giftedness, availability and com-

mitment among the leaders to sacrifice huge amounts of per-

sonal time for the sake of shepherding the flock of God.  

Growing churches with younger elders who have responsible 

jobs and younger families, however, will have difficulty finding 

men who have time to adequately shepherd the flock of God. 

Many spiritually minded younger men have observed children 

of elders who ultimately stray from the Lord, having been neg-

lected by their over-busy father. And these younger men do not 

want to repeat this failing. A man‘s first order of ministry is to 

his family (his immediate ―discipleship group,‖ if you will).  

Often there just simply are not enough qualified people, able 

and willing to devote large amounts to time to the ministry. It is 

true that in some cases there is lack of commitment and willing-

ness to sacrifice among the leadership, and that needs to be 

confronted. However, in some circumstances a fulltime worker 

may be God‘s provision for the ministry in the local church.  

Motivation and accountability 

The worker‘s incentive, as we have seen, should never be to 

gain financially
107

 but rather to give of himself in ministry. 

Obviously money and resources are necessary to live—this is 

true for the fulltime worker as well as everyone else. While he 

is not necessarily called to a vow of poverty, he needs to be as 

financially responsible as all other Christians—but his level of      

                                                   
107 1 Peter 5:2 



44 FULLTIME MINISTRY IN THE CHURCH 
 

financial support should be secondary in his motivation to serve 

the Lord and His people.  

The worker’s motivation should come from the Lord. 

According to conventional, worldly wisdom, people are moti-

vated by salary and a benefits package. Those in management 

can use such incentives to procure and control the person to 

accomplish institutional goals. The servant of the Lord should 

not stoop to such human foibles, but rather be an example of 

those who are so motivated by the Lord that such things as legal 

contracts would be more limiting than anything else. The apos-

tle Paul‘s motivation for ministry was clear, he was under 

―contract‖ with the Lord:  

For if I preach the gospel, I have nothing to boast of, for I 

am under compulsion; for woe is me if I do not preach the 

gospel. For if I do this voluntarily, I have a reward; but if 

against my will, I have a stewardship entrusted to me. What 

then is my reward? That, when I preach the gospel, I may 

offer the gospel without charge, so as not to make full use of 

my right in the gospel. (1 Cor. 9:16-18)  

Paul was not compelled by the Corinthians‘ financial sup-

port, in fact he refused their support. On the other hand, we 

know that he accepted the Philippians‘ support. Yet he minis-

tered among both groups freely and with sacrificial commit-

ment. The point was that finances were not a motivation and he 

was free to accept or reject monetary gifts depending on the 

circumstances.  

Following Paul‘s example, a worker today ought not be mo-

tivated by finances, nor should the church consider finances a 

motivation to hold the worker accountable.  

The worker is accountable first and foremost to the Lord.
108

 

But shouldn‘t there be a system of accountability for the full-

time worker? The word ―accountable‖ means ―to give an ac-

count,‖ that is to give ―a statement explaining one‘s conduct.‖
109

 

                                                   
108 Rom 14:12 
109 Merriam-Webster Dictionary.  
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Ultimately, the worker does not serve the church. He serves 

God, he is the Lord‘s servant. Therefore his actions are to be 

judged by the Lord. This means that the worker is (in fact, all 

Christians are) answerable to the Lord. When that is in order the 

lesser accountabilities will fall into place.  

The worker is accountable to the elders. Scripture also indi-

cates that the worker has some accountability to the local 

church. This is derived from the fact that the Lord uses various 

means to guide and correct the worker, as He does with all 

believers. We can see this in early form when Barnabas and 

Saul reported back to their commending church in Antioch after 

their first missions trip:  

When they had arrived and gathered the church together, 

they began to report all things that God had done with them 

… (Acts 14:27).  

Clearly, the Holy Spirit used the church in guiding Barnabas 

and Saul into ministry and they felt an obligation to give a 

report back.  

In terms of accountability, the worker has the same account-

ability as all others in the local church. The writer of Hebrews 

gives this specific focus: 

Obey your leaders and submit to them, for they keep watch 

over your souls as those who will give an account. Let them 

do this with joy and not with grief, for this would be 

unprofitable for you. (Heb. 13:17) 

The ones to be obeyed are described as those recognized 

leaders who ―watch over your souls‖—in other words, the 

elders. In the local church, all Christians, even fulltime workers, 

are to be subject to the elders.  

What if the worker is also an elder? For that matter what 

about all the elders themselves, who are they accountable to? 

The answer is that elders should watch over each other. Ephe-

sians 5:21 tells us to ―be subject to one another.‖ While that is a 

general maxim for life in the local church, it surely suggests that 

no one is beyond some accountability within the local church.  
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Accountability would be most poignantly expressed among 

the mature leaders who watch over the souls of each other. Who 

else but an elder would understand the temptations and inclina-

tions of another elder? If an elder is charged with shepherding 

the whole flock of God, that must include the other elders. We 

conclude therefore that individual elders are accountable to the 

other elders. This accountability does not supersede his account-

ability to God, any more than it does for the non-elders, but 

there must be a recognition that God often guides and protects 

through godly human leadership.  

A fulltime worker is not more accountable than any other 

member of the local church, notwithstanding his being finan-

cially supported by the church. The breadth of accountability 

should be commensurate not with the amount of financial sup-

port, but rather with the breadth of ministry. Therefore, since a 

supported worker is most likely involved in more ministry, he 

has more areas in which he should be accountable. 
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Fulltime worker as employee?  

Should the worker be an employee of the church or be self-

employed? US tax law
110

 recognizes an ambiguity regarding the 

issue of separation of church and state—and therefore allows 

―ministers‖ to file tax returns as self-employed tax payers and at 

the same time take advantage of some of the benefits of being 

employed. Such considerations aside, one‘s thoughts on ―em-

ployment‖ may affect one‘s depth of understanding of the true 

nature of ministry.  

The American Heritage Dictionary defines ―employee‖ as 

one ―who works for another in return for financial or other 

compensation.‖ This is opposite of the example Paul gives in    

1 Timothy 5:17-18. His perspective is not that the servant of the 

Lord ministers in return for the financial support of the church. 

Rather, the church provides financial support in response to 

ministry the person already does. This distinction is important 

because motivation is the issue. The worker is motivated by the 

Lord, and so he serves. The church responds to his service by 

providing support.  

An example of this is when a worker moves into an area to 

help plant a church. He sacrifices to make the move and begin 

ministering, even though the new church cannot afford to give 

much support because of its small size. In time the support 

increases as the result of the work growing. Therefore the initi-

ative to serve comes first from the worker apart from the mone-

tary prospects and the church in response then supports him. 

The worker must be careful to not let the finances control his 

willingness to sacrifice for the work of the Lord.  

                                                   
110 Canadian tax law somewhat recognizes this ambiguity as well.  
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Money is a great tempter for churches as well. The biblical 

record shows no evidence of contractual arrangements made 

involving the support of fulltime workers. To what degree, then, 

should the worker and the church formalize the arrangement for 

the sake of clear communication and accountability? We be-

lieve care must be taken so as not to lose the distinction of 

accountability to God. 

One wonders if this 

too often is lost in 

negotiations for sal-

ary, benefits and 

contracts. The adage, 

―Those who hold the 

purse strings, control 

the individual,‖ 

should not apply to 

what we are talking 

about here. The issue 

is an important one, because it is all too easy for the worker or 

church to be preoccupied with financial support and power 

struggles in financial matters.  

The church should never find itself using financial support to 

exert a subtle, manipulative influence on the servant of God. 

The attitude could germinate the thought that ―we pay him to do 

that,‖ resulting in elders washing their hands of their responsi-

bilities. This reflects weak, unspiritual eldership.  

On the other hand, the worker should guard against being a 

―man pleaser‖ in order to secure continued or additional finan-

cial support. This could foster a bitterness that ―I am worth 

more than what they are paying me.‖ 

These dangers do not preclude a church having a fulltime 

worker, but they should be taken seriously. 

Financial support 

A right to support 

Some might say that this teaching is self-serving. However, 

the New Testament, inspired by the Spirit of God, is clear in its 

One worker greatly involved in the 

local church was offered a contract 

which stipulated terms of employment, 

benefits, vacation, accountability, 

required hours per week, etc. The 

irony was that the contract called for 

40 hours per week, which was less 

than he was already doing. In effect, 

the contract would have gotten in the 

way of his ministry.  
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advocacy of financial and material support for those serving the 

Lord in a fulltime capacity. Jesus Himself said,  

“Stay in that house, eating and drinking what they give you; 

for the laborer is worthy of his wages. Do not keep moving 

from house to house. (Luke 10:7)  

Paul rejoins this assessment, as we noted above:  

Or do only Barnabas and I not have a right to refrain from 

working? Who at any time serves as a soldier at his own ex-

pense? Who plants a vineyard and does not eat the fruit of 

it? Or who tends a flock and does not use the milk of the 

flock? I am not speaking these things according to human 

judgment, am I? Or does not the Law also say these things? 

For it is written in the Law of Moses, “You shall not muzzle 

the ox while he is threshing.” God is not concerned about 

oxen, is He? Or is He speaking altogether for our sake? Yes, 

for our sake it was written, because the plowman ought to 

plow in hope, and the thresher to thresh in hope of sharing 

the crops. If we sowed spiritual things in you, is it too much 

if we reap material things from you? (1 Cor 9:6-11)  

The fulltime worker has a right to be supported. It is true that 

Paul goes on to say he set aside that ―right‖ when among the 

Corinthians. He none-the-less affirmed that he had a right to it 

and did in fact enjoy that right at certain times in his ministry.  

Precisely at this point, Paul is aware of the awkwardness of a 

fulltime worker making this kind of assertion. It seems to beg of 

self-interest, has the appearance of a decidedly inferior spirit-

uality and is suspicious of questionable motivation. However, 

Paul could legitimately assert these things because 1) he is 

inspired by the Holy Spirit, so in that regard is above self-moti-

vation as he writes and 2) he did not receive support from the 

Corinthians (to whom he was writing) nor would he accept it 

from them—thus he was free to assert the propriety and right to 

support without being accused of self-interest in the eyes of the 

original readers, the Corinthians.  
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Foregoing support? 

So what do we make of Paul setting aside the right to support 

from the Corinthians? Is that to be the standard for all fulltime 

workers? In our day it would seem a person would be crazy to 

refuse support, for after all, everyone needs to have the material 

and financial means to live, at least at a minimum level.  

There are good reasons why at times a worker might set 

aside his right to financial support:  

When preaching the gospel. Paul says, inspired as he was by 

the Holy Spirit:  

 “… when I preach the gospel, I … offer the gospel without 

charge, so as not to make full use of my right in the gospel.” 

(1 Cor. 9:18) 

He did not want the preaching of the free gift of salvation to be 

tarnished and laden down with financial requirements. To do 

anything else would have hindered his boast of providing the 

gospel ―free of charge.‖ This challenges the fulltime worker 

today when one of the loudest criticisms of the church by non-

believers is that they are always asking for money. Paul wanted 

to avoid such denigration.  

When the motive is in question. Paul was tenacious, almost 

sarcastic in his own defense when his motive was questioned: 

Or did I commit a sin in humbling myself so that you might 

be exalted, because I preached the gospel of God to you 

without charge? I robbed other churches by taking wages 

from them to serve you; and when I was present with you 

and was in need, I was not a burden to anyone; for when the 

brethren came from Macedonia they fully supplied my need, 

and in everything I kept myself from being a burden to you, 

and will continue to do so. As the truth of Christ is in me, 

this boasting of mine will not be stopped in the regions of 

Achaia. Why? Because I do not love you? God knows I do! 

(2 Cor. 11:7-11) 

Now it is obvious from this passage that Paul was financially 

supported by other churches (those of Macedonia) in his efforts 
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to preach the gospel. But where the Corinthians were con-

cerned, he safeguarded himself in advance by not accepting any 

financial help from them. Possibly, Paul saw on his first visit to 

Corinth some evidence that receiving their financial support 

would someday come back to haunt him. His rationale was 

strategic as well as theological (i.e. offering salvation freely). 

When the Corinthians later challenged his apostolic authority, 

they questioned his core motives. So in order to prove he wasn‘t 

preaching and teaching for financial gain, he simply side-

stepped the unfair accusation by reminding the Corinthians that 

he did not take nor expect any monetary support from them in 

the first place.  

As an example. At times Paul supported himself (e.g. among 

the believers in Ephesus) to demonstrate sacrificial hard work 

and the blessedness of being able to give rather than receive. 

You yourselves know that these hands ministered to my own 

needs and to the men who were with me. In everything I 

showed you that by working hard in this manner you must 

help the weak and remember the words of the Lord Jesus, 

that He Himself said, “It is more blessed to give than to 

receive.”  (Acts 20:34-35)   

When he can be self-supported. Some people do not need   

financial support: for example, those who are retired, those who 

are independently wealthy or those who can adequately support 

themselves with part-time secular work. This writer is ac-

quainted with numerous individuals who have chosen to live on 

a reduced work week and a lesser income so they can spend 

more of their time in ministry. 

When there is a lack of resources. One practical reason in 

foregoing support is when the church simply lacks the funds to 

adequately support an individual. This is often the case with a 

new church plant or with reviving a ―sick‖ church. A fulltime 

worker might be supported by other churches while he serves in 

a church that has little or no resources.  
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So, the worker must learn, as Paul did, that at times he may 

have little income or assets, while at other times he may have an 

abundance. But at all times the worker must learn to be content 

and trust the Lord: 

… I have learned to be content in whatever circumstances I 

am. I know how to get along with humble means, and I also 

know how to live in prosperity; in any and every circums-

tance I have learned the secret of being filled and going 

hungry, both of having abundance and suffering need. I can 

do all things through Him who strengthens me. (Phil 4:11-

14)  

Therefore, a fulltime worker is not wrong in expecting to be 

supported for the work he does—no one should criticize him for 

this. And at times the worker may voluntarily sacrifice support 

when appropriate. 

Who provides the support? 

The Lord provides for the worker. The worker is commended 

to the ―grace of the Lord‖ (Acts 14:26). This grace is pervasive 

and the worker has the opportunity to experience it in the most 

tangible of ways, especially in our materialistic, western world. 

In a very real, down-to-earth, ―rubber-meets-the-road‖ kind of 

way, being commended to the grace of the Lord means the 

grace of providing for the worker‘s tangible sustenance while he 

serves. This is why a fulltime worker will often refer to his 

financial support as ―gifts‖ rather than ―pay‖ (the Greek word 

for grace in Scripture is charis, which is also translated as 

―gift‖). 

Indeed, this life of faith should not be strange to any Christ-

ian, for all are called to ―live by faith‖ (2 Cor 5:7) and to look to 

the Lord to provide the basic necessities of life:  

“…for your heavenly Father knows that you need all these 

things. But seek first His kingdom and His righteousness, 

and all these things will be added to you.” (Matt 6:32b-33)  

The fulltime worker, however, is often more immediately 

aware of the implications of this as he has left behind regular 
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employment and the guaranteed paycheck

111
 and relies on the 

Lord to provide for his and his family‘s needs.  

Despite the overly spiritual imaginations of some, the Lord 

does not usually provide money growing on trees or falling 

from the sky! Occasionally He does provide in simply miracu-

lous ways, of which most fulltime workers can regale you with 

stories. Normally, however, the Lord uses various human con-

duits: individuals, churches, organizations. However, the Lord‘s 

servant, of all people, should never forget that support comes 

from the Lord. So whether there is much support or little sup-

port, it is the Lord who provides it.  

The commending church should provide support. It would 

seem obvious that those who commend a person to work full-

time ought to provide significant support. How can they re-

commend a person to go out in faith trusting the Lord and yet 

not also themselves step out in faith by providing for the 

worker‘s needs? Clearly, Paul received financial support from a 

variety of churches at various times, and apparently had on-

going relationships with those churches. It would be most prob-

able that the original commending church at Antioch was part 

of the support base for him. 

The local church in which the worker serves should provide 

support. This is the basic teaching of 1 Tim 5:17-18 as we have 

already seen. As for support of those who teach, the apostle is 

unequivocal: 

The one who is taught the word is to share all good things 

with the one who teaches him. (Gal 6:6) 

This would include both the church as a whole as well as indi-

viduals providing ―good things‖ for the one who teaches. The 

―good things‖ would presumably include material and financial 

support. 

                                                   
111 Although, as anyone who has lost his job can attest, no paycheck is 

guaranteed! 
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The church should be constantly aware that it is a conduit for 

the Lord‘s provision. Members should be acting in faith to 

provide for the needs of the fulltime worker.  

Individuals may help support the worker. God‘s people as 

individuals play an important role in God‘s provision. They are 

like a glove on the Hand that brings the Lord‘s resources to the 

worker. As the Lord leads, individuals may provide financial, 

material or service support for a fulltime worker (as we have 

seen in Gal 6:6 above). This may be in the form of financial 

gifts. Or it may be in the form of businessmen providing free or 

discounted services, healthcare services, material goods at 

cost—as an offering to the Lord to be used for needs of the 

worker. Or it could be in the sharing of possessions.  

Factors affecting the amount of support 

First of all, the primary communication link between the 

people and the worker is the Lord. As the worker prays about 

his needs, the Lord can impress those needs on the minds and 

hearts of the people. It is ironic that in a day when many Christ-

ians are claiming miraculous or supernatural happenings, there 

is so much asking and even begging for financial support in the 

church! The issue of finances is a very real and tangible oppor-

tunity to demonstrate God‘s supernatural ability to provide for 

the worker‘s and the ministry‘s need. Here are some factors that 

can help a church or individual determine how and how much to 

support the worker: 

See your financial gifts as an offering to God. We saw this 

illustrated in the Old Testament (see above). Knowing that 

supporting the Lord‘s servants will bring God‘s blessing affects 

the way we give.
112

  

Seek divine guidance in your giving. Though we have some 

human control over where our offerings may go, we need divine 

guidance so that we keep in step with the Holy Spirit‘s desires. 

The workman is worthy of support.
113

 We shouldn‘t be-

grudge a worker his support. The old jingle, ―Lord, you keep 

                                                   
112 Phil 4:18-20 
113 1 Cor 9:6-14 
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him humble, we‘ll keep him poor,‖ unfortunately can creep into 

attitudes. But we must remember the worker serves the Lord 

and He wants to use all of us to support His workers.  

Many fulltime workers are notoriously reluctant to express 

their needs. There are a variety of reasons: a) like most people, 

they are uncomfortable discussing their personal finances, b) 

misunderstanding and judgmentalism over how they spend their 

money is an ever present concern, c) people have differing 

concepts of what constitutes a need or what standard of living 

the worker should live at, and d) making his needs known may 

look like the worker is hinting for a donation.  

The worker has real needs to be considered. While this fact 

should be obvious, it requires some observation and sensitivity. 

Sometimes asking a few specific but gentle probing questions 

can be helpful or perhaps looking with a reasonable perspective 

at his life situation as compared to your own.  

The book of Haggai makes a relevant point here:  

Is it time for you yourselves to dwell in your paneled houses 

while this house lies desolate? (Hag 1:4) 

The people of Israel, after their exile, spent considerable time 

and energy making their own lives comfortable, but allowed the 

things of the Lord to exist in a state of disrepair. One wonders if 

the priests and the Levites (the ones who were to be supported 

in their service for the Lord) were also living in a state of depri-

vation, or at the very least having to neglect the service of the 

Lord as they were consumed with supplying their own needs. 

There was a complete imbalance.  

It seems reasonable today that we should not expect the 

Lord‘s servants to live in deprivation or see their houses in 

disrepair (for example), as compared to the standard of living 

other Christians experience or the state of repair of their homes.  

The cost of living in the community in which the worker 

serves should be considered. Common sense should be used in 

considering the normal cost of living. What is obvious to the 

worker is not always obvious to others, namely that the workers 
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and their families have the same sustenance needs that everyone 

else has (food, transportation, home, clothing, schooling, health, 

recreation, etc.). 

The church should exercise faith in supporting the worker. 

This support is the Lord‘s money, used for the Lord‘s work, in 

support of the Lord‘s servant—and as such should not be taken 

lightly. Both the amount of support and the object of the support 

are to be bathed in prayer and subject to the leading of the Holy 

Spirit. As the worker sacrifices, so should the Lord‘s people in 

general. 

Determining the level of support?  

Here are some various ways churches have determined their 

level of support for their fulltime workers:  

 Some church leaders (elders and/or deacons) simply pray for 

divine guidance without consideration of any specific or on-

going needs of the worker.  

 Some feel the worker should subsist on minimum support, 

trusting the Lord will somehow provide through other 

means. Possibly the support will be equal to the lowest 

income level represented in the church. It is assumed that 

this will encourage the worker to live more by faith and not 

by sight or checkbook. Or it may simply reflect the financial 

reality of the church‘s financial situation. 

 Some churches arbitrarily set a figure based partly on 

available funds and partly on guess work. Many feel they 

simply cannot afford to give adequately. 

 Some churches take into consideration factors such as the 

following: 

 The average or median income of wage-earners in the 

congregation. 

 The income level of those having an equal amount of 

education and experience in a similar field (for example, 

human services or education). One suggestion was to   
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target the income level of a junior college or community 

college professor.  

 The percentage of time a worker spends in ministry in the 

local church, as opposed to outside ministry. Keep in 

mind that fulltime ministry can rarely be boxed into a 

forty hour work week!  

 Education costs and adequate time off for rest, 

recuperation and further training or studies. 

 The ―benefits‖ most people receive with secular 

employment, like health insurance, life insurance,
114

 

disability insurance,
115

 dental expenses, medications, 

pension,
116

 etc.—most of which are quite expensive to 

pay for oneself.  

Some might think this last concern to be a sub-spiritual way 

of seeking the Lord‘s will about financial support. But consider 

by way of analogy how Paul taught the Philippians to, ―Be 

anxious for nothing, but in everything … let your requests be 

made known to God‖ (Phil 4:6). Based on this instruction, 

Christians should look to God when they are anxious for any-

thing. However, this same Paul also told the same original 

readers, ―I have sent [Epaphaoditus] … so that when you see 

                                                   
114 There is some debate about whether a worker should buy life insurance, for 

example, or trust the Lord to provide for his widow when he dies. Each worker must 
decide these kinds of questions based on his own convictions. However, the decision 
concerning life insurance, as well as health insurance and pension planning can 
involve a huge expense; and many fulltime workers settle for minimal or no 

insurances or pension, only to be hit by huge expenses later, or to leave a widow with 
serious financial struggles. 

115 One church had a concern that if their worker become disabled and unable to 
continue in ministry, the church would certainly not abandon him or his family. 
However, the possibility of long term support for someone who could no longer 
function in ministry would become financially debilitating to the church. The church 
would not simply stop supporting someone because of unfortunate circumstances and 
then start supporting someone else. This would be cold-hearted to say the least. The 

solution they considered was disability insurance. 
116 While pension may not sound spiritual to some, the needs of an older worker 

who is unable to minister as much because of advancing age, must be taken into 
consideration.  
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him again, you may rejoice and I may be less concerned about 

you.‖ (Phil 2:28). It seems Paul himself was quite concerned to 

the point of being anxious, so he took practical steps in sending 

Epaphraditus back to the Philippians. The point is that while we 

look to God for help with anxiety, we can also take practical 

steps to help alleviate the cause of anxiety. Likewise, by anal-

ogy, the church should look to God for guidance in how much 

support should be given to the fulltime worker, but at the same 

time take practical steps in determining the need. The same 

holds true for the worker. 

Is “regular” support unbiblical?  

Some feel that where financial support is consistent and reg-

ular, the worker will come to rely on the people rather than on 

the Lord. The Scripture does not specifically address this con-

cern and where Scripture is silent we must be careful about 

drawing conclusions. However, regularity is not the same as a 

contractual salary. Neither is irregularity to be equated with 

spirituality. Many of the worker‘s expenses are regular (mort-

gage or rent payments, utilities, etc.)—fulltime workers as well 

as all other Christians desire to be responsible in financial mat-

ters. Consistency in support helps the worker plan his financial 

matters.  

When support is not enough  

A church may not be able to provide all the needed resources 

for its fulltime worker, due to financial limitations. The matter 

certainly needs to be bathed in prayer. Granted, the worker 

entered fulltime ministry trusting the Lord and was willing to 

set aside remuneration from a secular job. But the church, like 

the people of Israel in the Old Testament period, should be 

generous with their best in offering to the Lord. Remember, the 

idea from 1 Timothy 5:17-18 is to provide for the worker so that 

he doesn‘t need to spend time in secular work to provide for his 

or his family‘s needs. 

Additionally, a church needs to carefully consider how much 

it can stretch itself financially, how many ministries and work-

ers can be supported adequately. Again, faith is the critical 
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component in determining the proper priorities and the level of 

sacrifice needed. The church should extend itself in faith as a 

group and also as individuals. The worker should stretch him-

self as well in trusting the Lord when the support is not ade-

quate for his needs.  

It is not the worker‘s desire to become rich—there are other 

professions where he can do better if that were his goal. But the 

worker himself can develop resourcefulness in living a frugal, 

simple lifestyle. The church can develop resourcefulness in 

meeting the worker‘s material needs. Indeed, the financial needs 

of the worker can become a means for developing a deeper 

dependence on the Lord and an opportunity for developing a 

closer relationship between worker and church. Walking in faith 

as the church and the worker struggle with the support issues 

can encourage a genuine ―fellowship in the Spirit‖ (Phil 2:1) 

and ―fellowship of sharing in His sufferings‖ (Phil 3:10 NIV). 

Finally the worker could engage for a time in a ―tent-mak-

ing‖ endeavor to help provide for his needs, just as Paul appar-

ently did from time to time—this of course would mean less 

time for ministry during that time. 

Be careful of superficial judgments 

Since a worker may have ministries in areas beyond the local 

church (e.g. itinerate ministry, conference speaking, camp work, 

writing) no one group may fully know his total income. How-

ever, rare is the Lord‘s servant who has excess.
117

 One who is 

qualified and commended to serve fulltime can be trusted with 

any excess financial support, should it occur. 

We must, however, be careful about superficial judgments.  

                                                   
117 True, there are a small number of highly visible exceptions to this (the most 

visible of which can include, for example, some nationally known speakers, TV 
evangelists and best-selling authors). But the norm is that most people in the Lord‘s 
work live at a standard well below what would be experienced in secular work.  
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One fulltime worker was known to drive a Mercedes Benz 

convertible sports car. People unfamiliar with the situation 

understandably had a difficult time with this. It turns out 

that for years he had hobbled along with old broken-down 

cars (that was all he could afford!) and often missed 

preaching engagements because of breakdowns. After one 

such occurrence a Christian car dealer (who owned a 

Mercedes-Benz franchise) who had been so blessed by this 

man’s ministry, came to the conviction that this servant of 

the Lord should not have to cancel ministry engagements at 

the last minute simply because of inadequate transport-

ation. As a result, the dealer gave him unlimited use of a 

brand new car, with a new replacement every two years. 

Another fulltime worker had been making do with an old 

suit for years, and people had begun to notice. One winter, 

he was given money for a new suit, which he used for that 

purpose. A week later another Christian took him on a 

surprise visit to a men’s clothing store and insisted on 

buying him a summer suit and a winter suit. About a month 

later, a recently widowed woman felt led of the Lord to give 

him a new suit that her recently deceased husband had 

bought shortly before he died. So, in the space of 2 months 

this worker had a closet full of new suits! Yet his car was in 

desperate need of repair and he had limited funds to fix it. 

Often workers may find themselves unbelievably blessed in 

one area, but suffering difficulty in another. The above worker 

with the Mercedes had other needs and would sometimes quip: 

―The Lord is good. However, you can‘t eat a Mercedes Benz 

when you don‘t have enough money to buy food.‖  

Accordingly we must be careful in our judgments concerning 

a worker‘s standard of living and blessings from the Lord.  
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What is considered “fulltime”? 

Scripture is silent on this specific question. However, the fact 

that a worker is ―worthy‖ of his support means he must be 

worthy. This would have implications as to the amount of time 

spent in ministry. Consider that the average elder (non-fulltime 

individual) most likely works a responsible secular job, proba-

bly 40-45 hours per week minimum. However, that same elder 

may serve many hours per week in the church attending meet-

ings, preaching, counseling, e-mailing, planning, leading small 

groups, etc. Someone has suggested that 10-17 hours per week 

(including attending the church services) would not be out of 

line for a conscientious church leader. Therefore, for a fulltime 

worker to spend comparable time as a secularly employed elder, 

50-60 hours a week in ministry would not be far off base. Many 

workers spend even more than that! Of course, there is not 

always a clear dividing line between ―ministry time‖ and ―per-

sonal time,‖ so setting a time frame is very difficult to do.  

It is not so much a matter of how much time a worker should 

―put in,‖ but what burden the Lord has laid on his heart for 

ministering. The church should be vigilant in guarding the 

worker from over-extending himself, for there is always more 

work to be done than time to do it. 

Clearly, the worker needs his time off and time away on a 

regular basis in the form of a vacation.
118

 Even Jesus spent 

much time away from the crowds for rest and recuperation.
119

 

Home grown or imported?  

There is no specific example in Scripture of an existing 

church inviting in a fulltime worker from outside the church. 

We do see scriptural examples of ―outsiders‖ being sent to 

minister to existing churches: Paul sent various individuals (like 

Timothy, Epaphroditus, etc.) to minister to local churches. 

                                                   
118 ―Vacation‖ means to vacate your labor. It is ―A period of intermission of 

regular work or employment, or of studies, the time during which a person 
temporarily ceases regular duties of any kind and performs other activities 
(www.Webster-Dictionary.org). 

119 Luke 5:16 
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Some of this could be considered ―itinerate‖ ministry, but some 

involved long periods of time. Paul himself spent two years in 

Ephesus on his second visit.
120

 The Ephesians did not want him 

to leave their area!
121

 

The distinct teaching of Scripture is that a mature, healthy 

local church is adequately gifted from within.
122

 But a young 

church or a growing church with many new converts or many 

not–yet-mature believers may need some additional help. 

The question still arises: can an existing, presumably mature 

church, invite a fulltime person to minister for an extended 

period of time? It seems the question is one of duration. Since 

Scripture endorses travelling preachers and evangelists, in-

structs about a fulltime worker raised up in his own local 

church
123

 and supports by example the idea of extended minis-

try by a fulltime worker in the local church—it would follow 

that having a fulltime worker either from another locale or from 

within for an extended length of time would not necessarily 

contradict scriptural principles. But this must be done carefully 

in a way that does not constitute a move to a clergy/laity dis-

tinction or diminish the priesthood of all believers.  

The potential worker should be proven and well known to 

the church
124

 where at all possible.
125

 This will prevent a ―get-

ting married after only a few dates‖ syndrome which is evident 

in the approach of many churches. 

Having said this, the ideal for a healthy growing assembly is 

that there would be one or more within the local body that 

would be gifted and have a burden for fulltime ministry rather 

than having to go outside the fellowship for help in the ministry. 

                                                   
120 Acts 19:10 
121 Acts 20 
122 Eph 4:11-16, 1 Cor 12:27-28 
123 1 Tim 5:17-18 
124 Philippians 2:22 
125 To interview an hitherto unknown individual two or three times and then 

―hire‖ him is like getting married after two or three dates—not wise. 



PRACTICAL MATTERS 63 

 
Some safeguards 

Some feel that having a fulltime worker begins the slippery 

slope that leads to a clergy-laity distinction. However, that need 

not be the case. The fear of that happening certainly didn‘t 

hinder Paul‘s teaching in 1 Timothy 5:18. Having said that, we 

feel some safe guards are in order. The following are not man-

dated in Scripture, but seem like the better part of wisdom: 

Avoid negotiating a salary or contract where possible. While 

we don‘t want to be dogmatic on this point, we believe that 

when the worker and the church independently seek the Lord in 

faith concerning financial support, faith is increased and trust is 

built. As trust grows, there may be times when needs are made 

known, but we feel it wise that the worker and the church are 

careful about not assessing too much detail.  

At the heart of the matter is the perspective that the church is 

not hiring a pastoral staff member. The worker comes in faith, 

giving himself and his time and energy as an offering to the 

Lord. The church, similarly, steps out in faith, making an of-

fering to the Lord of money and resources which the Lord then 

uses to provide for the needs of the worker. This perspective 

provides a profound safeguard for both the worker and the 

church. Negotiations and contracts denote the relationship more 

as a job with all its rights and prerogatives—and can very easily 

push faith and trust to the side. 

Some might feel this is a precarious position for the worker, 

particularly if the church does not support him adequately. 

Others feel the church is in a precarious position for without a 

contract, the worker can abuse the financial support and trust. 

However, for both sides the situation is one of faith-testing. Is 

God really involved, does He really know the worker‘s need? 

Can He really provide for the worker‘s need? As the church 

sees the individual growing in his trust, the rest of the body of 

Christ has an example to follow. 

Clarify expectations. While expectations for all elders must 

be clear, it may be even more important for a fulltime worker 

because of his greater ministry load. There should be some 
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reasonable understanding of how the Lord is leading the worker 

in ministry and how that lines up with the expectations of the 

congregation. Discussion and teaching on this level can help 

maximize the giftedness of the individual and help the rest of 

the body plan the ministry appropriately. 

Recognize when a worker is no longer “worthy” of support 

The elders should speak openly with the worker if his service is 

seen as no longer worthy of ―double honor.‖ If the Lord is 

leading the worker to a change of ministry or a different level of 

ministry, this needs to be made clear—not as a negotiating 

point, but as an open discussion seeking the Lord‘s guidance. 
126

 

Good, clear communication between the worker and the elders 

is absolutely essential.  

However, if sub-spiritual character is involved (i.e. laziness, 

greed, pride), the worker should be confronted the same as any 

other Christian guilty of these things. If the worker‘s effective-

ness is waning, such that he is no longer serving ―well,‖ the 

elders must openly, honestly, humbly and gently address this 

together.  

These things should not be seen as a threat or a motivation to 

get more or different work out of the worker. Rather there must 

be a recognition of a change in level or quality of ministry. 

Whatever the case, our deep genuine fellowship in the Lord and 

consideration for one another mandates that the leadership of 

the church pursues open communication to work through these 

genuine concerns.  

Conflict of accountability? First and foremost, the worker is 

accountable to the Lord,
127

 as mentioned above. On a human 

level, though, he is accountable to the commending church as 

well as the church in which he serves. Sometimes these are the 

same church. But where the commending church is not the same 

as the one in which the worker serves, there can be the possibil-

ity of tension or conflict of accountability. Problems can be 

avoided by making sure the churches are compatible in their 

                                                   
126 See Acts 13:1-4 
127 Rom 14:12, Hebrews 4:13 



PRACTICAL MATTERS 65 

 
doctrine and practices. However, the worker should be allowed 

a wide berth when it comes to preferences, practices and pat-

terns of ministry not mandated—such things should be gov-

erned not by law, but by grace and love. 

Fulltime worker as elder? Should a fulltime worker not be 

an elder as extra precaution against his becoming too influential 

or not being under authority, as some suggest? First of all, in    

1 Tim 5:17-18, Paul speaks directly to the possibility of an elder 

being in fulltime ministry, so any blanket argument legislating 

against a fulltime worker is unbiblical. Second, the best safe-

guard against abuse is to have a strong group of elders and a 

worker who is firmly committed to the idea of plurality of 

elders.  

Having said this, the elders need to understand that there is a 

unique tension that can arise in a team where one elder spends a 

disproportionate amount of time in the ministry of overseeing 

the church, as compared to the others. With human nature as it 

is, jealousy, misunderstanding and expectations can haunt such 

a team. However, all ministry teams have their struggles, and 

these must be addressed just as with all struggles in group dy-

namics. An awareness of these tensions and open discussion 

bathed in trust is the antidote.  

Will this lead to a clergy/laity distinction? The New Testa-

ment gives no credence to a religious class distinction or a 

clergy/laity division—all Christians are now ministers
128

 and 

priests
129

 before God. A fulltime worker is simply one member 

of the body of Christ, one who happens to give more time to the 

spiritual ministry of the church than most. An unbiblical dis-

tinction will not arise where the worker and the elders have a 

firm grasp on the biblical understanding of the priesthood of all 

believers and the plurality of elders in the church. 

                                                   
128 Eph 4:12 
129 1 Peter 2:9, Rev 1:6 
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Is the fulltime worker an “office” of the church? The only 

―offices‖
130

 of the church are that of elders and deacons. The 

role or function of fulltime worker is not a position to be filled, 

but a ministry to take place. There may be many ministries in 

the church with specific needs and a fulltime worker may be 

involved in one or more of these. But there is no suggestion in 

Scripture of a biblical office of ―Pastor‖ or ―Fulltime worker.‖  

Some have erroneously asserted that Timothy was just such a 

―Pastor‖ but the facts don‘t support this. The best that can be 

said of him is that he was an apostolate delegate that was help-

ing a number of churches grow. He is never called ―the pastor‖ 

nor is it implied that he was ―the Pastor‖ of any church. We 

conclude that to have an ―office‖ of Pastor goes beyond Scrip-

ture example or warrant. Further, we believe that to use the term 

―pastor‖ as a title of one ―leading individual,‖ is to do injustice 

to all others in the church that have the spiritual gift of 

―pastor,‖
131

 but are exercising that gift in a non-fulltime manner. 

In fact, a healthy church will have many ―pastors‖, including 

women who shepherd women, young adults who shepherd 

youth, Sunday school teachers who shepherd junior high 

schoolers, etc.  

Dangers? Yes, there can be abuses, such as treating the 

worker as the ―hired hand‖ or ―paid clergy,‖ neglecting to fi-

nancially support the worker, putting the fulltime worker on the 

proverbial ―pedestal‖ or elders shirking their responsibilities. 

However, these potential abuses should never legislate against 

an idea taught in Scripture. By analogy, abuses within a plural-

ity of elders don‘t invalidate the biblical concept of multiple 

elders. Neither should abuses or potential abuses related to a 

fulltime worker invalidate the biblical concept of a worker 

worthy of ―double honor.‖ The concerns should make us all the 

more vigilant in protecting against abuses without prohibiting 

the freedom God grants. A principled worker and biblically 

qualified elders will keep a watchful eye. 
                                                   
130 Here we use the term ―office‖ in the classical sense of a biblically mandated 

and necessary position or role in the church that is filled by a qualified individual. 
131 Eph 4:11 



CONCLUSION 

ulltime work in a local church is a biblical concept. It is a 

ministry by faith, for both the church and the worker. 

With proper safeguards and a close, honest relationship 

between the worker and the elders, this ministry can be a real 

blessing to the growth and maturity of the church. When God 

raises up an individual who is qualified biblically and the local 

church acts in faith to support the individual, God‘s blessing 

will be evident. This ministry is the Lord‘s work, the people 

contribute to the Lord who then uses those gifts to support the 

worker. To Him, and Him alone, be the glory.  

 

But I [Paul] rejoiced in the Lord greatly, that now at last you 

have revived your concern for me; indeed, you were concerned 

before, but you lacked opportunity. Not that I speak from want, 

for I have learned to be content in whatever circumstances I 

am. I know how to get along with humble means, and I also 

know how to live in prosperity; in any and every circumstance I 

have learned the secret of being filled and going hungry, both of 

having abundance and suffering need. I can do all things 

through Him who strengthens me. Nevertheless, you have done 

well to share with me in my affliction.  

You yourselves also know, Philippians, that at the first 

preaching of the gospel, after I left Macedonia, no church 

shared with me in the matter of giving and receiving but you 

alone; for even in Thessalonica you sent a gift more than once 

for my needs.  

Not that I seek the gift itself, but I seek for the profit which 

increases to your account. But I have received everything in full 

and have an abundance; I am amply supplied, having received 

from Epaphroditus what you have sent, a fragrant aroma, an 

acceptable sacrifice, well-pleasing to God.  

And my God will supply all your needs according to His 

riches in glory in Christ Jesus.  

Now to our God and Father be the glory forever and ever. 

Amen.             (Philippians 4:10-20) 

F 


