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Dedication
To the many faithful followers of Jesus who long to walk fully in the freedom He purchased for them, yet find themselves hindered by structures and expectations that place human leaders or gender distinctions between them and Christ’s direct headship.
To those whose gifts lie dormant, whose voices go unheard in the life of the community, and whose consciences are weighed down by the faith and decisions of others rather than their own.
May the New Testament vision presented here bring fresh liberty, mutual honor, and Spirit–empowered life in the community of believers in Christ.
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Preface
Many Christians genuinely love Jesus—but still feel something is missing in their experience of church.
Some feel like spectators instead of participants. Others wonder why their voice doesn’t seem to matter, or why ministry appears to belong to a few rather than the whole body. Still others have a quiet sense that the New Testament describes something more connected, more shared, and more alive than what they’ve known.
When I look at the writings of Jesus’ disciples, I don’t see them describing the kind of church life we commonly experience today. I believe that over time, we have drifted—subtly and unintentionally—toward patterns that look different from what we find in the earliest Christian communities.
This is not a book written to criticize churches or leaders. Many faithful men and women serve with sincerity and deep love for Christ. Instead, this is an invitation: to slow down, to look carefully at Scripture, and to consider whether it might be calling us into something richer and more participatory than we’ve assumed.
In these pages, we will explore what the New Testament says about the church, leadership, and every believer’s place within the body of Christ. Along the way, we’ll examine some of the assumptions we often bring to the text—assumptions that may shape our conclusions more than we realize.
You don’t need to be a pastor, a scholar, or a seminary student to engage with what follows. If you are willing to read thoughtfully and consider Scripture honestly, this book is for you. 
 

How to Read this Book
You don’t need any special training to read this book.
You don’t need to be a pastor, a scholar, or have any background in Greek or theology. If you’re willing to open your Bible, think carefully, and consider what you read, that’s enough.
This book is meant to be read slowly and thoughtfully. Some sections may challenge ideas you’ve always assumed were true. That’s okay. You don’t need to rush to agreement—or disagreement. Give yourself space to reflect, and let Scripture speak for itself.
At times, we will look at specific words or passages more closely. When that happens, the goal is not to complicate things, but to better understand what the original readers would have heard. You don’t need to master technical details—just follow the flow of the argument and compare it with what you see in your own Bible.
If something feels unfamiliar or even uncomfortable, don’t ignore that reaction—but don’t let it shut you down either. Sometimes growth begins by simply being willing to take a second look.
You are encouraged to read with an open Bible and an open mind. Test what you read. Ask questions. See whether these things are so.
Most of all, remember that this book is not about winning an argument or proving a point. It is about seeking to understand what Christ intended for His church—and considering what it might look like to live that out more fully.
Part I:
Foundation
 

Chapter 1:
Reading Scripture Without Our Assumptions
Think about the church you grew up in — or the one you attend now. Chances are it has a particular way of doing things: a senior pastor or pulpit minister who preaches, a board that makes decisions, a structure that feels natural simply because it is familiar. Most of us never had to be taught that this was how church should work. It just was. And because it was, we assumed it was biblical.
That assumption deserves a second look.
Every one of us comes to Scripture carrying expectations shaped not only by the Bible, but also by upbringing, church tradition, culture, and personal experience. Those expectations are not always wrong. But they are powerful. They shape what we notice, what we overlook, and what we assume the text must mean. The challenge is not to get rid of them — that is impossible — but to recognize them and allow Scripture to correct them when necessary.
New Testament scholar Gordon Fee puts it plainly: “We invariably bring to the text all that we are, with all of our experiences, culture, and prior understanding of words and ideas.”1 If we do not acknowledge that fact, we risk mistaking our traditions for God’s Word. And that is a mistake with real consequences.
So this book begins with one basic conviction: before we can understand what the New Testament actually teaches about church leadership, we have to be honest about the assumptions we bring to the question.
We All Inherit a Way of Seeing
No area of church life is shaped more deeply by tradition than leadership. Most of us have known only one or two models of church governance across our lives, and those models quickly come to feel normal, biblical, even obvious. Whether you grew up with a senior pastor, a board of elders, a presiding bishop, or a denominational hierarchy, those structures become the glasses through which you read every passage about church leadership in the New Testament.
The process often works like this: We inherit a particular leadership model. We assume it must be biblical. We read Scripture expecting to find that model confirmed. We interpret passages in ways that fit what we already believe. The assumption gets reinforced. And the cycle continues.
This is not deception. It is simply how interpretation works. Biblical scholar Craig Keener observes that readers naturally fill in the gaps in ancient texts with familiar cultural patterns.2 If hierarchical leadership is the only church reality you have ever known, your instinct will be to assume the early church worked the same way. That instinct quietly shapes what you see when you open your Bible.
Unexamined assumptions, however, can blind us to what Scripture is actually saying.
￼[image: A circular flowchart diagram depicting a four-stage self-reinforcing cycle of biblical interpretation. Clockwise arrows connect four rounded text boxes starting at the top: 'We inherit a leadership model,' moving to 'We assume it must be biblical,' continuing to 'We read Scripture expecting to find it,' and ending with 'We interpret passages in ways that confirm what we already believe' before looping back to the start.]
Eisegesis or Exegesis
There is a technical term for reading our own ideas into a text: eisegesis. It is the opposite of exegesis, which means drawing meaning out of the text rather than pressing our assumptions into it.
When it comes to church leadership, eisegesis tends to show up in recognizable ways. We assume that the formal leadership offices of modern churches existed in exactly the same form in the first century. We project today’s institutional job titles back onto Greek words that mean something different. We read New Testament passages through the lens of modern organizational theory. We presume hierarchy must have existed because every organization needs someone in charge. Or we treat the leadership structures that developed in the second and third centuries as if they were already present in the apostolic age.
The important thing to notice is that eisegesis is rarely deliberate. It is usually unconscious and well–intentioned — the natural result of genuinely loving Scripture while also deferring, without realizing it, to the tradition we received. But the effect is the same: we find in the text what we brought to it. 
N. T. Wright puts the remedy well: we must let the text set the agenda, rather than using the text to reinforce our own conclusions.3 That is the commitment guiding every chapter of this book.
The Big Assumption: Someone Must Be in Charge
Of all the assumptions people bring to the New Testament, one is especially pervasive and consequential: the early church must have had a built–in hierarchy of authority. Someone, or some group, had to be definitively in charge. Leadership was centralized. Authority flowed from the top down. A single individual or small governing body held the final word.
Most Christians take this for granted and never stop to ask whether the New Testament actually teaches it.
But when you read the New Testament carefully and in context, what you find looks quite different. It is not a single ruling bishop or board of elders. It is not a formal chain of command. It is not institutionalized ranks of ecclesial authority. What you find again and again is shared leadership among multiple shepherds, mutual submission among believers, broad Spirit–led participation across the community, and leadership understood primarily in terms of function and character rather than institutional position.4
At the center of everything stands one non–negotiable truth: every believer — leaders and members alike — is subject to Jesus Christ as Lord. He alone is the Chief Shepherd (1 Pet. 5:4), the Head of the body (Eph. 1:22; Col. 1:18), and the one to whom our ultimate allegiance belongs.
￼[image: A two-column comparison chart contrasts "Common Modern Assumption" of church governance with "New Testament Emphasis." It highlights shifts from single, hierarchical, centralized leaders to plural elders, shared relational service, mutual submission, and the priesthood of all believers.]
In the New Testament, people follow human leaders only insofar as those leaders faithfully point toward Christ. But hierarchical structures can quietly create a problem: people may begin deferring to leaders’ interpretations, decisions, and directions more than they defer to Christ himself. Over time, that can erode the priesthood of all believers (1 Pet. 2:9), and weaken the direct access every Christian has to the throne of grace (Heb. 4:16).5
This is not an argument against order, or against appropriate respect for leaders. The New Testament clearly affirms both, and this book will give careful attention to texts such as Hebrews 13 and the Pastoral Epistles. But the foundational question must come first: is the hierarchical model most Christians assume actually taught in Scripture, or did it develop later?
What “Church” Actually Means?
Here is a question worth sitting with: what did the word church mean before it came to mean what it means to us today?
The New Testament word is ekklesia. In the world Jesus and his disciples inhabited, that word was already in common use — and it had nothing to do with religious institutions. In classical Greek and first–century civic life, an ekklesia was an assembly of citizens called together for deliberation.6 It was participatory by nature: a gathering of people with a shared stake in common decisions, not a hierarchy of administrators directing subjects from above.
So, when Jesus says, “I will build my ekklesia” (Matt. 16:18), the word itself carries communal and participatory connotations. He was not describing a religious corporation, a hierarchical institution, or an office–driven organization. He was describing a people — a community shaped by his teaching, empowered by his Spirit, and united in his mission. 
And that matters, because the nature of the community says something about the kind of leadership it requires.
Chapter Two will explore the full meaning of ekklesia. For now, the key point is this: the very word the New Testament uses most often for the people of God establishes, right from the start, a communal and participatory frame for everything we will discuss about leadership.
Why Hierarchy Feels Natural
If the New Testament does not clearly present a hierarchical model of church governance, why does that model feel so obvious to so many people?
Several things reinforce the assumption.
First, our cultural environment trains us to think hierarchically. Corporations, governments, military institutions, and educational systems all operate through clearly defined chains of command. Those arrangements are so familiar that they feel not merely conventional but natural. When we imagine the early church, we instinctively borrow from the structures we already know.7
Second, church history shapes our expectations. By the second and third centuries, the church increasingly adopted structured and hierarchical leadership models, many influenced by Roman administrative patterns 8 Those post–apostolic developments shaped the forms of church organization that later became normal. The mistake happens when we read those later structures back into the New Testament as if they had been there all along.9 (For Chronological overview of these developments, see Appendix A: “Historical Timeline of Institutionalism.”)
Third, translation choices sometimes embed the assumption. English translations sometimes render Greek words with stronger hierarchical force than the text itself requires.  The Greek verb proistēmi—used of those who exercise a caring, directive role in the community (Rom. 12:8; 1 Thess. 5:12; 1 Tim. 3:4–5, 5:17)—gets translated “rule” or “rule well” in versions like the KJV and ESV, when “care for,” “lead diligently,” or “preside with zeal” would often better capture its range and servant–oriented context.10
When translation choices like this are repeated across many passages, readers begin to absorb hierarchy from the translation before they ever examine the Greek context.
Fourth, a few passages get a great deal of weight. Texts such as Acts 14:23, 1 Timothy 3, Titus 1, and Hebrews 13:17 are often cited in support of hierarchy. But those texts need to be read carefully in their literary, historical, and theological settings. They may not carry nearly as much hierarchical weight as conventional interpretation assumes. Chapter Four will give each of them the close attention they deserve.
Finally, human preference plays a role. Hierarchy offers clarity. It offers efficiency. It tells us who is responsible when things go wrong. Those are real advantages.  But the desire for order can also tempt us to mistake convenience for biblical examples. Historical study suggests that the eventual consolidation of ecclesial authority in Christianity may have arisen not only from theological conviction but also from social and institutional pressures. As Bart D. Ehrman argues in his examination of early Christian diversity, the first two centuries of the church display a range of ecclesial forms, many of them less centralized and less rigidly hierarchical than later orthodoxy would assume.11 The question this study presses, however, is whether these legitimate goods are best secured through hierarchical structures inherited from tradition, or through the patterns of shared leadership and communal discernment that the New Testament itself actually commends.
Why This Matters
This is not a theoretical exercise.
The model of leadership that governs a local church shapes everything the community does. It shapes how people are discipled and formed. It shapes how decisions get made, and who gets to participate in them. It shapes how conflict is handled. It shapes whether the gifts, talents, and abilities of ordinary members are recognized, cultivated, and released — or quietly sidelined. It shapes how authority is exercised and held accountable. And it shapes how the church reflects the character of Christ to the world.
If the structures governing a church’s common life are shaped more by inherited tradition than by a faithful reading of Scripture, the result can be a quiet suppression of the New Testament’s own vision: shared shepherding, mutual submission, and Spirit–empowered participation across the whole people of God.
That matters. It matters for the church, for its members, and for the people the church is called to reach.
A Word About Method
Throughout this book, several Greek words central to any discussion of church leadership will be examined closely — words like presbuteros (elder), episkopos (overseer), poimēn (shepherd), and diakonos (servant).
The primary authority throughout this study is the standard scholarly lexicon for New Testament Greek, known as BDAG.12 It is supplemented by the classical Greek lexicon of Liddell, Scott, and Jones and by a wide range of evangelical and critical commentators. Two older tools—W. E. Vine’s Expository Dictionary of New Testament Words and James Strong’s Exhaustive Concordance—appear occasionally for their accessibility and historical usefulness, but with honest acknowledgment of their limits.
Here is why the caution matters. Vine’s dictionary is more expository than strictly lexical: its entries often reflect the Plymouth Brethren convictions of its author, who favored congregational autonomy, plural local eldership, and functional rather than positional conceptions of leadership. Those happen to be convictions this study shares, but that is precisely why the caution is necessary. When a source confirms your existing view, you have to be especially careful about leaning on it uncritically. Strong’s, while invaluable as a concordance, offers only brief glosses tied to nineteenth–century scholarship and KJV renderings. Its entries lack the depth of modern philology, and readers can inadvertently import contemporary assumptions—like the hierarchical connotations of “bishop” for episkopos—when relying on them without broader context.
Every citation from Vine’s or Strong’s is therefore read alongside more neutral, methodologically rigorous scholarship. And the governing conviction remains unchanged: Scripture remains the final authority. It stands above tradition, translation, and secondary sources.
Like the Bereans, we should examine the biblical text directly, testing each interpretation against its literary and historical context (Acts 17:11). That includes the conclusions of this book as well.
Conclusion
Every interpreter brings assumptions to Scripture. In the area of church leadership, those assumptions are often deep and unexamined — and they shape what we see.
This chapter has identified that problem and established the guiding commitment of this book: let Scripture set the agenda. Resist reading later structures into earlier texts. Take seriously the possibility that the New Testament presents a different model — one defined not by hierarchy, but by shared leadership, mutual participation, and the direct lordship of Christ.
The question that drives this study is simple, but unavoidable: who is really in charge?
The answer begins with understanding the nature of the ekklesia.

Chapter 2:
Ekklesia: Recovering the Original Vision
There is one word that unlocks everything else in this book. One word that, once you understand it, changes how you read every passage about the church, leadership, authority, and the gifts God gives to his people. And the chances are good that every time you have encountered it in your English Bible, you have been reading it through a lens already shaped by two thousand years of church tradition — before you ever got to the text itself.
That word is ekklesia—the Greek word your Bible translates as “church.”
Chapter 1 identified the problem: all of us bring assumptions to Scripture, and those assumptions quietly shape what we see. This chapter takes the most important assumption head–on. Most of us have grown up thinking that the word church refers to something institutional — a building, an organization, a structure with officers and ranks and a chain of command. When we read Jesus say, “I will build my church” [Matthew 16:18], we picture something that looks a lot like the church buildings and denominational structures we have known our whole lives.
But that is not what the word meant. And recovering what it actually meant changes everything, including how we think about leadership.
What “Ekklesia” Meant
The word ekklesia combines two Greek roots: ek (“out of”) and kaleō (“to call”)—literally, those called out to assemble together.13 But the etymology is less important than the cultural meaning, and the cultural meaning is striking.
In the everyday world of the first century — the world Jesus and his disciples actually inhabited — an ekklesia was a civic assembly. It was what happened when the herald went through the streets of a Greek city calling the free citizens together to deliberate, discuss, and decide matters of common importance. It was participatory by design. Every eligible citizen could speak. Decisions were made together.
Think of it less like a corporate board meeting and more like a New England town hall.14 
￼[image: Comparison table contrasting ‘New Testament Ekklesia’ with ‘Common Modern Assumptions’ about church structure and function. The left column describes a participatory Christ-centered community where all members contribute, while the right column describes a hierarchical institution defined by leadership roles, membership, and top-down authority.]
Every major Greek dictionary says the same thing: ekklesia means people gathered together for a shared purpose—not an institution administered from above.15 That matters because if Jesus was describing a familiar Jewish religious institution, the word Matthew could have used was synagōgē—the word for the synagogue. He didn’t. He chose ekklesia. That was a deliberate signal. Jesus was describing something qualitatively new: a community summoned by God, shaped by his teaching, animated by his Spirit—distinct from both the Greek civic assembly and the Jewish synagogue.16
Two Kinds of Gifts; One Giver
Once you see what the ekklesia actually is—a gathered community of people, not an institution—something else comes into focus. Christ didn’t just gather a people; he equipped them. And he did it in two distinct but related ways.
One way was by giving gifted people to the community. In Ephesians 4:11, Paul writes: “He gave some as apostles, and some as prophets, and some as evangelists, and some as pastors and teachers.” Notice who the “he” is—it’s Jesus himself (vv. 7–10), giving these persons to the community after his ascension. And notice why he gave them. Not so that they could do all the ministry while everyone else watches. He gave them—and here’s the key verse—”for the equipping of the saints for the work of service, to the building up of the body of Christ” (v. 12).17
Read that carefully. The teacher’s job is not to be the only person who teaches. The shepherd’s job is not to be the only minister in the room. Their calling is to equip others. The goal, in Paul’s own words, is that “each individual part causes the growth of the body” (Eph. 4:16). Each part. Not a few parts. Not the ordained parts. Each part.
Another way Christ equipped his people was by distributing spiritual gifts—manifestations of the Holy Spirit—to each individual believer. In 1 Corinthians 12, Paul makes this explicit: “To each one is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good” (v. 7). Each one. The language is intentionally universal. As Gordon Fee notes, Paul’s phrase “to each one” is distributive, emphasizing that every member of the body received Spirit–given empowerment without exception.18 These gifts were not assigned according to status, rank, gender, or church office, but were distributed “just as He wills” (v. 11)—sovereignly, freely, and for the good of the whole body.
Both categories come from the same Person—the risen, ascended Christ. Both serve the same purpose—building up the whole body. And both point in the same direction: the ekklesia is not a community where a few do ministry while the rest observe. It is a community where every member is equipped and expected to contribute.
￼[image: A three-column comparison table titled Two Categories, One Giver. The first column defines three criteria: Source, Recipients, and Purpose. The second and third columns compare these criteria across two categories of biblical gifts: Ministry-Role Gifts from Ephesians 4 and Charismatic Gifts from First Corinthians 12.]
Were These Gifts Permanent?
This naturally raises a question. Were these gifts—especially the dramatic ones like prophecy and tongues—meant to be a permanent fixture of the church’s life? Or did they serve a specific purpose for a specific season?
Paul answers this directly in 1 Corinthians 13. Right in the middle of his famous chapter on love, sandwiched between two chapters and in a section that deals with spiritual gifts, he writes something that surprises many readers: “if there are gifts of prophecy, they will be done away with; if there are tongues, they will cease; if there is knowledge, it will be done away with. For we know in part and prophesy in part; but when the perfect comes, the partial will be done away with” (1 Cor. 13:8–10).19
Two things are crystal clear. First, the gifts were not permanent—Paul explicitly says they will cease. Second, their ending was connected to the arrival of something he calls “the perfect” (to teleion in Greek). And that second point is where the entire debate lands: what is “the perfect”?
 What is “The Perfect”?
Three main answers have been offered over the centuries. Some say “the perfect” refers to the completed New Testament canon. Others say it refers to the second coming of Christ at the end of history. A third view says it refers to the maturity of the body of Christ.
This chapter advances a specific form of that third view—one that is deeply rooted in the covenantal story of Scripture. The claim is this: “The perfect” refers to the full consummation of the new covenant in the events of AD 70—when Christ came in judgment on the old covenant age, the Jerusalem temple was destroyed, and the promised new creation order was fully established. In short, “the perfect” arrived when the old Sinai covenant system came to its definitive end, and the new covenant entered its full, realized form.
That might sound like an unusual claim at first, so let’s walk through it carefully.
The Language of “Face to Face”
Paul’s description in verse 12 is the key: “For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to face; now I know in part, but then I will know fully just as I also have been fully known.”
That phrase—”face to face”—is not casual language. Across the Old Testament, it consistently describes direct, personal, unmediated encounter with God himself. When Moses spoke with God “face to face, just as a man speaks to his friend” (Exodus 33:11), that was the language of covenant intimacy—being known by God and knowing him without a veil, without a distance. In this biblical idiom, the language always denotes intimacy. When Paul uses this imagery in 1 Corinthians 13:12, he is drawing on this covenantal trajectory—pointing toward the day when the promises of Jeremiah 31 are fully realized.20
Now, here is the question: does “face to face” describe the experience of receiving a completed text, however perfect that text might be? Or does it describe the experience of covenant presence—of dwelling with God and being known by him in an immediate, personal way?
The answer has to be the second. Every Old Testament use of this language points to direct, personal presence. The “face to face” knowing Paul anticipates is not the experience of having a better Bible—it is the fulfillment of the covenant promise that God would dwell with his people.
The New Covenant Promise Realized
This is exactly what the new covenant promised from the beginning. Through the prophet Jeremiah, God declared: “I will put My law within them and write it on their heart; and I will be their God, and they shall be My people. They will not teach again, each one his neighbor and each one his brother, saying, ‘Know the Lord,’ for they will all know Me, from the least of them to the greatest of them” (Jeremiah 31:33–34).
That is a stunning promise. Under the old Sinai covenant, the people knew God at a distance. Only the high priest could enter the Holy of Holies—and only once a year. Only priests entered the Holy Place. Beyond that lay courts designated for Israelite men, then women, and finally the court of the Gentiles at the outer edge. The entire structure embodied distance and restriction, a constant reminder that access to God was mediated and limited. But the new covenant promised something radically different: direct, unmediated knowledge of God for every member of the community, from the least to the greatest.
Jesus himself pointed to this reality in John 14:23: “If anyone loves Me, he will keep My word; and My Father will love him, and We will come to him and make Our abode with him.” That word “abode” (monē in Greek) is the language of permanent dwelling—not a visit, but a home. The Father and Son making their dwelling with the believer is the inaugurated form of what the new covenant promised.
And in Revelation 21:3, John sees the consummation of that promise in its fullest form: “Behold, the tabernacle of God is among the people, and He will dwell among them, and they shall be His people, and God Himself will be among them.” The Greek word for “dwell” here is skēnōsei—the tabernacle word, the word for the holy dwelling–place of God.21 This is the fulfillment of everything the Old Testament tabernacle and temple pointed toward. God has come home to his people. The veil that separated them is gone. The distance is closed forever. The covenant is complete.
The End of the Sinai Covenant
For this new covenant reality to be fully realized, something had to come to an end. That something was the old Sinai covenant system—the covenant made at Mount Sinai that governed Israel’s life under the law, centered on the Jerusalem temple with its priesthood, sacrifices, and annual calendar of observances.
The writer of Hebrews makes this point with remarkable clarity. The old covenant, he says, was “becoming obsolete and growing old” and was “ready to disappear” (Hebrews 8:13). The new covenant, established in Christ’s blood, had superseded the Sinai covenant. The high priest who had entered the very presence of God once for all (Hebrews 9:12, 24) had made the entire old covenant sacrificial system obsolete.
But the old covenant’s institutional form—the temple, the priesthood, the sacrificial calendar—continued to stand in Jerusalem, even as the writer of Hebrews was penning these words. The physical dissolution of that system came in AD 70, when the Roman armies under Titus destroyed Jerusalem and razed the temple to the ground. Not one stone was left upon another, just as Jesus had predicted (Matthew 24:2).
That was not merely a historical tragedy. It was the definitive end of the old covenant age. The system of types and shadows—the sacrifices, the priesthood, the temple—was dissolved by God’s own providential act in history. The scaffolding came down because the building was complete. The partial gave way to the whole. The old, fading Sinai covenant finally and fully gave way to the new covenant reality that Christ had inaugurated in his death, resurrection, and ascension.
That is “the perfect.” That is the consummation Paul points toward—the full arrival of the new covenant order in which God dwells with his people, in which the
The Body of Christ (1 Corinthians 12:12–27; Ephesians 4:15–16)
The Spiritual House (1 Peter 2:4–5)
The Royal Priesthood and Holy Nation (1 Peter 2:9)
Leadership is a function within the body, not a rank above it (Romans 12:6–8).
Leadership is shared among multiple mature believers (Acts 14:23; Titus 1:5).
Leadership is rooted in character and gifts, not in title or institutional status (1 Timothy 3:1–7; Titus 1:6–9).
Leadership is expressed through humble example, not the exercise of authority over others (1 Peter 5:1–3).
Christ alone is the Head of the Ekklesia
Part II:
Biblical Evidence
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