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One of the most malignant legacies of traditional Christianity is the heresy that ministry is

reserved for an elect few who occupy pulpits. The idea that ministry is performed by a

professional clergy, while the “laity” watches and consumes that ministry, is an idea capable of

rendering a doctrinally apostolic church impotent. “The ministry” is the vocation of the church,

not a designation for vocational preachers.

Once a people buys into the idea that ministry is only done by clergy, they have sterilized

themselves. As they sit perched on pews watching the paid professionals, Satan’s minions

disdainfully sneer: “Jesus I know, and Paul I know; but who are you?” God’s people are not

called to be spectators. God has not relegated ministry to a small group of card-carrying men

(and women). God has called the church to be light in the dark. God has called the church to be

salt in the bland. God has empowered all believers to be witnesses. All believers should expect

the apostolic signs of Mark 16:17-18. It is the collective people of God who are God’s anointed.

(See Psalm 105:6-16; I Chronicles 16:18-22; I John 2:20). These roles cannot be fulfilled from

the pulpit alone. As Carlyle Marney once said, “No professional clergy can do what the church is

called to do.” 

The tendency to fetter God’s people is not only seen in theological traditions, it is very

prevalent in today’s leadership culture. The cult of leadership—the belief that everything rises
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and falls on leadership, and that leadership is where the gifted, talented, and successful wind

up—subtly erodes the dignity of service and the diversity of gifts God intended for His people.

When people express a desire to be involved in the church, a common response is to train them

for leadership or to hand them a leadership book. Our knee-jerk reaction to nearly every dilemma

is leadership. As Jim Collins noted, “In the 1500s, people ascribed all events they didn’t

understand to God. Why did the crops fail? God. Why did someone die? God. Now our all-

purpose explanation is leadership. . . . We have basically lots of witchcraft, lots of religion, and

very little understanding.” Leadership is only one of seven service gifts in Romans 8. None of

the nine supernatural gifts in I Corinthians 12 implies a leadership role. The revival of the early

church was jump-started by deacons, not apostles or pastors. Stephen and Philip were not elected

as superintendents or department heads, and they did not carry a ministerial license. They were

elected to work in the soup kitchen and to take care of the little old ladies. Before long, they

were preaching the gospel, having visions of heaven, and being supernaturally transported by the

Spirit.

None of this minimizes the role of leadership. Leadership is essential. However, leadership is

only one-third of the equation; followership and teamwork (bodywork, if you prefer) make up

the other two-thirds. If our focus is predominately or even primarily on leadership, we will miss

two-thirds of the opportunities before us. Here is the truth about leadership:

• Leadership is a ministry to which people are called. It is not superior to followership.

• Followership is a ministry to which people are called. It is not inferior to leadership.

• Most people function simultaneously as a leader, follower, and team member.

• No one is the leader all of the time.
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• Everyone is a leader some of the time.

• No one is a follower all of the time.

• Everyone is a follower some of the time.

• Everyone is always a team player.

• Leadership, followership, and teamwork should exist in an ongoing conversation with

one another.

Generals don’t fight wars. Soldiers do. Generals plan, strategize, visualize, motivate, and

fret. Soldiers fight. The same is true in any organization including the church. Leaders serve a

vital function, but when the organization grows and functions at its full potential, others are

engaged in the work. This is clearly presented by Paul in Ephesians 4. The role of the five-fold

ministry is to equip the saints in order that the saints might engage in the work of ministry (v.

12). When this happens, ministry occurs (v. 12), and the body of Christ is built up (v. 12).

Furthermore, this is God’s plan until the church reaches its full maturity (v. 13). Involving the

saints in the work of ministry is a preventative against false doctrine, and it keeps the church

strong (v. 14). 

So how do we do this? How does the church mobilize itself into a posture of ministry?

1. Revolutionize our thinking. We (I am a preacher) have traditionally seen leadership as

the cutting edge—the point of the needle, the tip of the arrow. Most organizational charts are

hierarchical with the boss on the top. (In a gesture towards teamwork, some invert the pyramid,

but very seldom does that change anything.) I’m all for leadership because it is biblical.

However, what if there was a revolutionary shift in the way we view leadership? Although

leaders are out front in many ways (hence the word leadership), what if leaders stopped trying to
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be the tip of the arrow and tried to produce more arrows? What if leaders lead from behind their

people, motivating and encouraging them to get on the front lines? Of course, leaders would still

be “ahead” of their people with regard to vision and the other essential elements that define

leadership. This model of leadership does not look like a pyramid, with everyone towing after

the leader in trickle-down vision and influence. Rather, this new model would look like a three-

dimensional molecule with the leader at the center. The leader’s vision and influence radiate out

in all directions (not only down), allowing (freeing) the followers to grow, pursue, and minister

in every conceivable way.

Leaders should not be looking to add people to their staffs to help fulfill their dreams, and

they certainly should not be attempting to reproduce themselves in others. (This is idolatry.) The

saints of God are the fighting force of the church; they are not an addendum to leadership.

Marney went on to say, “Our answer is not a ‘servanthood of the laity’ as a nice addition to

round out a hired professional staff; instead, what we are trying to say here is that the lay people

must become the ministry of the church in the world. . . . It is not that you as laymen are to pitch

in and help out; it’s that you are the only hope we have.”

2. Recognize and appreciate the diversity of gifts within the body of Christ. A practical

way to change our thinking is to appreciate the diversity of gifts God has placed in the church.

No matter who we are, it’s not about us! Although there is certainly an authority structure in the

body of Christ, the value of the gifts and callings of God cannot be placed on a hierarchical

chart. What is the greatest calling? Your calling. Our mentality has often been: Why stoop to be a

president when you can be a preacher? But what if God calls you to be a president? If he has,

you had better not stoop to do anything else, for to leave His calling is to stoop into your own



5

devices.

3. Commit to equip. The church, both leaders and followers, must have a commitment to

equip and to be equipped. Equipping comes through the presence of the Spirit; the ministry of

the Word; interaction with one’s leaders, followers, and peers; study; and other means as well.

Equipping is the purpose of the five-fold ministry. It is much easier to neglect training, but this is

short-sighted.

4. Be responsible to do your part. Whether leader or follower, everyone has the obligation

to shoulder the load of ministry. Lay people cannot shirk the responsibility to engage in ministry.

They are surrounded by sinners and fellow believers who are in need of God’s grace. They also

have the responsibility to minister to their leaders. The world is the arena of ministry, and we are

submersed in it. Ministry cannot be deferred to professionals. Everyone has the task of living a

life filled with the Spirit and faith in order to engage in ministry as needs arise.

5. Understand your role. As we all are involved in the work of the kingdom, it is important

that we recognize our own unique role. It is critical that we have a strong sense of calling and

identity in Christ. This does not mean that we can expect a detailed job description to fall out of

heaven. However, we should feel secure as the people of God, knowing that we are called to be

saints. Personal insecurity can destroy the cohesion necessary for ministry. As Wayne Schmidt

said, “No amount of personal competency compensates for personal insecurity.” When we are

assigned specific tasks within the church, it is imperative that we understand the scope of the job.

We must also understand how our responsibilities relate to others and how we fit into the overall

picture of the church.

Likewise, we should be content with the calling and gifting God has placed in our lives. As
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Paul pointed out, the ear cannot be envious of the eye, the eye cannot be envious of the nose, and

so forth. God sets members in the body “as it hath pleased Him” (I Corinthians 12:18).

6. Have faith in God. All our gifts and competencies aside, ministry is exercised by faith.

We will never be equipped or experienced enough to do what needs to be done. Our ultimate

reliance must be on God, trusting that He will empower us in the work of ministry.

No one reading this article is spiritual enough, smart enough, talented enough, good enough,

popular enough, or rich enough to take his or her church to the next level, at least not alone. The

work of ministry belongs to the corporate church. When we equip this church and allow it to

engage in the work of ministry, the gates of hell shall not prevail against it.
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