
Evangelical
Review of
Theology

GENERAL EDITOR: THOMAS SCHIRRMACHER

6OLUME����s�.UMBER���s�!PRIL�����
Articles and book reviews reflecting global evangelical 

theology for the purpose of discerning the obedience of faith

Published by

for
WORLD EVANGELICAL

ALLIANCE
Theological Commission



David Livingstone’s Vision 
Revisited – Christianity, Commerce 
and Civilisation in the 21st Century

3AS�#ONRADIE

KEYWORDS: Freedom, abolition, 
slavery, economic development, 
injustice, imperialism, enterprise 
development, community 
transformation, environment

Dr. Sas Conradie is co-ordinator of the Global Mission Fund (administered by the Church Mission Society), 
and the coordinator of the WEA/Lausanne Movement Global Generosity Network; he is also involved in the 
Stewardship in Mission Taskforce of World Evangelical Alliance Mission Commission. Formerly he participated 
in student mission and community development initiatives in South Africa and was a missionary to an un-
reached group in Ukraine (email sas.conradie@cms-uk.org)

)�$AVID�,IVINGSTONE�n�ICON 
AND�VILLIAN

David Livingstone has been both mis-
sionary icon and missionary villain in 
the past. For many he was the epitome 
of mission pioneering and for others 
an imperialistic missionary paternal-
ist whose work bore little if any fruit. 
However, it was exactly this contro-
versial figure from whom we in the 
twenty first century can learn when we 
discuss socio-economic and spiritual 
transformation in communities.

This article does not try to discuss 
the life and work of David Livingstone 
in depth. People like Rob Mackenzie,1 

Andrew Ross2 and John Waters3 have 
all made detailed studies of Living-
stone. Neither is the article an attempt 
to analyse all the issues presented 
to us by his dreams and visions or to 
discuss transformation in depth. It is 
more an effort to grapple with an un-
derstanding of David Livingstone’s vi-
sion for Christianity, Commerce and 
Civilisation in Africa and how we must 
understand the relationship of these ‘3 
Cs’ in today’s global context.

))�,IVINGSTONE�S�6ISION
David Livingstone had a compassion 
and commitment to end the slave trade 
through Christianising and ‘civilising’ 
Africa while facilitating an economic 
‘take-off’ that would provide the eco-
nomic incentives to stop the trade from 

1 Rob Mackenzie, David Livingstone: The 
Truth behind the Legend (Chinhoyi: Zimbabwe 
Fig Tree Publications, 1993).

2 Andrew C Ross, David Livingstone: Mission 
and Empire (London: Hambledon and London, 
2002).
3 John Waters, David Livingstone – Trail Blaz-
er (Leicester: Inter-Varsity Press, 1996).

ERT (2013) 37:2, 118-130
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5 Peter Heslam, ‘William Wilberforce: how 
transforming business can turn the tide of his-
tory’, Faith in Business 10:4, April 2007:3-4.
6 Heslam, ‘William Wilberforce’, 4.4 Ross, David Livingstone, 17.

the slave trade a change in culture was 
needed from within Africa as well.

C	�%CONOMIC�&REEDOM
People had to be set free from poverty 
that encouraged them to sell others 
into slavery. Economic development in 
Africa had to be enabled through com-
mercial activities. Commerce there-
fore became to Livingstone one of the 
key building blocks of transforming 
communities so that slavery could be 
ended.

Livingstone’s strong belief in these 
three Cs—Christianity, Civilisation and 
Commerce, as a way to end slavery and 
encourage social transformation had 
much deeper roots than his own pas-
sion. Peter Heslam indicates that

Most historians associate the slogan 
‘commerce and Christianity’ with 
David Livingstone. Yet its origins go 
back to the birth of the abolitionist 
movement, which significantly co-
incided with the start of the British 
missionary movement. Legitimate 
commerce, coupled with the gospel, 
would cut off the slave trade at its 
source in Africa.’5

Wilberforce and the abolitionist 
movement indeed had an important 
role in David Livingstone’s thinking. 
Wilberforce’s own vision for a better 
world ‘lay in the transformative poten-
tial of faith and business. … It was in 
pursuit of this vision that he initiated 
radical social transformation on a glob-
al scale.’6 Because both Christianity 
and legitimate commerce had human 

continuing. His passion was to open 
south central Africa to Christianity and 
commerce as a way to combat the so-
cial ills of the continent. In essence Da-
vid Livingstone realised the following:

A	�3PIRITUAL�&REEDOM
People had to be set free from sins and 
practices (such as superstition) that 
prevented them from living lives that 
honour God. The spread of the Good 
News of spiritual freedom in Christ, or 
Christianity, was therefore of utmost 
importance to Livingstone. He believed 
intensely that Jesus has died for all and 
salvation is available to all, if people 
will only accept it.4

Part of his theological understand-
ing was also that the Holy Spirit em-
powers people to live holy lives and 
move away from sin. That would en-
able social change when more and 
more people followed that example. 
Livingstone clearly believed in the es-
sential relationship of saving souls and 
social transformation towards becom-
ing more like Christ and living out the 
principles of the Bible.

B	�#ULTURAL�&REEDOM
People had to be set free from cultural 
practices that prevent social and intel-
lectual development, including slavery. 
Therefore there was a need to encour-
age a cultural value system that would 
facilitate education, health and law 
and order. This whole package Liv-
ingstone understood to be civilisation. 
The chiefs abused their powers by en-
slaving their own people or capturing 
people of neighbouring groups. To end 
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9 Fidelis Nkomazana,‘Livingstone’s ides of 
Christianity, commerce and civilization’, http://
archive.lib.msu.edu/DMC/African%20Jour-
nals/pdfs/PULA/pula012001/pula012001004.
pdf, accessed 30 November 2012.
10 Waters, David Livingstone, 228.

7 Mackenzie, David Livingstone, 47.
8 Ross, David Livingstone, 25.

between Christianity and civilization 
was therefore not a new idea. It had al-
ready been hotly debated in missionary 
circles in the 1790s and it can be ar-
gued that it was the response to the so-
cial and economic transformation the 
UK experienced during (some would 
say as a result of) the revival move-
ments that swept the UK in the second 
half of the 18th Century. Dr. John Philip 
of the London Missionary Society em-
phasized that ‘Civilization need not 
bring Christianity, but Christianity al-
ways brings civilization’.9 For Dr. Phil-
ip civilization encompassed education, 
but also commerce with emphasis on 
the creative impact of free trade.

The abolitionist ideals of social 
transformation through commerce and 
Christianity became so inspirational 
that Henry Venn (Church Missionary 
Society General Secretary from 1841-
1873) made abolitionism through com-
mercial enterprise a central aspect of 
his mission strategy. Cultivating con-
tacts with industry, Henry Venn en-
listed the support of a Christian manu-
facturer who agreed to import cotton at 
the minimum profit margin. This ena-
bled Venn to set up the Nigerian cotton 
industry. African chiefs therefore had 
a viable economic alternative to the 
slave trade.10

The belief in the heart of Living-
stone therefore grew that the arrival of 
honest traders and missionaries would 
provide the opportunity to exchange 

liberty at their core, they were destined 
to work together for social reform.

Rob Mackenzie emphasises the 
importance of the abolitionist move-
ment’s thinking on Livingstone when 
he attended a meeting in Exeter Hall 
in the Strand by the Society for the Ex-
tinction of the Slave-Trade and for the 
Civilisation of Africa.

There it was proposed that Africans 
would only be saved from the slave-
trade if they were woken up to the 
possibilities of selling their own 
produce; otherwise chiefs would 
continue to barbarically sell their 
own kind to pay for the beads, cloth, 
guns and trinkets they coveted. 
Commerce and Christianity could 
achieve this miracle, not Christi-
anity alone. These ideas posed by 
Thomas Fowell Buxton, Wilber-
force’s successor, had a major im-
pact on David Livingstone.7

Ross expands this view by saying 
that

If legitimate European commerce 
could only penetrate Africa and 
promote the cultivation of products 
Europe wanted to buy, then these 
could be exchanged for European 
goods, uplifting African standards 
of living and ending the slave trade. 
At the same time the work of Chris-
tian missions in preaching the Gos-
pel and in developing schools would 
aid the process and in turn be aided 
by it. This was a vision of what Liv-
ingstone was to urge on the British 
public later.8

The discussion of the relationship 
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12 Ross, David Livingstone, 241.
13 Cultural changes within Britain, such as 
an increasingly negative view of dark-skinned 
people as inferior to Europeans, might also 
have played a role in distorting Livingstone’s 
views on transforming and improving Africa 
for the sake of the Africans.11 Ross, David Livingstone, 77.

side world to intervene to end the 
east African slave trade. The whole 
effort was one intended to fulfil Liv-
ingstone’s dream of a peaceful and 
prosperous development of Africa.12

Livingstone became the patron 
saint of liberal imperialism and for 
many he emerged as a paternalist and 
colonialist. His vision of the fusion of 
Christianity and commerce was used to 
morally justify and glorify the British 
Empire.13

Through this process of building 
and enriching the Empire, the three 
Cs that Livingstone was so passionate 
about became distorted in a way that 
he himself did not intend:

Christianity was used by imperial 
powers to open up areas for expansion 
and to pacify communities. The result 
was that people were burdened by 
Christianity as a perceived western re-
ligion and tried to get away from that, 
for example, in the Mai-Mai uprising 
in Kenya. Christianity came to be seen 
in many cases as the religion of the 
white-man and of the oppressor

Civilisation was used to impose 
the will of the imperial powers and to 
conform communities to the pattern of 
‘Civilised Europe’ in order to produce 
goods for the ‘Mother country’. The re-
sult was that people were burdened by 
the perceived western way of life. Civi-
lisation therefore became synonymous 
with colonialism and oppression.

the natural resources of Africa for Eu-
ropean trade goods. This would under-
cut and end the slave trade, leaving the 
possibility of the growth of Christianity 
and the development of a more pros-
perous African society. One of the aims 
throughout David Livingstone’s travels 
was therefore to find suitable bases 
‘from which Christianity, civilization 
and commerce could play their role in 
transforming Africa without the vio-
lence, injustice and slavery which he 
believed had characterized the meeting 
of European and African heretofore’.11

Britain could play an important role 
in the transformation of Africa by pro-
viding missionaries and traders to cre-
ate the input of Christianity and com-
merce that would end the slave trade. 
During his visits to the UK Livingstone 
tried to convince business people of 
the potential for trade and investment 
in Africa.

)))�,IVINGSTONE�S�VISION�
DISTORTED

Perhaps this passion to get the Brit-
ish nation more involved in spreading 
Christianity, commerce and civilisation 
in Africa and the fusion of the three in 
the development of Africa, became for 
some a pretext for imperial exploita-
tion.

In the decade of the scramble for 
Africa, 1885-1895, when Africa was 
parcelled up by the powers of Eu-
rope, leading imperialist statesmen 
and political commentators were 
agreed in describing the movement 
as Europe’s response to Living-
stone’s famous appeal to the out-



��� Sas Conradie

14 Ronald Sider, Rich Christians in an age 
of Hunger (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 
1997).

tive image related to the three themes, 
we can redeem what David Livingstone 
and other mission leaders in the 19th 
Century were so passionate about.

People still have spiritual needs, but 
with the problems related to the term 
Christianity, we might need to return 
to the roots of Christianity, the Bible, 
and start talking about Biblical Faith 
instead of Christianity. That will be ac-
ceptable even to Muslims. Ron Sider 
in his popular book, Rich Christians in 
an Age of Hunger,14 argues that some 
religious worldviews tend to create a 
fatalistic attitude towards poverty. For 
example, Hinduism teaches that those 
in the lower castes are there because 
of sinful choices in prior incarnations. 
Only by patiently enduring their pre-
sent situation can they hope for a bet-
ter life in future incarnations. Eastern 
religions de-emphasise the importance 
of history and material reality, consid-
ering them illusions to escape. A South 
African bishop once told me that peo-
ple in the rural areas in South Africa 
are so fearful of evil spirits that they 
do not take any initiative to improve 
their lives.

Biblical faith affirms the goodness 
of the created world and teaches that 
the creator and Lord of history cares 
for the poor. People can be set free 
from the fear of evil spirits and experi-
ence forgiveness and total renewal by 
experiencing the life-giving ministry of 
Jesus Christ. However, people in their 
totality need to change and not only 
‘book a place in heaven’. Missionaries 

Commerce was used to advance the 
economic interest and self-enrichment 
of the imperial powers and individuals 
such as Cecil John Rhodes, while using 
the natural resources and cheap labour 
of local communities. The result was 
that people were burdened with the 
psychological and social impact of la-
bour abuse. Commerce became synony-
mous with multi-national capitalism 
that enriches a few and impoverishes 
the masses.

Livingstone’s dream of Christianity 
and commerce, combining to produce 
what W.W. Rostow has called ‘take-
off’ in terms of Africa’s development, 
therefore did not work out in the way 
he envisaged. The demand of indus-
trialised countries for ivory, combined 
with the East African slave trade, was 
a barrier enough to the achievement of 
that hope being realised, even before 
the powerful worldwide imperialist ex-
pansion of the industrialised countries 
in the last decades of the nineteenth 
century finally killed it. Other factors 
discouraged investment, such as Afri-
ca’s geography that makes transporta-
tion of goods difficult and health condi-
tions that prevent trading from really 
taking off.

)6�,IVINGSTONE�S�6ISION�
2EDEEMED

The mistakes of the past are generally 
acknowledged today. Even though I 
would argue that the link between em-
pire, mission and commercial exploita-
tion was forged and often enforced by 
imperial and commercial motivation it 
has to be admitted that people became 
uneasy about the link between Chris-
tianity, Civilisation and Commerce. I 
propose that by dealing with the nega-
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be called Enterprise Development, an-
other term that is acceptable in com-
munity development circles and used 
all over the world. It is therefore bet-
ter to talk about Enterprise Development 
than Commerce in order to indicate this 
qualitative difference in business ac-
tivities.

6�,IVINGSTONE�S�6ISION�
-ODELLED

Before I propose a model of how bibli-
cal faith, enterprise development and 
community/social transformation can 
be integrated, I just want to briefly 
mention some models of how the re-
lationship of these themes have been 
viewed in the past:

���4HE�%SCAPIST�-ODEL

therefore must teach the whole gospel 
and not only salvation of souls. If God 
cares for the poor, then missionaries 
should preach that same message. To 
teach ‘all that I’ve commanded you’ 
includes caring for the poor and needy.

People still have social and emo-
tional needs and need to be freed from 
values and cultural practices that pre-
vent social-economic and emotional 
growth. Society needs to be trans-
formed according to the principles of 
the Bible as the foundation of today’s 
civilisation; not according to the im-
posed will of imperial powers, but from 
within the community. It is therefore 
better to talk about Social Transforma-
tion instead of Civilisation, a term that is 
a buzz word in global society.

Encouraging steps have been taken 
in this direction. During the past dec-
ade there has been an effort to say 
that social problems do concern the 
church, that they are also the church’s 
problems and the church must deal 
with them. Hidden behind the former 
attitude was an incorrect ecclesiology 
and an incorrect dichotomy in the un-
derstanding of church-society relation-
ship. It is very important for Christians 
to realize their responsibility towards 
their communities and what happens 
in their communities since they are 
members of society. The church must 
therefore direct itself towards trans-
forming and engaging with society and 
not try to escape from it.

People still have physical needs and 
need employment to provide for these 
needs. What is needed is not commerce 
that enriches just a few, but a form of 
economic activity that will benefit a 
whole community. Such activity where 
people engage in business for the sake 
of others and not only themselves, can 

According to this model, biblical faith 
has nothing to do with enterprise de-
velopment or social transformation. It 
might touch these themes but has very 
little to do with them. Sometimes any 
link with business or social issues is 
seen as very negative. Quite often busi-
ness or politics is seen as evil. Saving 
souls is the only task of the church 
and of Christians. The result is that 
people who make a commitment to 
Christ only want to become full-time 
Christian workers, perhaps caring for 
the sick and needy in their midst but 
very little more. Christian service is in 
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15 Paul R. Stevens, Doing God’s Business: 
Meaning and Motivation for the Marketplace 
(Grand Rapids: William B Eerdmans, 2006).
16 Stevens, Doing God’s Business, 80.
17 Stephen Green, ‘Sustainable Shareholder 
Value: Why Values Matter’, Faith in Business 
10:4, April 2007: 13-18.

s� !THEISTIC� SOCIALISM� WHERE� RELIGION�
is seen as the opium of people and 
private enterprises are believed to 
oppress the community. This model 
proved unsustainable with the fall 
of communism.

s� 3ECULAR� COMMERCIALISM� WHERE� THE�
focus is only on the commercial in-
terests and what kind of monetary 
value can be extracted from commu-
nities. Very little space if any at all 
is provided for faith.

���4HE�#HAIN�-ODEL

essence the only legitimate career for 
Christians. Quite often they leave their 
jobs in businesses to become full-time 
Christian workers.

Global commercial enterprise is a 
dubious affair that impoverishes the 
rich spiritually and the poor materially. 
As Paul Stevens mentions in his book, 
Doing God’s Business: Meaning and 
Motivation for the Marketplace,15 ‘The 
church has a long history of antipathy 
towards business, except for the value 
attributed to businesspeople who give 
their tithes and sit on church boards’.16

This attitude has its roots in centu-
ries of church hostility towards mak-
ing money.17 Paul, for example, says 
that the love of money is the root of all 
sorts of social evil. This attitude might 
also be rooted in the teaching of Jesus 
in which very little is mentioned about 
commerce. The underlying point that 
Jesus is making is only spiritual and 
relates very little to business.

The danger of this model is that it 
can lead to the following:
s� %CCLESIOLOGICAL�ESCAPISM�WHERE�THE�

focus is only on the spiritual needs 
in a community and the social and 
economic conditions are totally ne-
glected. We see that in Africa today 
where Christianity has grown dra-
matically while churches are poor 
and somehow unable or unwilling to 
deal with the social problems such 
as corruption in their countries.

In this view, biblical faith overlaps 
slightly with community transforma-
tion but not at all with enterprise de-
velopment. Mission has nothing to do 
with business and very little with so-
cial action through caring for the poor 
in their midst. The different spheres 
form a chain from biblical faith towards 
enterprise development.

���4HE�#YCLIC�-ODEL
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18 Anthony J. Gittins, Bread for the Journey 
– The Mission of Transformation and the Trans-
formation of Mission (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 
1993), 31.

not perceived western traditions. The 
Bible and not western Christianity is 
being taught. This brings people into a 
personal relationship with God to ex-
perience spiritual freedom. In this way 
spiritual transformation is facilitated. 
Evangelism is a call to transformation 
and changing behaviour and culture.18 
Knowledge of, closeness to, healing by, 
and commissioning from Jesus there-
fore, constitute the transformation of 
the disciples and of ourselves.

Biblical faith empowers people to 
understand that God loves them, that 
they can love themselves and that they 
have to love their neighbours. This 
message therefore transforms their 
lives so that they get the courage to 
start businesses through which they 
can earn a living for themselves and 
their families and through that glorify 
God. These believers then transform 

The Cyclic Model suggests that biblical 
faith facilitates social transformation 
through the changed values of Chris-
tians who come to faith through evan-
gelism. Social transformation facili-
tates enterprise development through 
an improved business climate as a 
result of improved social stability. En-
terprise development facilitates bibli-
cal faith in return through more money 
given to the church through increased 
wealth of church members. That gives 
more financial resources for evange-
lism to change more people, etc – the 
process becomes a cycle.

6)�,IVINGSTONE�S�6ISION�
n�2E
-ODELLED

Having in mind the problems related 
to the above models, I want to suggest 
the kingdom model as a more integrat-
ed approach to explain the relationship 
between biblical faith, social transfor-
mation and enterprise development,
s� Biblical Faith: The Bible becomes 
the norm for life and conduct and 
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their own countries. Such changes, however, 
‘can happen only if a fundamental transforma-
tion of values occurs … Evangelism is central 
to social change. Nothing so transforms the 
self-identity, self-worth, and initiative of a 
poor, oppressed person as a personal, living 
relationship with God in Christ. Discovering 
that the Creator of the world lives in each of 
them gives new worth and energy to people 
psychologically crippled by centuries of op-
pression. As Jesus transforms lives so we as 
the Body of Christ can help transform others.’
20 Gittins, Bread for the Journey, 162.
21 Sider, Rich Christians, 236.
22 Stevens, Doing God’s Business, 91-99.

19 Ron Sider, Rich Christians, 236, summa-
rises the connection between Biblical Faith 
and Social Transformation very well. The poor 
in developing countries must somehow find 
the courage to facilitate structural changes in 

The mission we undertake in the 
spirit of Jesus is a mission that 
transforms all who are involved; 
in fact, the mission has as its very 
purpose the transformation of all 
things and persons, to bring them 
into closer conformity with Christ.20

s� Enterprise Development: local 
communities take control of their own 
economic development. Local job crea-
tion and sustainable wealth creation is 
encouraged. Companies and individu-
als from outside are encouraged to in-
vest in sustainable commercial activi-
ties. Education provides the basis for 
enterprise development. Economic and 
physical freedom is experienced and 
economic transformation is facilitated.

Enterprise Development includes 
the provision of capital for the poor to 
earn their own way through, for exam-
ple, micro-loan programmes,21 and also 
increases trading opportunities for 
local business people, access to mar-
kets, and the development of fair trade 
initiatives. Enterprise development 
then becomes a means of church plant-
ing, social service and transformation, 
community building and grappling with 
unjust practices.22

the community around them through 
encouraging a life-style based on the 
biblical message that results in im-
proved community care.
s� Social Transformation: The biblical 
principles are lived out. Communities 
are helped to develop a value system 
that facilitates trust and responsibil-
ity; increases productivity; and enables 
communities to care for one another. 
Communities and individuals experi-
ence emotional and social freedom. 
Traditional God-glorifying values such 
as the African concept of Ubuntu are 
integrated into the transformation pro-
cess.

Social transformation could be facil-
itated through discussion groups in the 
community and expressed through com-
munity action and voluntary service. 
Greater involvement from Christians 
in community structures facilitates im-
proved social care and the eradication 
of negative values in the community. 
This is what has happened in the UK 
with the Abolitionist Movement. At the 
same time these Christian community 
leaders use their involvement as a wit-
ness to the biblical message that mo-
tivates them and in that way they can 
spread Biblical Faith while they are in-
volved in the community.

Christians in this sphere can start 
social enterprises such as trading net-
works, provision of low cost housing, 
essential services for the poor in the 
community and environmental initia-
tives as business initiatives to gener-
ate income for the community.19
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25 Charles Van Engen, ‘Faith, Love, and 
Hope: A Theology of Mission On-the-Way’ in 
Van Engen, et al, The Good News of the King-
dom, 253-263.

23 In many communities there is a very 
negative cultural perception of Christians and 
churches. It might therefore be better to talk 
about believers in Jesus Christ and communi-
ties of believers in Jesus Christ rather than 
about Christians or churches.
24 Charles Van Engen, Dean S. Gilliland and 
Paul Pierson (eds), The Good News of the King-
dom: Mission Theology for the Third Millennium 
(Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 1993).

tute an interim sign. In the power of 
the Spirit, the church points all human-
ity backward to its origins in God’s 
creation and forward to the present 
and coming Kingdom in Jesus Christ.25 
While establishing signs of the King-
dom of God in their society, believers 
in Jesus:
s� #ARE� FOR� OTHERS� IN� SUCH� A� WAY� THAT�
God’s grace brings about a radical and 
total transformation through faith (2 
Cor. 5:17).
s� "ELIEVE� THAT� TOGETHER� THEY� CAN�
change the world. As the believers par-
ticipate in God’s mission, God’s reign 
comes when people accept Jesus as 
Lord, and in obedience see God’s will 
done on earth as it is in heaven. This 
involves economic justice and steward-
ship, structural and societal change as 
well as personal transformation. It in-
volves the whole person, not only the 
spiritual aspects and all of life and not 
only the ecclesiastical.
s� ,IVE� OUT� THE� +INGDOM�S� ETHICS� AND�
call people and structures to be recon-
ciled with creation, with themselves, 
with each other and with God (2 Cor. 
5:18-21). This life-style is deeply and 
creatively transformational for it seeks 
to be a sign of the present and coming 
Kingdom of God. Through that the be-
lievers recognize their profound com-
mitment to radical transformation in 
their societies.

6))�,IVINGSTONE�S�6ISION�
)MPLEMENTED

Livingstone’s vision to develop Africa 

s� 4HE� RELATIONSHIP� BETWEEN� BIBLICAL�
faith, social transformation and enter-
prise development: The best way to 
understand the relationship is three 
overlapping circles that have the aim 
of developing self-sustainable com-
munities of believers in Jesus Christ 
(Christians in churches)23 that trans-
form their society through adhering 
to God-given principles. With Christ at 
the centre, these communities of be-
lievers expand the overlapping area so 
that Christ will become more and more 
the centre of the life of the society in 
which these believers live.

At the heart of this understanding of 
the relationship between Biblical Faith, 
Social Transformation and Enterprise 
Development is the conviction that 
the Kingdom of God needs to become 
a reality in a society or community. The 
concept of the Kingdom of God within 
a mission context has been very well 
explained in the book, The Good News 
of the Kingdom: Mission Theology for the 
Third Millennium.24

In an article in this book, Van Engen 
emphasizes that believers in Jesus are 
living in the dialectic of the Kingdom 
of God that has already come in Jesus, 
but yet is still in the process of coming 
until he comes again. The ‘already’ and 
‘not yet’ character of God’s rule means 
that the church and its mission consti-
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29 See, Darrow L. Miller and Scott Allen, 
Against All Hope: Hope for Africa (Samaritan 
Strategy Africa Working Group, Nairobi, Ken-
ya for a foundational outline of the Samaritan 
Strategy, 2005).
30 Sas Conradie, (2007) ‘Christian Com-
munity Computer Centers (C4s): Transform-
ing Communities through Information Shar-
ing and Technology’, Transformation, Vol: 24 
(2007) No 2:102-109.

26 Ross, David Livingstone, 243.
27 Viggo Sogaard, Evangelizing our World: 
Insights from Global Inquiry, 2004 Forum for 
World Evangelization, Thailand, September 
2004, 59.
28 This is not an extensive list but only some 
of the projects I have been personally involved 
with.

standing of the biblical message.29

s� 6ARIOUS� FORMS�OF�#HRISTIAN�#OMMU-
nity Computer Centers (www.tech-
mission.org) are used to transform 
society and sometimes facilitate en-
terprise development from a Chris-
tian base that also aims to bring 
people to Christ.30

s� 4HE�,ARED�"USINESS�.ETWORK��WWW�
lared.org) uses a serious of prin-
ciples based on the Bible that can 
be discussed in small groups to 
change the values in communities 
and through that encourage entre-
preneurship and enterprise develop-
ment.

s� 6ARIOUS� "USINESS� AS� -ISSION� )NI-
tiatives amongst Unreached People 
Groups although in some cases the 
emphasis is much more on the link 
between Biblical Faith and Enter-
prise Development and less on So-
cial Transformation.
However, there remain many chal-

lenges in the 21st Century to achieve 
the dreams of David Livingstone in 
terms of developing self-sustainable 
believers in Jesus Christ who can 
transform their communities:

���0OSSIBILITIES
s� #OUNTRIES�SUCH�AS�2WANDA��"URUNDI��

Zambia and Uganda have a real pas-
sion for community transformation, 

spiritually, economically and socially 
had a profound impact on the global 
mission movement. For example Da-
vid Scott developed the Blantyre Mis-
sion in present day Malawi as a small 
missionary community intended to 
act with the cooperation of the Afri-
can Lakes Company as a cultural and 
economic as well as religious catalyst 
within African society.26 This vision 
also finds its expression in the concept 
of holistic mission where the emphasis 
is on the church as a vehicle for the 
transformation of society and catalyst 
for economic development.

This analysis is in line with the 
conclusions on the future priorities in 
world evangelization as suggested by 
Viggo Sogaard after the Global Inquiry 
on World Evangelization.

The emphasis here is on a holistic 
gospel that not only transforms an 
individual person, but it will have 
transforming consequences for soci-
eties, for trade and economics, for 
law, and for human rights.27

Modern day examples of this vision 
include:28

s� #-3� !FRICA� IS� INVOLVED� IN� EXCIT-
ing Business as Mission initiatives 
(www.bamafrica.org) while the Sa-
maritan Strategy (www.samaritan-
strategy-africa.org) encourages so-
cial transformation and enterprise 
development out of a better under-
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31 I owe this diagram to Ms Shona Passfield, 
businesswomen and Church Mission Society 
Trustee.

itual but also economical and social 
they will be enabled to generate 
much more of their own financial 
resources for their own ministries. 
That makes the Kingdom Model es-
sential.

���3HARING�WEALTH�IN�A�GLOBALISED�
WORLD

The 21st Century is a totally differ-
ent world from the one in which David 
Livingstone worked. Technological 
advances in travel and communica-
tion have made the world a global vil-
lage. This is part of God’s design for 
the world since he made humanity an 
inter-connected and inter-dependent 
community with different resources 
in different places. This is in essence 
why we have globalisation. Within this 
inter-connected globalised community 
it is important for wealth to be shared 
to the benefit of all. This wealth or 
capital includes knowledge, spiritual, 
social and monetary wealth. The King-
dom Model of biblical faith, enterprise 
development and social transformation 
must therefore become a reality not 
only in one community, but ways have 
to be found to link ‘Kingdom communi-
ties’ with one another to facilitate and 
increase wealth exchange or to put it 
better, wealth interchange. The dia-
gram below illustrates this need:31

enterprise development and bibli-
cal faith. Rwanda and Burundi are 
emerging as peaceful nations after 
years of genocide and conflict. Both 
these countries now have Christian 
presidents who ask the global Chris-
tian community to assist in spread-
ing the gospel, changing the values 
in the community and to develop 
enterprises. There is a real possibil-
ity that Livingstone’s vision could 
become a reality in these countries. 
The challenge to Christians in the 
international community is to ac-
cept that invitation and get involved 
in these countries, including invest-
ing in commercial enterprises.

s� 4HERE� IS� A� GROWING� ACKNOWLEDGE-
ment that mistakes have been made 
in the past where the Escapist, 
Chain and Facilitating Models have 
been followed instead of the King-
dom Model. The result is endemic 
corruption, tribal conflict and reli-
gious syncretism. Many churches 
and mission initiatives are now tak-
ing steps towards a more Kingdom-
orientated Model of understanding 
the relationship between biblical 
faith, social transformation and en-
terprise development. Theological 
institutions are teaching this model 
although much more has to be done.

s� 4HE� GROWING� INTEGRATION� BETWEEN�
biblical faith, enterprise develop-
ment and social transformation has 
the potential to decrease dependen-
cy on so-called western resources. 
As indigenous churches and minis-
tries see their task not only as spir-
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6)))�4OWARDS�THE�+INGDOM�
-ODEL

Born at the time of the Abolitionist 
Movement, David Livingstone’s vision 
of Christianity, Civilisation and Com-
merce had a profound impact on the 
mission movement in the 19th Centu-
ry. Unfortunately this vision has been 
distorted by colonialism and imperial-
ism. Many Christians and mission ini-
tiatives became reluctant to implement 
this vision and shied away from com-
merce and social involvement. Fortu-
nately there are a growing number of 
Christian initiatives today that take the 
vision seriously and present it in a dif-
ferent form.

The challenge for these initiatives 
is to find a way to develop a Kingdom 
Model of ministry that integrates the 
different aspects of Livingstone’s vi-
sion. In a globalised world this model 
is needed more than ever, whether it 
be in well-reached communities in Af-
rica or unreached areas of Asia and the 
Middle East. Perhaps it is time to even 
go beyond the Kingdom Model and put 
it within the framework of environmen-
tal care as described in the Quadruple 
Bottom Line Model of mission. Hope-
fully there will be many Christian lead-
ers who will venture into what could 
become very exciting possibilities.

���4HE�ENVIRONMENTAL�CONTEXT�n�
TOWARDS�THE�1UADRUPLE�"OTTOM�

,INE�-ODEL
There is a growing acknowledgement 
that we live in a very fragile creation. 
Not only biblical faith, enterprise de-
velopment and social transformation 
are needed, but these have to take the 
environmental context in which they 
operate into account. Christians have 
a biblical mandate to care for the en-
vironment while unrestrained commer-
cial development will cause increased 
environmental destruction that will 
result in economic collapse in the fu-
ture. Environmental destruction will 
increase social problems as communi-
ties and individuals fight with one an-
other to obtain scarce resources such 
as water. The concept of the quadruple 
bottom line has therefore been devel-
oped to describe the environmental 
responsibility, social transformation, 
economic development and the spir-
itual growth in communities.32 Within 
the framework of the Kingdom Model 
as described previously, the quadruple 
bottom line model might be illustrated 
as follows:

32 See for example Sohail Inayatullah, ‘Spir-
ituality as the Fourth Bottom Line’ at www.
metafuture.org/Articles/spirituality_bottom_
line.htm for a non-Christian perspective on the 
Quadruple Bottom Line.
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THE COMPREHENSIVE picture of God’s 
salvific work shaped the life of the ear-
ly church. While the specific language 
of ‘already and not yet’ was not used, 
the apostolic leaders’ self-understand-
ing that they were living ‘in the last 
days’ provided them with a missional 
impetus that they saw as the heart of 
the church’s life. This was particularly 
the case with Paul, whose theological 
training and dramatic Damascus road 
experience profoundly shaped his mis-
sional life and teachings, and in turn 
the churches he founded and the indi-
viduals he mentored.

)�-ISSIONAL
%CCLESIAL�
,EADERSHIP�IN�THE�%ARLY�

#HURCH
In reflecting on early church leadership 
there is a frequent tendency among 

Christian writers to seek justification 
for contemporary church governance 
and administrative practice through ei-
segetical reading of texts that describe 
the developing life of the early church. 
In so doing the fundamental missional-
ecclesial vision of the apostolic writers 
is often lost. A classic example is the 
way in which Acts 6 is used to justify 
various forms of church governance 
(all of congregational, Presbyterian, or 
Episcopal patterns are possible), and 
such practices as committees and food 
distribution for the poor. There are le-
gion examples of books (and often the 
paragraph headings in Bible transla-
tions) that refer to this passage as 
‘the choosing of the seven deacons’, a 
designation not applied until Irenaeus 
in the late second century.1 The term 
‘deacon’ does not appear once in the 
passage and those chosen are neither 
here nor elsewhere referred to as ‘dea-
cons’, but as the Seven (see for exam-

1 Irenaeus, Against Heresies, in The Ante-
Nicene Fathers, vol. 1, eds. Alexander Roberts 
and James Donaldson (Grand Rapids: Eerd-
mans, 1885/1987), 315-567.

 ERT (2013) 37:2, 131-139
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2 Perry W.H. Shaw, The Acts of the Apostles 
(Amman: Program for Theological Education 
by Extension, 2000), 97-106.

(8:1-2), and an introduction to Saul of 
Tarsus (8:1, 3), who is to become the 
great apostle to the Gentiles. Among 
those scattered is another of the Sev-
en, Philip, who uses the opportunity to 
preach the gospel in Samaria (8:4-13), 
leading to large numbers of Samaritans 
being accepted into the church (8:14-
25). Philip is then led south where he 
encounters, teaches, and baptises the 
first Gentile convert – the Ethiopian 
official (8:26-39), after which we see 
Philip preaching in all the towns along 
the coast (8:40).

When taken in its context it be-
comes clear that Luke’s concern in 
Acts 6:1-6 was not to prescribe a model 
for church governance and decision-
making procedures. In point of fact we 
have no precise details of how the Sev-
en were actually chosen – whether by 
election, consensus, or appointment. 
However, there is a detailed descrip-
tion of the positive qualities sought in 
new leaders. Nor was Luke’s concern 
the administrative shape for distribut-
ing food to the poor. Rather, we read 
nothing further about food distribution 
in Acts, and we next see Stephen not 
in the ministry of social services but in 
the ministry of preaching and miracle-
working. Shortly thereafter Philip has 
left his appointed ministry completely 
and is evangelising Samaria and be-
yond, and is later referred to not as a 
deacon but as an evangelist (21:8). If 
the point of the passage is to give a 
biblical mandate for committees and/
or food distribution, at least two of the 
Seven failed pretty miserably in the 
task!

The context of this story drives us 
to see Luke’s purpose in including it. 
There were several reasons, including 
the desire to provide an introduction to 

ple Acts 21:9). A more careful reading 
of this text in its literary context re-
veals the deeper issues which shaped 
the early church’s vision of congrega-
tional leadership systems.

The book of Acts opens with a peri-
od of evangelism and growth (chs. 1-3), 
followed by the first external chal-
lenge to the church with the arrest of 
Peter and John (4:1-22). The church’s 
response of courageous faith (4:23-
30) is met with a fresh outpouring of 
the Holy Spirit (4:31), and a dynamic 
community life experience (4:32-37). 
Acts 5:1-10 describes the first internal 
challenge to the church, the result of 
which is the power of God expressed 
in multiple ways, and growth in repu-
tation and numbers (5:11-16). This led 
to the second external challenge to the 
church, the arrest of the apostles and 
their subsequent release (5:17-40), 
which resulted in rejoicing and the fur-
ther spread of the gospel (5:41-42).

The conflict over the distribution 
of food (6:1) led to the appointment of 
the spirit-filled Seven (6:2-6), and the 
spread of the word of God (6:7). One of 
the Seven, Stephen, began performing 
miracles and preaching with authority 
(6:8-10), leading to the third external 
challenge – Stephen’s arrest and mar-
tyrdom (6:11–7:60). Central to this 
passage is Stephen’s ‘sermon’ (7:1-
53), the longest recorded in Acts, and 
less an actual ‘sermon’ than a theo-
logical defence before a religious court 
that paved the way for the acceptance 
of Gentiles into the church.2

The end result of Stephen’s martyr-
dom is the scattering of the believers 
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4 cf. Bengt Sundkler, ‘Jesus et les Paiens’, in 
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3 William J. Carter, Team Spirituality: A Guide 
for Staff and Church (Nashville: Abingdon, 
1997), 19.

oversee the casting of lots for Matthi-
as to replace Judas and complete the 
Twelve. Through Acts 1-5 the Twelve 
apparently assumed sole responsibility 
for leadership, including oversight of 
the early church’s finances (4:37; 5:2). 
As the church grew, the responsibili-
ties became unwieldy and the Twelve 
oversaw the appointment of the Seven 
(6:1-6) who would take the administra-
tive responsibility from their shoulders 
so that the Twelve could devote them-
selves to ‘prayer and the ministry of 
the word’ (6:2,4). With Stephen’s mar-
tyrdom (Acts 7) and Philip’s growing 
evangelistic ministry (Acts 8), one can 
only speculate as to what happened to 
the caring ministry to which they had 
been appointed, but while absolutely 
nothing is recorded it seems probable 
that the apostles continued to appoint 
others to these sorts of ministries.

Through Acts 8-11 the Twelve, and 
in particular Peter and John, continue 
to play a senior leadership role: the 
new movement in Samaria is only con-
firmed and established with the arrival 
of Peter and John (8:14-25); Barna-
bas saw apostolic approval as crucial 
to Saul’s acceptance (9:27); Peter is 
the agency for the acceptance of Cor-
nelius and his Gentile household into 
the church (10:1-11:18). Luke’s record 
sees the Spirit’s work at the heart of 
the church’s centrifugal missional 
movement to Samaritans and Gentiles 
(8:15-19; 10:44-48; 11:15-18),4 cross-
ing boundaries and becoming con-
textualised in new cultural settings, 

the Seven as men filled with the Holy 
Spirit, to demonstrate how Spirit-driv-
en and creative decision-making leads 
to the spread of the gospel, and finally, 
to emphasise that all are welcome in 
the people of God. The concerns em-
bedded in the text are not adminis-
trative but rather the following: the 
missional-ecclesial vision of the spread 
of the word of God; the power of the 
Holy Spirit at work in the church and 
the need to depend on his guidance in 
decision-making; the comprehensive 
nature of the church racially and lin-
guistically, and the love and acceptance 
that should characterize our churches; 
and the holiness and integrity of char-
acter expected in Christian leaders.

The only thing that a careful liter-
ary-contextual approach to Acts 6 says 
with respect to governance and church 
administration is that the preferred 
approach is one which best promotes 
the spread of the gospel. That this was 
the ‘prescribed’ approach of the early 
church is evident in the changing shape 
of leadership recorded in the book of 
Acts and the letters. Carter comments 
on the early church, ‘At every stage 
persons are arranged to do ministry 
in the most effective way … Changing 
mission means … new positions and 
persons, sometimes through new roles 
for those already at work.’3

))�#HANGING�,EADERSHIP�
0ATTERNS�IN�3ERVICE�OF�THE�
-ISSIONAL
%CCLESIAL�6ISION

In the opening of Acts we see author-
ity vested in the Eleven, who in turn 
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leaders in specific local churches.7

In Acts 14:14 we see the designa-
tion ‘apostle’ (apostolos) extended to 
Barnabas. That this became a standard 
designation for certain leaders beyond 
the Twelve is confirmed through the 
following: Paul’s standard use of the 
term as a self-appellation; the refer-
ence to the apostles Andronicus and 
Junia (Rom. 16:7), Apollos (1 Cor. 4:6, 
cf. 4:9), and Silvanus (Silas) and Timo-
thy in (1 Thess. 1:1; cf. 2:6-7); and the 
instructions given on apostles in the Di-
dache (11:3-6). In 1 Corinthians 12:28 
Paul speaks of God’s appointment of 
first apostles, second prophets, third 
teachers. Irrespective of whether this 
is a chronological or hierarchical prior-
ity or both, or a prioritisation based on 
benefit to the faith community,8 or sim-
ply a listing device, the repeated men-
tion in Ephesians 4:11 suggests that 
these are stable, permanent roles that 
were widespread in the early church.9

A discussion of the precise nature of 
each leadership role is subject to de-
bate and has been discussed in some 
depth elsewhere.10 My point here is to 
indicate the fluid nature of governance 

frequently in spite of the church’s re-
luctance (11:1-3).5

It is with the growth of the multi-
ethnic Antioch church that we first 
see new official roles being described. 
Agabus was clearly only one among 
many who were recognised as ‘proph-
ets’ (prophe-te-s) (11:27-28), and appar-
ently the leadership of the Antiochian 
church comprised a group of ‘prophets 
and teachers’ (13:1). Judas and Silas, 
‘leaders among the brothers’ (15:22) 
are also designated ‘prophets’ (15:32). 
While some have questioned whether 
these were official designated roles in 
the church,6 the nominal grammati-
cal structure would suggest that they 
were.

Certainly in the Revelation (11:18; 
16:6; 18:24) prophets are singled out 
as those who have been targeted for 
persecution, suggesting an official 
leadership role in the late first century 
church. Likewise the Didache (10:7; 
11:7-12; 13:1-7) speaks of prophets as 
individuals worthy of high respect and 
financial support, although by this time 
they may have had a predominantly 
itinerant influence rather than being 
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James, had been followers of Christ 
since the resurrection or even earlier,13 
a usage also found in Papias14 and Ire-
naeus.15

Eldership continues to be a pre-
vailing pattern of church governance 
throughout the New Testament (Acts 
20:17; 21:17-18; 1 Tim. 5:17-19; Tit. 
1:5-6; Jas. 5:13-15; 1 Pet. 5:1-5; 2 Jn. 
1; 3 Jn. 1; Rev. 4:4,10; 5:6,8,14; 11:16; 
19:4), although the terminology is 
rather fluid between ‘elder’ and ‘over-
seer’ (episkopos; sometimes translated 
‘bishop’), particularly seen in the inter-
change of the terms in Acts 20:17,28 
and Titus 1:5-9. The use of the term 
‘overseer’ is widespread (Acts 20:28; 
Phil. 1:1; 1 Tim. 3:2; Tit. 1:7), and may 
have been used to refer more specifi-
cally to those leaders in whose homes 
churches would meet, and who sup-
ported the faith community in various 
ways as ‘patrons’.16

The first we see of the leadership 
role of ‘deacon’ (diakonos) is in Philip-
pians 1:1 and in reference to Phoebe 
(Rom. 16:1). Despite the widespread 
translation of the term in Romans 16:1 
as ‘servant’ or ‘deaconess’, neither can 
be justified linguistically, as the use of 
the masculine form (diakonon) in ref-
erence to a woman points strongly to 
a formal position held in the church. 

and structure in the early church, and 
the continual restructuring that took 
place for the accomplishment of the 
missional mandate.

It is not until Acts 11:30 that we 
first hear of ‘elders’ (presbuteros), some 
15 years or more after the Pentecostal 
founding of the church. But James has 
also come to prominence, and the apos-
tles and elders look to James’ leader-
ship in the Jerusalem Council (Acts 
15:13). Schnabel suggests that the 
development of leadership by elders in 
Jerusalem had resulted from the depar-
ture of the Twelve from Jerusalem at 
the time of the Agrippan persecution of 
41/42 AD mentioned in Acts 12.11 It is 
probable that ‘eldership’ was first de-
veloped in the very Jewish environment 
of the Jerusalem Church, based on the 
model of the Sanhedrin.12

Whatever the reasons for the es-
tablishment of leadership by elders, 
from this point forward elders play a 
dominant leadership role in the church. 
Paul sees the appointment of elders as 
an essential element of his missional 
activity, and both appoints (Acts 14:23) 
and reports to (Acts 20:17; 21:18-19) 
elders as he travels. Even then it would 
seem that the term ‘elder’ was loose 
and fluid, and Acts 15:23 (‘the elder 
brethren’ – hoi presbuteroi adelphoi 
– is the best attested reading of the 
Greek text) suggests that in Jerusa-
lem at least the term may have simply 
referred to senior believers who, like 
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writers than leadership roles was the 
quality of life expected from these lead-
ers (1 Tim. 3; Tit. 1:5-9; 1 Pet. 5:1-4), 
as an essential necessity in the spread 
of the gospel (Acts 14:23; 20:28-32; 
Tit. 1:5). Paul clearly saw true right-
eousness in leaders as having foun-
dational missional implications: the 
good reputation (marturia) of leaders 
(1 Tim. 3:7) is directly related to the 
witness (marturia) of the church.18 Fee 
observes,

Apart from the authority of the 
apostles over the churches they had 
founded, there seems to be very lit-
tle interest in the question of ‘au-
thority’ at the local level. To be sure, 
the people are directed to respect, 
and submit to, those who laboured 
among them and served them in the 
Lord (1 Cor. 16:16; Heb. 13:17). But 
in their roles as those who care for 
the others. The concern for govern-
ance and roles within church struc-
tures emerges at a later time.19

)))�/RGANIC�AND�#ONTEXTUAL�
0ATTERNS�OF�-ISSIONAL

%CCLESIAL�,EADERSHIP

Fluidity of governance and administra-
tion in service of the church’s mission-
al-ecclesial vision is also emphasized 
in the consistent biblical use of organic 
rather than organisational language 
in describing the church: body (Rom. 
12:4-6; 1 Cor. 12:12-26; Eph. 4:4,25; 
5:29-30; Col. 2:19; 3:15); family (Mt. 
12:49-50; Rom. 12:10; Gal. 6:10; Heb. 

Deacons are also mentioned as local 
church leaders in 1 Timothy 3:8-10. 
It is noteworthy that Ignatius refers 
to deacons as not simply ‘ministers 
of food and drink’ but servants of ‘the 
mysteries of Jesus Christ’ (Trallians 
2:3), pointing to their holistic ministry 
of word and deed in the service of the 
church’s mission.17

It is probable that the early church 
gave multiple titles to leaders, for ex-
ample elder (or deacon) and apostle, 
prophet, evangelist, and/or shepherd-
teacher. This is suggested by Paul’s 
tendency to introduce his letters with 
greetings to the elders, overseers, and/
or deacons, but (with the exception 
of the pastoral letters to Timothy and 
Titus) the application of more ‘charis-
matic’ titles in the body of the text. The 
use of multiple titles is also indicated 
by a comparison between the most 
‘charismatic’ of letters, 1 Corinthians, 
in which the emphasis is on the lead-
ership of apostles and prophets, and 1 
Clement 42:4 (addressed to the Corin-
thian church) in which Clement recaps 
their early leadership in the words, 
‘[the apostles] appointed their first 
converts … to be bishops [episkopous] 
and deacons.’

Despite the fact that deacons and 
elders clearly played a significant part 
in the life of the early church, we are 
nowhere informed as to the precise na-
ture of their leadership roles, although 
clearly pastoral (Acts 20:28; Jas. 5:14; 
1 Pet. 5:1-2) and teaching (1 Tim. 3:2; 
5:17; Tit. 1:9) ministries, and oversight 
of missional advancement (Acts 21:18-
19), were key responsibilities. Of far 
greater concern to the New Testament 
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21 cf. W. Charles Arn, ‘Lay ministry: A closer 
look’, in Church Growth: State of the Art, ed. C. 
Peter Wagner (Wheaton: Tyndale, 1986), 108.

er was called on to fulfil the ministry 
for which God had gifted him or her, 
so that corporately all might together 
grow to maturity (Eph. 4:11-12).

Spiritual gifts found their source 
in God himself, and consequently ‘… 
the authority to exercise a gift was 
the right of any person who had a call 
from God and could demonstrate it by 
the ability to use the gift properly. As a 
result, a large group of diverse people 
often shared the leadership.’22 Gaillar-
detz asserts that the ‘charism-versus-
office’ debate is a product of Protes-
tant-Catholic polemics, and that a more 
‘fluid continuum’ existed between of-
fice and gift in the early church.23

Comparative studies suggest that a 
significant cultural element came into 
the formation of structures within the 
early church. Meeks,24 for example, 
observes clear parallels between the 
structure of local Christian communi-
ties in the first century and the concur-
rent models of the household (oikia), 
the voluntary associations that prolif-
erated in the early Roman Empire, the 
synagogue,25 and even the philosophi-
cal and rhetorical schools.

There can be no question but that 
patterns of congregational leadership 

13:1; 1 Pet. 1:22; 3:8); bride (2 Cor. 
11:2; Rev. 19:7); wife (Eph. 5:25-28); 
olive tree (Rom. 11:17-24); a chosen 
people, a royal priesthood, a holy na-
tion (1 Pet. 2:9). In the New Testament 
the word ‘member’ is consistently used 
with a biological rather than organi-
sational meaning. Likewise, Paul saw 
his relationship to the churches he had 
established in parental (as father in 
1 Cor. 4:14-15; 2 Cor. 12:14; 1 Thess. 
2:11, and as mother in Gal. 4:19; 1 
Thess. 2:7) rather than organisational 
terms.20

The familial character of the early 
church’s self-understanding is equally 
seen in that Luke uses some form of 
the Greek term adelphos (‘brother/
sister’) fifty-seven times in the book 
of Acts when speaking of the commu-
nity of faith. These images point to 
the church as: people more than pro-
grammes; dynamic and growing rather 
than static and stagnant; heterogene-
ous rather than homogeneous.

While certain positions (notably 
‘apostles’, ‘prophets’, ‘elders’, ‘over-
seers’, and ‘deacons’) seemed to hold 
some level of precedence, the notion 
of a distinct ‘clergy’ class was foreign 
to the early church. The word kleros, 
from which the word ‘clergy’ derives, 
referred not to a separate group within 
the church, but to all who had received 
the inheritance of God’s redemption 
(Acts 26:18; Col. 1:11-12).21 Within the 
early Christian community each believ-
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26 Alan Roxburgh and Fred Romanuk, The 
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Reach a Changing World (San Francisco: Jos-
sey-Bass, 2006), 118.
27 Sherwood G. Lingenfelter, Transform-
ing Culture: A Challenge for Christian Mission 
(Grand Rapids: Baker, 1992), 194-201.

Testament terminology teaches us that 
congregational leadership forms must 
be understandable to the cultural con-
text, and yet flexible enough to cope 
with changing needs both outside and 
inside the church, with the ultimate 
purpose that the community of faith 
will best live out its missional-ecclesial 
identity.

)6�3UMMARY
A careful reflection on leadership pat-
terns in the early church suggests the 
following general principles:
s� 4HE�MISSIONAL
ECCLESIAL�VISION�OF�THE�

early church shaped its governance. 
Organisational change occurred 
whenever the shape of governance 
was hindering the spread of the 
gospel and the formation of a com-
munity that reflected the incarnate 
character of God.

s� 4HE� VARIETY� AND� mEXIBILITY� OF� .EW�
Testament leadership terms seem 
to make any definitive statements 
on church governance or Christian 
leadership practice singularly un-
wise. Where any form of structured 
ministry is considered it is seen as 
a call to service of the faith commu-
nity rather than as an opportunity to 
exercise power.28

s� )T�APPEARS�THAT�GENERAL�PROCESSES�OF�
institutionalisation29 were at work 
even in the early church. However, 
its commitment to missional-eccle-

in the early church reflected predomi-
nant models observable in the local cul-
ture. However, the end goal differed: in 
contrast to a world that was shaped by 
Caesar the early church leaders recog-
nised their primary calling to form an 
alternate community built on an iden-
tity rooted in Jesus Christ.26 With this 
self-understanding, the focus on char-
acter rather than role in early Christian 
leadership should not surprise.

Even within the relatively brief 
period represented by the New Testa-
ment documents, change and develop-
ment in church structure is observable. 
Lingenfelter27 notes that in the early 
days, while the community was small 
and localised around Jerusalem, and 
group-identity was a central concern, 
a ‘collectivist’ approach to leadership 
was adopted by the early Christians. 
As the church grew, incorporated first 
Samaritan, then Gentile believers, 
and expanded far beyond the Levant 
region, a more complex organisation 
evolved. However, structures remained 
fluid until the close of the first century.

While the first hints of more formal-
ised categories appear in the pastoral 
letters to Timothy and Titus and in 
the Didache, it is only in the writings 
of Ignatius (Ephesians 6; Magnesians 
6; Trallians 3; Philadelphians 1; Smyr-
naeans 8) in the early second century 
that more hierarchical and rigid ec-
clesial leadership structures begin to 
appear. If anything, a study of New 
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30 Emil Brunner, The Misunderstanding of the 
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the community of faith are called to 
take positions of supervisory lead-
ership, there is nonetheless a wide 
variety of leadership roles and these 
roles will be filled by many differ-
ent members of the Body of Christ. 
Multiple leadership is based on Holy 
Spirit giftedness.

s� 0ERSONAL�INTEGRITY��QUALITY�OF�LIFE��BE-
ing filled with the Holy Spirit, and a 
recognition that leaders are no more 
(or no less) than stewards entrusted 
with an authority which ultimately 
is not their own, are more important 
leadership issues than are position 
and task. Christian leadership finds 
its power base in spiritual rather 
than other forms of power.

s� #HURCH�MEMBERSHIP�IS�BY�NATURE�RE-
lational, emphasising mutual care 
and responsiveness to needs. The 
purpose of leadership is corporate 
growth in Christ, a growth that will 
not occur individually in an isolated 
setting.

sial vision with its balance between 
‘prophets’ [apostles and prophets] 
and ‘priests’ [elders and deacons] 
slowed the process of institutionali-
sation at least until the early years 
of the second century.

s� 4HE�(OLY�3PIRIT�IS�THE�SOURCE�OF�WIS-
dom for both the choice of leaders 
and their on-going ministry. It is 
the Holy Spirit who provides both 
the gifting and authority necessary 
to fulfil particular leadership func-
tions. Consequently, one of the chief 
responsibilities of existing leaders is 
to acknowledge and empower those 
whom the Holy Spirit has already 
appointed. Church governance in 
the early church is fundamentally a 
‘pneumatic’ order.30

s� 7HILE� CERTAIN� INDIVIDUALS� WITHIN�
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