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A. Six themes of the Reformation 

The first and central theme of the Reformation was justification by 

faith1. Man is saved through faith in the sacrifice of Christ, apart from any 

good works (sola fide). Luther, driven by his own spiritual thirst, rediscovered 

it from his reading of the Fathers, particularly Augustine, but especially from 

his study of Paul’s teaching in Galatians and Romans. Other Reformers 

refined it in terms of its relationship to grace, and works, but it remained the 

heart of Protestant preaching. 

Because this doctrine exposed the shaky basis of mediæval theology, it 

led directly to the doctrine of the supreme authority of Scripture (sola 

scriptura)2, over tradition, councils or the Pope (as the Roman Church), and 

also over the unmediated experience of the Spirit (as many of the Radicals)3. 

Scripture was to be interpreted literally, intelligibly, and from the original 

languages where possible. The pre-eminence of Scripture determined other 

key doctrines.  

Thus the election of the saints (with the emphasis on man’s 

helplessness in Luther4, and on God’s sovereignty in Calvin5), opposed the 

‘semi-pelagianism’ of Rome and of humanists like Erasmus, as well as the 

later Arminian compromise6.  

The Reformation teaching on good works, though varying in its 

dependence on Mosaic law, denied both their necessity for salvation and the 

antinomianism of  some Anabaptists. It sought to exceed the righteousness of 

the Catholics through gospel faith7. 
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Reformation ecclesiology began to rediscover the Church as the 

priesthood of all believers – the community of Scriptural faith –  rather than as 

God’s hierarchy on earth defined by a supernatural sacerdotal power of the 

priesthood8. 

In turn, this discovery led to a redefinition of leadership in terms of a 

Spirit-ordained ministry of the Word, elected by the consent of the church9, 

sometimes supplemented by a ‘lay’ administrative power (as in the 

Presbyterian model), or by a voting assembly (as in the Congregational 

model). 

It is this last theme which will be discussed in more detail. 

B. The Ministry of the Word 

The sacerdotal priesthood developed in the Church over several 

centuries, and for a number of reasons. The first was a slowly evolving use of 

sacrificial imagery for the Eucharist. Paul’s comparison of the table of Christ 

with the table of demons in 1 Corinthians 10.21 presumably led early writers 

to refer to the Eucharist, by metonymy, as an offering10. Ignatius, writing very 

early in the second century, even pictures the table as an altar of sacrifice11. 

Such language has become more consistent by the time of the Apostolic 

Tradition (c.215), but still refers to a thanksgiving rather than a propitiation12. 

However, gradually the idea grew that the Eucharist was a repeat of 

the sacrifice of Jesus himself, and that therefore the priest was actually 

offering the body and blood of Christ. Paschasius Radbertus13 in the ninth 

century formulated the doctrine of transubstantiation, which later became 

enshrined, and justified philosophically, in the teaching of Aquinas. By the 
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Reformation this Thomist approach was universally accepted, though it did 

not become official dogma until the Council of Trent. 

Parallel to this, there was a progressive increase in the status of the 

leaders of the Church. Monarchical bishops had become the norm probably by 

Ignatius’ time. Under Constantine, who bestowed on them the honours 

formerly given to pagan priests, their prestige increased enormously. The 

provincial organisation of the Church, reflecting the Imperial administration, 

led to a hierarchical organisation of bishops, archbishops and metropolitans. 

This tendency culminated in the papacy which in theory, if seldom in practice, 

embodied the idea of Christ’s ruling immediately through his vicar on earth, 

and thence devolving his power and authority through the priests. 

The confluence of these trends led by Luther’s time to a sacrificing 

priesthood, absolutely separated from the people by an ordination believed to 

confer the miraculous power of transubstantiation. The sacrament was 

efficacious ex opere operato, so that the people needed neither to understand 

nor even to be present. The preaching of the Word was therefore superfluous 

and neglected. Though it was possible to be a ‘religious’ by taking monastic or 

other vows, the idea of an ordinary, baptised Christian being ‘holy’ would 

have invited ridicule. 

Luther’s reading of Scripture overturned all this. It revealed not only 

the invalidity of the Eucharistic ‘sacrifice’, but the falsity of a New Testament 

priesthood, except inasmuch as all believers were priests offering the Word to 

the world and living sacrificial lives of obedient service to Christ. He rightly 

saw that: 
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Every shoemaker can be a priest of God, and stick to his 

own last while he does it.14 

Not only priests had a vocation: even the humblest peasant who was called to 

Christ was also called to follow him in his daily life. Every occupation could 

be a sacred calling: 

Who sweeps a room as for thy laws 

   Makes that and th’action fine.15 

Luther’s initial belief that all believers have the same authority in 

regard to the word and the sacraments was challenged by the excesses of the 

Zwickau prophets and the other radicals. It took Calvin to formulate a more 

cohesive, and biblical, view of Christian ministry within the visible Church. 

His model called for each church to have an overseeing pastor, teachers, ruling 

elders, and deacons to minister to the poor16. The later Presbyterians tended to 

merge the pastor-teacher role, finding no Scriptural warrant for the distinction, 

but all agreed that those in the teaching ministry, in particular, needed to be 

both called by God and recognised by the church. 

In England, particularly, the inherited Episcopalian system struggled to 

incorporate these Reformed insights, perhaps epitomised by the Prayer Book’s 

indiscriminate juxtaposition of the words ‘priest’ and ‘minister’. However, 

despite Laud’s attempts to turn back the clock, the idea of a ministry primarily 

involved in pastoring the flock through the Word, rather than in offering 

sacrifices for sin, remained central to Anglicanism too. 

For most of the Magisterial Reformers, even Calvin, the pattern of the 

mediæval priesthood left its marks on their concept of ministry. For all the talk 

of a priesthood of believers, most ministry within church life was, or soon 

became, the function of the ordained ministry. Not only teaching and the 
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administration of sacraments, but the ordering of worship and pastoral care 

became part of The Ministry, rather than ministries in themselves. Though this 

may have been more marked in Lutheran and Anglican churches, it was a 

feature of most ‘mainstream’ Protestant churches. Even the Reformed 

churches generally kept a distinctive dress for ministers. 

The Radical Reformers’ ecclesiology was at least in part a reaction to 

this. There was a tendency for much more grass-roots participation in church 

life, which led positively to a clearer outworking of the Church as God’s elect 

community, called out from the world, and with no ‘clergy/laity’ distinction; 

but negatively to anti-intellectualism, heterodoxy and sometimes anarchy17. It 

led to a clearer recognition of the universal gifting of the Holy Spirit, and 

consequently (for good or ill) to a more charismatic tendency, both in worship 

and in the choice of leaders. 

C. The Ministry in my own tradition 

The difficulty of defining clearly the religious tradition in which I find 

myself is perhaps indicative of that very tradition. I am a member of a non-

affiliated evangelical church (Danbury Mission) with its roots in the Brethren 

movement – a similar case to many other churches in Britain today.  

Brethrenism began in the third decade of the nineteenth century as a 

reaction to the deadness of established churches – in this country, primarily 

the Church of England. At that time Anglicanism was ‘orthodox without being 

theological’, religion meaning ‘moral obedience to the will of God’18. 

Churchmen such as J N Darby believed the current Church to be ruined, and 

seceded to form independent congregations living according to New 
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Testament practice. The history of the movement was a history of strong 

personalities, marked by repeated splits into different groups, under particular 

leaders. My particular church, started a century ago by a local builder more or 

less as a family chapel, though with a strong evangelistic motivation, was 

affiliated to a small grouping known as the Kelly’s Brethren. But it seceded 

(or was expelled) when its leadership challenged the increasingly authoritarian 

nature of the centre. 

The surprising thing is that Brethren ecclesiology emphasised 

unstructured worship around the ‘breaking of bread’19, 

…under the guidance of the Holy Spirit with opportunity 

for the exercise in the assembly of all true gifts for 

edification subject to the Lordship of Christ.20 

The priesthood of all believers was emphasised, and there were to be no elders 

or deacons21.  

There was no historic consciousness here of the similar emphases in 

the Radical Reformation, but one may suppose that a similar mixture of 

radical Biblicalism and strong personalities pertained. Certainly the results in 

the movement, and in Danbury Mission, were similar to those amongst the 

Anabaptist groups. 

Whereas the first leaders had been theologically trained, subsequent 

generations began to despise academic study and, unconsciously, to soak up 

the prevailing doctrinal climate together with their Bible reading. In this case, 

British evangelicalism’s roots in Wesley’s Arminianism and continental 

pietism produced a very individualistic, and simplistic, gospel. At the same 

time the particular Brethren contributions of dispensationalism and a 
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distinctive pre-millennialism added their own flavour. The results, which can 

be seen in many Brethren publications, often demonstrate intense study with 

very little understanding. 

Although leaders were not supposed to exist, ‘natural’ leaders did 

emerge, and the fact that a strong individual could make his mark meant that 

such churches tended to attract self-employed small businessmen. This 

matched the broader evangelical movement in the earlier part of this century, 

which was also somewhat bourgeois and narrow in its outlook. Brethrenism, 

believing itself to mirror the New Testament, failed to notice its own cultural 

blinkers. 

An interesting example of this is in Danbury Mission was that breaking 

the bread was seen not as a leadership function, but as a body-ministry. Any 

brother , led by the Spirit, could give thanks for, and distribute, the elements. 

But not any sister. In fact, by New Testament or even by Victorian standards, 

the atmosphere for women was frankly oppressive. 

However, during the last few decades, the weakness of a coherent 

tradition has also proved a strength to Brethren assemblies. They have tended, 

lacking strong denominational ties, to relate to the network of inter-

denominational para-church organisations so characteristic of modern 

evangelicalism. Danbury Mission, for example, developed many links with 

missionary organisations, was prominent in the local federation of evangelical 

churches, and ran its own large Crusader class. 

For this reason, as nationally evangelicals began to regain their 

theological heritage, and their social involvement, the more open Brethren 
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assemblies were more exposed than many to these changes. They proved 

amenable to changes, including changes in the concept of leadership.  

There has been a tendency throughout the movement to dissociate 

from ‘Brethrenism’ as such, to adopt elders and deacons, and increasingly to 

elect pastors. The study of Scripture has suggested these moves, and there has 

been no denominational framework to prevent it. 

In our own fellowship, this perhaps rather arbitrary freedom has 

allowed the leadership to draw freely on the wisdom of the past, including the 

teaching of the Reformers. Elders began to be chosen (and identified as such!) 

some fifteen years ago, and deacons in the last decade. A consciously 

Presbyterian church-government has been seen to match our structures most 

closely, and has begun to be consistently applied. 

In the last two years, with an increasingly large church posing 

increasingly difficult pastoral problems, the benefit of a full-time, adequately 

trained, pastor has been recognised, and the approval of the members gained. 

There are, naturally, suspicions and fears based both on local tradition 

and on the experience of those in other kinds of church. The greatest fear is 

that a pastor would become an autocrat stifling the ministries of the rest of the 

church. This has undoubtedly happened frequently in Reformed churches, but 

only where there is an inadequate grasp of the other Reformation truth of the 

priesthood of believers, which remains strong in our tradition. 

D. Conclusion 

The concept of leadership within my church tradition was 

unconsciously based on the Reformation doctrine of the priesthood of all 
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believers. However, because of the church’s Brethren roots it seriously 

neglected the other strand of Reformation doctrine about the importance of a 

called and trained ministry of the Word. This bias has been, and is now being, 

consciously addressed, in the hope that it will prove possible to maintain what 

is believed to be the Biblical balance between spiritual freedom and due order. 

§§§ 
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