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In the authentic letters of Paul, the earliest set of Christian sources, 'ministry' (diakonia) is not the preserve of the leading officers of the congegation, but the service which the Spirit inspires in each believer: 'There are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit; varieties of service ('ministerings', diakonion), but the same Lord; and there are varieties of working ('energisings', energematon), but it is the same God who inspires them all in every one' (1 Cor 12:4-6). 'Ministry' is the working of the Spirit through each believer for the common good (1 Cor 12:7; 14:4). All have a contribution to the edification of all (1 Cor 14:26; cf. Rom 12:3-8). Paul's vision of the church as a mutually nourishing, charismatically inspired community in which each believer as a member of Christ's body has individual, Spirit-inspired contribution to make, practical, oracular, or miraculous, in the public context of worship can hardly be reconciled with Ignatius of Antioch's conception of the Church in the early second century, in which the community's existence is defined by the threefold order of bishop, elders and deacons and in which it is difficult to imagine the layperson having prominent place or public role at all. The bishop's central role in instruction, in conduct of the liturgy, in baptising, in control of finances and in the settlement of matters of dispute, and the presence around him of defined classes of officials (the elders and deacons) who fill out the public activities of the church in teaching, assistance in the liturgy, and care for the poor suggest a form of community in which a clergy class had arrogated to itself all authority and public expression of the Gospel in acts of ministry.


The transition from the former state of affairs to the latter is susceptible to easy sociological caricature as the closing phase of a process of institutionalisation by which a group comes to be defined by its bureaucracy, which governs principally for the preservation of its own status and the exclusion of challenges to it. The bureacracy, in effect, become the institution. This would, however, be to make an unduly negative assessment of the role of the clergy at Ignatius' time. At the stage beyond the death of the last apostles, it is apparent that developments of doctrine were abroad which threatened the community's unity and continuity with its apostolic roots and tradition. The letters of John in the New Testament, from the immediately preceding period, clearly reveal a context in which stalk the spectres of incipient Gnosticism  and openly docetic Christology, against which Christian teachers had to take a stand to preserve an authentic version of Christianity for later generations. The danger of the fragmentation of doctrine, and thence of the Christian community itself, appeared with the passing of the apostolic generation, whose natural authority while they were still alive was largely able to keep in check doctrinal deviations. 'Ignatius connects the monarchical bishop with the preservation of the orthodox faith in such a way as to suggest that a principal aim of monepiscipacy was to preserve right doctrine.'
 The Church's struggle against Gnosticism in the second century confirmed the necessity to gather around those who preserved the apostolic tradition.

Ministry and the Social Scale of the Congregation


This paper proposes that the tendency for the exclusion of the 'laity' from 'ministry' was in significant measure an unintended consequence of the closer gathering of the Christian communities, by Ignatius' time very large and therefore less easy to defend, around the bishop as the preserver of apostolic tradition. It is frequently asserted that the struggle against heresy contributed to the development of monepiscopacy. It has not been observed, however, that the gathering of the church around the bishop brought changes in the social pattern of the Church from its earlier form in the New Testament period which by their very nature diminished the opportunities for lay involvement in the public life and worship of the congregation. It is increasingly clear that the churches of the Pauline mission had what we might term today a 'cellular' structure, based on groups which were hosted by wealthier households. The church in each city was made up of a number of these house-groups, sponsored by prominent Christians whose own homes accommodated the worship of small groups of believers. At Romans 16:3–5 a church meets in the house of Prisca and Aquila. At Romans 16:10-11 groups are identified from the households of Aristobulus and Narcissus. Wayne Meeks finds in the three lists of names in Rom 16:14-15 three further household groups.
 At Corinth groups of believers appear to have met in the households of Crispus, converted with his whole household, whose former role as synagogue-ruler also confirms his householder status (Acts 18:5-8), and Gaius, who was a host to Paul and to 'the whole church' when Paul wrote to Rome from Corinth (Romans 16:23). Gaius probably had the largest premises, and so could entertain all the Christians at Corinth, although smaller gatherings in other  houses also took place. Stephanas appears also to have hosted a group (1 Cor 16:19). At Laodicea, the householder Nympha entertained a church in her house (Col 4:15). 


How large were these early household groups? The physical dimensions of excavated houses of the first century help us with this question. At Pompeii and Herculaneum many larger houses of the wealthy classes were well preserved by volcanic ash and lava in AD 79. At Herculaneum, the dimensions of the atrium or principal room of such houses average about twenty five by thirty feet; the courtyards, when found in such houses, average about thirty three by fifty feet. At Pompeii the atria average about thirty one by forty two feet and the peristyle courtyards fifty five by sixty seven feet.
 Thus the atrium of a house could give protected meeting space for maximally two or three dozen people (less to be comfortable, especially at the meal
); courtyards could accommodate one or two hundred, weather permitting. These physical dimensions suggest two types of early Christians gathering. The Christian community in a city will normally have met in groups of two dozen or so within its larger households. Occasionally all within the city will have gathered together in the courtyard of a grander house to hear major visitors or for major deliberations, conditions permitting.


The principal act of Christian worship in the churches of the Pauline mission was clearly the taking together of a meal which included ritual actions (1 Cor 11:17-34). Later Christianity saw the eucharist as the defining act of Christian worship, confirming the priority in earlier times of the smaller household gathering over the larger, more occasional meeting. These meals did not take place in the early decades in cult-centres analogous to the meal-rooms of the Graeco-Roman clubs, but privately in larger households. Whether the meal-fellowship was comfortable or cramped, the number attending can rarely have been more than two of three dozen. 


It is apparent that Paul's vision of the 'ministry' of all believers can really only be realised in such circumstances, when the meeting of the Christian congregation is relatively small. Every individual cannot make meaningfully frequent contribution to the worship of a group which exceeds two or three dozen. Paul's vision of the Church as a charismatic commuity, therefore, is a vision based on the assumption that Christians meet in relatively small groups, in which all from the least to the greatest can make regular contribution. Paul applies the metaphor of the body to the congregation; as the various parts of a human body differ in function but are each necessary to the life of the whole, so the contribution of the humblest service to congregational life is as necessary as even the most spectacular gift. Paul emphasises that the Spirit works through every member of the congregation (1 Cor 12:5) and gives exampes of inspired workings of the Spirit through each individual (vv. 8-10). Paul's later re-use of the example of prophecy emphasises that all may minister through the Spirit; he encourages all to prophesy (14:1, 5), and envisages situations when this will happen (v. 24). The capacity of all to prophesy is probably explained at 14:26,  where at the coming together of Christians for worship 'each one has a hymn, a lesson, a revelation, a tongue, or an interpretation.' This letter gives us the earliest account which we possess of the form of Christian worship. The eucharist (1 Cor 11.17-34), conducted in the context of a meal within a household, must be augmented with the worship pattern delineated in chapters 12—14, in which each member of the congregation makes individual contribution, to form a full impression of what happened in earliest Christian worship. Paul can only have presented this understanding of Christian life and worship on the assumption that the churches throughout his mission usually met in small, household groups, whose members might reasonably all have been encouraged to prophesy or relay the contibution of the spirit through them in other ways, including practical service, to the meeting. We know that from earliest times Christians had broken bread 'from house to house' (Acts 2:46). From Romans 12:8 it is clear that Paul counted practical acts of service amongst the charismata.


By the time of Ignatius, Christian worship was taking place on an altogether larger scale. Ignatius depicts the bishop presiding over the eucharist, surrounded by his council of elders, and assisted in his ministry to the gathered laity by numerous deacons.
 Thus, the clergy themselves of a meeting of Ignatius' congregation may have outnumbered the typical house-church of earlier times. We are dealing with typical Christian meetings not of two of three dozen, but perhaps of two or three hundred souls or more. The scale of these meetings may imply that the gathering of large groups of believers, which as we have seen was probably only occasional in earlier times, had now become the normal pattern of events. Protected physical facilities were certainly now available to allow much larger meetings to occur at all times of the year, regardless of the weather or season. It may be that the scale of these gatherings has to do with the sheer success of the Christian mission and the number of believers in each city. In regard to what we have said above about the emphasis on the bishop as the bearer of the apostolic tradition and bulwark against heresy, however, it is apparent that the scale of these meetings may also have been a product of the conflicts of the age. Believers were gathered into larger groups to hearken to the secure voice of apostolic tradition, rather than remain is smaller house-congregations with separate eucharists. This development probably happened because the meeting of smaller and more independent sub-groups in the congregation would be treated with suspicion because of the potential promulgation in them of heterodox teaching. All the believers in the locality were gathered week by week around the bishop for the sake of uniform adherence to the apostolic doctrine as conveyed by the bishop and the gathered  elders. 


The symbolic significance which Ignatius sees in the different officers of the congregation makes it plain that the situation which he describes marks a change from the pattern of Christian worship in earlier times. Ignatius makes the bishops, deacons and elders (given in this order) respectively images of God, Christ, and the apostles.
 This is a very awkward ordering and analogy, since the deacons are made to rank above the elders, or worse (if the elements are rearranged in their expected order) the apostles to rank above Christ. The earlier form of the image is apparent on reflection. Originally it had been about the pair of offices of the meal president and the deacons who served the meal — pictures of God seated in majesty, and Christ humbly serving humanity through the meal which was his body. Two offices have become three by the time of Ignatius. Clearly elders appearing as a gathered council were a new social reality, and they were awkwardly appended to the image.


To anticipate some of the analysis of early Christian offices given below, it is apparent that the image in its earlier context related to the household meal gathering, at which the host presided and trusted servants or others of the group served. The prominent householders who hosted the earlier household gatherings have now coalesced into a council of elders; the boundaries between individual house-churches within the city have now passed away; there is only one, larger congregation. Since the eucharist had always needed a presiding figure, above the resulting elder-council there now appears a prominent individual, perhaps formerly one of their number or a renowned local teacher or prophet, who takes charge of the meeting of the much larger group and takes over conduct of the eucharistic liturgy from the householder class. 


It would be vain to hope that in the larger congregational form, the product of both of successful evangelism and the fight against doctrinal fragmentation, Paul's vision of meaningful participation by each member of the congregation could find expression. Already in earlier times, larger meetings had been different in character from the smaller household gatherings. In the household gathering of two dozen, Paul's vision that every believer had a contribution — a contribution of ministry — to make to the community could be realised in practice. In the smaller social context, the wisdom which each brought to the meeting could be heard, and the practical service which each rendered could be enjoyed by all. In the much larger congregations of Ignatius' day, this was not possible. In a gathering of several hundred souls, the bishop could preside, and one or two elders would speak. Deacons distributed the elements of the eucharist; practical tasks such as doorkeeping or reading might perhaps be allotted to others. But while the general encouragment of all Christians to practically serve each other could remain, the scale of the congregation's meeting meant that the ordinary believer's active participation in the public gathering was effectively excluded. History witnesses to the lively nature of the practical service which Christians rendered to each other outside the meeting, but such was taken from public view, and therefore, potentially, from the focus of the Church's self-understanding.


The adjustment which we have traced in the scale of the Christian meeting in fact helps us towards understanding where we may find in the New Testament period the the roots of the threefold ministry of bishop, elder, and deacon which appears with Ignatius in the early second century. It is not without trepidation that we approach the question of the possible origins of the later offices (order) of the Christian church in the New Testament period. Many have maintained that 'office' is strictly incompatible with Paul's lively view of a church created by the charismata which the Spirit inspires.
 Paul's exposition of the Body of Christ in 1 Cor 12:4-11 has been assumed by some to exclude the possibility of authority-bearing offices, of rank. Is not the only president of the congregation the inspiring Spirit, who himself guides the meeting? Is it not the Spirit's address to the congregation through inspired charismata that makes God's authority present? Does not Paul's exposition of Christian worship as the ministry of all through the Spirit exclude any possible line of demarcation between 'laity' and 'officers' of the congregation? The classical exposition of this approach was given by the late nineteenth century German church historian Rudoph Sohm, who sought, by sponsoring an anti-institutional view of the Church, to reincarnate the vigour of primitive Christianity.
 


Such views probably misread Paul's purpose in this passage. He emphasises the complementarity of the Spirit's diverse 'energisings' in order to eradicate the damaging cleavage caused by false and self-vaunting interest in the more spectacular gifts, and his focus is drawn first to of his opponents' ground, the spectacular charismata. After he has followed through his point that different gifts of the Spirit must complement rather than compete with each other (12:12-26), he presents a second list of the Spirit's workings in which appear both practical service and office. The language of official, hierarchical structure forcefully emerges: 'And God has appointed in the church first apostles, second prophets, third teachers...' (12:28). The proper  working of the Spirit through all is not furthered by the absence of government. The vehemence with which Paul elsewhere defends his own authority as an apostle shows that his intent is hardly likely to be spiritual anarchy. He opposes not the proper boundaries of office, but merely  the false barriers constructed on the basis of the foolish vaunting of more the spectacular charismata.


With mention of the 'teachers', the numbering of the sequence of 1 Cor 12:28 ceases, each element thereafter being introduced with simply 'then... then...' (epeita... epeita...), implying that what follows does not bear authority comparable with the first three offices. Comparison of the sequence of inspired workings of the Spirit which follow with those of Paul's first list is informative. Glossolalia, working of miracles and healing are repeated from the first list, 'faith' and 'discerning of spirits' are omitted; the 'word of knowledge' and 'word of wisdom' of the first list (12.8) have no equivalent in the second. Paul may already have covered this area of the Spirit's working in his reference to the prophets of the Christian church; in any event, it is clear that the list is illustrative rather than exhaustive. Although at 1 Cor 12:3-8 Paul seems to limit the workings of the Spirit which he understands as 'ministry' to inspired speech and various miraculous manifestations, at 1 Cor 12:28 more practical services are understood to be inspired by the Spirit: 'helpers' (antilempseis) and 'administrators' (RSV). This latter term, kyberneseis, which the King James Version memorably renders 'governments', is literally 'pilotings', and seems to indicate the role of leading worship. The 'helpers' and 'administrators' seem to indicate nascent offices in the local congregation. If the 'administrators' preside at the community gathering, directing the affairs of worship, the term probably indicates the leading householders. The 'helpers' are probably their assistants where assistance was required, in the arrangements for and serving of the meal, and perhaps in the administering of associated charity. The pair of terms may anticipate the later offices of 'deacon' and 'bishop'. Although Paul remains in rhetorical vein, his second list comes closer to being an actual description of the congregation as it functioned at his time. Certainly, the working of the Spirit issues in (rather than excludes) the presence of established offices. 


Most would agree, however, that Paul's churches contained at the time when he wrote his letters only nascent institutional structure. References to those who seem to carry authority are infrequent, and terminology fluid. We should not expect to find substantial emphasis on local 'officials' since these communities were young and, therefore, a pronounced transfer of authority from the apostle to local officers had not yet taken place. For these freshly founded churches the travelling missionaries represent the greater authority; that is why these letters were written. The remaining evidence for nascent authority-bearing offices in Paul's letters is as follows. Paul refers in his first letter to Thessalonica (AD 50/51), possibly the earliest New Testament writing
, within months of the founding of the church, to those who 'are over' the congregation (proïstamenoi, 1 Thess 5:12). These may be local officers equivalent to the 'helpers' and 'administrators' of 1 Cor 12:28 whom Paul mentioned some four years later. Within a further year or two Paul addresses the 'overseers' (episkopoi, 'bishops') and 'servants' (diakonoi, 'deacons') of the church at Philippi. (Phil 1:1). In his letter to Rome (c. AD 56, although we do not know when the church was founded) Paul mentions Phoebe the 'servant' (diakonos, possibly 'deacon') of the church at Cenchreae (the port of Corinth). In his exposition of the body of Christ at Romans 12:3-8 he refers again, between 'he who contributes' (metadidous) and 'he who does acts of mercy' (eleon, perhaps the 'helper' of 1 Cor 12:28) to the proïstamenos, translated in the New English Bible as 'leader', though the  Revised Standard Version renders 'he who gives aid'. Some think the 'prophets and teachers' who follow the 'apostles' in precedence at 1 Cor 12:28 may be local leaders rather than mobile missionaries, though we shall see below that this is less likely. These references come from the period of the first six or seven years of Paul's mission in Europe. With the exception of Rome, which Paul had not yet even visited, we know these churches were recently founded and still closely dependent upon Paul's own authority. While this is the sum of what the authentic Pauline correspondence has to say about local church officers, the relative youthulness of these churches means that the relative paucity of evidence should not be taken to show that Paul had given no warrant for local organisational structure at all. 


Can we detect a pattern of local organisation? We are certainly not dealing with offices so settled as to have a completely fixed terminology, although some terms appear more than once. None of the these texts imply that a single individual was in charge of the church in any one city, and all can be taken to imply a plurality of local leaders. The monarchical episcopate as reflected in Christian writing from Ignatius of Antioch onwards (after AD 115) has no clear precedent in the episkopos  of the New Testament. At Philippians 1:1 the term episkopos  appears in the plural (episkopoi), suggesting a plurality of 'overseers' in the one city of Philippi, seemingly something like a leadership class of elders (we cannot assume already a council). At Acts 14:23, about two years prior to his founding of the church at Philippi, Paul and Barnabas are said to have chosen 'elders' in each church founded in southern Turkey on Paul's first missionary journey; thus these two texts seem to describe.the same local institution of a plural leadership installed by the apostles.


Although the term presbyteros never appears in the authentic Pauline letters, the term 'overseer' ('bishop', episkopos) and 'elder' (presbyteros) seem to have been largely interchangeable for most of the first century. In Acts Paul addresses the 'elders' (Acts 20:17, cf. 14:23) at Ephesus as 'overseers' (v. 28). At Titus 1:5-7 the command to Titus to appoint 'elders' is followed by a list of the qualifications desirable in the person designated episkopos. At 1 Peter 5:1-2 'elders' are urged 'to exercise oversight', episkopein  (the cognate verb). Clement of Rome passes from speaking of 'dissensions over the office of bishop (episkopos)' and the offence of removing the 'bishopric' or 'oversight' (episkope) from those who rightfully exercise it to speak of the blessedness of 'elders' (presbyteroi) who have died after faithfully serving in their office (1 Clement 44). The people in charge at 1 Thess 5:12 can be taken to be such 'presbyter-bishops' or 'elder-bishops', as can the 'administrators' of 1 Cor 12:28 and those who 'lead' (proïstamenos) at Romans 12:8. There existed in the early Pauline congregations a plurality of leaders whom Paul variously acknowledged as 'leading' (proïstamenos), as 'overseers' ('bishops', episkopoi) or as 'administrators' (kyberneseis), whom the author of Acts calls both 'elders' (presbyteroi) and 'overseers' ('bishops' episkopoi).


It is regularly assumed that in the possession of a plural leadership of 'elders' the Christian church from earliest times simply imitated the organisation of the synagogue. Indeed, J. T. Burtchaell has recently written at length on the rise of the pattern of the church's officers, arguing that the synagogue is the model at every point.
  His monograph is the most substantial attempt for many years at solving the problem of the rise of the 'threefold ministry' of bishops, elders and deacons which is universal by the middle of the second century. His hypothesis is simple. After the period of the church's establishment, in which authority was wielded by the apostolic missionaries and other exceptional charismatic individuals, the church settled down to a pattern based on the synagogue. Jewish synagogue worship was led by the 'ruler of the synagogue' (archisynagogos), a single leader; eventually, local Christian congregations came to be overseen by a single community chief. Local Jewish communities acknowledged the jurisdiction of senior men usually called 'rulers' (archontes). The Christian bishop presided in the council of his elders (presbyteroi). In Christian worship the bishop was assisted at the meal by his deacons; the Jewish synagogue-ruler had a servant assistant (the hyperetes).


However, the rise of the threefold ministry cannot be explained so simply. At all points the usual terminology for the Jewish office differs from its supposed Christian counterpart. The Christian designation episkopos for the leader of the community does not suggest as derivation from the synagogue. The assistant of the synagogue was never called diakonos in Greek.
 The Diaspora evidence rarely suggests that the 'rulers' may have been called 'elders'.
 Burthchaell is well aware of the acute difficulty which differing terminology makes for his proposal, but seeks to overcome it by stressing both the need for a model available to all the Christian congregations across the whole of the Mediterranean and the plausibility of the synagogue analogue in terms of overall social structure. The correspondence of social pattern is, however, as weak as the correspondence of terminology. In Christian worship the 'elders' play a prominent part, but the 'rulers' of the synagogue play no role in worship, constituting rather the judicial authority in the ethnic group. The Christian bishop is always assisted by a number of deacons, but the synagogue analogue offers, most problematically, only a single assistant. That the social pattern of the synagogue offices does not give broad correspondence with the pattern of the Christian church only serves to emphasise the terminological divergence.

The Threefold Ministry and the Social Pattern of the Early Churches


If the synagogue was not the a pattern for the threefold ministry, how are we to proceed? We should look not outside early Christianity to understand the pattern of Christian order, but rather inward to its own characteristic social structures. The threefold ministry in fact arises out of social dimensions of early Christianity which are well-known and easily demonstrable from the New Testament text. The principal social realities of early Christianity were the peripatetic missionaries, the local meetings at which these were received within the household setting of wealthier members of the congregation, and the central act of a common meal, embracing ritual elements and care for the poor. In these social realities the grounds for the emergence of three classes of community officers are apparent. First, the early Christian churches were founded and re-visited by an acknowledged class of authoritative leaders who were mobile missionaries dependent upon the congregations for their upkeep. This group contained those originally called apostles, some of whom gained this title from a direct commission from the historical Jesus to preach, and others of whom seem to have acquired the title in virtue of their acknowledged gifts (e.g. James the brother of the Lord in Jerusalem) or in virtue of a commission to act as missionaries sponsored by particular congregations (2 Cor 8:23). Second, a plurality of local leaders, as outlined above, existed because they were the early prominent converts who offered their households as the meeting places of the churches and held authority in those gatherings in view of their seniority in the faith and their natural authority as hosts over meetings (which included the Christian meal) held in their homes. Far from receiving payment for what they gave to the congregation, they rather gained prominence through their material patronage, through which the congregations could meet and flourish. Unlike the peripatetic class above them, these householder-overseers were not in the full-time service of the church. Third, the central act of worship in the household meetings of the early congregations was a meal, in the context of which the poor were also provided for. The functioning of a formal meal involved not only a host but also a group of servants. At the early Christian meals, certain Christians were honoured with this role of serving the congregation as meal-servers. The following will outline how these three classes of visitors, householders, and honorary meal-servants became the threefold order of bishop, elders and deacons.

A class of peripatetic ministers

Adolf von Harnack stressed the distinction between the peripatetic ministry of the 'apostles', 'prophets', and 'teachers' who gain prominence at 1 Cor 12:28, and local officers of the congregation.
 He distinguished the apostles, prophets and teachers as charismatic officers, who were appointed by the Spirit alone to  a ministry to the universal church. Over against these he set the officers who were elected by the local congregations and whose authority did not extend beyond these congregations. His position was determined by the discovery of the 'Teaching (Didache ) of the Twelve Apostles' in 1883. This sub-apostolic work from the close of the first century revealed a class of peripatetics, of whom the terms apostles, prophets and teachers were used, though not as a definite triad as in 1 Cor 12:28.  The document showed caution about this waning class, which was to be carefully tested before being allowed to live at the expense of the congregation when visiting, and urged the appointment of a local ministry of 'bishops and deacons', effectively as their replacements:

'Appoint therefore for yourselves bishops and deacons worthy of the Lord, men that are gentle and without covetousness and true and approved: for they also minister to you the ministry of the prophets and teachers. Therefore despise them not; for they are your honoured ones together with the prophets and teachers.' (XV.1)

Harnack's desire to reserve the term 'charismatic' for the peripatetic church officers only was clearly overdone and has required correction. As we have seen above, intimations of nascent local offices are to be found in the Pauline listing of charismata at 1 Cor 12:28. However, his observation that we must view the triad of officers which opens Paul's list in 1 Cor 12:28 as peripatetics after the manner of those revealed in the Didache should be probably be allowed to stand.
 The construction of the list certainly implies that Paul thought of them as together comprising a distinct group. In the following we shall see that there is a substantial amount of evidence that those called apostles, prophets and teachers operated as peripatetics in the early decades. 


The peripatetic must be maintained by the congregation if he is to fulfil his ministry, since otherwise he has no regular means of support. The social boundary between the triad which opens the list of 1 Cor 12:28 and what follows is therefore the combination of full-time, peripatetic ministry and a right to upkeep from the congregation. These two factors mark the class of peripatetics off very distinctly in sociological terms from the remainder of the list, and explain why after them the process of numbering ends completely. By contrast, we have no evidence from sources from the time of Paul or earlier that a local officer of the congregation (e.g. those called proïstamenoi, episkopoi, or kyberneseis)  had any right to support. In the New Testament, only one reference in the Pastoral epistles, from the last quarter of the first century, speaks of local elders who probably have a right to material support (1 Tim 5:17).
  Thus only in the late first century, beyond the Pauline period, do we hear of officers in the local congregation who have a right to material support. The Didache, at the close of the first century, envisages prophets and teachers settling down in one location. Should they thus settle, they are worthy of support (XIII.1-2). 


The right of the apostle to support from the congregation goes back to Jesus' commissioning of some of his disciples to preach. Those commissioned to preach were said to be 'sent' (apostolos). They had to renounce their worldly occupations in order to fulfil this commission, and therefore were given a right to support from the congregations (Matt 9:35-10:16; Mk 6:6-11; Lk 9:1-5, 10:1-12). Paul, unusually, abstained from this right to support, at least on occasion, but is emphatic that it was justly his (1 Cor 9:1-18) and refers its precedent in the mission charges later recorded in the Gospels as the Lord's commanding (v. 9). The apostle has a right 'to eat and drink' (at the expense of the congregation, v. 4), 'to refrain from working for a living' (v. 6) and even to travel with a Christian wife who is also supported thus (v. 5). When Paul refers to 'the other apostles and the brothers of the Lord and Cephas' availing themselves of these rights (v.5), he reveals a firmly established social pattern in early Christianity.


Harnack's thesis that the prophets too were a wandering class has lost general approval because some consider it plain that there were 'prophets' who were local to congregations, particularly since Paul envisaged that all at Corinth could prophesy.
 The strength of Harnack's view, however, cannot be so easily overturned. Paul clearly distinguishes between the office of a prophet and the fact that the prophetic Spirit is available to all. His rhetorical questioning at 1 Cor 12:29 ('Are all prophets?') stands in contrast to his general encouragement to all to prophesy (14:5, 24, 31). If there were 'circles of prophets' in Corinth,
 Paul does not have these in mind in 1 Cor 12:28. The prophets whom he ranks second in the order of the church are clearly to be distinguished from the whole prophesying local congregation; they are figures in whom the prophetic Spirit works with such power that they gain second rank after the apostles.


The other key text in this debate is Acts 13:1-3, where we learn that 'in the church sat Antioch prophets and teachers, Barnabas, Simeon who was called Niger, Lucius of Cyrene, Mana'en a member of the court of Herod the tetrarch, and Saul.' This group receive the Lord's command through prophecy while praying and worshiping together to despatch Saul and Barnabas on their first missionary journey in Asia Minor. Many take this reference to imply that the group of 'prophets and teachers' were permanently settled in the church at Antioch, but this is probably not the case. They were probably based upon Antioch, but had a role of travelling into the hinterland of Syria on preaching journeys or to support newly founded congregations. Paul and Barnabas themselves illustrate this possibility. Earlier, Barnabas was sent from Jerusalem to observe the beginnings of the gentile mission at Antioch (Acts 11:22-24). Following his investigation he fetched Paul from Tarsus to 'teach' at Antioch for a year (vv. 25-26). Both had been despatched to Jerusalem with aid for the church there (11:29-30). However, after such mobile services on behalf of the church, both are numbered amongst the 'prophets and teachers' at Antioch, rather than as apostles, at 13:1. Following the reaping of converts for the faith in new areas, the Church had a system for establishing them in the faith by bringing in mobile teachers for lengthy stays, who would have the right of support from the new congregations. The special commission for the first missionary journey in Asia Minor (Acts 13:2-3) seems to have been the basis for the term 'apostle' being thereafter applied to Paul and Barnabas at 14:4 and 14. Prior to this calling, however, Paul and Barnabas were used to being despatched for special tasks as 'prophets and teachers'; so may have been all the group of Acts 13:1. We see mobile prophets moving from Jerusalem to the church at Antioch at Acts 11:27, presumably enjoying support. At Acts 15:32 we see the prophets Judas and Silas ministering temporarily at Antioch, implicitly enjoying the support of the congregation, before moving on. There is little reason not to assume that the social patterns revealed in the Didache do not apply to the prophets of teachers at Antioch in the early decades of the church. Certainly, missionary enterprise is the focus of interest where the 'prophets and teachers' of Antioch are mentioned at Acts 13:1-3, as can be seen from the group's despatch of Saul and Barnabas.


The false prophets who have 'gone out into the world' at 1 Jn 4:1 probably expect the financial support of the congregations which they visit, and lead directly to the cautious words of the Didache about providing for the visitor who claims to be an apostle or prophet.
 Paul endorses the right of the 'teacher' to support from the congregation: 'Let him who is taught the word share all good things with him who teaches' (Galatians 6:6). The 'prophets' who intervene between the apostles and the teachers in 1 Cor 12:28 cannot have been denied this right. They were individuals of outstanding charisma who could move from congregation to congregation enjoying the same kind of support as the apostles received; their near-apostolic status is confirmed at Ephesians 2:20, where they constitute with the apostles the foundation of the Church. We learn of 'teachers' who were peripatetic in the Didache at XI.1 and who should be 'received' if their doctrine is sound. At XIII.2 a 'true teacher' is worthy of his food, just  as is 'every true prophet' at XIII.1 (cf. XI.10). The occasional fluidity of terminology between apostle, prophet and teacher in the Didache is explained by the fact that what was common to individuals known by one of these titles was the right to upkeep from the congregation.

The householders


The importance of the household structure for early congregations has not been drawn into the question of the origins of the threefold ministry. Rather, the preferred social patterns from which to build understanding have been the synagogue, or even the structure of the Graeco-Roman private religious associations.
 It is, however, unlikely that these forms were significant at earliest times, because such patterns relate mainly to a public setting in which the religious group usually has a meeting hall.
 We learn that on one occasion Paul seems to have rented a room for teaching, the lecture hall Tyrannus at Ephesus (Acts 19:9), but his usual activity seems to have been in the private context of the households of his better-off converts. Until Christians began to specially adapt their meeting places towards the end of the first century (probably from private houses which had passed into the possession of the communities), it is unlikely that the patterns of the clubs and of the synagogue  exerted any great influence. Until that development Christian believers met, as we have seen, within the household structure.
 Christian households hosted and were coordinated by the travelling class of apostles, prophets and teachers. 


The use of larger households for meetings naturally gave prominence to the householders who submitted their premises for use by the peripatetics and the  congregations. Their hospitality and labour alongside the apostles and in their absence was a necessary condition for the creation of stable congregations. The authority which Paul in return vouchsafed to those householders who helped maintain Christian congregations is apparent from the close of 1 Corinthians. At 16.15-16 he accords Stephanas and his house authority:

 'Now, brethren, you know that the household of Stephanas were the first converts in Achaia, and they have devoted themselves to the service of the saints; I urge you be subject to such men and to every fellow worker and labourer.'

Paul accorded Stephanas and his household authority on the grounds of their seniority in the faith, their obvious devotion, and their suitability to the task. Since Paul only remembered baptising Stephanas' household at Corinth (1 Cor 1.16), we can tell that their seniority in the faith had always given them a prominent role. In Paul's eyes Stephanas could properly demand obedience from the congregation. Moreover, Paul enjoins obedience not merely to Stephanas, but also to 'such men', i.e. to those who host particular groups of Christians within their homes. We have noted above that these prominent householders included Crispus (Acts 18.5-8), and Gaius (Rom 16.23), who were seemingly the first and second converted by Paul at Corinth.
 There thus arose under the guidance of the apostles a plurality of local leaders who may be identified with the class of 'presbyter-bishops' outlined above. 


The deduction that Paul always invested such prominent householders with authority may seem too much to read out of a single verse in 1 Corinthians, but Clement of Rome, writing in AD 96, a generation from these events, seems to know that this verse actually gives the typical pattern by which the apostles established local authority in the churches. When writing later to Corinth, against those who have deposed the authority of the elders of the congregation, he writes:

Now, the Gospel was given to the Apostles for us by the Lord Jesus Christ; and Jesus the Christ was sent from God. That is to say, Christ received his commission from God, and the apostles theirs from Christ. The order of these two events was according to the will of God. So thereafter, when the apostles had been given their instructions, and all their doubts had been set at rest by the resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ from the dead, they set out in full assurance of the Holy Spirit to proclaim the coming of God's kingdom. And as they went through the territories and townships preaching, they appointed their first converts — after testing them by the Spirit — to be bishops and deacons for the believers of the future. (1 Clement 42)

It is possible that the Clement who wrote this was the contemporary of Paul of that name mentioned in Philippians 4:3. Certainly, this passage seems to combine knowledge of 1 Corinthians 16:15 (and 1:16) with the phrase 'bishops and deacons' from Phil 1:1. This section of 1 Clement is in fact the first exposition in Christian literature of the idea of apostolic succession.
 Clement claims to know that this was a typical pattern in the early decades. He may have observed the process at first hand; what evidence we have supports his view.


Recent deductions concerning the social pattern of early Christianity dovetail with what Clement has to say. From the 'cellular' structure of the Pauline congregations which we have outlined above emerges the reason for the plurality of local leaders in each of the Pauline congregations. Each sub-group met within the house of a leader in the Christian community; each such leader is an elder/overseer, of which there were a plurality in each city. As we have deduced above, these gatherings were relatively small. Churches meeting in such a social pattern were dependent for their growth on the hospitality of certain wealthier community members. While grander houses could accommodate Christian meetings, the mean flats such as we observe at the port of Ostia, where poorer folk lived in very cramped conditions, could not.
  Better-off, serious-minded believers opened their homes to others to provide a context for meal-fellowship, prayer, singing and teaching. Hospitality was itself in the ancient world a formal process with sacred overtones. In the modern world the significant intimacy extended through invitation into private households for meals commands deference to the hosts' views of the way events should proceed, and sometimes even to their political opinions. We can be certain that in the ancient world the householder was vouchsafed ultimate control of any hosted gathering. This was custom and common manners. Since early Christian householders who entertained church meetings in their houses were always older in the faith and the local sponsors of the Gospel, they became the commanding figures of the congregation at the local level. Social status, maturity, generosity, charisma and apostolic commission combined to give these local sponsors of the Gospel authority. Gerd Theissen has studied our information about individuals known to us by name at Corinth and concludes that although there were not many 'wise, powerful, and well-born' at Corinth (1 Cor 1:26), it is precisely this group who had prominence in the congregation.
 He is aware of the theological issues which a link between social position and gaining a position of power in the church raises, and takes up E. Troeltsch's category of 'love-patriarchalism' to ease the difficulty: those in privileged social position held power only through a trade in which they placed their resources at the community's disposal.


With this picture of the cellular social structure of Paul's churches in mind, we may return to establish the precise nuances of the references mentioned above to local leaders in Thessalonica, Philippi, and Rome. The participle proïstamenoi employed at 1 Thess 5:12 (RSV 'are over you') comes from the verb proïstemi and may mean 'those who rule/preside over you', 'those who are concerned about/care for you', or 'those who stand before you as protectors/patrons.'
 In Paul's usage it probably combined all these elements. The aspect of authority is clear from the subsequent participle 'admonishing' (nouthetountes), and the sense is certainly well-attested for the verb in secular Greek and employed in Jewish sources.
 The preceding reference to labouring leads into the nuance of care for the community.
 The verb is used in participial form of 'elders who have ruled well' at 1 Tim 5:17, which suggests a nuance of authority-bearing office. We encounter here not care alone, but care from those who are in a position of authority.


Several notable commentators see the  technical nuance of 'patron' or 'protector' in the participle.
 The feminine cognate noun prostatis, used of Phoebe's care for the church and for Paul himself at Romans 16:1-2, is well-attested with the technical sense of 'patroness'.
  For Wayne Meeks the social context suggests the sense of 'patron' or 'protector' at 1 Thess 5:12, but the passage also implies both caring and 'some governing authority.'
 A clue to the combination of nuances in the term is found in its other uses in connection with the offices of 'bishop' and 'deacon' in the pastoral letters. It is not used of the role of these officers in the congregation, but of their ruling well within their households, as a necessary qualification for occupying these offices in the church (1 Tim 3:4, 5, 12). The term is only used in the pastoral letters with respect to role in the church of elders, at 1 Tim 5:17. For the elder, the church was quite simply an extension of his own household, for he hosted the church in his own home. Here we are at the heart of the matter. The head of a household has a position of authority (indeed of considerable authority
), is the provider for and carer for all within the household (family, slaves, and servants) and is through his social status and wealth the patron and protector of all. The early Pauline house-churches enjoyed the care and patronage of socially prominent local sponsors of the Gospel, and also acknowledged their authority. These householder-patrons of the church are the class of presbyter-bishops discerned above, observable as a plurality of local leaders already at 1 Thess 5.12. As with the prominent householders at Corinth, Paul's elevation of this group to authority is apparent in his demand that the congregation at Thessalonica 'to esteem them very highly in love' (v. 13).


As noted above, the same participle appears in Paul's account in Romans 12.3-8 (ho proïstamenos, v. 8) of the various 'members' (v. 4) of the body which is the Christian congregation. As we have noted, the New English Bible translates 'leader'
 although the Revised Standard Version (inconsistent with its translation of 1 Thess 5:12) renders 'he who gives aid'. Some argue that since in the same verse the previous member in Paul's list is 'he who shares' (ho metadidous) and the subsequent member is 'he who does acts of mercy' (ho eleon) we should see the intervening term as derivative from the verb proïstemi in its alternative sense of 'be concerned about, care for, give aid'; the context is about caring.
 However, this makes the last three members indistinct and the conclusion of Paul's list rather bland: the one who shares, the one who cares, the one who gives alms. While rhetoric may be wont to repetition, the point of Paul's body analogy here as in 1 Corinthians 12 must be the variety of the Spirit's inspiration, the difference of function of each member of the body, so we should not expect Romans 12:8 to effectively conclude with a list of synonyms.


The sense of householder, host, and meeting-leader for ho proïstamenos in Rom 12:8 allows a more textured interpretation, and in fact reveals that Paul has in mind a particular sequence of events in the Christian gathering. The context of caring for the poor was amongst the early Christians meal-fellowship. This actually distinguished the Christian process of alms-giving from that later claimed in Rabbinic sources for the synagogue, where money for food was taken to the local poor on the eve of the sabbath.
  The Christians did things differently; they cared for their poor in the context of a meal within the private houses used for their meetings. This process probably had its roots with Jesus' meal-fellowship with 'with tax-collectors and sinners' (Lk 7:30-32; 19:7), and may be observed early in Acts, where (daily) distribution (Acts 6:1) to any needy (2:45; 4:35) was made in the context of (daily) meals in private houses (Acts 2:46). The meeting probably began with the spoken word and proceeded through an act of material sharing to a meal (the product of the sharing pocess) in the context of which bread was sacramentally broken, and finally prayer, the sequence given at Acts 2:42: teaching, sharing (koinonia), breaking of bread, the prayers.


We are dealing with a similar sequence at the end of Roman 12.8 — those who hand gifts to the charge of the administrator at the meeting (those who 'contribute'), the leader himself (proïstamenos), who guides the collection of monies and the meal, and those who administer the distribution of alms (those who do 'acts of mercy'). The first element of the sequence, ho metadidous, indicates any members of the congregation who give material support. The sense of financial contribution can be clearly seen by comparing Ephesians 4.28: 'Let the thief no longer steal, but rather let him labour, doing honest work with his hands, so that he may be able to give (RSV: metadidonai) to those in need.' Those who do 'acts of mercy' anticipate the 'deacons' of the later church, although they are not so called; they ensure the needy in the meeting are looked after, and then depart to look after those not able to attend the meeting; this care included the elements of the meal. The intervening proïstamenos  is the host of each household group and overseer of the process of meal-fellowship and caring for the poor which took place under his auspices.


The plurality of episkopoi  leading the Christians in the city of Philippi (Phil 1.1) are the same class of householders. The general context which we have discovered of prominent householders who maintain sub-groups of Christians in Corinth and Rome makes apparent that this text should not be regarded as somehow erratic or difficult to lay any store upon for understanding the church order of early Christianity. Clement probably understood it as referring to prominent householders, and therefore drew it into connection with 1 Cor 16:15. However, we should not assume that this leading class saw themselves as a ruling council or met as such. This idea arises partly through the assumption that the early Christians imitated the synagogue eldership, which as we have seen is unlikely. The assumption that the group of leaders at Philippi and in other churches of the Pauline mission constituted something like a board of elders is actually at the root of the problem of understanding the rise of the Ignatian order. They did not constitute a board or council in earlier times, but served their congregations as individual leaders, in this respect like later monarchical bishops. They only became a 'board' when the individual house congregations permanently merged. As this happened, Christianity had to recreate the single meal-president which the Christian liturgy had always demanded, creating a superior kind of overseer or bishop who was deemed to take the place of the apostle both in terms of authority over the larger congregation and in terms of the taught tradition.

Servants at the meal

In Greek the deacon or diakonos is a servant, often someone who serves at table. The Seven officers appointed in Acts 6.1-6 as the solution to a problem over caring for widows in the earliest congregation in Jerusalem have traditionally been understood as the first appointed to the office of deacon in the Christian church. The association is natural in view of the role of the deacons in the later church in the practical service of collection and distribution of alms. However, the Seven appear to have been leaders of far greater status. The term diakonos does not appear in the narrative, although the cognate verb diakonein is used to describe the service at table which the Twelve decline to take upon themselves (6:2). The appointment of the Seven is designed to solve the problem of practical care for widows belonging to the group of 'Hellenists' who appear at Acts 6:1 as a group distinguishable from the 'Hebrews'; the latter are presumably the disciple group gathered around the Twelve amongst whom a poor-care system was operative (2:42-47, 4:32-5:11).


Since all those appointed have Greek names, they seem not to have been officers for the care of the poor in the whole Christian community in Jerusalem, but only the 'Hellenist' group. The distinction between 'Hellenists' and 'Hebrews' at Acts 6.1 seems to have been principally linguistic. All living in Palestine in this period will have known some Greek. The 'Hellenist' Christians appear not to have known Aramaic and therefore not to have become integrated into the first community of Jesus' disciples who worshipped in Aramaic.
 Rather, they remained in the context of synagogue congregations with strong links with the diaspora. These synagogues are mentioned for the first time in Acts at this point (6:9). Two of those mentioned in the account of the appointment of the Seven reappear in the roles of preaching and teaching. Stephen teaches with disturbing effects in the Greek-speaking synagogues (6:8-8:1). Philip evangelises in Samaria (8:4-13) Their role seems therefore to have been a combination of practical oversight of the poor-care system with teaching, evangelism, and overall leadership of the community of Greek-speaking Christians.


The distress of the Hellenist widows probably occurred because the Hellenist communities were growing at some social distance from the earliest community in the context of these synagogue congregations which worshipped in Greek. The solution to the widows' plight was to begin the formal organisation of the Christian community in this new social context by electing a formal leadership for them. The Seven represent at this stage something like the plurality of 'elder-bishops' which we have observed in the later Pauline congregations. They  probably instituted meal-fellowship in their homes and each attended to the needs of a section of the group of Hellenist widows.


A more natural, though usually overlooked, point of the early story of Acts story in which to see the early roots of the office of deacon is the daily table-fellowship which characterised the life of the Christian community in Jerusalem from earliest times (Acts 2:46). The Hellenist widows had been excluded from a 'daily distribution' (Acts 6:1) which clearly occurred in the context of this meal-fellowship, since the apostles decline to serve at tables to ensure fair shares for all. We have noted above that Acts 2:42 probably gives the successive elements of the evening Christian meeting: 'the teaching of the apostles, the fellowship (koinonia), the breaking of bread, and the prayers'. Koinonia here indicates the process of collection of material contributions from those gathered for the evening meal and distribution of whatever was necessary to meet the needs of all.
 This process of collection and distribution is also mentioned in Acts 2:44-45. Clearly, before the dispute of Acts 6:1 there was already a well-established daily round at the evening meal of collection and distribution to meet material needs. The references to possessions being laid at the apostles' feet (4.35, 37; 5.2) indicates that the apostles had overall charge of the community's financial and charity arrangements. However, we should not assume from this that they took charge of all the practical tasks which the administration of such a system demanded. This is even more the case since the communitarian lifestyle which the earliest disciple-group in Jerusalem adopted was part of what we might term a wider communitarian stream in Judaism in this period. Amongst the Essenes there were formally organised property-sharing communities,
 which bear some comparison with the first church in Jerusalem. The Pharisaic chaburah (meal-fellowship) likewise expressed socially common religious feeling. 


It is likely that service in the practicalities of the meal and the distribution of material goods devolved naturally on trustworthy younger men in the community, on the model of an office which already existed in such Jewish communities for such services. While natural honour was given to age in the ancient world, it was assumed that practical tasks of practical service would devolve naturally on the younger men of a community. Amongst the Therapeutae of Egypt, a Jewish ascetic sect which existed contemporaraneously with the Acts events, young men serve at ritual meals and are called diakonoi.
  The story of Ananias and Sapphira's deception of the Church in a matter of property in Acts 5.1-11 gives a hint of the development of such an office of practical helper and servant.. After the couple's fateful demise through Peter's powerful condemnation, both are taken out and buried as a matter of course by the 'young men' of the community (5:6, neoteroi, 10, neaniskoi). 


Since meal-fellowship occurred in the context of private homes in the early Jerusalem church, the householders of those homes will have presided at the meals. This may be an important clue for understanding the increasingly prominent 'elders' of the Jerusalem church (Acts 11:30; 15:2, 6, 23, 23; 21:18), a group whose enigmatic appearance in the narrative of Acts have proved problematic for commentators. As we have seen, in the Pauline communities the householder would command the proceedings of the meeting within his house and preside at the meal, and be assisted by his household servants (who had probably all adopted the new faith) or others of the congregation in the administration of it. Pliny the younger tortured 'two maidservants who were called deaconesses' to learn about the Christian 'superstition'.
 The two women were probably slaves who took on the role of service at the meal in their own household or in another where they attended Christian worship. Where we learn of the conversion of whole households in Acts, we hear mention of the trusted servants of the houses. When the God-fearing Cornelius has his vision, he sends two of his servants 'and a devout (God-fearing) soldier from among those who waited on him' (10:7) to fetch Peter to explain the vision. Peter finds the whole house ready to listen (10:27) who all believe and submit to baptism (10:44-48) so that the whole 'household' are saved (11:14). Such trusted servants will have served at the first meal-fellowship, and may have been later joined by other believers from the congregation who became 'honorary' servants within the household for the occasion of the meal.  Here we have the generation of the local ministry of episkopoi and diakonoi. Diakonoi were those who served at meals for the householder; hence there was always a plurality in later Christianity, whose connection with the episkopos was intimate. The episkopos was a leading Christian householder in the city who with the apostles' approval had sponsored the Christian message by giving over his house to the church for meetings and the Christian meal, which he organised and at which he presided. He was the 'overseer' of the section of the Christian congregation which met in his house. These were the people Paul referred to in Thessalonica as 'those who labour among you and are over you as patrons in the Lord and admonish you' (1 Thess 5:12).


These householders probably came to have a role in the collection and oversight of church funds. At 1 Cor 16:1-3 Paul instructs the Corinthians: 'Now concerning the collection for the saints... On the first day of the week, let each of you put something aside, putting in store as he may propser, that no collections be made when I come.' The text does not make sense if the 'putting in store' phrase is taken to refer to a private, personal  accumulation the individual believer's donations before Paul's arrival. The 'first day of the week' was the day on which Christians assembled, and must be mentioned because the collection takes place publicly on that weekly occasion. Furthermore, these weekly collections alleviate the necessity for collections after arrival; they mean the church will have the money to hand already collected.
 Since the only premises which the Christians had were those of the better-off householders, these funds will have been stored under the oversight of these householders. There may be a hint of the financial offices of these householders in Paul's specific address to the 'bishops and deacons' at Philippi (Phil 1:1), since his letter concludes with carefully composed thanks for material support (4:10-20), and the matter of finance may determine much of the earlier argument of the letter.
  The officers with these functions are probably the antilempseis  and kyberneseis  of 1 Cor 12.28. The Revised Standard Version translates the former group as 'helpers', since antilambanein may mean 'take someone's part, help, come to the aid of'
. In the conclusion of Paul's speech to the Ephesian elders, where he comments on finances in the church (Acts 20:33-36) the verb refers to the assistance of the weak or sick with financial resources (v. 35). The 'helpers' of 1 Cor 12:28, then, show the nascent diaconate, while the 'administrators' who follow are the householder meal-presidents.

The emergence of the monarchical episcopate

In later Christianity, the role of presiding at the eucharist was restricted to bishops and elders. This suggests that the elders had always presided at the Christian meal, and coheres with the the social origins which we have suggested for this group as the prominent householders who hosted the early house-groups and led their meal-fellowship. By the time of Ignatius, the 'elders' are no longer heads of smaller house-church meal-fellowship groups, but assemble as a council grouped around the monarchical bishop. As we have seen, the regular worship situation which Ignatius describes is therefore far too large to occur in the protected space of the atrium of a single house, however grand. By Ignatius' time, gathering places for Christians of a more substantial scale must have been created. The most natural way to achieve spaces of these physical dimensions would be to modify private homes which had passed into the possession of the community by replacing internal walls with arches supporting the roof and building into the courtyard space. The early Christian church discovered at Capernaum was based originally on a room in a private house and gives evidence of such extension.
 The church at Dura-Europos was based on a private house, but with the atrium space modified by the removal of an internal dividing wall.
 


The creation of larger meeting spaces would enable the regular gathering of the household congregations of a city together in one place, and Ignatius' description implies that this became the normal practice. As we have seen above, the combining of individual house-groups into a larger congregation explains the awkwardness of what Ignatius saw as symbolised by each office of the threefold order. In this development, the heads of individual household congregations, who had been used to presiding alone at the eucharists in their homes, coalesced into an assembled body carrying some authority, prominent in the proceedings of the larger, united meeting. At this point in the church's social development we see the emergence of a council of elders, prominent in the meeting. Previously, this group would only have appeared at larger gatherings when the house-churches exceptionally came together. They were not in earlier times a council in the sense that they would meet together independently of their household congregations or could co-opt to their 'membership' any of the congregation. They were merely the group of trusted householders in whose homes Christian worship was normally conducted. The development of the elder council visible with Ignatius probably happened alongside the detachment of the taking of the eucharistic elements from the context of a full fellowhip meal, since full meals could only be taken in the household context, which became less significant or was even discouraged as a place for Christians to meet.


As we have noted, this transition in the  social development of the church shows that the appearance of a council of elders in the church of a city was not simply an imitation of Jewish synagogue practice. The assembly of Christian  elders may have appeared increasingly like the elders of the Jewish community, but key differences remained due to the difference of origins. While the synagogue elders had no role in the assembly's worship, the Christian elders had a role because they had previously functioned as elder-bishops who had the oversight of individual house-churches, presided at their eucharists, and had a role in teaching and discipline. The single elder-bishops of the earlier, individual house-church congregations will have been used to assembling in this fashion on the occasions when the assembly of al believers in the city was required. In terms of physical arrangements, whereas the senior members of the synagogue community probably had preeminence in the seating order as part of the worshiping congregation, the Christian elders were seated facing the congregation, as Ignatius implies, with the bishop, since they had previously presided at the household-eucharists.


Lightfoot's famous explanation for the rise of the monarchical episcopate was that the each church had been led by a board of elder-bishops. Since a board must have a chair, the elder-bishop who chaired the board of elders will have had a powerful position. An elder-bishop who gained the chairmanship permanently will have come to permanently possess a position superior to the other elder-bishops, and will have become the bishop, the monarchical bishop of Ignatius.
 The position outlined can support a revision of Lightfoot's view. As the elder-bishops of individual congregations became a regularly assembled group leading the larger type of congregation, in some congregations the most senior or most respected may have come regularly to preside at the eucharist of the larger meeting. An elder-bishop who came to receive the honour of presiding at the larger meeting permanently would become the head of the whole Christian community in the city, for he would gain a principal role in matters of discipline (exclusion from the Lord's table), and would probably assume responsibility for the upkeep of the building and thereby gain ultimate control of the church's meeting place 


Such may have happened. But the development cannot be assumed without certain qualifications. First, the earlier elder-bishop class did not possess the peripatetics' right of support from the community, and in social terms did not need it. They were community worthies whose position had arisen partly out of their social status and wealth. They had thus been used to protecting congregations as patrons, rather than being in their pay as officers. They may, therefore, have taken the leadership in larger meetings, but in doing this they will have been conscious that they thereby assumed a social role different from that of leading a household congregation. They were of the wealthier social class who had businesses or estates to run; if they took on the leadership role of larger congregations, they may have had to give up other responsibilities and enter full-time service for the church. This renunciation of a worldly for a spiritual calling previously defined the peripatetics in social terms. They largely crossed, therefore, the social boundary which previously existed between them and the peripatetic class. The elder at 1 Tim 5:17 who serves (proestotes, presides) well sounds like one who was crossing over to a different kind of Christian service, and beginning to receive the remuneration previously the preserve of the peripatetic class.


Second, elder-bishops were used to thinking of themselves as the second rank in the church's authority pattern. They had gained and retained their authority through the approval of the visiting apostles and we cannot assume that they would readily have taken on an authority-role above the level of the house-congregation which they had served at the apostles' behest. A picture from their previous experience illustrates this. The house-churches will have been most used to gathering en masse in one place (as we have noted, probably the courtyard of a larger house) for particular important occasions in the community's life. The commonest occasions for such specially arranged larger gatherings in the early decades of the church's life will often have been the visit of an apostle, prophet, or revered teacher to the city. If the elder-bishop presided on such occasion, he did so as the host, but aware that the visitor was the greater and principal authority. Those gathered came to hear the visitor, not the householder. Indeed, the householder elder-bishops may always have understood that they held a preeminent role only in the absence of the peripatetics whose activities had founded their own congregations. 


Third, the coming to preeminence of a single, local elder-bishop in larger meetings could not have happened without the express approval of other elder-bishops, who had been used to exercising authority over the house-church groups which merged into the larger assembly. The dignity of each constitutive house-church would have been impugned if the grounds on which a single elder-bishop should gain preeminence over all the previously independent household groups were not clearly articulated.
 All these factors suggest that if a local elder-bishop came to have preeminence in the larger meeting, he would have been well aware of a transition to a different order within the authority pattern of the church, and that this would have been acknowledged through a formal ordination to office which indicated the approval of the congregation.


The Didache gives us another picture of the process of creation of other monarchical bishops in this period. We learn of the settlement of worthy peripatetics in local communities, who clearly come to have a pre-eminent role as monarchical leaders of the communities. The Didache implies that such settling peripatetics would retain their right of support from the community. It has frequently been maintained that Timothy and Titus represent an increasingly localised class of 'apostolic delegates' who were the precursors of the permanently local monarchical bishop.
 It is worth noting that as individual peripatetics simply grew older there would be a natural tendency for them to settle in one location for longer periods, and eventually permanently.
 It is not difficult to imagine that both processes, the elevation of local, much-respected elders, and the settlement of worthy peripatetics, contributed to the creation of monarchical bishops of equal status. The monarchical bishops who emerged to head the larger, combined congregations were local officers on a grander scale, which transcended that of the earlier house-churches, and were in effect the replacement for the peripatetic class. Some of them were probably aging peripatetics who settled in one city of their earlier mission fields, and thereby automatically enjoyed authority above the level of the elder-bishops and retained their right to support from the community. Others were probably raised by deliberate act from the rank of elder-bishop to overseer of all the Christians in the city, and received payment because their responsibilities were thereby greatly expanded.
 

Thus questions of social context help explain the rise of the threefold pattern of offices in the church. It has become apparent that the threefold order was present in the churches of the early decades in the pattern of a peripatetic class, a local householder/elder-bishop class, and the class of servants at the Christian meal. This order became the pattern of the monarchical bishop of the city, his council of elders, and the deacons who served the poor and at the eucharist. This transition involved not merely the creation of a local equivalent to the peripatetic class, but also the coalescing of the elder-bishop class into the council of elders with the creation of larger meeting spaces. This evolution speaks for the liveliness of the Christian community, which could adjust its structures to the changing situation. The principal changes have much to do with the very success of the earlier peripatetic class. As areas became evangelised, it became less meaningful to have a peripatetic class which simply rotated between mature congregations, but necessary to have local leaders of stature to govern what had become very large local communities and even to defend them against the doctrinal innovations which were abroad. The class of peripatetics gave way to the class of monarchical bishops to secure what the peripatetics had first created.

The Ministry of the Laity and the Social Scale of the Congregation


The downside of the creation and securing of larger congregations was a stifling of the laity's role. Between Paul and Ignatius we find the presentation of Ephesians, in the latter part of the first century, probably written by a disciple of Paul c. AD 80-90. The beginnings of the creation of the monarchical episcopate are probably detectable in the conclusion of the list of Christ's gifts to the Church at 4:11-12:

And his gifts were that some should be apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, some teacher-shepherds, to equip the saints, for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ.

Here the presentation of Paul's triad of 'apostles', 'prophets' and 'teachers' (1 Cor 12:28) undergoes modification. The author ranks a class of probably peripatetic preachers after the apostles and prophets, denoting them 'evangelists'. They are neither prophets nor apostles, since for the author these groups were historical and could not be augmented. Hence at 2:20 the author speaks of the 'foundation of the apostles and prophets', as of a group fading into history; the author apparently does not wish to use of current peripatetics the terms 'apostles' and prophets' as did the author of the Didache. With the desire to see doctrinal uniformity based on the teaching of the earlier peripatetic class, the status of current peripatetics receives qualification. Following the classification of the remaining acceptable peripatetics as 'evangelists', Paul's triad is further modified by calling the teachers something like 'shepherd-teachers'. The Greek has an article before every element of this list until it concludes with 'the shepherds and teachers'; hence these two words denote one group, shepherd-teachers. Teachers have become shepherd-teachers because they are now settled in one location, permanently maintained by a local churches, rather than being mobile as previously. The term shepherd is added to denote the localised nature of their service. 


The translation given above of Ephesians 4:11-12 places a comma after the phrase 'to equip the saints' thus making the subsequent phrase merely its repetition in other words, 'to equip the saints, for the work of ministry'. Without the comma, the text predicates 'ministry' of all 'the saints'. The presence or absence of the comma is a decision for the translator. Given above is the punctuation of the King James Version, the Revised Version, and the first edition of the Revised Standard Version, which all include the comma. Since the edition of the Revised Standard Version known as the Common Bible, the comma has been omitted, hence predicating 'ministry' of 'the saints'. Did the author of Ephesians undertand that all the saints, all believers, had a contribution of 'ministry' (translations without the comma), or had he come to see 'ministry' as the preserve of those principal officers of the church which he lists? If the author were the original Paul, it would be clear that no comma should be present. However, the author is probably not the original Paul, and the translation with the comma probably does give his sense. The key point in favour of the presence of the comma, and the telling denial of 'ministry' to all believers, is the shortness of the list of gifts.  At 1 Corinthians 12:8-11 Paul gave nine examples of the Spirit's working, at 1 Cor 12:28 his list has eight elements, and at Romans 12:3-8 seven. All contain elements which are, in our terms, transparently 'lay' ministries — the vocal gifts through which the Spirit's wisdom enters the congregation through all its members, and even the simple task of giving material contributions at the eucharist for the sake of the poor. The author of Ephesians, however, has effectively drawn off the three principal offices which open 1 Cor 12:28, modified them to his own church situation, in which the maintenance of doctrinal continuity with the apostolic tradition has become paramount, and stopped there. 'Ministry' (diakonia) has thus become the preserve only of the leading classes of officers over the congregation. The gifts which would be called 'lay' ministry in our parlance are simply omitted. So, losing the original apostolic vision of Paul, ministry has become the preserve of certain of the church's officers; both the laity and the nascent diaconate are excluded.


The process of the exclusion of the laity from ministry, then, is even detectable in one of the later New Testament writings. However, that the original vision of Paul faded in the mind of the church was due, if the thesis offered in this paper on the rise of the threefold ministry is correct, not to a usurpation of the laity by the emerging clergy, but to the scale of the gathered city congregations which emerged because of the success of the mission and the need to exclude heterodox teaching. Congregations of hundreds of souls could not use the gifts of lay individuals as could the  early house-churches of two or three dozen. The later and yet more immense success of the Gospel resulted by a further change in what is largely the present structure of the Catholic churches, with so many congregations that only one ordained elder (priest) was allotted to each. However, the witness of Paul has been preserved for us, and the Church may, like the scribe trained for the Kingdom, bring both old and new from its household treasury (Matt 13:52). Paul's emphasis on the public working of the Spirit through each member of the congregation is grounded in the understanding of the Church attested elsewhere in the New Testament. The Church,  representing the age of fulfilment, in which all the members of God's renewed people are possessed by the Spirit, is contrasted with the time of expectation, in which the Spirit worked only through the inspired few. As Peter expounded on the day of Pentecost, in the last days the Spirit is outpoured upon the whole congregation (Acts 2:15-21, quoting Joel 2:28-32). Paul understands this theological existence of the Church as the community in which all minister through the Spirit as socially realised in the local congregation to which all make contribution through the Spirit. The contemporary Church must always be prepared to allow the development outlined in this paper to be reversed. Larger congregations can only encourage lay ministry through the creation of a cellular structure which encourages, guides and nurtures the development of individual lay gifts. Where congregations are small, the Church is right to look to its earliest social forms and allow certain tasks in public worship to be met through the gifts invested in the laity to sustain the local Body of Christ. Perhaps there is even a role, where no church building can be maintained, for the re-employment of the house-church pattern.
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