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In this final week dealing with “equip to minister” my direction will be to focus on the local 

church.  This is appropriate since we are looking at the New Testament letters written to the 

church in the first century.  Even though the starting place for human knowing is rooted in our 

individual capacities to know, a full-blown knowing extends outside ourselves into the real 

world.  When we discuss the subject of “ministry” we rightly begin with ourselves to 

understand how we are particularly “furnished” for activity in the world and with others.   

Within the Christian church today we find two primary goals when the word “ministry” is 

focused on.  According to Philip Turner, one is “a focus on the inner life of the believer” and the 

second, “how I am to relate to the surrounding social and political order (the world).”  I tend to 

agree with a third focus articulated by Turner in his book Christian Ethics and the Church in 

stating, “the first concern is properly how Christians are to live with one another” or stated in 

another way, “the proper focus for an account of life in Christ is the common life of the 

church.”  Turner provides a summation: 

Christian living has its foundation in the nature and purposes of God the Father.  This 

nature is revealed and these purposes brought to fulfillment through the work of the 

Son and the Spirit.  The Spirit’s witness to Christ within the church engenders a form of 

life that reflects this nature and furthers these purposes.  The entire economy of God 

[the Trinity] stands at the base of the way in which Christians are called to live with one 

another and in relation to the various societies of which they happen to be a part.  In, 

with, and under this economy and pervading its every expression stands the love, 

mercy, and truthful judgment of God.  157 

In summary, we may say that in an objective sense the basis of the common life of the 

church is the economy of God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit working 

out a plan for the salvation of the world in history.  In a subjective sense, however, the 

basis of that life is faith, hope, and love evoked in the life of the church by the 

manifestation in Christ of God’s love and mercy.  The character of the life Christians are 

called to live is rooted in faith that God has acted decisively to reconcile and redeem the 

world he created, in hope born out of this faith, and in love for God, who has 

condescended to do such a thing.  It is this foundation and these goals that provide a 

focus for the way in which Christians are called to live.  It is this foundation and these 

goals that shape the character of the common life of the church.  157-158 

 

When we add to Turner’s theological understanding of who we are as individual Christians, 

children of God the Father, and that our purpose is to be about our Father’s business with 

sociologist Christian Smith’s articulation of our personal responsibility and the deep 

interconnected nature that we are as persons – we glean delicious understanding. 
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Christian Smith, What Is A Person? (University of Chicago Press, 2010). 

Persons are responsible to develop and exercise their personal capacities to enhance their own 

well-being and that of other persons.  Freedom in personalism does not mean the license to do 

whatever one wants, but rather the ability to flourish as a person one is and ought to become—

and this lays moral responsibilities in addition to rights and freedoms on persons.  436-437 

The definition of persons that I have elaborated in this book is socially and relationally oriented.  

Humans literally cannot develop as persons without other persons with whom they share and 

sustain their personhood.  To be a person is not to be an incommunicable self, distinct from 

other selves.  It is also to be related to, communicating among, and in communion with other 

personal selves.  Inherent to a personalist understanding of the human being is a strong 

dimension of relational connection and solidarity.  Only by living in communities of other 

personal selves can anyone become a distinct personal self…  It is not existent individuals who 

aggregate into (allegedly fictional) communities but communities that emerge as real 

institutional facts from individual interactions.  It is also as much existing emergent 

communities of persons that make possible the developed reality of distinct people, as it is 

people who interactively form emergent communities.  This is an important point to grasp, as it 

has significant theoretical and moral consequences.  For example, from a personalist 

perspective, people enjoy certain rights in society—but not because they, per-liberal political 

theory, are ontologically separated individuals with negative freedoms (“freedoms from”) that 

other individuals have no business infringing.  People enjoy rights because they are real persons 

naturally and always in relationships of solidarity with other persons and communities, all of 

the members of which in the seeking of their own telic ends must honor the dignity and rights 

of others in order to be good persons and, through the exercise of virtues toward their proper 

purposes, to sustain their mutual personhood.  In short, any personalist theory instinctively 

precludes atomistic individualism and instead recognizes the natural centrality of human social 

solidarity for personhood.  474-475 

Diakoneo = to minister 

TDNT, Vol. 2 

Diakoneo is now [in the NT letters] much more than a comprehensive term for any loving 

assistance rendered to the neighbor.  It is understood as full and perfect sacrifice, as the 

offering of life which is the very essence of service, of being for others, whether in life or in 

death.  Thus the concept of diakoneo achieves its final theological depth.  And what is true of 

Christ Himself is made a command for all His disciples in John 12:26 : “If anyone serves me, he 

must follow me; and where I am, there will my servant be also.  If anyone serves me, the Father 

will honor him.”  It can be seen quite irrefutably from vr 25 that discipleship of Jesus Christ 

demands service even to death.  To serve the neighbor, Christ, or God is one and the same 

thing.  The resultant fellowship with the Father is the reward of such service.  86 

This gives us at once the meaning of diakoneo in the community [the church].  According to 1 

Pt 4:10 : “As each has received a gift, use it to serve one another, as good stewards of God’s 
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varied grace…” every charisma [gift] is a gift entrusted to man with the condition that the man 

who has been blessed by it should serve as a good steward of the manifold gifts of God.  As 

there is at the beginning of this train of thought (1 Pt 4:7) an exhortation to prayer and 

brotherly love, so grateful regard for God and concern for one’s neighbor together make the 

divine gift which each is to receive into a gift which is owed to the neighbor.  In 1 Pt 4:11, as in 

Ac 6, the charismata are divided into ministry of Word and ministry of act, the latter being 

specifically described as diakonein.  This ministry is to be discharged in the power which God 

gives and to His glory alone.  In true Christian service there can be no thought of the 

righteousness of works or of religious pride.  It takes place both from God and to God.  86 

In the Pastoral Epistles diakonein means “to discharge the office of a deacon” : 1 Tm 3:10, 13.  

87 

 

Diakonia:  In the NT diakonia means 1) “waiting at table,” or in a rather wider sense “provision 

for bodily sustenance.” Lk 10:40…  The supervision of the common meals in the early church is 

called diakonia kathemerine in Ac 6:1.  It is also used 2) for any “discharge of serve” in genuine 

love.  Thus the house of Stephanas gave itself to the service of the saints (1 Cor 16:15).  

Ministering love is linked with “works, your love and faith and service and patient endurance, 

and that your latter works exceed the first” Rev 2:19.  A decisive point for understanding the 

concept is that early Christianity learned to regard and describe as diakonia all significant 

activity for the edification of the community (Eph 4:11 ff.), a distinction being made according 

to the mode of operation…  But all these different services were rendered to the one Lord.  In 

each of them the believer serves not only his brother but also Christ.  He is responsible for the 

service committed to him as a gift of grace.  In general the “helps” mentioned in 1 Cor 12:28 

must have formed the content of these acts of service, namely, acts of care and assistance on 

behalf of the community.  In Ro 12:7 diakonia is placed between “prophecy” and “teaching”.  

But even the highest Christian office, the preaching of the Gospel, is described as a ministry of 

the Word in Ac 6:4.  Probably the original meaning is reflected in this phrase.  The Word of God 

is offered as the bread of life.  The true service of the preacher is with a view to the salvation of 

his brethren, to whom he must render “the ministry of reconciliation” by proclaiming to them 

the Word of reconciliation (2 Cor 5:18 f.).  87 

Diakonos (noun): If the inscriptions teach us anything, it is that the original meaning of 

diakonein “to wait at table” persisted.  In accordance with the saying and example of Jesus, 

early Christianity made this the symbol of all loving care for others.  Here is the root of the 

living connection between ethical reflection on service in the community and the actual 

diaconate.  Again, the persistent sense of waiting at table is reflected in the fact that the 

Christian office had its origin in the common meal at the heart of the life of the community, 

namely, the Lord’s Supper.  Only in this way can we understand the later history of the 

diaconate, which has always consisted in assistance at divine service as well as in the external 

service of the community.  92 

 


