Some Words About...
by Terence Y. Mullins

This article appeared inutheran Partners (www.elca.org/lutheranpartngrdNovember / December 2005 ¢
Volume 22 « Number 6

Leitourgia (ministry) - Aertouyia
The Greek wordeitourgia means “ministry.” It has distinctly religious assations.

In the Septuagint

The book of Numbers records that the Levites “eatéo do ministry in the tent of meeting with Aat¢8:22)
and that Moses in censuring the Levites pointedimattthe Lord had “permitted them to do ministiry'the
Lord’s tabernacle (16:9). And Moses tells Aarort tha Levites shall “do ministry in the tent of nieg”
(18:4).

New Testament

In Luke 1:23 Zechariah was on duty as priest be®&wd, charged with burning incense, when he hadiarv
and was struck dumb. “When the days of his minigteye over” he went home. The twenty-four courdes o
priests took turns in the ministry, and Zechariaswf the eighth course, a hereditary office. Wie'tdaften
think of John the Baptist as a priest, but he toold have inherited that office; and his mother was
descendant of Aaron. Jesus’ relatives had closeemtions with the Temple. He would have known bt
the ceremonies, rules, and regulations of the Templnd also the expenses and sources of revenue.

Paul, on his way with the Macedonians and theif@aidhe saints in Jerusalem, wants to be surethieat
Corinthian aid is ready when he passes throughn@orHe wants no complications in their ministrg. (g
writes to the Corinthians that their generositgas just kindness, that “this act of ministry nofysupplies the
needs of the saints” but also expresses their theméod for his bounty to them (2 Corinthians 9.12was,
after all, the church in Jerusalem from which thesdles were sent to evangelize the world. Pauséiihinad
gone to the Jerusalem church and conferred willaiders to establish the legitimacy of his intetation of
the gospel. The Gentiles as a whole owed muchetdeéhusalem church, and the financial supportthigat
Gentile Christians sent to their fellow Christianglerusalem was simply concrete evidence of their
appreciation.

In his letter to the Philippians Paul writes, “i&in persecuted as the offering and ministry for yaith, | am
glad and | rejoice with you” (2:17). Later he sd#lyat he is sending Epaphroditus, along with Timptbycalm
the Philippians’ fears for Epaphroditus’s well-bgitde writes of Epaphroditus as their “apostle tdredone
who acts as your minister” to Paul (2:25) and tad@phroditus “risked his life in order to servemimistry you
were not able to give” (2:30). [A freedman namea@poditus became extremely wealthy and was apgubint
Secretary of State by the Emperor Domitian. Josgpledicated two of his works to him. But Domitian
persecuted the Christians, and he banished anceiemuted his former Secretary of State. | knowambne
who claims that Domitian’s Epaphroditus was the same Paul wrote about, but the idea certainly is
intriguing.]

Summing up what he said about the priesthood, utteoa of Hebrews calls Jesus “a minister of theckaary
and of the true tabernacle” (8:2) who “has obtaiaediperior ministry” (8:6). It becomes clear homportant
this superior ministry is when we see (in 9:1-1) importance the author places on the old elenténts
ministry.

This leads some scholars to date the epistle bé#fer&all of Jerusalem in 70 A.D. It is hard to sé®/ so much
attention would be devoted to the priesthood irptéra 5 through 9 if it were no longer of any intpoce.



Then, in emphasizing the importance of Jesus’ shgdds blood for Christians’ eternal redemptidme twriter
points out in gory detail how Moses sprinkled eteiryg connected with worship with blood includingjl“the
vessels of ministry” (9:21). He makes his pointt e rather overdoes it.

Today

Every Christian is a priest. Each Christian maymhaectly to God without any intermediary. Thissisted
specifically in Matthew 6:9-13 and is implied thghout the New Testament. But every Christian is als
minister. Jesus made that plain (in Matthew 20:36a1d elsewhere). And Paul emphasized the fact @Rem
12:6-8; 2 Corinthians 5:18; Ephesians 4:11-12hisrletter to Emser, Luther says that (in 2 Coiantk 3:6)
Paul declares that “there are two kinds of preagbimministries. One is that of the Old Testamt#r,other
that of the New Testament. The Old Testament pe=atite letter, the New Testament the spirit.

Our ministry is cosmic in its scope. We must ndireit our ministry to the immediacies of our perabn
abilities, opportunities, or contacts. Humilityasvonderful thing, but it is one thing to be humakb®ut our
response to the calling and another dreadful ttorggvalue the ministry to which we have been dal&od
approaches, speaks to, leads, comforts, and isSpwd’'s people — through us. Whether it be a yansgcure
person entering a first pastorate, a successfuhanister with a large congregation, a retiredtpgsan
institutional executive, or a seminary professiog, ministry is cosmic; it is God’s ministry to Gedvorld.
“The Word became flesh and dwelt among us,” and¥oed still uses living flesh — yours and mine — to
make known the love of God in Jesus Christ.

! “Luther's Anser to EmserX\orks of Martin Luther, vol. Ill, A.J. Holman, 1930, a Steimle translatjgpp.
353ff.
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