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Abstract 

The question of whether Christian ministry constitutes a vocation, or a divine calling remains 

central to theological and ecclesiastical debate. The New Testament provides a compelling 

model of ministry through the apostles, characterised by servanthood, self-sacrifice, and an 

unwavering reliance on the power of God. In contrast, the professionalisation of clergy in 

contemporary Christianity often reduces ministry to a career, subject to institutional 

constraints and secular benchmarks. This paper critically examines these two paradigms, 

arguing that modern clerical practices, shaped by professionalisation, risk losing the spiritual 

power necessary for transformative ministry. Drawing on biblical principles and scholarly 

perspectives, this paper contends that authentic Christian ministry transcends vocation, 

demanding a life wholly surrendered to God. 

 

1. The Apostolic Paradigm 

The ministry of the apostles, as seen in the New Testament, is defined by self-sacrifice and an 

unflinching commitment to the gospel. Paul, for example, describes himself as a doulos 

Christou (slave of Christ), signalling total allegiance to Christ and His mission (Romans 1:1). 

N.T. Wright observes that Paul’s ministry was not merely functional but deeply relational and 

transformative, relying on the Spirit’s power rather than external systems.1 

 

Paul’s financial independence, demonstrated through tentmaking (Acts 18:3), is frequently 

cited as an example of his refusal to depend on church support, ensuring the purity of his 

message.2 Andreas Köstenberger and Thomas Schreiner argue that this approach not only 

preserved Paul’s prophetic voice but also exemplified a ministry that prioritised integrity over 

personal gain.3 Apostolic ministry was, therefore, inherently sacrificial and spiritually potent, 

in stark contrast to many contemporary practices. 

 

 
1 N.T. Wright, Paul: A Biography (London: SPCK, 2018), 112. 
2 Acts 18:3, 
3 Andrew Murray, With Christ in the School of Prayer (New Kensington: Whitaker House, 1981), 45. 



 

 

 

2. Modern Clergy: Professionalisation Without Power? 

The professionalisation of Christian ministry has created a clerical class that often operates 

more as institutional managers than spiritual leaders. While structure and financial stability 

may offer practical benefits, they also introduce significant spiritual dangers. 

 

2.1 A Form of Godliness Without Power 

One of the most concerning consequences of professionalisation is the prevalence of what 

Paul describes as “a form of godliness but denying its power” (2 Timothy 3:5). Many modern 

ministers fulfil the external requirements of their roles—preaching sermons, conducting 

services, and managing programmes—while lacking the spiritual vitality to bring about 

meaningful change. Andrew Murray critiques this superficial approach, attributing it to a 

neglect of prayer and the power of the Holy Spirit.4 

 

The apostle James teaches that “the prayer of a righteous person is powerful and effective” 

(James 5:16), yet modern clergy often appear disconnected from the spiritual disciplines that 

enable such efficacy. Richard Foster warns of the dangers of this disconnect, noting that a 

lack of spiritual practice results in a “dead orthodoxy” that fails to inspire or transform.5 

Without a life rooted in righteousness and prayer, clergy risk becoming mere functionaries, 

unable to channel the transformative power of God. 

 

2.2 Institutionalism and Spiritual Apathy 

Rowan Williams critiques the institutional priorities of contemporary churches, noting that 

many ministers are more preoccupied with maintaining organisational efficiency than 

fostering spiritual renewal.⁵ This shift towards administrative roles often leads to spiritual 

apathy, with clergy losing sight of their primary purpose: facilitating encounters with God 

that transform lives. 

 

 
4 Richard Foster, Celebration of Discipline (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1998), 5. 
5 Rowan Williams, Being Christian (London: SPCK, 2014), 29. 



Furthermore, the emphasis on measurable outcomes, such as attendance figures and financial 

contributions, often mirrors secular workplaces. This reductionist approach prioritises 

performance over spiritual depth, eroding the distinctive calling of Christian ministry. Such 

practices betray a dependence on human systems rather than the transformative power of the 

Holy Spirit. 

 

3. Servanthood and Spiritual Authority 

The New Testament establishes servanthood as the foundation of Christian leadership. Jesus’ 

instruction that “whoever wants to be first must be slave of all” (Mark 10:44) underscores the 

radical nature of ministry as self-sacrificial service. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, in The Cost of 

Discipleship, argues that genuine ministry demands self-denial and a willingness to bear the 

cross daily.6 

 

Paul’s life epitomises this ethos. Writing to the Philippians, he declares, “I am being poured 

out like a drink offering” (Philippians 2:17), a vivid image of complete surrender to God’s 

will. Gordon Fee interprets this as a testament to Paul’s readiness to expend himself entirely 

for the sake of others.7 This stands in stark contrast to the transactional mindset of some 

modern clergy, where ministry is often shaped by contractual obligations rather than divine 

calling. 

 

4. Challenges Facing Modern Clergy 

4.1 Clerical Burnout 

The demands of professionalised ministry frequently lead to burnout, as clergy prioritise 

administrative tasks over spiritual formation. Eugene Peterson laments this trend in The 

Pastor: A Memoir, observing that many ministers have exchanged their spiritual calling for 

managerial responsibilities, leaving them spiritually depleted.8 

 

4.2 Absence of Effective Prayer 

A profound lack of prayer undermines the spiritual authority of many modern ministers. 

James describes prayer as the hallmark of a righteous person, yet this discipline is often 

 
6 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship (London: SCM Press, 1995), 79. 
7 Gordon Fee, God’s Empowering Presence: The Holy Spirit in the Letters of Paul (Peabody: Hendrickson, 

1994), 198. 
8 Eugene Peterson, The Pastor: A Memoir (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 2011), 145. 



neglected amidst institutional pressures. Charles Spurgeon once remarked, “A minister who 

does not pray is a minister who cannot preach,” highlighting the indispensability of prayer to 

effective ministry.9 

 

4.3 Financial Dependence and Prophetic Silence 

The financial dependence of clergy on their churches often compromises their prophetic 

voice. Walter Brueggemann argues that such dependence creates a form of “domesticated 

clergy,” prioritising institutional preservation over the radical demands of the gospel.10 This 

dynamic silences the prophetic witness that characterised apostolic ministry, further 

diminishing its spiritual power. 

 

5. Reclaiming the Apostolic Vision 

To reclaim a biblical understanding of ministry, churches must prioritise spiritual depth over 

institutional success. Karl Barth, in his Church Dogmatics, reminds us that ministry is not a 

human invention but a divine calling that demands total allegiance to God.11 

 

Clergy must resist the temptation to conform to professionalised expectations, rediscovering 

the transformative power of prayer and dependence on the Holy Spirit. Churches, too, must 

support this shift by building environments that prioritise spiritual growth, such as prayer 

retreats, sabbaticals, and bi-vocational ministry. These measures can help restore the spiritual 

vitality that lies at the heart of authentic Christian ministry. 

 

Conclusion 

Christian ministry is not a vocation but a divine calling that demands servanthood, sacrifice, 

and spiritual authority. The early apostles exemplified a ministry deeply connected to God’s 

power, a stark contrast to the professionalised practices of many modern clergy. By returning 

to the apostolic paradigm, ministers and churches can reclaim the transformative essence of 

their calling, living as agents of God’s grace and truth in a broken world. 

 

 

 
9 Charles H. Spurgeon, Lectures to My Students (London: Passmore & Alabaster, 1875), 25. 
10 Walter Brueggemann, The Prophetic Imagination (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1978), 34. 
11 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, Volume IV (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1956), 47. 
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