Five-Fold Ministry Gifts
Part 6: Teacher

Introduction

The fifth ministry of Jesus to the church listed in Ephesians is that of teacher.  Paul is not referring here to a gift of teaching but to the office of a teacher.  As with all the other ministry gift offices, there is a grace associated with the office that all believers can access and are expected to exercise—though not everyone can translate the exercise of that gift to placement into one of the five-fold ministry offices.  We are all called to teach (see Hebrews 5:12) but not many of you should presume to be teachers, my brothers, because you know that we who teach will be judged more strictly (James 3:1).  

As with the other ministry gift offices, the character of the minister is more important than the spiritual gifts in operation.  This is part of the judgment of which James speaks.  Another part is the risk of missing the mark in what we teach which would breed doctrinal error for which we will be responsible.  The task of rightly dividing the word of truth is vital for the spiritual health of the individual believer and the church at large.  This is why Jesus gave teachers to the church.
The Importance of the New Testament Teacher

The five-fold ministry is meant to give balance to the church.  If one or more of these ministry gifts is lacking or is over-emphasized, the full and balanced compliment of Jesus’ ministry to the church will not be realized.  And in the church God has appointed first of all apostles, second prophets, third teachers… (1 Corinthians 12:28).  Part of the expressed reason for the five-fold ministry is so that we will no longer be infants, tossed back and forth by the waves, and blown here and there by every wind of teaching and by the cunning and craftiness of men in their deceitful scheming (Ephesians 4:14).  If we don’t have bona fide teachers in the body of Christ we will surely not be able to navigate past all the spurious doctrines that point the church in different directions.
Bad doctrine is serious business.  It can actually send people to hell.  What people believe, matters.  Sincerity is not enough.  Suicide bombers, kamikaze pilots and cult members are sincere—but sincerely wrong.  It is the truth that sets us free and we need to be mining that truth on a daily basis.  We, like the Jews of old, have been entrusted with the very words of God (see Romans 3:2).  Paul tells Timothy, Watch your life and doctrine closely. Persevere in them, because if you do, you will save both yourself and your hearers (1 Timothy 4:16).  Those with a call to teach the word of God provide an invaluable service to the church.  We need a good track on which to run the race of the Christian life.  Teachers provide us with just that.
Teachers and Spiritual Revelation
The New Testament teacher is different from any other teacher in society.  The New Testament teacher’s greatest asset is not their intellect or their natural ability to communicate but their ability to receive revelation of truth given by the Holy Spirit.  This is why those who have professional experience as teachers do not necessarily qualify to teach in the church.  The New Testament gift of teaching is not about the ability to understand and communicate ideas—it is about the ability to understand and communicate the word of God.  Paul speaks of this principle in his first letter to the Corinthians:
As it is written: "No eye has seen, no ear has heard, no mind has conceived what God has prepared for those who love him" –but God has revealed it to us by his Spirit. The Spirit searches all things, even the deep things of God. For who among men knows the thoughts of a man except the man's spirit within him? In the same way no one knows the thoughts of God except the Spirit of God. We have not received the spirit of the world but the Spirit who is from God, that we may understand what God has freely given us. This is what we speak, not in words taught us by human wisdom but in words taught by the Spirit, expressing spiritual truths in spiritual words. The man without the Spirit does not accept the things that come from the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him, and he cannot understand them, because they are spiritually discerned. -1 Corinthians 2:9-14
Spiritual things are spiritually discerned.  Intellect can sometimes do more to impede the reception of spiritual revelation than to facilitate it.  No mind can conceive in the natural the things given by the Spirit.  Nicodemus was “Israel’s teacher” and yet he did not understand when Jesus spoke about being born again (John 4).  Jesus was the consummate teacher, yet his words were often misinterpreted by his hearers.  Even his own disciples needed to have their minds opened to receive spiritual revelation from above.  Regarding Peter’s revelation about the identity of Jesus as the Messiah, Jesus said to him, Flesh and blood did not reveal this to you, but My Father who is in heaven (Matthew 16:17).  Flesh and blood cannot reveal to us the Messiah or his truth.  That truth must come by revelation from the Spirit, who has come to lead us into all truth.
The Scriptures cannot be understood apart from this spiritual revelation.  The disciples who met Jesus on the road to Emmaus could neither recognize Jesus nor understand the Scriptures apart from having their eyes opened in the Spirit (see Luke 24:31).  Later, when the resurrected Lord appeared to the eleven and the others gathered in Jerusalem, he opened their minds so they could understand the Scriptures (Luke 24:45).  Scriptural understanding does not come just through study.  Yes, you must study to show yourself approved... (2 Timothy 2:15 KJV) but study alone will not guarantee your grasp of the Spirit-inspired Scriptures.  Keep in mind that the cults “study” and the Pharisees had the entire thing memorized.  When Jesus appeared to the eleven, he wanted them to understand all that had taken place.  As he spoke to them, he didn’t just explain the truth; he opened their minds.  Lest you think that you can get by without a similar experience, consider the following:

· The minds that were being opened that day were not of some cult members.  They were of those Jesus had designated apostles and who were with him for more than three years to learn by word and example.  If they needed their minds opened by Jesus, we do too.
· It is the Holy Sprit who leads us into all truth.  Spiritual things are not naturally discerned—never have been; never will be (see John 16:13 and 1 Corinthians 2:14).
· There is an incredible amount of doctrinal difference in the church, not to mention the pseudo-Christian groups.  The fact that so many differ is not an indication that scriptural truth is relative, but that somebody isn't getting it right.  That somebody could be us.

This is why we need teachers in the body of Christ who do their best to ensure that doctrinal assumptions, religious traditions and current winds of teaching do not prevent them from rightly interpreting the Scriptures.  Teachers must remain humble regarding their theological constructs yet bold to confront doctrinal error.  While it is hardly conceivable that anyone could have perfect light on every point of their doctrine, if we pray for the Lord’s enlightenment as we study and meditate, we will be in a better position to understand the mind of Christ and hear from the Spirit of Truth who has been sent to guide [us] into all truth (John 16:13).  
Jesus as Teacher
The five-fold ministry is really Jesus’ ministry to the church. Jesus is the great apostle of the faith, the prophet foretold by Moses, the one who came preaching the good news and the shepherd who laid down his life for the sheep.  He is also the Rabbi, the great teacher who astounded his listeners—friend and foe alike—with his ability to communicate the truth of the word of God.

Forty-two times in the gospels Jesus is called “Teacher” (didaskalos) and seventeen times he is called “Rabbi,” which is the Jewish equivalent of “Teacher.’  It was noted in a previous paper that Jesus’ initial public ministry as an adult was that of an evangelist.  But the very first recorded public ministry of his life was that of a teacher when, at the age of twelve, he sat in the Jerusalem Temple and everyone who heard him were amazed at his understanding and his answers (Luke 2:47).
The thing that set Jesus apart from the other teachers of his day was that he taught with authority.  One of my favourite cartoons from Leadership Journal is that of a pastor and a deacon looking at a church attendance chart which has been plummeting for some weeks.  The deacon looks at the forlorn pastor and says, “Well Pastor, maybe it would help if you didn’t end every sermon with, ‘But what do I know.’”  People want to hear from those who speak with authority.  At the conclusion of what has to be the greatest discourse of truth in human history—the Sermon on the Mount—we find that when Jesus had finished saying these things, the crowds were amazed at his teaching, because he taught as one who had authority, and not as their teachers of the law (Matthew 7:28-29).

Jesus was known for teaching with parables.  Stories engage.  A parable is a simple story that poignantly illustrates a spiritual truth.  Jesus’ parables, almost always, had one central lesson to convey (which makes it unwise to try to use the secondary details of a parable as a doctrinal basis).  Jesus was able to communicate spiritual truths in a way that everyone could understand.  The mark of a great teacher is to be able to teach so that both the educated and uneducated are drawn in and can understand and apply the moral or spiritual lesson that is being taught.  One of my professors in seminary, James Earl Massey, is a great intellect but is also a great teacher.  His New Testament Survey was the one class in which it seemed that I never looked at my watch to see when it would end.
Perhaps the greatest mark of Jesus as a teacher was the astuteness of his answers when detractors attempted to trap him in his words.  His answers are renowned: Render therefore unto Caesar the things which are Caesar's; and unto God the things that are God's (see Matthew 22:15-22, KJV); If any one of you is without sin, let him be the first to throw a stone at her (see John 8:1-11).  Every word from Jesus was wisdom and revelation from the Father.  This is what made his teaching so astounding.
What Makes a New Testament Teacher?

What are the marks of a genuine New Testament teacher?
1. They “rightly divide the word of truth.”  The Bible contains the word of truth and we must learn to correctly handle it (2 Timothy 2:15).  I once had a man tell me that you can choose to believe in any number of gods because Jesus taught us to “Love the Lord your God…,” whoever that god might be.  Ironically, he did not understand that this passage of Scripture was teaching just the opposite—that the one God requires undivided and total devotion.  Teachers know how to correctly handle the word of truth.  The Greek for correctly handle is “orthotomeo,” which literally means “to cut straight” but may well have meant “to distribute evenly.”
2. They are able to be objective when it comes to interpreting the word of God.  Good teachers have the ability and the fortitude to always look freshly and objectively at the truth of God’s word.  They grow in the grace and knowledge of Jesus Christ and in their understanding of the Scriptures.  They know their biases and are aware that there will always be points of doctrine for which they need further light.  

3. They allow experience to inform doctrine.  This may sound dangerous but sometimes the only thing that will shake us out of doctrinal error is a genuine experience in the Holy Spirit.  It took a trance and a vision along with the outpouring of the Spirit on the house of Cornelius for Peter to come into a new paradigm regarding the Gentiles (see Acts 10 and 11).  Paul’s Damascus road experience changed his entire theology (Acts 9).  Bill Bright’s experiences during a number of forty day fasts near the end of his life brought him into a deeper understanding of the word and will of God.  Experience is to inform theology but not dictate it.  This was the mistake that Joseph Smith made and which the Mormons continue to make.
4. They interpret Scripture with Scripture.  The meaning of any scripture is first understood in its immediate context and is also interpreted in the light of other scriptures relating to the same subject.  It is unwise to build any doctrine on obscure passages that are hard to cross-reference and do not lend themselves to definitive interpretation. The most helpful tool in Bible interpretation is an analytical concordance which allows you observe how the same Hebrew and Greek words are used in other contexts.  You don’t have to be a Hebrew or Greek scholar to correctly handle the word of truth but it really helps to be able to handle a concordance.9873385
5. They receive Spirit revelation for biblical understanding, sound doctrine and practical application.  Perhaps the one great sign of the biblical teacher is how the Holy Spirit will bring to their mind the appropriate scriptural references and precedents which shed the most light on the subject at hand and lead to a conclusive application of the truth.
6. They guard sound doctrine and refute error.  While I was riding on a subway train in New York City a young man was reading aloud to his friends a quote from a public ad for Columbia University.  The ad clearly espoused the merits of the philosophy of relativism.  When he told his friends that he thought it was a good quote, I piped in and said, “I think it kinda sucks,” and told them why.  The Lord gave revelation and understanding, sound doctrine was established and we all ended up making friends.  Bad doctrine is like bad medicine.  It can make you sick and even kill you. 
7. They “study to show themselves approved.”  Teachers do their homework.  They take the time and effort to study to give the Holy Spirit the best chance to bring understanding and revelation.
8. They do not form their conclusions based on other people’s opinions.  Dr. Massey taught us that it was appropriate to read the commentaries but only after studying the Scriptures for ourselves and coming to some sense regarding the meaning and application of the word.  A Jehovah’s Witness once told me that the reason he knew that they were the true church was because they all believed and taught the same thing.  The reason for that, I responded, was that it seemed that no one thought or studied for themselves but only parroted what came down from head office.
9. They practice what they preach.  The best teachers teach by example and not just precept.  They have internalized the truth of what they teach and live it accordingly.  To practice what you preach does not change the essence of truth; it just makes it a whole lot clearer for others to see it.  The confidence of a teacher is weakened when they are condemned by their own hearts as they attempt to teach the very truth that they themselves are not living.  In Romans 2:21 Paul asks, You, then, who teach others, do you not teach yourself?
10. They teach others to teach others.  It says in Exodus 31 of the Israelite craftsman, Bezalel, that he was filled…with the Spirit of God, with skill, ability and knowledge in all kinds of crafts….and the ability to teach others.  The five-fold gifts are not just about doing ministry; they are about equipping others for the work of ministry.  The things you have heard me say in the presence of many witnesses entrust to reliable men who will also be qualified to teach others (2 Timothy 2:2).
11. They have the word of God in them.  When you listen to New Testament teachers like Bobby Conner or Ravi Zacharias, the word of God seems to exude from every pore.  It comes out of them line upon line and precept upon precept because it is already in them.  Colossians 3:16 says, Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach….
The Berean Example
After Paul and Silas were driven out of Thessalonica (Acts 17) they came to the city of Berea.  Luke records, Now the Bereans were of more noble character than the Thessalonians, for they received the message with great eagerness and examined the Scriptures every day to see if what Paul said was true (v11).  There were two things that made the Bereans of noble character.  First, they received the message with great eagerness and second, they examined the Scriptures every day to see if what Paul said was true.  The Bereans were a people of integrity who looked in the Scriptures not as skeptics but has people hungry for the truth.  They were more than “open;” they were active and eager seekers.  And as such, they were better able to examine the Scriptures and see the light of the gospel.
Pastor/Teacher
When you look at the grammar of Ephesians 4, it could be argued that Paul is combining the pastor with the teacher in his list.  It says, It was he who gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers….  The phrase, some to be separates all the ministry offices except pastor and teacher.  This could be indicative that there are not five ministry gift offices but four, the last being “pastor/teacher.”
While it is true that one of the requirements of being a pastor is to be able to teach (1 Timothy 3:2; 2 Timothy 2:24), there are teachers in the body of Christ who do not have the calling or gifting of pastor.  So, it can be said that pastors should be able to teach but not all teachers are pastors.  For this reason, I see the ministry office of teacher as distinct and fifth in Paul’s list.

Teaching and Life Change

Teaching is not about disseminating information—it is about life change:

· I will instruct you and teach you in the way you should go…. -Psalm 32:8
· He will teach us his ways, so that we may walk in his paths.  -Micah 4:2
· Go and make disciples of all nations…teaching them to obey everything I have commanded. -Matthew 28:20

The way to make disciples is not to teach people the things that Jesus commanded.  It is to teach people to obey the things that Jesus commanded.  There is a difference.

The Sermon on the Mount ends with Jesus telling a parable about two men.  One heard the words of Jesus and put them into practice.  He was like a man who had built a house on a rock.  When the storm hit and the waters rose the house did not fall, because it had its foundation on the rock (7:25).  The other man heard the words of Jesus but did not put them into practice.  When the storm hit and the waters rose his house fell with a great crash (7:27).  Jesus wants us to know that the force of knowledge is not in the knowing, it is in the doing.  Teachers must teach for life change.  It is not enough that those we teach merely listen to the word.  They must do what it says (James 1:22).  The only difference between the man who built his house on the rock and the man who built his house on the sand is that the first put into practice the words of Jesus and the second did not.  The man whose life fell apart actually knew the word—he just didn’t do it.

Observation, Interpretation, Application

There are three elements to life-changing teaching from the Scriptures: Observation, interpretation and application1.  Observation answers, “What does it say?,” interpretation answers, “what does it mean?,” and application answers, “what should I do?.”  

As already noted, “flesh and blood” cannot correctly handle the word of truth.  Sound biblical interpretation begins and ends with the mind of Christ and revelation from the Spirit of Truth.  This doesn’t mean that you don’t delve in to the word and work with it.  The more you study, meditate, observe, compare and ask questions of the sacred text—the more the Lord will reveal to you about what he is saying through the word.  As we interpret the meaning of any text—context and original intent are very important to keep in mind.  Remember that the best interpreter of the Bible is itself.  As we apply the word, we need to ask ourselves questions like,  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1"Are there any commands to obey, promises to claim, errors to avoid, sins to confess…?”  We must be doers of the word and not hearers only.  The teacher’s job is to lead his or her hearers into sound application of the word which will result in positive life-change.
Conclusion
None of the five-fold ministry gift offices is expendable.  We need teachers to guard sound doctrine and keep us from error.  There has to be a balance in the church and the full compliment of five-fold ministry gives us that balance.  In fact, the teaching ministry is all about balance.  Balanced teaching will help rein in excesses in the church and bring the church out of an ingrown, powerless experience into kingdom reality.  The teacher will help the church avoid both errors and keep us on track as we grow in the grace and knowledge of the Lord Jesus.  
1 This three point model was first pointed out to me by J. Randall Baker 
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