
Apostles, Prophets, Pastors, and Teachers! 

First stood the apostles. First in time and first in importance, Masson puts it. The word 
apostolos is used in three different ways in the New Testament. It could mean simply a messenger, 
as is the case apparently in Philippians 2:25—we can neglect that meaning here. It was used above 
all for the twelve, who in many parts of the New Testament are given a special and distinctive 
position (cf. 1 Cor. 15:5; Rev. 21:14). But we read of others as apostles, not only Paul himself and 
Barnabas (Acts 14:14), but James the Lord’s brother (Gal. 1:19), Silas (1 Thess. 2:6), and Junias 
and Andronicus who are mentioned only in Romans 16:7. In fact there would appear to be those 
who can truly be called apostles (1 Cor. 15:7), who are not even known to us by name. From Paul’s 
words in 1 Corinthians 9:1–2 it would seem that a necessary qualification of an apostle was to have 
seen the risen Lord, and to have been sent out by him, and thus to have come to be engaged as a 
foundation member (Eph. 2:20) and worker for the building up of the church. If the qualification 
for an apostle was thus to have seen and been sent by the risen Lord, the proof of an apostle was 
his labours in the power of Christ, even ‘with signs and wonders and mighty works’ (2 Cor. 12:12). 
It should be noted also that, according to Acts 1:21–22 (cf. Acts 2:42), the apostles gave definitive 
witness to the facts of the ministry of Jesus and to his resurrection. 

Closely associated with them in the work of building the church from its foundations, and 
therefore basic as gifts of Christ to the church, were the prophets (see on 2:20 and 3:5). It is harder 
for us to see their particular ministry, but they stand out clearly from the New Testament as people 
of inspired utterance, whose ministry of the word was of the utmost importance for the young 
church. On occasion they might foretell the future, as in Acts 11:28 and 21:9, 11, but like the Old 
Testament prophets their great work was to ‘forth-tell’ the word of God. This might be in bringing 
to light with convicting power people’s sins (1 Cor. 14:24–25), or in bringing new strength to the 
church by the word of exhortation. The latter is illustrated most strikingly by Acts 15:32 where it 
is said that in Antioch ‘Judas and Silas, who were themselves prophets, exhorted the brethren with 
many words and strengthened them.’ 

The ministry of apostles, as we have understood the word above, ceased with the passing of 
the first generation of Christians. The foundational ministry of prophets ceased also. Their work, 
receiving and declaring the word of God under direct inspiration of the Spirit, was most vital before 
there was a canon of New Testament Scripture. There continued to be prophets, but not with quite 
the same ministry as those of the church in the first generation. The apostolic writings were coming 
to be read widely and accepted as authoritative; the written word took the place of the authoritative 
spoken word of apostles and prophets making the essential nature of the gospel plain. At the same 
time the local ministry came to assume much greater importance than that of itinerant ministers, 
and there was the added problem that there were many false teachers and self-styled ‘prophets’ 
who went from place to place to peddle their wares. 

Next come the evangelists. Only two other references to these in the New Testament can guide 
us as to their function and work. In Acts 21:8 Philip, whose four daughters were prophets, is called 
an evangelist, and in 2 Timothy 4:5 Timothy is told to ‘do the work of an evangelist’. We may 
assume that theirs was an itinerant work of preaching under the apostles, and it may be fair to call 
them ‘the rank and file missionaries of the church’ (Barclay). 

Then, linked together (by the same article in the Gk.) are the pastors and teachers. It is possible 
that this phrase describes the ministers of the local church, whereas the first three categories are 
regarded as belonging to the universal church. More likely, the dominant thought is still of spiritual 
functions and gifts. Apostles and evangelists had a special task in planting the church in every 
place, prophets for bringing a particular word from God to a situation. Pastors and teachers were 
gifted to be responsible for the day-to-day building up of the church. There is no hard and fast line 
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to be drawn between the two. The duties of the pastor (literally ‘shepherd’) are to feed the flock 
with spiritual food and to see that they are protected from spiritual danger. Our Lord used the word 
in John 10:11, 14 to describe his own work, and he continues to be the chief pastor (Heb. 13:20; 1 
Pet. 2:25; 5:4) under whom others are called to ‘Tend the flock of God’ (1 Pet. 5:2; cf. John 21:15–
17; Acts 20:28). Every pastor must be ‘an apt teacher’ (1 Tim. 3:2; cf. Titus 1:9), though it is 
evident that some have pre-eminently the gift of teaching, and may be said to form a particular 
division of ministry within the church, and to be a special gift of Christ to his people (Acts 13:1; 
Rom. 12:7; 1 Cor. 12:28).1 
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