Frequently Asked Questions - J.S. Smith
FAQ #20 – Why not call him Reverend?


You might have noticed that preachers in churches of Christ are a little touchy about someone calling them “Reverend.” Why not call the preacher by the title, “Reverend” or “Father”?
The fact of the matter is that he does not deserve either title, nor does any religious minister who currently accepts it. The word, “Reverend,” is used only once in the entire Bible and is applied there to Jehovah God, not any man. Psalm 111:9 says, “Holy and reverend is His name.” “Reverend” conveys the idea of a sacred character (Vine) and is only applied in scripture to the name of God, which men are forbidden to use in vain (Exodus 20:7, Matthew 5:33-37). While ministers should partake of the divine nature and exhibit holy character, it goes too far to elevate their names to the level of Jehovah’s.
Billions of people refer to their religious leaders as “Father.” As a biological or metaphorical description, “father” is certainly harmless. Boanerges was the father of James and John and Paul was a father in the faith to Timothy in that he raised him up in the gospel. Neither of these examples however causes the word “father” to become a clergy title such as is popular today.
In fact, the practice of making a clergy/laity distinction through special vestments, titles and privileges is openly condemned in Scripture. In Matthew 23, Jesus spoke out against the hypocrisy of the clergy of his day, the Pharisees and scribes, who arrogantly sat in Moses’ seat. They exaggerated their authority by enlarging the borders of their garments and by demanding special greetings from others. Jesus outlawed this practice in his kingdom: “But you, do not be called ‘Rabbi,’ for one is your Teacher, the Christ, and you are all brethren. Do not call anyone on Earth your father, for one is your father, He who is in heaven” (8-9).
We reject all clerical titles based on this kingdom principle, intended to prevent pride among those who would minister to others.
1. What are the three most common titles in America, according to these systems?
     • Roman Catholicism: Father
     • Protestantism: Reverend or Pastor
     • Judaism: Rabbi

2. List as many other religious titles as you can think of.
Brother, Doctor, Imam, Deacon, Prophet, Prophetess, Minister, Sister, Mother. (These terms are not always used as titles, but often are.)
3. In the Bible, to whom do these titles refer when used scripturally?
     • Reverend (Psalm 111:9): God
     • Father (Matthew 23:9): God
     • Rabbi or Teacher (Matthew 23:10): Jesus Christ

4. According to Psalm 111:9, specifically what is reverend? What is the implication when a man attaches that title to his own name?
Psalm 111:9 says that holy and reverend is God’s name. When a man attaches that title to his own name, he is claiming a description that only belongs to the name of God in scripture, a name that is set apart and to be treated respectfully, unlike a man’s name, which can be commonly used. 
5. The most famous “Father” in the religious realm lives in Rome, Italy. What do these passages suggest about his claim of spiritual superiority?
     • Ephesians 1:22-23: Christ, not the Pope, is the head of the
                                        church of Christ.
     • Second Thessalonians 2:1-4: The Pope’s claim of authority
             adds him to the list of apostates described here as sons 
             of perdition due to their arrogant usurpation of power.
6. Before the church was established, Jesus instructed his disciples about the dangers of a clergy system by pointing out the failures of the Pharisees before him. Consider Matthew 23:1-12. What is the theme of this warning?  Besides religious titles, list two other improper distinctions afforded those in this clergy system (verses 5-6).
The clergy system is dangerous because it incites pride and envy between leaders and followers, often resulting in the hypocrisy of the clergy who use their power selfishly. Besides religious titles, the clergy wear special vestments and receive favoritism from the laity.
7. In this passage, Jesus prevents the use of titles like Teacher and Father and yet the apostles used those words to describe themselves and others (1 Tim. 2:7, Titus 2:3, Heb. 5:12,  1 Cor. 4:15, 1 Corinthians 5:1). Is there a contradiction? Explain.
There is no contradiction for the prohibition is against using such terms as religious titles, creating a clergy/laity system rivaling the Pharisees, which not exists in Protestantism, Catholicism, Judaism, Islam, etc. The apostles used the words as descriptive of certain roles, not as titles for pride and distinction.
8. Can you think of ways in which modern churches of Christ sometimes have struggles with titles?
“Brother” or institutional heads.
