 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1
TRAPPINGS OF POPERY (PART SIX):

- Ministerial Titles -

“And I heard another voice from heaven, saying,


Come out of her, my people...” (Rev.18:4).

BY SHAUN WILLCOCK
(From the Introduction at the beginning of Part One)
  Many Christians and Christian churches have retained various trappings of Popery, either out of ignorance, or because they view them as mere trifling matters, or because they simply cannot bear to part with them.  Christian man, Christian woman: you ought never to play the part of ungodly Achan, hiding any “goodly Babylonish garment” in the midst of your tent (Jos.7:21)!  The embellishments of Popery should never be retained by those who, by sovereign grace, have clean escaped the clutches of the mystical harlot.  Rev.18:4 says that the Lord’s people must fully “come out” of Popery; but alas! many flee from this “Babylon” like Rachel fleeing from her father’s house —  with her father’s gods hidden amongst her possessions (Gen.31:19,34,35).

  We must examine these trappings of Popery.  Come out —  truly out —  of Babylon, have nothing to do with the harlot or her ways!

  The title, “pope,”  comes from the Latin word “papa,”  which means “father.”  And the pope of Rome, as is well known, calls himself, and is called by his spiritually blind devotees, “Holy Father.”  And yet the Lord Jesus Christ spoke only of God the Father in this way, with great reverence: “Holy Father, keep through thine own name those whom thou hast given me” (Jn.17:11).  Only the heavenly Father should ever be addressed as “Holy Father.”  No mortal man can ever assume such a title to himself, without committing blasphemy.  This the Roman Antichrist has done.

  In addition, every single priest of Rome the world over is called “Father” by Papists, and even by many others as well.  The word “Father” is put in front of their names, as in “Father O’Hagan” or “Father Bertolucci.”  It is a title given to them, very respectfully and very readily by almost everyone.

  And yet the Lord Jesus was very, very specific: “And call no man your father upon the earth: for one is your Father, which is in heaven” (Matt.23:9).  It is a title which many Anglican priests take to themselves as well, and they are no more entitled to it than Romish priests.  It is a direct violation of the Lord’s words.

  There is also a rank within the Roman Catholic hierarchical structure known as “Monsignor.”  This word means “My Lord,”  which in essence is the same as “My Master.”  Again, the Lord Jesus said, “But be not ye called Rabbi: for one is your Master, even Christ; and all ye are brethren”; and, “Neither be ye called masters: for one is your Master, even Christ” (Matt.23:8,10).  As God is their Father, and Christ is their Master, believers in Christ are taught not to give such spiritual titles to men.

  And for these reasons, Christian believers and Gospel ministers through the centuries have, correctly, refused to honour the Roman Antichrist or his priestly disciples (or anyone else for that matter) with the title of “father.”  They have obeyed the words of the Lord in Matt.23:8-10.  “Call no man your father upon the earth”; “Neither be ye called masters.”  And in this they have done well.

  And yet... while correctly condemning the use of such a title as “father,”  and refusing to apply it to any priest, or to allow it to be applied to themselves as ministers of the Gospel, many Gospel ministers have, all too often, taken other distinguishing titles to themselves!  And in doing so, they have concentrated solely on the specific terms used by the Lord Jesus in Matt.23, and not on the principle He was in fact teaching.

  They have refused to call any man “father,”  and have not allowed any man to apply this title to themselves either; but they have missed something very important in Jesus’ words: although the Lord used the examples of “Rabbi,” “Father,”  and “Master,”  the principle that He was laying down was that no distinguishing titles of any kind should be given to, or assumed by, the Lord’s true servants!

  We have considered His words in verses 8-10 of Matt.23.  But note, now, the very next two verses: “But he that is greatest among you shall be your servant.  And whosoever shall exalt himself shall be abased; and he that shall humble himself shall be exalted” (vv.11,12).  The very word, “minister,” means simply a servant.  To minister is to serve.  The Lord’s ministers are the Lord’s servants.  And since when does a servant have fancy titles?

  Think about it!  Roman Catholic priests are also called “Reverend.”  Why is it that so many Protestant ministers are willing to reject the Papist title of “Father,” but not the equally Papist title of “Reverend”?  What the Lord taught in Matt.23:8-12 applies to all distinguishing titles of a spiritual nature!  And yet vast numbers of Christian ministers are quite content to be called “Reverend this” and “Reverend that.”  But what does the Word of the Lord say?  Of the Lord Himself it says in Psa.111:9, “He sent redemption unto his people: he hath commanded his covenant for ever: holy and reverend is his name.”

  Holy and reverent is His Name!  It is the only place in our English Bible where this word is used —  and it refers to the LORD!  He is to be feared and reverenced by men.  Now the Bible does speak of men showing “reverence” to other men, on account of their position or relationship; and the meaning is that they show deep respect.  This is right and proper in its place.  A man may indeed be a reverend person in the sense that he is worthy of respect and reverence on account of his position, age, or character.  Mephibosheth and Bathsheba did reverence to David because he was the king (2 Sam.9:6; 1 Kings 1:31), wives are commanded to reverence their husbands (Eph.5:33), children are to give reverence to their fathers (Heb.12:9); and as Scripture commands Christians to esteem very highly the ministers of the Gospel (1 Thess.5:12,13), this means that they are to reverence them in the sense given above, i.e. they are to show deep respect to them on account of their office.

  But reverencing the pastor, in the sense of showing respect to him because of the office the Lord has called him to, is an entirely different thing from giving him the title of “Reverend”!  The distinguishing title is what is wrong, not the giving of respect.  Let the following serve to explain this.  The Lord Jesus Christ said, “Call no man your father upon the earth”; and yet Paul wrote, “I write not these things to shame you, but as my beloved sons I warn you.  For though ye have ten thousand instructors in Christ, yet have ye not many fathers: for in Christ Jesus I have begotten you through the gospel” (1 Cor.4:14,15).  In saying this, Paul was saying that he was in a certain sense their spiritual father!  He had “begotten” them; they were his “sons.”  And they were to acknowledge him as such.  But (and this is most important) —  did he walk around calling himself “Father Paul”?  Or did he insist that others call him this?  No.  They knew that he was, in a secondary sense, their spiritual father (God Himself being their Father in the primary sense), and they would say so; but he did not take the term “father” as a distinguishing title!  And likewise, no Gospel minister should so use the term “reverend”!  His flock should indeed reverence him in the biblical sense of the word; but he should not take this word as a distinguishing title.

  Some, even, are referred to as “Reverend Doctor,”  because they have a doctorate in theology; and so the distinguishing title grows even longer, and sounds even more impressive.  Where in all of this is the humility which is meant to characterise the servants of the lowly Jesus?  Far, far too many of those men claiming to be servants of the One who was “meek and lowly in heart” (Matt.11:29) are men who love to “receive honour one of another, and seek not the honour that cometh from God only” (Jn.5:44).  They love to have titles bestowed upon them, and to be greeted by their titles in public places, for they love to be honoured of men (Matt.23:5-7).  Christ, who is God, and dwelt in the highest heaven from all eternity, “made himself of no reputation, and took upon him the form of a servant” (Phil.2:7); but many claiming to be His servants seek to have a great reputation in the world.  It is as music to their proud ears to hear themselves referred to as “Reverend” or (better yet) “Reverend Doctor;” just as it was to the Pharisees to hear men greet them with cries of “Rabbi!  Rabbi!” (Matt.23:7).

  “Let me not, I pray you, accept any man’s person, neither let me give flattering titles unto man.  For I know not to give flattering titles; in so doing my maker would soon take me away” (Job 32:21,22).

  But let us now take this even further.  What about the scriptural designation of a man called by God into the ministry of the Word and the oversight of a flock —  the term “Pastor”?
  Many, who would agree that a Gospel minister should not be given the title of “Reverend,” are perfectly happy to accept the title of “Pastor” before their names.  They will introduce themselves as “Pastor So-and-so,” and they will be content for other men to refer to them as “Pastor So-and-so” as well.  And they will justify this by saying that they are pastors, and therefore they may use this title.

  But this is not so at all.  The same principles, as given above, apply in this case.  Yes, it is true that a Gospel minister is a pastor; but as we have already seen, he is also to be reverenced (in the scriptural sense of this word), and he is often the spiritual father (in a secondary sense, under God) of various believers too; and yet he is not to use these terms as distinguishing titles.  So, likewise, with the term “pastor.”  A man who is a pastor (which means a shepherd) of the Lord’s flock is to be acknowledged and esteemed as such by the members of the flock; but this does not mean he has to take this word as a title!  Where in all of the New Testament do we see any man doing so?  Nowhere.  In fact, we do not even find the apostles walking around and calling themselves, and one another, “Apostle Paul,” or “Apostle Peter.”  Read Acts 12:17, 15:13,14,25, Gal.1:18,19, 2:9, or 2 Pet.3:15, and see how the apostles referred to one another: they used nothing more than their names, or they referred to one another by the lovely term of “brother,”  common to all the saints.  Well, if the apostles did not walk around addressing one another as “Apostle This” and “Apostle That,” then why do pastors feel the need to do so?  Sadly, we must trace the reason to the same source as the desire for any other special title: pride.

  It is absolutely right for believers to know them which labour among them, and are over them in the Lord, and admonish them; “and to esteem them very highly in love for their work’s sake” (1 Thess.5:12,13).  “Let a man so account of us,” wrote Paul, “as of the ministers of Christ, and stewards of the mysteries of God” (1 Cor.4:1).  True pastors must be (scripturally) reverenced.  The pastor must be acknowledged and treated as the pastor.  But he does not need to walk around with a title before his name!  Let him be content to be as his Lord and Master: meek and lowly.  Let this trapping of Popery —  this fondness for flattering ministerial titles —  be rejected by all the Lord’s faithful ministers!  “But Jesus called them unto him, and said, Ye know that the princes of the Gentiles exercise dominion over them, and they that are great exercise authority upon them.  But it shall not be so among you: but whosoever will be great among you, let him be your minister; and whosoever will be chief among you, let him be your servant: even as the Son of man came not to be ministered unto, but to minister, and to give his life a ransom for many” (Matt.20:25-28).

  This is what Arthur W. Pink wrote on this matter:

 “What strange methods God sometimes employs in teaching His children much needed lessons.  This has recently been the writer’s experience.  He has been approached by a ‘University’ to accept from them a degree of ‘D.D.’  Asking for time to be given so that he might prayerfully seek from God, through His written Word, a knowledge of His will, fuller light came than was expected.  He had very serious doubts as to the permissibility of one of God’s servants accepting a title of (fleshly) honour.  He now perceives that it is wrong for him to receive it, even complimentary.  Various friends, as a mark of respect, have addressed us as ‘Dr. Pink.’  We now ask them to please cease from doing so.  Let it not be understood that we hereby condemn other men for what they allow.  No, to their own Master they stand or fall [this was an incorrect application of the Scripture in Rom.14:4 —  S.W.].  The principal passages which have helped us we now mention, praying that it may please God to also bless them to others.

  “First, to the false comforters of Job, Elihu (God’s representative) said, ‘Let me not, I pray you, accept any man’s person, neither let me give flattering titles unto man’ (Job 32:21).  Second, ‘Be not ye called Rabbi’ or ‘Teacher’ (Matt.23:8), which is what ‘Doctor’ signifies.  Third, John 5:44 reproves those who ‘receive honour one of another,’ and bids us seek ‘the honour that cometh from God only.’  Fourth, none of the Lord’s servants in the N.T. ever employed a title: ‘Paul, an apostle,’ but never ‘the apostle Paul.’  Fifth, the Son of God ‘made himself of no reputation’ (Phil.2:7) —  is it then fitting that His servants should now follow an opposite course?  Sixth, Christ bids us learn of Him who was ‘meek and lowly’ (Matt.11:29).  Seventh, one of the marks of the Apostasy is ‘having men's persons in admiration because of advantage’ (Jude 16).  Eighth, we are bidden to go forth unto Christ outside the camp ‘bearing His reproach’ (Heb.13:13).

  “For these reasons it does not seem to us to be fitting that one who is here as a representative and witness of a ‘despised and rejected’ Christ should be honoured and flattered of men.  Please address me as ‘Brother Pink.’”

  Oh for the same humility among all the Lord’s servants as Brother Pink manifested!

Charles Haddon Spurgeon, who in earlier years accepted the title of “Reverend,”  later dropped it.  We do not like the present-day uncritical hero-worship of Spurgeon in many quarters, but we own that he was one of the Lord’s great servants; and in his characteristically humorous fashion he wrote well on this subject (“Fragments of Popery Among Nonconformists,” published in “The Sword and Trowel” in 1874):

  “It seems rather odd to us that a man should print upon his visiting card the fact that he is a reverend person.  Why does he not occasionally vary the term, and call himself estimable, amiable, talented, or beloved?  Would this seem odd?  Is there any valid objection to use such a set of adjectives after the fashion is once set by employing the term reverend?    If a man were to assume the title of reverend for the first time in history it would look ridiculous, if not presumptuous or profane.  Why does not the Sunday-School teacher call himself ‘the respectable John Jones,’ or the City Missionary dub himself ‘the hard-working William Evans?’  Why do we not, like members of secret orders and others, go in for Worthy Masterships and Past Grands, and the like?  I hope that we can reply that we do not care for such honours, and are content to leave them to men of the world, or to the use of those who think they can do some good thereby.  It may be said that the title of reverend is only one of courtesy, but then so was the title of Rabbi among the Jews, yet the disciples were not to be called Rabbi.  It is, at any rate, a suspicious circumstance that among mankind, no class of persons should so commonly describe themselves by a pretentious title as the professed ministers of the lowly Jesus.  Peter and Paul were right reverend men, but they would have been the last to have called themselves so.  No sensible person does reverence us one jot the more because we assume the title.  It certainly is in some cases a flagrant misnomer [some cases? in most, it would seem to us! —  S.W.], and its main use seems to be the pestilent one of keeping up the unscriptural distinction of clergy and laity.  A lad fresh from college, who has just been placed in a pulpit, is the Reverend Smith, while his eminently godly grandfather, who has for fifty years walked with God, and is now ripe for heaven, has no such claim to reverence.  A gentleman of ability, education, and eminent piety preaches in various places with much zeal and abundant success, but he is no reverend; while a man of meagre gifts, whose principal success seems to lie in scattering the flock, wears the priestly prefix, having a name to be reverenced when he commands no esteem whatever.

  “This may be a trifle, many no doubt regard it so; why, then, are they not prepared to abstain from it?  The less the value of the epithet the less the reason for continuing the use of it.  It would be hard to say who has a right to it, for many use it who have not been pastors for years, and have not preached a sermon for many a day; what on earth are they to be reverenced for?  Other men are always preaching, and yet no man calls them reverend, but why not?  The distribution of this wonderful honour is not fairly arranged.  We suggest that, as the wife is to see that she reverence her husband, every married man has a degree of claim to the title of Rev., and the sooner all benedicts exercise the privilege, the sooner will the present clerical use of it pass out of fashion.  We wonder when men first sought out this invention, and from whose original mind did the original sin emanate.  We suspect that he lived in the Roman Row of Vanity Fair, although the Rev. John Bunyan does not mention him.  One thing is pretty certain, he did not flourish in the days of the Rev. Paul, or the Rev. Apollos, or the Rev. Cephas.” 

  May the Lord convict His people of these things, that they may separate from this Popish trapping along with all the rest!

(This is the sixth in a series of nine pamphlets exposing various Romish trappings which many Christians and Christian churches have retained.  To obtain the other pamphlets in this series entitled “Trappings of Popery,” please write to the address below.  In addition, they have all been published together, slightly edited and enlarged, as a book entitled Trappings of Popery.  This book is available from the address below.)
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