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While the Bible warns us not to quibble about words (2 Timothy 2:14), this does not mean that words, phrases, and terms are not important. For example, anyone who insisted on being called “The Great Power” (Acts 8:10) would be clearly violating the rule of Christian humility and modesty (Matthew 23:7-11). In the same vein, to call church leaders “priests,” is only likely to confuse, in addition to contradict the priesthood of all believers.
Every interest group tends to form its own terms (lingo, jargon). Dozens of terms, intelligible more to insiders than to outsiders, are learned by the members of the group. These reinforce the norms and values of the group. 
Take an example: the military. There are officers and enlisted men; ranks and pay grades vary from the bottom all the way up to generals and admirals; outsiders are “civilians.” There are many phrases, terms, and abbreviations that we have inherited from warfare: ICBM, POW, MIA; built like a Sherman tank, total unconditional surrender, the whole nine yards, etc.) Or consider the business world: CEO, IT, downsizing, high margin, bottom line, etc.
To some extent these terms are necessary within the purposes and culture of the organization. They influence and inform group boundaries, norms of discipline, communication, organization, and even morale. Once again, it is not necessarily wrong to use special terms, or even to develop an insider language. But these terms ought to be reevaluated from time to time in order to ensure that they accurately reflect the values of the group.
Religious organizations are no exception; they have their own special terminology. Moreover, the terminology is always in a state of flux, as language and the group inevitably (and slowly) evolve. 

The purpose of this paper is to examine a number of terms common within many Bible-believing churches; to compare these to biblical terminology; and to make suggestions for improvement where called for. “Terminology reinforces theology,” as I have been fond of saying through the years, and hence the title of this article.

Do not imagine that I believe a radical overhaul of terminology will ever be easy. It will require concerted effort. And yet, lest the prospect feel utterly overwhelming, let me offer an illustration. Remember when you first became a Christian? At that time, chances are much of your entire religious vocabulary had to be overhauled. For example, you learned to stop calling “Christians” anyone who only occasionally set foot in a church. For a while you “slipped up,” but the norms of the group, and the reinforcement of your own Bible study, helped you to overcome old patterns. In the same way, you probably had come to think of “church” as a building. And yet you were taught that church is the body of Christ; it is not a building at all. For one last example, how about the word “baptism”?  Many of you reading this paper were brought up in a tradition that considered sprinkling to be baptism—despite the linguistic and biblical impossibility of this being true! 
Why did you change your way of speaking, and your very thought patterns? Because you became convinced from the Bible that you had been thinking, and speaking, in error. In other words, the change in terminology most definitely can be made! But it will require conviction and effort. Lack of either makes the entire enterprise fruitless.
Overleaf is a table of 30 common terms, with suggestions on how they might be improved or clarified. Certainly this table is not comprehensive. Even if it were fully complete and correct, it would not remain so for long, as language is constant evolving, and specialized terminology with it. Rather, this table is meant only to stimulate thought and discussion. 
Might we further the cause of Christianity by being willing to overhaul our religious vocabulary? 
Common 
Popular definition or     

Why reconsider or
Biblical term
Biblical definition   or
term

notion



redefine?

(Gk or Heb)
suggestion

Apostle

One of the Twelve


Transliteration
; unclear
apostolos
missionary


Baptism

Christening, sprinkling, etc.

Transliteration; unclear
baptisma
immersion
Bear fruit
Lead someone to Christ

Too restrictive

karpophorein
bear fruit, be productive

Bishop

High-ranking church leader

Transliteration; traditional
episkopos
overseer



Christ

Jesus’ last name


Transliteration; unclear
christos

anointed (one)


Church

Religious building


Tradition; unclear

ekklesia

assembly
Clergy

Paid church worker


O.T. tradition

[absent]

eliminate
Deacon

Low-ranking church leader

Transliteration; unclear
diakonos
servant
Disciple

True Christian


From Latin word; 2 tiers
mathetes

student
Disciple

To give someone spiritual guidance
Suggests control

matheteuein
To convert someone to Jesus

Divisive

In disagreement with leadership
Clarify!


hairetikos
keep word but explain meaning
Evangelist
The church leader



Transliteration

evangelistes
church
 planter; preacher
Fall away

Leave church (temporarily?) 

Mistranslation (NIV)
skandalidzomai
stumble, trip


Fallaway
Someone who has left the church
False doctrine (Heb 6:4)
[absent]

walkaway, wanderer, lost sheep
Fruit

Someone you meet and convert
Too narrow

karpos

fruit, harvest, result, outcome
Gospel

A Christian message(?)

Archaic (< godspell)
euangelion
good news
Kingdom
Church, (our) denomination

Inaccurate!

basileia

kingdom ( ≠ church)
Laity

(Unpaid) church member

Unbiblical

laos

eliminate without replacement
Lay leader
(Unpaid) church leader

No biblical support
[absent]

eliminate without replacement
Member

Non-staff church attender

Has lost original sense
melos

body part; new term needed
Messiah

Expected savior of the Jews

Hebrew; confusion
mashiach
anointed one
Minister

(Paid) church worker/leader

Latin; ambiguous

diakonos
servant (see diakonos)
Ministry

“Full-time” church work

Latin; ambiguous

diakonia

service
Pastor

Church leader/preacher

Latin; traditional

poimen

shepherd
Restoration
 
Coming back to church

Unbiblical usage

katartismos
mending, making complete
Restore

Bring back a “fallaway”

Unbiblical usage

katartidzo
mend, make complete, restore
Service

Church meeting


Unbiblical usage

leitourgia
service, worship; eliminate
Tithe

Financial contribution

Doctrine of Judaism
ma’aser

tenth, tenth part; eliminate
There are a number of other terms that may need reconsideration (worship, Sabbath, eternal, righteous, Quiet Time, atonement etc), but such is not the aim of this thought paper. You may want to create your own table.
Conclusion

Failure to reflect on the suitability, and accuracy, of one’s group’s terminology is natural, in human terms. Constancy maintains momentum or inertia, as the case may be. Nor is changing one’s terminology easy! Yet refusal to reflect on terminology is unwise. Surely for us who claim to follow the Bible as the Word of God it is imperative to be open to a “biblical” vocabulary. This follows from the premise that terminology reinforces theology. 


A healthy theology requires a willingness to adapt. 
     � Transliteration is not the same as translation. While the second renders a word in the source language by an equivalent word (or phrase) in the target language, first does not do this. Transliteration only slightly (if at all) alters the word in question, creating a new word altogether. In the case of “apostle,” this comes from the original Greek apostolos, which means something like “missionary, envoy, representative.” Apostle is, therefore, a poor translation, for two reasons. (1) It was not an English word before the unfortunate transliteration took place. (2) It is unclear and confusing, for which reason in many groups men claim to be apostles today. This has led me, when explaining the meaning of apostolos, to artificially distinguish between Apostle (capital ‘A’) and apostle (small ‘a’). 


     � I distinguish two sorts of preacher (evangelist). One is a church planter; this notion seems to correspond most closely with what we observe in the NT and in early Christianity. The other sense is a local preacher. For more, see the audio series, New Testament Leadership.


     � It is hard to imagine how the word “church” can thoroughly be phased out in favor of “assembly.” I admit that even I am captive to tradition!


     � Note: the NIV mistranslates skandalidzesthe in Matthew 26:31. The correct translation is stumble or take offense.


     � Biblically speaking, once someone has fallen away, there is no restoration (Hebrews 6:4, 10:26; 2 Peter 2:20-22; see also Proverbs 29:1). Moreover, restoration is for those who want spiritual strengthening (those in the fellowship). See Galatians 6:1, 1 Peter 5:10.





