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Ordination in the
King James Version of the Bible

Loren L. Johns

The question about whether or how it might be meaningful to talk
about ordination from a biblical perspective requires that one address
questions of definition and method. What exactly is ordination? Is it
a biblical concept? What if what we call ordination in the church
today is different from ordination as it was conceived or practiced in
the Bible? Should we take our definitional cues from the Bible itself,
or should we take what we “know” about ordination to the New
Testament texts in order to see whether it is there?’

Such questions raise the even more foundational issue of our
understanding of leadership and office. Behind the words we may or
may not use for ordination, or the practices we may employ in
installing and formally recognizing congregational leaders, lie questions
about how our “offices” or understandings of pastoral ministry compare
with those in the New Testament and whether New Testament patterns
of ministry should determine today’s church order. The latter question
goes to the heart of the matter and represents a key issue in this book;
the concept of ordination as a biblical and contemporary practice is
but one small related issue.

Historically, the Mennonite church tradition has emphasized
the priesthood of all believers while exhibiting some anticlericalism.?
Some—especially those in the Old Mennonite tradition—have
maintained that the biblical case for the rite of ordination is weak. In
his study of “Mennonites and Ordination,” Weldon Schloneger quotes
several twentieth-century Mennonites who commented on the New
Testament foundation for the practice. For instance, Paul M. Miller
noted that ordination in the New Testament did not follow any
prescribed order and that there was not much precision about how
the term is used.* John Howard Yoder stated simply, “The New
Testament is not clear about ordination.” In stronger words, Yoder
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noted, “There [are] . .. no grounds for seeing in the New Testament
usage a clear conception of ordination as applying to some Christians
and not to others.”® Orlando Wiebe wrote, “There appears to be reason
to believe that no attempt was made by Christ nor by the apostles to
declare a permanent form of ministerial appointment or service.”’
The Mennonite Church study on leadership and authority similarly
concluded in its report to the 1979 Mennonite Church General
Assembly that “the New Testament does not give us a definite and
detailed concept of ordination.” On the other hand, Erland Waltner
could say that “the practice of ordination to ministerial offices, while
not prominent in the New Testament, nevertheless has a clear biblical
basis.”’

So what does the Bible have to say about ordination? In this essay,
I will make some general observations about the use of the word ordain
in three English translations of the Bible—the King James Version,
the New Revised Standard Version, and the New International
Version—and the words so translated in the original languages. Sec-
ond, I will consider possible reasons behind the use of the word ordain
in the King James Version in light of the seventeenth-century Church
of England context. Finally, I will reflect briefly on some of the pos-
sible implications of the above for the church in the twenty-first
century.

Biblical conceptions of ordination

One of the problems in considering a biblical perspective on ordination
is the problem of determining what “ordination” is, biblically, in the
first place. What Hebrew and Greek words mean “ordination”? The
perhaps surprising answer is that actually none of them do—at least
no technical term parallels the English technical term ordination.

In what follows I will lay out in some detail the biblical references
to ordination and the words used in expressing it so that readers can
study the evidence for themselves." The word ordain, or ordination,
occurs 19 times in the King James Version of the Hebrew Bible, 28
times in the New Revised Standard Version (with few of these in
common), and 29 times in the New International Version, with a
great deal of overlap between the NRSV and NIV. Of the 19 occurrences
in the King James Version, only 17 translate a Hebrew or Aramaic
verb, the other two being “supplied” to suggest the sense of the Hebrew
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text. These 17 translate 10 different Hebrew verbs and one Aramaic
verb, most of which are common words meaning “to make” or “to
do,” “to put,” or “to command.” The 16 occurrences of ordain in the
Septuagint (the Greek version of the Hebrew Bible) translate 11
different Greek verbs in those verses where a Greek equivalent exists!

Num. 28:6 Ty, $hy vivaue, ginomai

1 Kings 12:32 7100, $h; noée, poieo

2 Kings 23:5 13, sty BiboN, didomi

1 Chron. 9:22 &, ysd; TN, histemi

1 Chron. 17:9 T, $ym; Timn, tithemi

2 Chron. 11:15 3%, md; wolllatym, kathistemi
2 Chron. 23:18 —; —

2 Chron. 29:27 —; —

Esther 9:27 7, quwm; LoV, histemi

Ds. 7:13 Wz, pl—

Ds. 8:2 T, ysds wonTap TiGm, katartizo
Ps. 8:3 113, kdn; Hepediao, themelioo
Ps. 81:5 oY, Sym; TN, tithemi

Ps. 132:17 T, 7k ETONG W, betoimazo
Isa. 26:12 naw, spy mida, didomi

Isa. 30:33 TN, vk AR TEm, apaited

Jer. 1:5 0, ey TN, tithemi

Dan. 2:24 T, mnk; vl iaTN, kathistemi
Hab. 1:12 Y2, $ymy; TEOM, tasso

When we look at ordain in the New Revised Standard and the
New International Version, we see that most of the occurrences of the
word in the Pentateuch (Genesis through Deuteronomy) are translated

in the King James Version as consecrate. The word ordain is used by
the NRSV and NIV in the following verses:

Exod. 28:41 N2, ml; dpminin, empiplemi
Exod. 29:22 DR, mlym; Tedsluang, releiosis
Exod. 29:26 2R, mlym; Tedslueang, releiosis
Exod. 29:27 @&, mlym; Tehslueng, teleiosis
Exod. 29:29 N, el e S, teleioo

Exod. 29:31 WX, mlym; Tehcinagic, teleiosis
Exod. 29:33  ®70, ml’; TeAeL S0, teleios

Exod. 29:34 WX, mlym; TeAhclnaic, teleiosis
Exod. 29:35 K70, ml; TeAeL S, teleioo
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Exod. 32:29
Lev. 7:37
Lev. 8:22
Lev. 8:28
Lev. 8:29
Lev. 8:31
Lev. 8:33
Lev. 8:33
Lev. 16:32
Lev. 21:10
Num. 3:3
Num. 28:6
2 Sam. 17:14

1 Kings 1:36
2 Kings 19:25
2 Kings 23:5
2 Chron. 2:4
2 Chron. 22:7
Ps. 8:2

Ps. 65:9

Ps. 111:9
Ps. 133:3
Ps. 139:16
Isa. 26:12
Isa. 37:24
Isa. 48:5

Lam. 2:17

Lam. 3:37

K90, ml: Thnpha, pleros INRSV only; NIV: “set apart”]
DR, mlym; Tedsluang, releiosis

DR, mlym; Tedeiig, teleiosis

DR, mlym; Tedeiig, teleiosis

2R, mlym; Tedslueang, releiosis

DR, mlym; Tedeiig, teleiosis

DR, mlym; Tedeiig, teleiosis

NI, ml Tehe o, teleiod

NN, ml’: Tk, teleioo NIV only; NRSV: “consecrated”]
NN, ml’: Teherdw, teleioo NIV only; NRSV: “consecrated”]
NS, ml Tehe m, teleiod

ey, $hy vivepo, ginomai

M2, swh; EvTEAAOLaL, entellomai [NRSV only; NIV:
“determined”]

IR, mr; maTHW, pistod [NRSV only; NIV: “declare”]
Y, Sy i, ago NIV only; NRSV: “determined”]
103, ntm; Fitaam, didomi INRSV only; NIV: “appointed”]
—; — [No Hebrew or Greek word lies behind the
NRSV’s use of ordained here.][NRSV only; NIV:
“ordinance”]

—; yivarao, ginomai [NRSV only; NIV: “brought
about”]

0%, ysd; weTepTiSm, katartizo [NIV only; NRSV:
“founded”]

112, kidn; £TO1pGZw, hetoimazo [NIV only; NRSV:
“prepared”]

M2, swh; EvTEAAoLaL, entellomai [NIV only; NRSV:
“commanded”]

M2, swh; ivTiAhala, entellomai [NRSV only; NIV:
“bestows”]

T8, ysrs whdoow, plasso [NIV only; NRSV: “formed”]
NEW, $pt; fidan, didomi [NRSV only; NIV: “establish”]
Y, %h; motEm, poied [NIV only; NRSV: “determined”]
M2, swh; EvTEMA o, entellomai NIV only; NRSV:
“commanded”]

M2, swh; EvTEAAopaL, entellomai [NRSV only; NIV:
“decreed”]

M2, swh; ivTiEAhale, entellomai [NRSV only; NIV:
“decreed”]
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Ezek. 28:13 103, ntn; Tikk N, tithemi NIV only; NRSV: “placed”]
Hab. 1:12 IO, ysd; iy, elencho [NIV only; NRSV: “established”]

We see here that a wide variety of Hebrew and Greek words lies
behind the word ordain in the King James Version. The situation is
not much different when we turn to the New Testament. If we exclude
the uses of ordain in translating an inferior Greek text (2 Tim. 4:22
and Tit. 3:15), and the one place where it is “supplied,” with no
Greek verb behind it (Rom. 7:10), we see that the 20 remaining
occurrences of the word translate fully 13 different Greek verbs:
Yivopal (ginomai), 81eTaam (diatasso), ketllatn (kathistemi),
KQTCTREWT 1 (kataskenazo), ¥:ivi (kring), |VeTorT MWL (metatithemsi),
apii (horiza), &t (poied), TRQETO (IS (proetoimaza), TROOAILIA
(prooriza), Toiam (tassg), TUUNL1 (tithemi), and ¥E1paTov )
(cheirotoned)! Such a variety of Greek words calls into question whether
“ordination” was a New Testament concept at all.

The King James Version uses a form of ordain in the following
verses:

Mark 3:14 “And he [Jesus] ordained [r£i, poied] twelve, that they
should be with him, and that he might send them forth
to preach.” [NRSV and NIV: “appointed”] Totfm usually
means “to make” or “to do.”

John 15:16 “Ye have not chosen me, but I have chosen you, and
ordained [Tiffnn, tithemi] you, that ye should go and
bring forth fruit.” [NRSV and NIV: “appointed”] Titlt 11
usually means “to put” or “to place.”

Acts 1:22 “. . . beginning from the baptism of John, unto that same
day that he was taken up from us, must one be ordained
[¥ivopm, ginomai] to be a witness with us of his
resurrection.” [NRSV and NIV: “become”] wiwape
usually means “to happen” or “to become.”

Acts 10:42 “And he commanded us to preach unto the people, and
to testify that it is he which was ordained [(yxi5m, horizo)
of God 70 be the Judge of quick and dead.” [NRSV:
“ordained”; NIV: “appointed”] {3211 usually means “to
define” or “to set limits to.”

Acts 13:48 “And when the Gentiles heard this, they were glad, and
glorified the word of the Lord: and as many as were
ordained [TéwTmn, tasso] to eternal life believed.” [NRSV:
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Acts 14:23

Acts 16:4

Acts 17:31

[Rom. 7:10

Rom. 13:1

1 Cor. 2:7

1 Cor. 7:17

Gal. 3:19

“ordained ; NIV: “appointed”] Teiaam usually means
“to arrange” or “to put in place.”

“And when they had ordained [x#1ji0Tavin, cheirotoned)
them elders in every church, and had prayed with fasting,
they commended them to the Lord, on whom they
believed.” [NRSV and NIV: “appointed”] 3#1poiTervém
usually means “to elect” or “to choose” and means
literally, “to stretch out the hand,” whether in voting or
in the laying on of hands.

“And as they went through the cities, they delivered
them the decrees for to keep, that were ordained [wpivin,
krind) of the apostles and elders which were at Jerusalem.”
[NRSV and NIV: “reached” (the decisions)] ¥pivio usually
means “to judge” or “to decide.”

“Because he hath appointed a day, in the which he will
judge the world in righteousness by that man whom he
hath ordained [$pigm, horizol; whereof he hath given
assurance unto all men, in that he hath raised him from
the dead.” [NRSV and NIV: “appointed”] &pifw usually
means “to define” or “to set limits to.”

“And the commandment, which was ordained [—] to
life, I found to be unto death.” [NRSV: “promised ; and
NIV: “intended”] No Greek verb lies behind the King
James Version’s use of ordained in this verse.]

“Let every soul be subject unto the higher powers. For
there is no power but of God: the powers that be are
ordained [Téwmmn, tasso] of God.” [NRSV: “instituted”;
and NIV: “established”] Ttz usually means “to arrange”
or “to put in place.”

“But we speak the wisdom of God in a mystery, ordained
[ ilw, proorizo] before the world unto our glory.”
[NRSV: “decreed ; and NIV: “destined”] mpszepri Do
usually means “to decide beforehand.”

“But as God hath distributed to every man, as the Lord
hath called every one, so let him walk. And so ordain 1
[FcTiTam, diatasso) that they which preach the gospel
should live of the gospel.” &1ixTGagm usually means “to
arrange” or “to put in order.”

“Wherefore then serveth the law? It was added because
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Eph. 2:10

[2 Tim. 4:22
(postscript)

Titus 1:5

[Titus 3:15

(postscript)

Heb. 5:1

Heb. 8:3

Heb. 9:6

of transgressions, till the seed should come to whom the
promise was made; and it was ordained [P iiTiTom,
diatasso] by angels in the hand of a mediator.” B1zxTiamm
usually means “to arrange” or “to put in order.”

“For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus
unto good works, which God hath before ordained
[FposToLpEG W, proetoimazo] a preacher, and an apostle,
(I speak the truth in Christ, and lie not;) a teacher of the
Gentiles in faith and verity.” mpasToEiw usually means
“to prepare beforehand.”

“The second epistle unto Timotheus, ordained [¥:poTa-
wEw, cheirotoned) the first bishop of the church of the
Ephesians, was written from Rome, when Paul was
brought before Nero the second time.” giipuTovio
usually means “to elect” or “to choose” and means
literally, “to stretch out the hand,” whether in voting or
in the laying on of hands.]

“For this cause left I thee in Crete, that thou shouldest
set in order the things that are wanting, and ordain
[kerfb T, kathistemi] elders in every city, as I had
* ku#icTrutl usually means “to take
someone somewhere” or “to appoint.”

“It was written to Titus, ordained [x£1pTinvén, cheiroto-
ned] the first bishop of the church of the Cretians, from
Nicopolis of Macedonia. x&1paToviu usually means “to
elect” or “to choose” and means literally, “to stretch out

appointed thee.’

the hand,” whether in voting or in the laying on of hands.]
“For every high priest taken from among men is ordained
(ke T, kathistemi] for men in things pertaining to
God, that he may offer both gifts and sacrifices for sins.
kuBigTnpt usually means “to take someone somewhere”
or “to appoint.”

“For every high priest is ordained [wuliarnm, kathistemi)
to offer gifts and sacrifices: wherefore ## is of necessity
that this man have somewhat also to offer. kefliaTrin
usually means “to take someone somewhere” or “to
appoint.”

“Now when these things were thus ordained [wrrTo-
kgL, kataskenazo, the priests went always into the
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first tabernacle, accomplishing the service of God.
KOTaTRELGSW usually means “to prepare” or “to con-
struct.”

Jude 4 “For there are certain men crept in unawares, who were
before of old ordained [ye:TexTiM 1, metatithémi] to this
condemnation, ungodly men, turning the grace of our
God into lasciviousness, and denying the only Lord God,
and our Lord Jesus Christ. |.£TriTidn1 usually means
“to change someone’s [or one’s own] position,” whether
literally/physically, as in “to transfer,” or metaphorically,

. <« b . »
as in “to change one’s mind.

In contrast to the King James Version, the New Revised Standard
Version and the New International Version use the English word
ordain to translate a narrower range of Hebrew and Greek words.
Ordain in the NRSV translates only six different Hebrew words, and
seven different Greek words. By far the Hebrew most often translated
ordain in the NRSV is 8%, (m/: or its nominal form), which means,
“to fill.” One understanding of ordination was often expressed through
the idiomatic phrase, “to fill the hand of” (see Exod. 28:41; 29:9,
29, 39; Lev. 8:33; 16:32; Num. 3:3; 1 Kings 13:33). When mention
is made of the “ram of ordination,” the Hebrew phrase means literally,
“ram of fillings.” However, in the Septuagint, the Greek word most
often translated ordain or ordination is Tehalcha (teleiod; or its nominal
form), and the equivalent phrase to the Hebrew Bible’s “ram of fillings”
is “ram of Tehaimag (teleidsis),” or “ram of perfection.”

The interests of King James | and the Church of England

When King James I undertook to produce a unified translation of the
Bible, he did so in the context of seventeenth-century England, with
all the privileges of power and position at work in the nation and in
the Church of England. While the King James Version was “new” in
the sense that it did not exist before, the preface indicates that the
purpose of the translators was not to create a new translation from
scratch, but rather to revise the earlier translations in order to eliminate
the alternatives and produce just one accepted standard version. In
practice, the King James Version was based primarily on the Tyndale
and Geneva Bibles and the Rheims New Testament.'? According to
Jack Lewis, James wanted to produce a new translation so that the
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whole church would be bound to “it alone, and [to] none other.” He
wanted to adjudicate the various readings of the other versions in
such a way that his version could “not justly . . . be excepted against.”*
His primary interest was to impose order and peace on a divided
church.

Such implied interests in order and authority can hardly be
missed in the first and next-to-last paragraphs of the preface:

Great and manifold were the blessings, most dread
Sovereign, which Almighty God, the Father of all mercies,
bestowed upon us the people of England, when first he
sent Your Majesty’s Royal Person to rule and reign over
us. For whereas it was the expectation of many, who
wished not well upon our Sion, that upon the setting of
that bright Occidental Star, Queen Elizabeth of most
happy memory, some thick and palpable clouds of
darkness would so have overshadowed this Land, that
men should have been in doubt which way they were to
walk; and that it should hardly be known, who was to
direct the unsettled State; the appearance of Your Majesty,
as of the Sun in his strength, instantly dispelled those
supposed and surmised mists, and gave unto all that were
well affected exceeding cause of comfort; especially when
we beheld the Government established in Your Highness,
and Your hopeful Seed, by an undoubted Title, and this
also accompanied with peace and tranquility at home

and abroad.

And now at last, by the mercy of God, and the contin-
uance of our labors, it being brought unto such a
conclusion, as that we have great hopes that the Church
of England shall reap good fruit thereby; we hold it our
duty to offer it to Your Majesty, not only as to our King
and Sovereign, but as to the principal Mover and Author
of the work: humbly craving of Your most Sacred
Majesty, that since things of this quality have ever been
subject to the censures of ill meaning and discontented
persons, it may receive approbation and patronage from
so learned and judicious a Prince as Your Highness is,
whose allowance and acceptance of our labors shall more
honor and encourage us, than all the calumniations and
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hard interpretations of other men shall dismay us. So
that if, on the one side, we shall be traduced by Popish
persons at home or abroad, who therefore will malign
us, because we are poor instruments to make God’s holy
Truth to be yet more and more known unto the people,
whom they desire still to keep in ignorance and darkness;
or if, on the other side, we shall be maligned by self-
conceited Brethren, who run their own ways, and give
liking unto nothing, but what is framed by themselves,
and hammered on their anvil; we may rest secure,
supported within by the truth and innocency of a good
conscience, having walked the ways of simplicity and
integrity, as before the Lord; and sustained without, by
the powerful protection of Your Majesty’s grace and favor,
which will ever give countenance to honest and Christian
endeavours against bitter censures and uncharitable
imputations.'

King James had a marked dislike, even hostility, toward the
Geneva Bible with its marginal notes. James clearly wished to displace
this Bible, with its implicit and explicit challenges to the “divine
right of kings.”" In its place, James wanted with his version to
“reinforce the image of the king as the political and spiritual leader of
his people. The unity of king, Bible, and church would ensure the
unity of the English people.”’® Alister McGrath suggest that as it
turned out, the most significant factor in the ultimate success of the
King James Version “appears to have been the fact that it was associated
with the authority of the monarch at a time when such authority was
viewed positively.”"”

The implied interests in the position of the king and in properly
authorized lines of accountability in the hierarchical church and
government of England clearly visible above suggest that the word
ordain may have been chosen to support the interests of hierarchy
and office in that ecclesiastical and political context.

Analysis of the biblical and historical evidence

What does this brief survey of the biblical and historical evidence
suggest? First, the sheer variety of words translated ordain or ordination
in the King James Version underscores the fluidity of the concepts
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and practices that lie behind what we have learned to call ordination.
To ordain was to make or put or appoint or institute or decree or
establish or choose or lay hands on or put in place—something like
that. I suspect that John E. Toews is right when he says that “ordination
for ministry through the laying on of hands as practiced in the church
is without biblical foundation” and that “there is no biblical linkage
of personal call to ministry and ordination through the laying on of
hands, as often practised in the Protestant Church.”®

Second, the evidence could suggest that not only was there no
common practice or form of ordination in the Bible but also that there
was no common conception of ordination. Any defense of ordination
must be made on theological, ecclesiological, and/or practical grounds,
since no facile appeal to biblical precedent or to a New Testament
theology of ordination stands up under scrutiny. Whether the modern
practice of ordination cannot be aligned with Anabaptist-Mennonite
theology insofar as it inevitably “sacerdotalizes” pastoral ministry, as
Toews claims, is another matter."”

Third, the historical evidence may suggest that the defense of
“office” (vs. functionalism) in the free church traditions has unwittingly
perpetuated the political and theological interests of the Church of
England by way of the King James Version even as its defenders were
unaware of them. While political and theological interests are not
inherently bad or to be avoided, they function most constructively
when they are acknowledged and thus open to some scrutiny.

Finally, these observations demonstrate that any attempt to
develop or articulate a biblical theology of ordination cannot proceed
on the basis of any English translation of the text. Careful reference to
the original languages is beneficial in most cases, but required by the
evidence itself when dealing with “ordination.”

It is outside the scope of this essay to pursue one final historical
question that deserves attention in its own right. One would expect
that the use of the one word ordain to translate many varied Hebrew
and Greek verbs and concepts influenced the polity and practical
theology of English-speaking churches in the West from the seven-
teenth through the twentieth centuries. But did increased dependence
upon the King James Version by a historically German-speaking people
bring with it a changing view of ordination? It would not be surprising

if 1t did.
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BJack P. Lewis, “Versions, English,” in 7he Anchor Bible Dictionary, ed. David
Noel Freedman (New York: Doubleday, 1992) 6:823-24, 6:832-33.
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2001), esp. 141. See also David Neft, “A Translation Fit for a King,” Christianity
Today (October 22, 2001), 37-39, 75.

' McGrath, In the Beginning, 171.

71bid., 289.

116 Loren L. Johns



'8 John E. Toews, “Toward a Biblical Theology of Leadership Affirmation:
Rethinking the Meaning of Ordination” (Benjamin Eby Lecture at Conrad Grebel
University College, Waterloo, Ont., November 7, 2003), forthcoming in Conrad
Grebel Review. 1 recommend Toews’s provocative biblical, historical, and theological
study of ordination as a means to further consideration of these issues.

" Toews argues that how a church selects and affirms its leaders must ultimately
be based on its particular ecclesiology. And an Anabaptist-Mennonite ecclesiology
requires the desacramentalization of appointment to ministry, along with the
eschewing of any notions of status and power, tax benefits, ordination for life, and/
or distinctions between clergy and laity.
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